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For Lorrel, as always


 

The Shadowman lives between two worlds,

The real world and the world of the deep-cover spy.


Earlier

McGarvey, his Walther PPK in hand, groped his way silently in the absolute darkness of the tunnel beneath the Castelo de Oro northeast of Lisbon. He hesitated at the doorway, his left hand brushing the wet stone wall as he listened for a sound, any sound ahead. He could hear water dripping somewhere, and in the background, he heard an extremely faint hissing noise.

“Maria?” he called softly.

Kurshin laughed, but it was almost impossible to tell how far away he was or even his direction. Sounds were distorted in the narrow tunnel.

Mac had to fight down the urge to get out immediately. He was caught deep underground in a crypt. The realm of the dead, not the living.

“Is she with you?” he called.

“She’s here, McGarvey,” Kurshin said. His voice sounded odd, somehow disjointed.

“Let her go, Arkasha. This is between you and me now.”

“She’ll die here with you,” Kurshin said, and he laughed again. It sounded as if he were unhinged.

“What’s the point? Baranov is dead; Didenko has been arrested. There’s nowhere for you to go.”

“Exactly.”

“No one is looking for you” McGarvey said. He moved into a position around the steel gate from where he could extend his gun into the tunnel.

“That doesn’t matter.”

“Even if you manage to kill us and get out of here, then what?” McGarvey said.

“Once you’re dead, nothing will matter.”

“How long before you crack? How long before you can’t stand the lack of purpose? How long before you put the muzzle of your gun into your mouth and pull the trigger?”

Kurshin fired three times, the bullets ricocheting off the stone walls and ceiling in long, ragged sparks.

Mac fired twice, adjusting his pattern right to left against the possibility the man had moved the instant he had fired.

Kurshin fired back, and this time the bullet smacked into the stone wall an inch from Mac’s face, stone chips nicking his cheek.

The Russian was shooting a Makarov or possibly a TK. Nine shots if he had started with a full magazine.

“You won’t get out of here alive,” McGarvey called softly. He dropped down and crawled into the tunnel, flattening himself against the far wall a few feet past the gate.

Kurshin fired twice more, both shots high and to the left.

McGarvey jumped up, fired once to the left of the muzzle flashes, once to the right, and once directly at them, and he dropped down again.

Kurshin cried out and fired three more times. A moment later, something metallic clattered to the floor just ahead. The empty magazine. Kurshin was reloading.

McGarvey fired once from where he was crouched and a second time as he got to his feet. He charged blindly down the tunnel, slamming into the Russian in less than ten feet.

Both of them crashed backward off the rock wall and down onto the wet floor, blood spurting over Mac’s face. His right shoulder smashed into the stone, his hand went numb, and his pistol slipped out of his grip.

He held Kurshin’s gun hand off with his left and with his right dug into the Russian’s neck, trying with everything in his power to rip out the man’s throat.

The beam of a flashlight suddenly illuminated the tunnel. “Kirk!” Maria screamed from behind.

McGarvey lifted Kurshin’s head from the floor and smashed it back down. He pulled it up again and again, and all the while Maria screamed something.

As the life faded from Kurshin’s eye, the man’s trigger finger jerked reflexively. His pistol fired, sending a long, jagged spark down the tunnel.

From the darkness beyond Maria, the spark blossomed into a huge fireball that raced below a punctured gas line directly toward them.

McGarvey reached Maria, pulling her onto the floor and shielding her with his body as the fireball reached them. The heat was so intense for a moment that it began to melt the back of his jacket and scorch the hair on his head.

A huge explosion from somewhere far above them shattered everything, and the ceiling began to come down, pieces of the concrete slamming into Mac’s head. Water fell in cascades.

Not like this. The single thought crystallized in Mac’s head. After everything, all the close calls, all the near misses, he wasn’t going to die like this, buried in a tunnel.

He rolled off Maria and stumbled to his feet. Water was flowing from a dozen different breaches along the walls and ceiling, but there was still light from as many gas flames.

“We need to get out of here!” he shouted, hauling Maria to her feet.

She collapsed against him. “I can’t!” she cried. “My leg!”

McGarvey lifted her off her feet and slung her over his shoulder, the effort after all he’d been through nearly causing him to black out.

Water rose over his knees by the time he had slogged just ten feet. The flames were dying out now, and it would only be a matter of seconds before they were in total darkness.

For the first time in his life, McGarvey tasted panic at the back of his throat. Maria was crying something, but he couldn’t make out her words. There was nothing left for him but to continue. If he was going to die here, he would die, but he would be moving when the end came.

The last of the light faded as the water came up to his chest. The tunnel ceiling was higher here, so he could stand up a little taller. But it was too late.

He stumbled on something and fell forward. For just a moment, he thought that he was seeing lights. But that had to be impossible.

Maria was gone, and hands were on his arms, dragging him upward, his feet and legs bumping up the stairs.

“McGarvey!” someone shouted. “McGarvey!”

Then nothing.


First Strike
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Present Day

Moscow had changed since the last time the man traveling on a British passport in the name of Nicholas Kandes was here. More traffic, more people, the frantic pace of cities in the West, such as Berlin, Paris, London, even New York. He emerged from the posh Ritz-Carlton Hotel just off Red Square and went to where a valet stood with the driver’s-side door of the rental BMW M6 Coupé open.

Kandes, not his real name, was a slightly built man, well under six feet. His features were unremarkable, even bland, except for his eyes, which were sometimes intense and other times hooded like those of a cobra ready to strike. He was dressed in crisply starched jeans, Gucci loafers, a white silk shirt, and a light sweater, the sleeves looped around his neck. He was twenty-six last month.

“Good morning, sir,” the valet said. “Would you like help with directions?”

“No, thank you,” Kandes said, handing the man a hundred-euro note. His Russian was nearly perfect with just a hint of a British accent.

At eight, rush-hour traffic was in full swing, but Kandes knew his way around the city, and in no time, he was past the Kursk Railway Station outside the second ring and onto the M7, which led almost directly east out of the city. Even out here, change was evident. Much of the old-growth birch forest had been plowed under to make way for housing developments. Western-styled malls, miniestates with outdoor swimming pools that could only be used a few months out of the year but were prestigious.

Hate had ridden on his shoulders ever since he was a teenager when he learned that his brother had been murdered by an American CIA agent. He was enough of a realist to understand the risk that soldiers took when they raised their hands and gave the oath to defend their country against all enemies foreign and domestic, but his brother had been his entire world—his only world. Their parents were dead, and they had no aunts, uncles, cousins, no one except the two of them.

Kandes had been placed in a state school at the age of five, and he’d only ever come face-to-face with his brother a half dozen times in ten years, but it had been enough for the bond to be made. His brother was blood.

Most of the traffic flowed into the city, and driving away from Moscow, he tried to wrap his mind around exactly why his brother had been so in love with Russia that he’d been willing to give his life for it. The Rodina—motherland. It was one of the questions he meant to ask the general this morning, because it was a mystery, and before he evened the score, he had to know the answer to something he was incapable of feeling.

Petushki, a town of about fifteen thousand, was a one-hour drive on the highway that followed the Nizhny-Novgorod Railway. About ten kilometers east of the small industrial city, he came to a narrow dirt road that led to the north through a sparse forest where at the top of a low rise he pulled over and got out of the car.

Below in a narrow valley cut by a small stream was a series of buildings, including a cow barn,and an ornate dacha with minarets, onion domes, a half dozen chimneys, and intricate wooden scrollwork beneath the eaves. From what he’d learned, the place had been owned by a Czarist general before World War I. A lot of blood had been spilled here and at other similar spots around Russia. Nearly every owner since then had been sent to Siberia to count the birches for one reason or another and had never come back. This general had been the one exception—he returned from Siberia.

A Mercedes SUV was parked across a footbridge from the house, but no one was around, and there was no other sign that anyone was in residence.

Kandes drove down the hill, where he parked next to the Mercedes. He waited for a minute or so, the window down, listening to the sounds of the stream and some birds in the distance. The air here was fresh and smelled of grass and perhaps the earth. To the right, across the stream, a few acres of sod had been plowed under, exposing the black, rich soil.

A large man in coveralls and knee-high boots suddenly appeared at the window. He held a SIG SAUER pistol at Kandes’s face. “Get out of the car,” he said in Russian.

“Sure,” Kandes said. He got out of the car, snatched the pistol out of the man’s hand, and with lightning speed removed the magazine and fieldstripped the weapon, tossing the parts aside.

The bodyguard started forward, his face dark, angry.

“Nyet,” an old man on the porch of the dacha across the creek called out, and the guard stopped.

“General Didenko,” Kandes said. “I’d like to have a word with you.”

“Arkasha’s brother, finally,” Didenko said.

*   *   *

The inside of the house smelled musty. Paper covered some of the windows, and drop cloths draped much of the furniture. Only the kitchen in the rear seemed fully functional as did a sitting room in a porch overlooking the stream looping around to the west. A copse of trees stood in stark contrast at the base of the low hill. All in all, it was a pleasant if lonely place.

Didenko poured them a dark Russian beer, and they sat in wicker chairs facing the creek. He was a shrunken man who’d once been a bear, over six feet with thick shoulders, a broad face, and thick torso. Now he looked ill.

“I understand that you’re with the Spetsnaz special group in London,” Didenko said. “One of Karl’s rising young stars.”

The Spetsnaz had been positioned in just about every country around the world since the end of the Cold War. If hostilities were to break out, they would go to work as saboteurs, striking not only infrastructures like water and electrical supplies but also military installations. The program was highly classified and for the last years under the ironfisted control of Major General Karl Nikandrov, the head of the SVR that was the successor to the KGB’s First Chief Directorate, responsible for all clandestine activities outside of Russia.

Kandes was not especially surprised that the general knew who he was; the old-boy network was stronger than ever these days. But the breach of security was disturbing. The names of the Spetsnaz operators and the units they belonged to were highly classified and just now very high on Putin’s list of important programs.

“The question isn’t why you came to see me—you want to know how your brother died—but it’s how you managed to get here without a shit storm falling down around you. I assume you’re traveling under a false cover.”

“Nicholas Kandes.”

“For Nikolai Kurshin. Will anyone suspect that you’re here?”

“I asked for a fifteen-day leave, and they gave it to me,” Nikolai said. Didenko was legendary among Soviet spymasters, but he didn’t seem like anyone out of the ordinary. Just an old man living in the middle of nowhere.

“Really extraordinary that they gave it to you,” Didenko said. He looked away for a moment. “Your brother was killed in a flooded tunnel beneath a castle museum northeast of Lisbon, ten, maybe twelve years ago. He might have drowned, but he didn’t. When his body was recovered, it was found that the back of his skull was caved in, as if somebody smashed it with a cricket bat, or more likely knocked it against a stone wall or floor.”

“Who did it?” Nikolai asked, keeping his violent temper in check.

“Kirk McGarvey. I thought that you would know the name.”

“I wanted to make sure. But why, just spy to spy?”

“It was much more than that. There was a cache of gold the Nazis had taken from Jews they’d killed and had hidden in Portugal for after the war. We wanted it, and the CIA didn’t want us to have it. But your brother worked for Valentin Baranov, my boss in Number One in the old days, and there was an incident involving a nuclear missile in Germany.

“We’d found out that the Israelis had stockpiled nuclear weapons at a site near Ein Gedi. Your brother managed to steal one of the Americans’ Pershing missiles and reprogram it to fly to Israel and destroy the depot.”

“McGarvey stopped him?”

“Yes, but your brother didn’t give up. He put together a strike force that somehow managed to steal a Los Angeles–class nuclear submarine, kill the crew, and scuttle the boat after they’d stolen another missile. Then he programmed it to strike Ein Gedi. But McGarvey stopped him, and in fact, your brother was presumed dead, his body lost somewhere in the sea off Cyprus.”

Nikolai knew most of that, and he’d managed to dig up a fair amount of information about the CIA operator who’d not only been a shooter but had even briefly directed the agency. But he didn’t know why. He didn’t know what had driven his brother to give his life for the Komitet. Or for Baranov or Didenko.

“Was there money in the end?” he asked. “Was he planning to retire?”

Didenko laughed. “Your brother would never have quit. Just after the Ein Gedi incident, McGarvey assassinated Baranov—and that was another long-standing blood feud. I was promoted to head our Illegals Directorate—mokrie dela—wet affairs, and your brother called me out of the blue. We were convinced that he was dead, so when he called me on an unsecured line from Damascus, I almost had a heart attack. I told him that he should come in. Give me a couple of days, and I could arrange something.

“‘I’ve become a floater,’ he told me. ‘When I want blood, I’ll call you. This time, you bastards, I won’t let you fuck me up.’”

“You were involved with the Nazi gold operation?”

Didenko nodded. “And we damned near pulled it off, your brother and I.”

“Except for McGarvey.”

“He was better than Arkasha. Had been all along.”

“Or luckier.” Nikolai sat back with his beer. He’d looked up to his brother, but he’d never really known him. Aloof, a sometimes rough sense of humor, though Nikolai could never remember his brother laughing out loud, and he could never remember any physical contact; a hug, kiss after a vodka. It was the Russian way, or had been in the old days.

But he clearly remembered the strength and confidence that fairly exuded from his brother’s pores. He was a man extremely capable in whatever he did. You just knew that everything would turn out for the best if Arkasha were involved.

He was everything that Nikolai held sacred and pure and real in a world that had gone all to shit after the empire had disintegrated. Except for Putin, finally, Russia had gone through a horrible period of not knowing what it was or even what its existence meant.

That, however, had never been a problem for Nikolai. He knew exactly who he was, and he knew exactly what his existence meant.

“I’m going to kill him,” he said, looking up.

Didenko laughed. “Don’t be so sure.”

“He’s an old man now.”

“Fifty.”

“An old man—his reactions are slower, his strength less, maybe he loves his life a little more than he should. Maybe he has people he cares for.”

“You won’t be sanctioned.”

It was Nikolai’s turn to laugh. “That doesn’t matter. But I’m going to play with him. I’m going to make him feel pain, like my brother must have in the sea off Cyprus and in the tunnel in Portugal. I’m going to become his shadow. Wherever he goes, I will be right there, and in the end, he will die.”

“We called your brother the Chameleon, but his real work name was the Shadowman. He was always there right out in the open, right next to his prey—but no one recognized the danger, because a shadow is as natural as the light of the sun or the moon.”

“Then I’ll become Kirk McGarvey’s shadowman,” Nikolai said.

“Why?”

“Because I can. Because I want to. Because it amuses me to take on an old man.”

Didenko stared at him for a long time. “Think before you start this; you’d better be a lot more sure of your reasons than that.”
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“If nothing but the truth and only the truth were written down, all our university libraries would be housed in tiny little buildings. The thing is, however, we would know a lot more than we ever did, and we would understand it better,” Voltaire had written.

Kirk Cullough McGarvey looked up from the screen of his laptop and shivered. A cold wind had suddenly passed through him, leaving behind a vague sense of foreboding. Someone or something was coming his way again. On top of that, he didn’t know if he believed Voltaire any longer. Too much had passed—too may lies, too much deceit to believe or even understand much of anything.

He was a solidly built man around fifty, with broad shoulders but narrow in the waist because of a strict regimen of exercises that included swimming or running every day. He had pleasant features and eyes that were green on some days and gray on others, often depending on his mood. Today, they were gray.

The view out the third-floor window of his converted lighthouse on the Greek island of Serifos was stunning, especially this morning because of the early spring weather that was perfect—low humidity, pleasant shirtsleeve temperatures, only a few puffy clouds in a brilliantly blue sky, and almost no tourists.

After the last business with Pakistan, which had very nearly ended up badly, he’d come back here to his retreat—his safe haven—to finish his second book on the philosophy of Voltaire, especially as it pertained to government. After the CIA, and between freelance assignments for the Company, he taught philosophy at New College in Sarasota, part of the State University System of Florida. It was a liberal arts school and one of the best small schools in the country.

“You like teaching, I think,” his friend and sometimes lover Pete Boylan said.

That had been a couple of years ago, after they’d gotten back from Paris and he was getting set to return to school. At thirty-seven, Pete was a lot younger than he, but she admitted more than once that she was madly in love with him, and no matter what he did or didn’t do or say, her feelings wouldn’t change. The point is she was a lot closer politically to the kids than he was.

“Teaching makes you think,” he’d told her.

Sometimes he’d take his class outside to the water’s edge on Sarasota Bay, and they would continue their discussion of some point in minute detail, often at the tops of their lungs, everyone talking at once. It was fantastic.

Voltaire had taught, among other things, that common sense wasn’t so common, after all. That the Holy Roman Empire was neither holy nor Roman. That men used thought only to justify their wrongdoings and speech only to conceal their thoughts. And one of Mac’s favorites:

I have never made but one prayer to God, a very short one: O Lord, make my enemies ridiculous. And God granted it.

It was getting close to lunchtime. Mac saved the page and went downstairs to the tiny kitchen, where he poured a glass of ice-cold Retsina wine and went out to the stone patio.

Writing about someone else’s life—someone he admired—often made him reflective of his own past. A lot of water under the bridge, his old friend Otto Rencke would say. More people killed in the line of duty, often for some presidential directive or national objective, or sometimes for something as minor as greed or even ego. The CIA’s old acronym for why people became defectors was MICE, which stood for Money, Ideology, Conscience, and Eego. In actuality, the reasons people became traitors to their own countries were a lot more complicated than that.

But what was even more complicated, even for McGarvey, was why people stood with their toes to the line, ready and even willing to give their lives for their countries. For some cause, sometimes for words, sometimes for leaders, sometimes for ideals.

He’d never had his own answers, at least none that were satisfactory, beyond the facts that by chance he’d been born in the U.S. and that ever since he was a kid, he’d hated bullies.

But those sentiments had cost him dearly. Just about every woman he’d ever been involved with had been assassinated because of who he was and what he’d been doing at the moment, including his wife, Katy, and their grown daughter, Elizabeth.

Liz’s husband, who had been a CIA operative, had been shot to death in the line of duty. Mac, Katy, and their daughter, all of them devastated, had gone to the funeral at Arlington National Cemetery. Afterward, the girls had ridden in a separate limo, Mac in the Lincoln just behind them.

Staring down across the rocky valley and the path that led up and over the next hill and down to the ferry dock in town, the day at Arlington stood out in vivid detail in his mind. The afternoon was too bright, too clear, the weather too mild for a funeral.

“Hurry back to me,” Katy had said to him. He was in the middle of a mission that was going sour.

He reached inside and kissed her, but Liz said nothing.

Watching them drive away, he remembered feeling that something heavy was in the air. At the time, he put it down as nothing more than his own grief, his overactive imagination.

*   *   *

Pete was riding with him in the second limo. “They’ll be okay,” she’d said. Because of Todd’s murder, Katy and Liz had been assigned CIA minders. “Once they get to the Farm, no one will be able to touch them.”

“They have to get there first,” he’d said.

One moment, Katy’s limousine was there, just approaching the rear gate, and in the next instant, it was replaced by a bright flash followed immediately by an overpowering bang and a millisecond later a concussion that knocked all the air out of McGarvey’s lungs.

Nothing was left of the car except for the engine block and some twisted lengths of metal attached to a badly distorted frame. There was nothing recognizable as a body or even a body part.

What was eventually found was buried next to Todd at Arlington. But for the life of him, he could not clearly remember that funeral.

Pete came over the hill. Even from a distance, he recognized her short red hair, but mostly how she carried herself, how she walked straight forward, almost like a runway model, one foot directly in front of the other.

For a moment, he was vexed. He’d made it clear that he needed to get away without distractions so that he could finish his book. Yet he was glad to see her. It had started to get lonely up here.

He went into the kitchen and got her a Coke and himself another Retsina. By the time he brought it out to the patio, she was coming up the steps.

They embraced. “I’m surprised to see you here,” he said. She didn’t look happy.

“Something’s happened,” she said.

“Audie?” McGarvey asked, his stomach suddenly hollow. Liz and Todd had a child, and when they had been assassinated, Otto Rencke and his wife, Louise, had adopted her. Whenever trouble came up, they would send her for safekeeping down to the Farm, which was the CIA’s training facility outside Colonial Williamsburg.

“No, she’s fine.”

“What then?”

Pete looked away for a second. She was shorter than McGarvey, with a compact body and a round, pretty face. “I don’t know how to tell you this, let alone what it means,” she said. “We got word late yesterday from security at Arlington.”

Mac had absolutely no idea where this was going.

“Your wife’s grave—Katy’s grave—has been desecrated. Not Elizabeth’s, not Todd’s, just hers.”

The pleasant breeze died, and for just a moment, a chill passed over them as if someone had opened the heavy door to a deep freeze.

“Only Katy’s last name, your name, was chiseled away.”

The only people in McGarvey’s life he truly cared for were Otto and Louise and Audie, plus Pete. Everyone else had been killed. They were beyond his worry. Nothing more could be done to them. They were finally safe. Only the living were at risk.

Pete held her silence, letting him work it out. He could see the love and concern and patience in her eyes.

“I’ve suspected for a long time now that someone would be coming for Otto, Louise, and Audie,” he said. “And you. This time, it’s me.”

“That’s what we think,” Pete said.

“Have Otto’s darlings been twitching?”

Otto’s darlings were his computer programs that constantly scanned just about every scrap of data that came into the CIA and NSA, plus the Pentagon, looking for threats against the U.S. that might be just below the radar—bits and pieces that alone might mean nothing but taken as a whole could be significant. The assassination of a party leader in some remote Russian province. The promotion of a lieutenant colonel in the Chinese intelligence agency. The falling price of wheat in Nebraska because of a ban on exports to Saudi Arabia, any of a thousand, a hundred thousand, a million pieces of information.

“Nothing,” Pete said.

McGarvey finished his wine. “I’ll pack.”
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Pete had chartered a helicopter for the seventy-five-mile trip up to Athens’ airport where, after a late lunch, they boarded the Air France flight for Dulles just after 4:30 P.M., scheduled for touchdown a little after three in the afternoon.

Otto had booked them first class, as usual. “Less hassle and more comfort, so that when you get to where you’re going, you won’t be so beat up.”

McGarvey had a Remy and Pete a glass of red wine, but they didn’t say much until they were in the air and at altitude.

“Is it the Pakistanis coming after you because of the ST Six op?” Pete asked.

Pakistan’s military intelligence service had hired a group of German mercs to come to the U.S. and kill all twenty-four of the SEAL Team Six operators who’d taken out Osama bin Laden. McGarvey had stopped them with Pete’s help and with the help of a German intelligence service field officer.

And there had been another op against Pakistan since then, one that had involved several nuclear weapons that had gone missing. Once again, Pete had been right at his side in the thick of it.

“That might make sense if someone were coming up on my six,” McGarvey told her.

“Nothing that we noticed. But you were the point man; hell, they even had you in prison, and I’m sure heads rolled when you escaped.”

McGarvey had thought about just that all afternoon, but it didn’t fit with what had been going on in Pakistan over the past several months. The war between the Taliban and the government had intensified, especially since several ISIS advisers had become involved, and the situation in Afghanistan had once again fallen into chaos. The U.S. had stepped in with more military aid and a 500 percent increase in its use of drone strikes.

“It’s not them.”

“Do you have any prime candidates in mind?”

McGarvey almost had to laugh despite himself. “A long list of them.”

“Otto had the same thought, and before I left, he had already started to take a look. But most of those people are dead.”

“Their agencies have survived in one form or another, as have some of their paymasters or their successors.”

“Whoever it is, he’s a sick bastard,” Pete said.

“But clever,” McGarvey said. “He wanted my attention, and he got it. If he wanted to take me down, he could have found out about Serifos and simply shown up there with a Barrett or some other sniper rifle and do it the easy way. Either that or wait until I got back to Florida.”

“Why Kathleen’s grave? Why Arlington?”

“It’s someone who knows my past and knows where I’m vulnerable.”

“But your wife is beyond his reach.”

“Yes,” he said. But you’re not, he thought.

*   *   *

Passing through the security checkpoint at Langley and coming up the long, sweeping driveway to the Original Headquarters Building on the CIA’s campus, it struck McGarvey that his life had devolved into three locations—start points as well as end points. Serifos was one, his place in Florida another, and here was the third, in no particular order.

It seemed like a couple of lifetimes ago since he’d gotten out of the air force and had been recruited by the CIA. Despite his four years with the service’s Office of Special Investigations, he’d been required to take the six-month training evolution at the Farm. Simpler times, he thought. And every now and then, he had to wonder if he’d known then what was ahead of him whether he would have stuck it out. He couldn’t answer the question, of course, except he was who he was. The die had been cast, he supposed, when he was kid growing up in western Kansas. For whatever reason, whatever luck of the genetic draw, he’d been born with a deep sense of fair play and a fierce hate for bullies, traits he’d never outgrown.

Pete parked in one of the visiting VIP spaces in the executive garage, and they went up to Otto’s suite of offices on the third floor. The three rooms were jammed with state-of-the-art computer equipment—two hundred–inch flat-panel OLED monitors and a table, the glass top of which was a computer screen and across which all sorts of files, newspapers, maps, and 3-D images—that didn’t require viewing glasses—of places, things, and even people could be manipulated by a wave of the hand. Keyboards had once been placed just about everywhere, but lately, nearly everything was done by voice recognition.

“Oh, wow,” Otto said when he’d buzzed them in. As usual, he was dressed in faded jeans, sneakers—the laces untied—and a ratty old sweatshirt with the shield-and-dagger logo of the old KGB. His long hair, now a little bit gray, was contained in a ponytail, and since he and Louise were married several years ago, he’d dropped twenty-five pounds and had kept it off. Almost from the start, she’d broken him of most of his bad habits, including eating Twinkies and washing them down with heavy cream or at least half-and-half.

It had only been a couple of months since Mac had gone out to Serifos to work on his book, but Otto wore his feelings on his sleeve. Every meeting was a reunion.

“How’re Louise and Audie?” Mac asked.

“Missing you,” Otto told him. “Did Pete brief you?”

“On the way back. Have you come up with anything new in the meantime?”

“Nada. I sent one of our forensics teams out there to see if the creep might have left some DNA traces. I was hoping he might have cut himself with the chisel or maybe smashed a thumb. But no such luck.”

“Let me see it.”

Otto nodded. “Bring up the recent Arlington file on three, please.”

A sweeping 3-D image of a gently sloping hillside mostly filled with neat rows and columns of white headstones came up on one of the large monitors.

“I thought that he might have left footprints or maybe dropped something from a pocket,” Otto said. “Advance, please.”

The image moved slowly up the hill where near the top it slid left along one of the rows of grave sites.

“I left the headstone as it was but had it covered.”

The view stopped at Katy’s marker, a black plastic bag duct-taped to it.

“Clear, please,” Otto said.

The bag disappeared, and a dozen emotions and countless memories tumbled over each other in McGarvey’s head. He’d come back from his blackest op, the one in Chile, and Katy, sick with worry, had given him an ultimatum: Her and their infant daughter, Liz, or the CIA. He’d been young then and stupidly headstrong, so he’d not taken either. He’d turned his back on her, quit the CIA, and moved to Switzerland. Years lost that could never be regained, though he’d gotten them back finally when Liz had grown to be a young woman.

Kathleen’s name had been left intact, but her married name had been chiseled off, as had the inscription LOVING WIFE OF KIRK MCGARVEY.

“He used a two-inch chisel, almost certainly brand new, because the chips showed sharp edges,” Otto said.

“Can we be sure that a man did this?” Pete asked. “Why not a woman?”

“A woman would have erased Katy’s name too,” McGarvey said. He wasn’t sure how he knew such a thing; he just did. “Did he touch Liz’s stone or Todd’s?”

“No.”

“I’ll have another one made.”

“Already done.”

McGarvey stared at the image for a long time. It didn’t matter who did the thing or why, but the message was clear: I am coming after you; I just wanted you know.

“I have to go out there to take a look first.”

“Could be it’s exactly what he wants you to do,” Otto said.

“I hope so.”

“You didn’t bring a gun,” Pete said.

“I’m doing this alone,” McGarvey told her.

“The hell you are. Someone needs to cover your back, and anyway, by your own admission, you think that I could be next, so I have two vested interests.”
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They stopped at McGarvey’s apartment in Georgetown, where he picked up his Walther PPK and three magazines of 9×18mm Ultra rounds. They had approached the building with a great deal of care, and at the door to his place, he checked his fail-safes before he went inside. Pete remained in the narrow corridor, her Glock in hand.

For a longish moment, he stood in the middle of the tiny living room trying to sense anything, any little out-of-place bit that might indicate someone had been here. But nothing came to his attention.

Otto had suggested they send a decent second-story team to make a quick pass, but McGarvey had turned the offer down.

“Whoever went through the effort is probably watching me. I want to go in relatively clean.”

Pete had bridled, but she’d said nothing.

“He could be double-teaming you.”

“He’s made this personal; I don’t think he brought the cavalry with him.”

“Question is from where,” Otto said. “If we knew that much, we’d have a start. But the chisel could have been picked up at any hardware store just about anywhere. And no one at Arlington saw a thing.”

“Then for now, I’ll do what he wants,” McGarvey said.

But standing here in the middle of his living room, he got the feeling that he might not be coming back soon. The FO—or Foreign Operator, as Otto had named the assailant—was playing a game of cat and mouse. He was going to play for a while.

“Kirk?” Pete said from the corridor.

“Just a minute,” McGarvey said. He went into his bedroom where from a small wall safe he took out his go-to-hell kit contained in a manila envelope: ten thousand dollars in cash in several currencies and three passports and a few pieces of identification to match each, plus air marshal credentials that would allow him to fly armed. He’d brought a few things from Serifos that, along with the cash and papers, gave him the autonomy to instantly jump in any direction at a moment’s notice.

Pete knew exactly what was in the envelope, but she said nothing until they were back downstairs and driving out to Arlington. “You don’t think he’ll try to take you out when you show up at the cemetery?”

“He might, but I don’t think he wants to make it that simple.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Just a feeling.”

She thought about it for a minute. “At least we know four things about him. He’s a he. He’s aware of who you are. And he’s probably someone out of your past, because he has a grudge against you.”

“What’s number four?”

“He has a big ego.”

*   *   *

It was a weekday late afternoon and already starting to get dark by the time they got out to Arlington. Washington’s spring weather was not as mild as Greece’s had been, but it was pleasant.

Very few cars were parked along the driveways, the families or friends somewhere amid the graves, paying their respects. McGarvey had come out here every time he was in town to visit Katy and Liz and Todd. They were buried side by side, so it was easy for him to speak to them together, as they had done in the past over pizza and beers. But each time, it was harder for him to focus, harder for him to keep his anger in check for the senselessness of their deaths.

Pete knew something of what he was thinking, because when she parked, she reached out and touched his cheek. “I’m sorry, Kirk.”

“I know.”

She glanced toward a copse of trees along the sloping ridge. “I’d feel a lot better about this if we came back in the morning.”

“I want you to drive around to the other side of the hill.”

“You think he might be up there?” she asked.

“It’s where’d I’d be.”

“Go easy.”

“You too,” McGarvey said. He got out of the car and started up the grassy slope to the first row of markers as Pete took off.

Something pinged off a headstone just a couple of feet from him. He dove to the left and hit the ground behind one of them as a second silenced shot pinged off another marker, this one closer to him.

The shooter was high and somewhere to the left, in the line of trees, perhaps thirty meters out.

McGarvey drew his pistol as he leaped to his feet. Sprinting to the right, he fired four shots as fast as he could pull them off and then dropped down behind a headstone, this one two rows higher up the hill.

The shooter returned fire, this time his aim right on.

It was a light automatic weapon. McGarvey was guessing a Heckler & Koch MP7 that could fire nine hundred–plus rounds per minute of 4.6×30mm body armor–piercing rounds. But it was a compact weapon with lousy accuracy at any distance, made worse by the suppressor tube. The fact that the shooter was getting this close was amazing. He was a pro.

Mac reached over the top of the headstone and fired his remaining three shots.

The shooter immediately returned fire, a half dozen rounds striking the headstone just inches from where McGarvey’s hand had been.

“Why don’t we wait until dark so the odds will even out,” McGarvey said. He changed out magazines and recharged his pistol. “It would be more gentlemanly.”

“I don’t think so.”

The man’s accent was British with perhaps a hint of Scottish.

“The FBI is on the way.”

“Not your style, McGarvey.”

“You know my name. What’s yours?”

The shooter laughed. “Would you like to play a game?”

His voice had shifted somewhere to the left. McGarvey reached over the headstone again and pulled off three shots in that direction. The shooter did not return fire.

“What game is that?”

“Whether I kill your girlfriend this afternoon or wait until later and kill you both.”

Three shots from what sounded like a 9mm pistol came from the other side of the hill. Pete carried a Glock26 Gen 4 subcompact, which fired the 9×19mm round.

The shooter laughed, his voice even farther left.

McGarvey got to his feet and pounded up the hill, zigzagging as he ran.

Pete fired three more shots in rapid succession.

Mac stopped short just at the edge of the trees and cocked an ear to listen for anything. In the far distance, he thought he could hear traffic noise on the Jefferson Davis Highway that connected to the south with I-395.

A car or van started up on the other side of the hill, but to the left, and headed away.

“Pete?”

“Here,” she called back. “He’s gone.”

McGarvey crested the rise, and on the other side of the hill, Pete stood next to her car where she had evidently taken cover, the driver’s-side door open. She was there to cover the shooter’s back door. Both tires on the passenger side were flat, and a line of bullet holes went from the rear fender to the front.

“You okay?” he said, reaching her.

“Fine,” she said. “How about you?”

“Good,” McGarvey said. He safetied his pistol and holstered it at the small of his back. “He wants to play a game.”

“I heard,” Pete said. “But he was good. I think he could have killed me if he’d wanted to.”

Mac glanced back toward the line of trees where the shooter had waited for them. “Phone Otto; have him send a cleanup crew. Tell them to bring lights and a couple of metal detectors.”

“What are we looking for other than MP7 shell casings?”

“Be my guess he left me another clue.”
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Nikolai Kurshin parked the van at the rear of the Marriott Airport hotel and went inside, where he quickly changed clothes. He had just over two hours to make it in time to go through security at the international terminal. He was about ten minutes ahead of schedule.

In the bathroom, he used a pair of small scissors from his dopp kit to cut his passport and other IDs into small pieces that he flushed down the toilet.

Using a hand towel, he began wiping down every surface that he had touched since he had checked in yesterday. He’d done the same thing before he’d left the Hay Adams across from the White House and before that the Grand Hyatt in New York where he’d waited after chiseling McGarvey’s name off the dead wife’s headstone.

Cleaning up after himself was mindless work that he’d perfected in the Spetsnaz special unit he’d been assigned to after his initial training.

“It’s the small details that will save your life,” his one-on-one instructor had tried to impress upon him.

“My fingerprints and DNA are in no database outside the unit’s. They’d be worthless to the police,” Kurshin had countered. He was young and brash, while his instructor at forty was a has-been who could only teach but not do.

“But not to MI6 or the German BND or CIA.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Do you think that we might have penetration agents in those organizations?”

“I’m sure we do. So what?”

The instructor had waited for several beats, giving Kurshin time to draw a conclusion, which he finally did.

“Have we been penetrated?”

The old man had laughed. “There are no virgins in this business. So pay attention, and you might survive long enough to come in out of the field and teach some snot-nosed kid how you did it.”

Thinking that the Spetsnaz itself might be compromised had been sobering. For a while, he had become paranoid, like just about everyone else in the unit who’d been given the same lecture. If their identities were known even before they got out in the field, they would have a zero percent chance of surviving even the first twenty-four hours. It’d be the same as trying to work as an undercover cop with your photograph plastered all over town.

But he’d finally settled down. Paying attention to the smallest details made sense just in case. It couldn’t hurt.

“Leave no nondeliberate evidence behind,” the instructor had warned.

He paused for just a moment at his third-story window as a big jetliner rose at a nearly impossibly steep angle and in no time at all disappeared in the clouds to the east. It had been two months since he’d spoken with Didenko, whose last piece of advice still resonated: Be sure of your reasons for going after McGarvey.

“Because I can,” he’d told the general. “Because I want to. Because it amuses me to take on an old man.”

At the cemetery, he’d had a couple of decent sight lines, but only for brief instants. It was as if McGarvey had been able to sense where the next shots would hit, and his return pistol fire had been far too accurate for comfort. The man hadn’t been terribly fast on his feet, but he moved much better than Kurshin had figured he would.

One important thing had come out of the encounter, and that was McGarvey’s concern for the woman. Killing her would have been relatively simple—though she wasn’t a bad pistol shot herself—but he’d quickly realized that she was going to be his most important asset in the coming days. She would become a force multiplier in their little pas de trois.

He made a final pass around the room, especially the bathroom, and then, bag in hand, he let himself out, using his handkerchief on the door handle.

No one was on the stairs, and no one was around to notice him drive off in the van. He would not be reported checked out until tomorrow when the maid came to clean the room. No one would look for him, because his credit card under the name Kandes would be valid for another twenty-four hours, plenty of time for the bill to be paid before any trace of it remained. It was a little trick about phantom credit cards he’d learned from one of his FSB instructors who’d started his career with the KGB.

“Remain legitimate only for as long as necessary so no one will have any reason to come looking for you. Afterward, your disappearance will be a moot point.”

*   *   *

Traffic on the short drive over to the airport was heavier than he expected it would be. Nevertheless, he made it to the long-term parking ramp with plenty of time to completely wipe down the van and make his way to the international terminal.

His British passport under the name Nance Kallinger matched the name on his first-class Icelandair ticket, and his name came up on TSA’s list as a precheck passenger, so security was hassle-free. He was seated in the busy Air France/KLM first-class lounge that Icelandair shared, a full forty-five minutes before his flight to Paris was due to depart.

He ordered a split of Dom Pérignon from the pretty attendant, and when it came, he sat back to give some serious thought to the general’s last advice that he was sure about his reasons for going after McGarvey.

It wasn’t a matter of revenge for his brother’s death at a CIA officer’s hand—at least not completely—though as a kid, he had idolized Arkady. And it wasn’t simple boredom. He’d been trained for a deep-cover long-term assignment in England. In case of war, he was to become a saboteur. It was an outmoded project that had been a KGB leftover from the Cold War. But the operation had been on some important general’s turf, so funding had continued, and personnel had been assigned in a dozen different countries, mostly in Europe, depending upon the fluency of their language.

For cover, he ran a small bookshop in London’s West End, and his immediate supervisor, whom he had never come face-to-face with, was a contributor to a government watchdog blog. It was his supervisor who, in a series of coded messages, had officially denied Kurshin’s request for a leave of absence, but who’d also sent the brief message to drop by anytime for a cup of tea and to talk books. The word anytime meant go ahead, but let us know when you return. It was assumed that Kurshin was somewhere in country gathering intel on some new target, but no one on any of the teams really gave a damn. They were in country on lengthy paid vacations. If a war were actually to start, which was unlikely, sabotage on the ground would be meaningless. The battles would be waged in cyberspace—that, along with English, was another of his areas of expertise.

Sipping his champagne, he had to admit that he had no real reason for going after McGarvey except for the challenge of the thing. He had trained for just such a mission after he’d learned of his brother’s death, and he’d made a study of the American shadowman and the Renckes, and now of course Pete Boylan.

He was pitting himself against a killer, a beautiful woman, and two people who were arguably among the brightest on the planet. He smiled.

“That good?” a woman seated next to him said. She was dark haired and beautiful.

“I’m sorry?”

“The champagne, monsieur,” she said. “Good?”

“Yes, very good. Would you like a glass?”

“Please.”

Kurshin motioned for an attendant to bring another split and a second glass. “Are you traveling on business?” he asked the woman.

“Actually, I’m returning home after two weeks. You could call it a holiday.”

Kurshin introduced himself. “Where’s home?”

“Nice,” she said.

Her name was Martine Barineau, and Kurshin guessed she was in her midforties. “Husband and children?”

“No, just a wicked cat my housekeeper is caring for.”

“As it turns out, I’m on a brief holiday. Perhaps for a few days, in Monaco.”

“You’re a gambler,” she said, smiling.

“Only on sure things,” Kurshin told her.

Their champagne came.
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Louise Rencke, at nearly six feet tall, was mostly arms and legs but with a narrow, pleasant face that could scarcely contain her broad smile. She came to the front door of the McLean safe house and gave McGarvey and Pete hugs.

“We’ve been worried about you guys,” she said. Before she closed the door, she looked down the street the way they had come, but the neighborhood was quiet, as it usually was.

Otto was seated at the kitchen counter, a tablet propped up in front of him. “How’d it go?”

“He took a couple of shots with what sounded like a silenced Room Broom, but he was damned good,” McGarvey said.

Louise brought Mac a Corona and Pete a glass of red wine. “Neither of you have any holes?”

“My car’s all shot to hell,” Pete said.

“We wondered who was driving up in a Ford,” Louise said. She took a Glock pistol out of the waistband of her jeans at the small of her back and laid it on the counter. She was the shooter in the family and practiced at the CIA pistol range every week.

“Either of you get a look at him?” Otto asked.

“Just a glimpse through the trees as he ran away,” Pete said. “Small guy wearing a baseball cap, so I couldn’t tell you about his hair.”

“How’d he move? Like a bear? Maybe a lame horse?”

“Like a fox leaving the henhouse pretty sure the farmer wasn’t coming after him.”

“Sounded like a Brit,” McGarvey added.

Otto made a couple of entries on his tablet that was linked to his computer system on campus. “MI6,” he said. It took him a half minute to get through a series of passwords into a secret file that contained the names and descriptions of everyone who’d gone off the reservation in the past two years.

McGarvey looked over his shoulder. None of the descriptions matched.

“Anything else?” Otto asked.

“Maybe a hint of something,” Mac said. “Could be that English wasn’t his native language.”

“I got the same impression,” Pete said. “But I’m not sure.”

“The Russians are the best at something like that.”

“You’re talking Spetsnaz sleepers,” McGarvey said.

“New Scotland Yard has been working the issue for the past five years or so, but they’ve come up empty-handed,” Otto said. “Assuming just for the moment that this guy is Russian, there’s no one left over there that you’ve crossed paths with.”

McGarvey leaned back against the counter, a dozen memories coming back at him in living color. One name especially stood out. “Arkady Kurshin,” he said.

“You killed him in Portugal.”

“Family?”

“We never found any.”

“His original control officer is dead, but what about Didenko?” McGarvey asked.

“They put him in prison for crimes against the state, but I think I saw something that came across the Russian desk a few years ago that he’d been rehabilitated. Gave him his first star but then put him out to pasture.”

“Who is this guy?” Pete asked.

“Vasili Didenko, a control officer with the KGB and then the FSB,” McGarvey said. “Kurshin had to have been his star agent.”

“So maybe he’s still carrying a grudge against you, and he’s got a new star agent.”

“Russians have long memories,” Louise said. “Pete could be right; maybe he’s settling old accounts.”

Otto was busy at his computer. “He has a dacha outside Moscow, and that’s not changed since the last time I checked a couple of years ago. He owns it, but I’m finding no trace that he lives there or even that he’s still alive, but I’ll find out.”

“He was a dangerous man in the day, right?” Pete asked. “So maybe someone is keeping an eye on him.”

“Good point,” Otto said. “Hold on a mo.”

“When’s the last time you two had something to eat?” Louise asked.

“On the flight over,” Pete said.

“How about a pizza?”

It had been Otto and Louise’s crisis meal for as long as McGarvey could remember, but he’d never liked pizza, not even as a kid growing up in a small western Kansas town. “Sounds good,” he said.

Louise turned on the oven and got a pizza from the freezer as Pete got out the plates.

“Didenko is alive, and he has a minder by the name of Nikita Tomanov, assigned from what used to be the Second Chief Directorate,” Otto said. “Looks like he’s been with the general for eight years.”

“Have you got a current address?” McGarvey asked.

“Didenko’s old dacha outside of Moscow.”

Pete put the plates on the counter and came around so that she could see the monitor, on which a map of the countryside northwest of Moscow was displayed. A spot outside of the town of Petushki was highlighted, GPS coordinates next to it.

“Ed Voight is our new chief of Moscow Station,” Otto said. “I hacked the laptop of one of Putin’s aides for him, so he owes me a little something in return. I can give him a call and ask that he send one of his people out there to take a look.”

“Why not just hack Didenko’s computer?” Pete asked.

“I already tried that, but he’s old school. Neither he nor Tomanov have online accounts.”

“What do you think, Kirk?” Pete asked. “It’s a long shot at best that this guy knows anything or would even be willing to talk to one of Ed’s people.”

“But he’s a link back to Kurshin,” Otto said. “Certainly the FSB wouldn’t be interested in settling old scores; they have their hands full with a lot bigger issues. Ed can use the excuse that he’s been asked to set the record straight. Kurshin’s operations were fringe even for those days—could be that we’re just talking history here.”

“To find out what, exactly?” Louise asked.

“If anybody from his past been out to see him lately,” Pete said. “Could be another lead.”

Otto looked up. “Another lead?”

“I’ll do it,” Pete said. “Didenko and his minder would be a lot more receptive to someone like me than one of Ed’s people. I’m writing a book on Mac.”

“Too coincidental,” Louise said.

“An unauthorized biography. One that’ll seriously piss him off because of some of the tradecraft I’m writing about.”

“You’d be under contract with Forge,” Otto said. “I know Bob Gleason, an editor over there who’ll verify it.”

“Better than going in guns blazing,” Pete said. “I can leave first thing in the morning, and as soon as I find out anything, I’ll get word to Kirk in France and try to join him.”

McGarvey had wanted to find an excuse not to take her along, because he was convinced that the shooter planned on using her as bait, just like he had at Arlington. He had shot up her car hoping that Mac would come to the rescue, not expecting Pete to return fire. By the time she got to Moscow and then to Didenko and his minder, the situation in France would be finished, though McGarvey didn’t think it would be resolved. This guy wanted to play for some reason.

“All right,” he said.

For just a moment, Pete’s face brightened, but then her eyes narrowed. “Do you think I’m going on a fool’s errand?”

“I don’t know if Didenko will even talk to you.”

“But it’ll get me out of your hair long enough.”

“For what?” Otto demanded.

“The cleanup crew found something mixed in with the shell casings at the top of the hill. His calling card, telling Kirk where he’ll be next.”

McGarvey took a plastic plaque about the size of a playing card out of his pocket and handed it to Otto. “A one thousand–euro baccarat chip from the Casino de Monte-Carlo.”
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McGarvey stood at the front window of his apartment looking toward Rock Creek Park and the almost nonexistent 3:00 A.M. traffic on the parkway like he had done often just before he was off to the badlands somewhere. A time to reflect, to consider his options and even his reasons for going.

He’d never considered himself to be a Don Quixote, and yet at times, he knew that was exactly the figure he cut for some people, like the current deputy director of the CIA’s National Clandestine Service and a few deputy directors before him.

One had called Mac an anachronism, a man whom time had passed by. Another said he was a criminal. A president a few years back had charged him with treason.

“If it wasn’t that people have a tendency of turning up dead, you’d almost be a clown,” a national security adviser to that president had told him.

“You called me,” Mac had countered.

“Why?” someone else had asked.

“It’s who I am,” Mac had told him, and that answer hadn’t set right even in his own ears. Yet it was probably the nearest thing to the truth that was possible to know.

Of all the women in his life who to his way of thinking had died because of him, he missed Katy the most. Her loss was all the more poignant to him at this moment, because her headstone had been desecrated—an act of no other significance than to let him know that the shooter knew exactly how he would react. The act had not hurt Katy, of course, but it had cut him so deeply that no force in the world could stop him from going after the bastard.

And the other problem that weighed heavily was Pete. He was falling in love with her, he was afraid for her safety, and he knew that he couldn’t keep her out of harm’s way down at the Farm, where his granddaughter had been sent again. He felt a tremendous guilt that he had no idea how to handle the situation other than charge forward as best he could.

They’d left Otto and Louise late and drove over to Pete’s apartment, where she packed for her trip to see Didenko. Their flights left from Dulles in the afternoon—his to Paris around four and hers to Moscow an hour later. She didn’t want to spend the night alone, so she’d come with McGarvey to his apartment, where he packed the extra things he’d need for the casino.

He’d given her the bed, and he’d taken the couch.

“Brooding won’t do any good,” she said. She was at the bedroom door, dressed in a short nightshirt, her hair tousled.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“I’ve been listening to you thinking for the past hour. What he did was get your attention; it had nothing to do with Kathleen. He wanted to put you off balance.”

“You’re right.”

“Come to bed, Kirk. I just need someone to hold me for a little while, nothing more, I promise.”

Some years ago, he’d lost one of his kidneys in a firefight, and just last year, he’d lost his remaining kidney, and Pete—who, as it turned out, was a good match—had donated one of hers without question. And he’d been there for her a couple of times, hauling her out of harm’s way without regard for his own safety. They’d become a team, something he’d worried about, something he’d fought against admitting to himself. But looking at her now, he understood how wrong he’d been to hold her at arm’s length.

Otto called around nine when they were having breakfast. He had arranged their flights, and he had booked Mac into the Hôtel de Paris Monte-Carlo and Pete into Moscow’s Sheraton near the airport.

“Marty wants to see both of you right away. He got the cleanup crew’s action report, and he wants to know what you guys are up to this time.”

It was about what McGarvey had expected. “Did he mention the baccarat plaque?”

“I haven’t seen the report, but if those guys found it, Marty knows about it.”

“Stall him till we get out of here.”

“He’s talked to Buchanan.” Ted Buchanan was the FBI’s liaison with the CIA, and he and Bambridge were generally cut out of the same cloth.

McGarvey had figured that would happen too. The bureau had sent two agents out to Arlington because of the shooting, and McGarvey had told them that the incident had been a random attack. They hadn’t believed it, but McGarvey had once been the DCI, and that still carried a lot of weight, so they had let it go.

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Are you coming in?”

“No,” McGarvey said.

“Watch yourself in Monaco. He might have been playing with you at Arlington, but sooner or later, he’ll get tired of the game.”

“Me too,” McGarvey said.

He explained the problem to Pete and then called Bambridge, whose secretary put him through immediately. He switched to speaker mode.

“Tell me that you two are on your way in,” DDO said. He was a good deputy director, but he and McGarvey had never gotten along. Bambridge was a by-the-book man, exactly the opposite of Mac.

“Pete’s with me, and we’re going to lie low for a few days.”

“Not until we talk.”

“Later.”

“The shooter was armed with an automatic weapon. Shell casings were all over the place. And you and Ms. Boylan returned fire. The bureau wants to know what the hell happened. There were innocent bystanders who could have been hurt, and if you mean to tell me the same thing you told the agents—that it was a random act—we both know that you’re lying. Someone out of your past has come gunning for you. I want to know who it is and why.”

“That’s what I’m going to find out.”

“The bureau wants to talk to you, but I convinced Ted that we’d have to vet your story first. It’s most likely going to involve national security issues.”

“At this point, I don’t think so. But when I run it down, which I will, I’ll stop by and let you know what happened.”

“Goddamn it, mister, I want you in my office now!”

“Don’t push it, Marty.”

“Is Ms. Boylan with you? She doesn’t answer at her apartment.”

“I’m here,” Pete said.

“I don’t hear any road noise, so it means you’re either at McGarvey’s apartment or you’re shacked up with him at some motel.”

Pete grinned. “With all due respect, Mr. Bambridge, go fuck yourself. I’m going to be gone for a few days or maybe a little longer, but when I get back, the first person I’ll speak to will be Melissa Danberg.” Danberg was head of the CIA’s Human Resources office.

“That’s your prerogative, but I want you here.”

“I believe you accused me of being shacked up,” Pete said. “That’s sexual harassment, Marty, and I’m going to make a very large deal out of it.” She hit the End button. “Sometimes I almost feel sorry for the bastard.”

“He’s just trying to do his job. Maybe it would be best if you went in and talked to him.”

“The shooter was aiming at me too, so I’m in this just as deeply as you are, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let myself be stuck here until it’s too late.”

“Even if Didenko knows anything, the chances that he’ll help you are slim.”

“It’ll put the shooter on notice,” Pete said. “Maybe we should pack up and get out of here before Marty sends someone to look for us.”

*   *   *

McGarvey phoned Louise and told her the situation. She agreed to keep the rental Ford in their garage and drive them out to Dulles in time for their flights.

On the way over, Pete took a standard surveillance-detection route, first heading out toward CIA headquarters and then turning off at various points to see if they were being followed before taking up the route again.

“Would have been better if we had ditched the car somewhere else and checked into a motel near the airport,” she said. “I was looking forward to shacking up with you.”
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Martine Barineau’s place in Nice was actually a villa in the hills above the small town of Villefranche-sur-Mer just a few kilometers up the Basse Corniche toward Monte-Carlo, and the afternoon was lovely when she arrived by cab with Kurshin. He paid, and she led him inside, where they left their bags in the hall and then went around the back to a long pool area overlooking the town and the Mediterranean.

A very large cat came through open french doors, rubbed up against Martine’s leg, and walked back inside.

“This is very nice,” Kurshin said. He was impressed.

She smiled. “A very bad marriage but a marvelous divorce. Would you like something to eat, or would you prefer that I drive you down to the casino?”

“I think that the casino can wait until tomorrow.”

“Give me a minute to get Marie organized, and I’ll fetch us a drink. More champagne?”

“I think a pink gin, easy on the ice.”

“Leave it to the Brits to invent something so disgusting,” she said, and she went inside.

Kurshin walked to the balustrade and watched as a very large motor yacht—he guessed at least one hundred meters at the waterline—heading east turned toward shore. Probably going to Monte-Carlo. The day was dazzling, puffy white clouds, a pleasant breeze. After a bleak winter in England, this was fabulous.

He’d never actually lived the good life, but he’d been trained by his handlers how to blend in with the high rollers, a lot of whom were so into themselves that they wouldn’t notice if a puddler from a steel mill sat across the table as long as the man was dressed properly.

“Drink Dom or Krug or Cristal with your caviar when the occasion arises, but don’t be shy about having a beer and fish and chips,” one of his instructors had taught. “Marks you as a man of self-confidence who does whatever he wants to do. Sometimes you can blend in by sticking out.”

He and Martine had aged New York strip steaks for dinner along with a fine red wine on the flight across the Atlantic, and at one point as they were getting to know each other, she’d asked what his favorite things were in America.

“A quarter pounder with cheese and a large fries,” he’d told her.

She’d given him a blank look.

“The best meal at McDonald’s.”

She’d laughed. “You’re a common man.”

“Whenever the need arises.”

The big yacht gradually disappeared behind the Golfe de Saint-Hospice, beyond which was Monte-Carlo as Martine came out with their drinks, his gin and bitters and her white wine.

“Lobster salad in a half hour, and afterward, I thought we might have a swim and get around our jet lag by the pool,” she said.

“Lunch sounds fine,” Kurshin said, raising his glass to her. “But I have a better cure.”

“Which is?”

“Making love, of course.”

“Of course,” she said, smiling over the rim of her wine glass.

After lunch, they retired to her master suite, the french doors open to the warm breeze from the Med. It was late afternoon, but their body clocks felt that it was the middle of the night, and they were jet lagged.

In the shower, they washed each other’s backs and, still damp, went to bed where they made long, slow love. She was at least fifteen years older than he was, but her body was wonderfully tight, her skin unblemished, her breasts small, her waist narrow, and her legs long and graceful, those of a dancer.

At one point, she rolled on top of him, her eyes open and bright. “When we started, I thought I might fall asleep,” she said.

“But?”

“My God, if all Brits are as good in bed as you are, I might consider moving to London.”

“It’s the pink gin.”

She laughed. “I was thinking of coming to Monte-Carlo with you, unless you’re meeting someone.”

“I was hoping you’d want to.”

“Wild horses couldn’t hold me back,” she said.

Something about the expression sounded odd in Kurshin’s ears. Their lingua franca was English, of course—hers with a French accent, his northern England. But he got the impression that if she were French, she’d lived elsewhere, probably as a child.

“Shall I make reservations for us?” she asked.

“I’ve booked a casino suite at the Hôtel de Paris.”

“What’s the game? I’ll need to know how to dress.”

“Chemin de fer,” he said.

“Of course.”

*   *   *

They’d had champagne, and around two in the morning, Kurshin got out of bed, took the remaining half bottle and his encrypted phone, and padded naked out to the pool. A half moon was rising in a crystal-clear sky, reflecting off the calm sea.

The woman would make good cover. He’d been alone at Arlington, so McGarvey might not expect anything would be different here. It was flimsy, perhaps, but he wanted to keep the old man a little off balance at every opportunity and for as long as possible.

Every sleeper agent had their controller, always someone in country, as his was. But early on, one of his instructors had cautioned that agents would need to develop their own styles.

“If you run with the herd, you will be more easily identified than if you operate as a unique individual. Your choice, in the end—either be an antelope or the night hunter.”

Even before he’d left Russia, he’d developed a friendship with Vadim Lestov, a closet homosexual in the FSB’s Data Resources Center, what had been the archives section of the KGB’s First Chief Directorate. They’d been lovers for three months before Kurshin had begun his assignment in England. In the past several years, they’d had three trysts—two in Helsinki and one in Istanbul. Lestov was a top-level computer analyst for the service and could put his hands on just about any intelligence source he wanted to.

Kurshin took a drink of the nearly flat champagne and then phoned Lestov, who answered on the fourth ring. It was four o’clock in the morning in Moscow.

“Are you alone?” Kurshin asked.

“Of course I am. Are you?”

“Naturally.”

“Bullshit,” Lestov said, but he laughed. He was in his middle fifties now, with a disgusting belly that hung over his belt, thinning hair, protruding eyes, and fat lips. But he knew things.

“I need some more information on my two Americans.”

“Yes, Kirk McGarvey and his lover, Pete Boylan. I’ll warn you again: McGarvey is a force to be reckoned with. If you let your guard down, he will kill you, and I will never be able to forgive myself for helping you to the blood altar.”

“Nobody talks like that anymore,” Kurshin said, and Lestov laughed again.

“I’m booting up, so give me a minute.”

Kurshin took another drink of the champagne and then threw the bottle over the balustrade into the trees below.

“He’s in Monaco, the Hôtel de Paris. And let me guess—you’re nearby.”

“Yes. What about the woman?”

“She’s on her way here.”

“Moscow?” Kurshin asked. He was surprised and disturbed.

“Yes. McGarvey I can understand; you mean to go up against him. But what is the significance of the woman coming here?”

“I don’t know,” Kurshin said, though he had a hunch why McGarvey had sent her, and it was the first unexpected anomaly in his plan. It was possible they knew about Didenko, which opened more possibilities than he wanted to admit.

“I’ll see if I can get more details for you. Call me in twelve hours.”

“Be careful. I don’t want to lose you,” Kurshin said.

“Nor I you.”

Kurshin turned around. Martine stood naked at the door.

“You’re on some sort of a dark quest, aren’t you?” she said.

“I am.”

“Do you still want me to come with you?”

“More than ever,” Kurshin said. “Now leave me for a couple of minutes; I have another call to make.”
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Pete had managed to get a few hours’ sleep on the way over and a few more at the Sheraton Palace Hotel in Moscow near Sheremetyevo International Airport, but she was still tired when the valet brought up the Toyota SUV she’d rented from Enterprise. She tipped him, and before she drove off, she set the GPS for Didenko’s dacha.

The early afternoon was a lot hotter than she expected Russia to be even for a July, and she shed the dark-blue blazer she was wearing before she hit the outermost ring highway and headed to the M7. Traffic was heavy, a good percentage of the cars late-model Mercedes-Benzes, BMWs, and Audis along with the occasional Ferrari and one bright-yellow Lamborghini. This definitely was not the Soviet Union of the Cold War days that she had studied in school.

Didenko had not been connected with the FSB for a number of years, though he probably still had a few old friends in the service.

“Their old-boy networks are just as strong as ours,” McGarvey had warned her.

“Is he going to take a potshot at me if I show up unannounced?” she’d asked.

“I don’t think so. He’ll be more curious than anything else. You’ve come to him for information, and he’ll expect a quid pro quo, or at least he’ll try to trick you into revealing something.”

“If he sent the shooter, he’ll know who I am and what my real purpose is.”

“I think he might be helping this guy, but I don’t think he sent him,” McGarvey said.

“The real question is motivation,” Otto had said. “It sure as hell isn’t an FSB-sanctioned operation; they don’t do shit like that anymore—at least not for relatively low-value targets. No offense meant.”

“None taken,” McGarvey said. “If I still were a deputy director in the Company, it might be different, but even then, they wouldn’t have sent a single shooter to take me out, nor would they have chiseled Katy’s name off her headstone or left me the Monaco clue.”

“That’s right, which leaves us with trying to figure out his motivation. He has a grudge against you, but why?”

“Maybe he’s a relative of Arkady Kurshin, the guy you took down in Portugal,” Pete suggested.

“Kurshin had no one,” Otto said. “He was a lone wolf living on the streets in Nizhny Novgorod when the cops picked him up and sent him to School One in Moscow.” The academy was the primary institution for training intelligence officers. “He was only fourteen at the time, and he was a star pupil, from all accounts, until he ran away and worked freelance for General Baranov.”

“Brings us back to square one,” Pete said.

“Not quite. He wants me to come to Monte-Carlo to play chemin de fer, which I’m going to do, and you’re going to have a little chat with Didenko.”

“Watch your step, please,” Louise had warned.

“Didenko won’t do anything to her.”

“Probably not, but Russia is still the Wild West, or East, however you want to look at it, and Pete is a beautiful woman.”

Pete had always considered herself to be too much of a tomboy to think that she was attractive, but looking at Mac across the kitchen counter and thinking about his face at that moment, she wanted to believe Louise. She wanted to think that he thought she was beautiful.

Traffic thinned out considerably on the M7 once she got past the housing developments and other built-up areas that finally gave way to the old-growth birch forests. Less than an hour out of the city, the GPS instructed her to turn north on a dirt road. About ten miles later, she crested a hill, and the general’s dacha—more like a compound of the main house and several outbuildings—was laid out in the valley, through which flowed a narrow stream.

A black Mercedes SUV was parked in front of the house, but there didn’t seem to be any activity that she could see. She drove down and turned the car around so that it was facing the way she had come, and then she got out.

Except for the onion domes, minarets, and other flourishes on the house, it could have been a fallow farm somewhere in the middle of Iowa. The stream gurgled, birdsong drifted to her on the gentle breeze, and she could smell the rich black earth.

The place was idyllic, like something out of a fairy tale, but extremely dangerous. People had died here, or orders to go out and kill had come from this place. It had a bloody history that hung thick on the summer air.

“Dawbrih y dyen,” an old man at the front door said.

“Good afternoon,” Pete said. “General Didenko?”

“Yes, that’s me,” he said, smiling. He wore a baggy old sweater despite the heat, corduroy trousers, and felt slippers. His white hair was thin, and he stood with a stoop. He looked like he had been ill for a long time and had lost a lot of weight.

“My name is Donna Graves; I’m writing a book.”

“Intriguing. May I ask the subject?”

“Kirk McGarvey, who was the director of the CIA.”

“I know the name, of course, but I don’t think I can be much help to you. I’m retired now, and I never had any dealings with the man—at least none that were direct. Nevertheless, you have traveled a long way to see me. Won’t you sit and have a glass of wine?”

He brought out a bottle of Valpolicella and two glasses, and they sat on ratty old wicker chairs on the porch. Close up, he stank, maybe of cow manure, or at least she hoped that’s what it was. He poured the wine with a shaking hand.

“It’s pleasant here,” Pete said.

“Unless the wind comes from Petushki, and then we smell the factories. In the old days, we thought the air tasted sweet. Money was being made. Progress. But now it is pollution. I don’t imagine that a man such as McGarvey would take kindly to a book about his exploits.”

“Let’s talk about General Baranov. You succeeded him after McGarvey killed him in Berlin.”

Didenko nodded. “I would have thought that operation was still classified.”

“I have my sources. But you must have inherited one of his shooters—a man by the name of Arkady Kurshin.”

“Indeed I did, but I only ever talked to him by telephone. I never met him in person.”

“McGarvey killed him too. First his control and then him. How did you feel about it?”

“About McGarvey, or about Arkasha’s death?”

“Both.”

“McGarvey was beyond my reach—the chairman of the First Chief Directorate explained that to me in no uncertain terms. As for poor Arkasha, it had been his destiny from the very beginning to die violently.”

“How about now?”

Didenko was puzzled. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“The First Chief Directorate is gone; perhaps you have thought about revenge.”

“I’m an old man, Ms. Graves. And even if I did think about revenge, I don’t have the resources.”

“There must be an old-boy network. Someone you could call.”

Didenko drank his wine. “Are you a sensationalist? Are you writing a serious book, or will it be a story for the tabloids?”

“I’m extremely serious, General.”

“I can’t open the archives at Lubyanka Square for you, nor would I if I had the power, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I’m only asking for your memories.”

“I think more than that,” Didenko said. “But I give you my assurances that I have no feelings of anger or regret that would lead me to take revenge.”

“But there must be those who would,” Pete pressed.

Didenko threw his head back and laughed. “A great many of them, I suspect,” he said at length.
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McGarvey, dressed for the casino in black tie and patent leather shoes, presented himself to the maître d’ at the Hôtel de Paris’s Michelin three-star Le Louis XV.

“Will monsieur be dining alone this evening?” the haughty Frenchman asked.

“Unfortunately, yes, but perhaps my luck will change for the better at the casino.”

The maître d’ led him to a table in a corner next to a tall, ornately draped window that rose to arches just below the ceiling adorned in gold leaf like nearly every other surface. It had been years since he had been here last, but nothing had changed; the large room half-filled with well-dressed diners was a fantasy from the Grand Siècle at Versailles. All the clocks were stopped at twelve, because in this restaurant, time was of no importance.

A waiter in a white shirt and a spotlessly white apron well below his knees came to take McGarvey’s drink order, while another brought a bottle of still water and poured a glass, and a third brought a small, crusty baguette and butter.

McGarvey ordered a Hermitage Réaux 65, which was an expensive vintage cognac, and when the first waiter was a gone, a fourth brought a menu that McGarvey declined.

“May I offer monsieur a few suggestions?”

“No, nor will I be rushed,” Mac said, not bothering to keep his voice low. “First, I will have a drink or two. Then, caviar, a shrimp ceviche as long as it isn’t drowned, Mediterranean sea bass with fennel, radicchio, and citrus fruit.” The fish was an Alain Ducasse specialty. “If the bass is overcooked, I will send it back.”

The waiter was a professional; he didn’t miss a beat, but word would get out about the crude American. “Very good, monsieur. Shall I send a sommelier?”

“Krug. Tell your man to be sharp with the vintage. I won’t drink vinegar.”

“I understand,” the waiter said, and he left.

“They’ll remember you,” Otto said softly in his ear.

“That’s the point,” Mac mumbled as if he were talking to himself. No one paid any attention to him.

His cognac came, and he drained the snifter before the waiter had a chance to get five feet away. “Another,” he called out.

The waiter nodded. “Yes, sir.” “Is anyone nearby?” Otto asked.

“I’m by myself in a corner. They had a hunch I was going to be trouble.”

“Pete is on her way to Paris already.”

“How’d it go?”

“She didn’t get much except that Didenko agreed that there were a great many who’d like to take a go at you. He wasn’t one of them.”

“What was the upshot?”

“Didenko is an old man, definitely out to pasture. If it was anyone from Kurshin’s camp who came for help, he probably didn’t get much.”

“He can’t be that old. He was playing a head game with her.”

“She thought as much. But Didenko will get back to whoever is stalking you, no doubt with her photograph. He’ll know that you’re onto him already. Might give him pause.”

The waiter was coming with his cognac. “I’ll be throwing money around at the casino in about an hour. Drunk.”

“You’re not armed.”

“No,” McGarvey said. The casino’s security systems at the entries were capable of detecting weapons.

“Watch yourself, Mac,” Otto said.

The waiter set the snifter down, and this time, he hesitated before leaving. McGarvey tossed the drink back.

“Would monsieur care for another?”

“No. I want my wine now.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Salopard,” Mac said under his breath as the waiter walked away. It was gutter French for bastard.

The champagne came a couple of minutes later, and McGarvey feigned impatience as the sommelier opened it and poured a glass. As with the cognac, Mac drank the wine in one piece and held his glass out for more. The wine master obliged and then bucketed the bottle and walked off.

Two couples at the nearest table noticed what was happening and glanced over at him. McGarvey glared at them, and they turned away. The maître d’ was on the phone at his station, but when Mac looked at him, he didn’t turn away.

“Careful they don’t kick you out of there,” Otto said.

“I’ll tone it down a notch, but I’ve made my impression.”

“That you have. The maître d’ has phoned a man he calls Monsieur Germain, probably the manager, about you causing a disturbance. You’re to be escorted out if you become intoxicated and loud.”

McGarvey smiled and raised a glass to the maître d’, who finally turned away.

“You’ve made your point,” Louise said. “Behave yourself.”

“For now,” McGarvey said. A waiter came with his caviar. “Dinner is coming.”

“That was fast,” Otto said.

“They want to get rid of him ASAP,” Louise said.

McGarvey took his time with his caviar and toasts, but the instant he was done, his plates and utensils were taken away, and his ceviche was served, followed, when he was finished, with his sea bass.

“Was everything satisfactory, monsieur?” the head waiter asked at the end.

Mac drank the last of the champagne. “I’ve had better,” he said. “No dessert. Bring me l’addition.”

The waiter produced it immediately.

McGarvey signed it, adding an outrageously large tip on top of the ordinary 15 percent already included. It was a final mark of his being a wealthy but boorish American.

He staggered slightly as he crossed the dining room, where he stopped at the maître d’s station and laid a hundred-euro note on the stand. “For your trouble, monsieur,” he said in French, and he left the hotel.

The night was soft, but the traffic was fairly heavy even though it was not ten yet. By midnight, the Place du Casino would be fully alive.

“Are you okay?” Otto asked.

“After the first glass, I poured my own wine, and most of it went into the bucket.”

The casino was on the other side of the Place, not far away. The tree- and flower-lined walks were extremely pleasant, and there were the odd moments like these when he could forget for just an instant the danger he was walking into and thinking that Katy could be with him. She would have loved this place, and he was sorry that he’d never taken her here.

The only disturbing note was that he was having trouble visualizing her face in any kind of sharp focus. He could hear her laugh, smell her perfume, feel the texture of her hair and her cheek, but he could only see her wide eyes. He’d been having the same trouble for the past couple of years.

Sometimes glancing at one of the photographs of her, it took just a split instant before he recognized her. At that moment, he felt an almost overwhelming sense of guilt not only for the reasons she was been killed but for how fast he had let the details of her slip away.

For now, he was relieved that Pete and gotten in and out of Russia apparently without trouble, and he found that he was looking forward to seeing her.

He crossed to the casino entrance where a man in livery opened the door for him. He had to show his passport, because locals were forbidden to enter. Crossing to the cashier’s position, he arranged for a credit of one hundred thousand euros, and once it was established, he took five thousand in cash and made his way to one of the bars, where he got a Campari and soda.

The salon with slot machines was filled, many of the people dressed in shorts, T-shirts, and even flip-flops, with ball caps backward on their heads. And they weren’t just Americans; some were Italians, Germans, even French.

Twenty years ago, such a thing would have been unthinkable.

Mac put on the dark-rimmed glasses that Otto had made especially for him and headed toward the baccarat salon.
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Kurshin, dressed in an impeccably tailored Armani tuxedo, with Martine, who was dressed in a simple off-the-shoulder white silk evening dress and a platinum choker with a six-carat diamond around her long neck, entered the casino, showing their passports—hers from Paris— a few minutes before eleven in the evening.

Her hair was up in the back, and the dress was cut low enough that her practically bare breasts attracted the attention of every male in the place, including the doorman’s.

“Good evening, sir, madam,” he said.

“Mademoiselle,” Martine corrected.

They arranged for a credit of 250,000 euros and then went into the nearly full lounge, where they found seats at the bar. He ordered a vodka martini for himself and a glass of champagne for her.

She took a cigarette from her cocktail purse, and he lit it for her. “I feel almost as if we were in an early James Bond movie,” she said teasingly.

They had gotten out of bed very late and had a light breakfast on the terrace before going down to a small private marina. She had a fifty-foot crewed Pacific Seacraft cutter and a twenty-foot Chris-Craft ski boat. They took the ski boat, her at the wheel, and headed out into the bay to a narrow cove with a small sand beach.

“I’m still a little jet lagged,” she said. They lay on beach towels.

“The sun will help.”

Marie had fixed them a light lunch with champagne, but they weren’t hungry at that moment.

“Are you going to tell me about your dark quest?” she asked.

“What, are you a spy?”

“Yes, especially when it comes to my new lovers.”

“Do you have many?”

“You’re intriguing enough for the moment. Are you rich?”

“If you mean am I a gigolo after your money, I’m not, though I’m sure that your ex left you better off than I could have.”

She’d looked away through the cut in the low cliffs toward the open sea. The morning was perfect. “You’re English, but you weren’t born there, I think.”

“Actually, my father worked as a journalist in the Czech Republic, where he met my mum. I was seven by the time we got back to London.”

“Eastern Europe, I thought so. Are you still close with your mother and father?”

“I was until they were killed in a rocket attack outside Tel Aviv.”

She thought about it for a moment or two. “Are you after revenge? A lot of well-to-do Arabs come here to play baccarat, but their wagers are sometimes ridiculously obscene.”

“I wouldn’t try to keep up with them.”

“So it’s not an Arab you’re after.”

Again, he got an odd between-the-shoulders feeling about her. It was almost as if a sniper was lining up to take a shot at the back of his head from a long ways off. The pickup in Washington had been too easy, some of her expressions had been slightly off, and the mild interrogation seemed a bit more than curiosity about a new lover.

“Maybe it’s an overly aggressive Frenchwoman,” he said.

They were about to make love when two other small boats showed up, and the picnickers set up on the beach with their music and games. A sailboat with a dozen tourists came into the cove and dropped anchor.

Back at Martine’s villa, they washed off the sand, made love, and napped again.

Marie served them a late dinner at poolside.

*   *   *

At the bar, Kurshin sipped his martini. “I’m probably the only Englishman alive who’s never seen a James Bond movie.”

She laughed. “I have all of them,” she said. “We can spend the day in bed tomorrow watching them. You’ll love him.”

“Are you so sure?”

“All spies love double oh seven.”

“One spy to another?”

“Mais oui!”

They finished their drinks and went past the noisy slot machines and video poker games to the hushed atmosphere of the high-stakes baccarat salon. An attendant in a tuxedo opened the rope barrier for them, and they stood behind the players on the opposite side of the table from the croupier. This version of the game, popular mostly in France, was chemin de fer. In ordinary baccarat, the house was the banker against which the players wagered. In chemin, each player had a chance to become the banker, wagering whatever he or she could afford. One of the other players around the table could take on the entire bet, or it could be shared. In any event, the banker and the player with the highest wager were the only ones who got cards—two at first, facedown. Nine automatically won, while the banker or player by convention was supposed to stand pat on an eight. For any other total, either could ask for a third card, faceup. Tens and face cards counted as zeros, aces as ones.

The banker drew four cards from the shoe facedown. The croupier used his pallet to scoop up the players’ cards and pass them down the table.

The banker immediately turned his cards over—a five and a three. An eight. The player was next with a pair of fours.

“Égalité,” the croupier announced, and he deftly scooped up all four cards. No one had won, and the banker’s and player’s bets remained unchanged.

The current banker and six players sat around the table, twice as many watchers standing behind them.

From where Kurshin was positioned beside Martine, he could not see the face of every player, although two of them were obviously Arabs—probably Saudis—young, well dressed, and extremely arrogant.

Martine started to say something when a man halfway around the table leaned forward and looked to the left. He wore dark-framed glasses, but Kurshin recognized him at once, and he felt a little thrill of anticipation. McGarvey had found the plaque, had read the meaning of it, and had shown up. The woman wasn’t with him yet, but Lestov said that she was on her way to Paris. She would be here by tomorrow evening when the real game would begin.

“Do you recognize that man?” Martine asked.

“The one with the glasses?”

“Oui.”

“I thought so, but I’m not so sure.”

“He doesn’t look like much,” Martine said. “Evidently not bold.”

“What do you mean?”

“The bank is only at twenty thousand. If he were of any substance, he would have covered it.”

“Or the Saudis.”

“They’re waiting for a real challenge, which won’t come until later tonight, sometime after midnight.”

The banker, an old man with thick eyebrows and an unpleasantly large mouth, dealt the next set of cards. The croupier passed the player, a woman in her mid- to late twenties, not at all unattractive, her cards.

Immediately, the banker turned his cards over, this time a six and two.

“Huit,” the croupier announced.

The woman indicated she would take another card, this one up.

The banker slid the card out of the shoe, and the croupier passed it down the table, flipping it faceup at the last moment. It was a queen, which counted as zero.

She turned her cards over, a six and a king. She lost.

The banker was given his share, minus the house cut, and he announced he would remain the banker, this time at fifty thousand euros.

“Banco,” McGarvey said loudly, his voice slurred, the single word mispronounced.

“The man is drunk,” Martine said.

Kurshin said nothing. McGarvey would not have come here drunk, and from what he’d been told, the American was fluent in French.

The cards were dealt, and McGarvey flipped his over immediately, a nine and a jack. “Neuf,” he said savagely. “Nine.”

The banker checked his cards, asked for a third—which was an ace—and he turned over his down cards, which were a queen and three. A loss.

“How about them apples,” McGarvey mumbled.
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“The man standing behind the player at the far end of the table to your left is a possibility,” Otto said in McGarvey’s ear.

Mac put his hand to his mouth as if he were about to cough. “The one with the woman in white?”

“Yes. I’m running both of their photos.”

The glasses that Otto had designed were a riff on Google Glass, except they were not so obvious. Mac’s view of the built-in camera and the Internet came up as a head-up display on the inside of both lenses. No one looking at him, not even close up, could spot the display, but the images were transmitted in real time to one of Otto’s monitors back at Langley or to his laptop wherever he was.

The woman who’d lost got the bank for one hundred thousand euros.

“Banco,” McGarvey said, excluding the other players around the table from making any bets.

The two young Arabs got up and sauntered off, but one of them came back and looked at McGarvey, a smirk on his lips.

Four cards were dealt down. Mac’s were a seven and king.

The woman turned her cards over. A two and six.

“Huit,” the croupier announced.

McGarvey took a long time to apparently make a decision. The croupier was about to say something when Mac motioned for another card.

The woman dealt the card facedown, and the croupier deposited it faceup in front of Mac. A two.

Mac turned his cards over.

“Neuf,” the croupier said, and a sigh went around the table. Hoping with the ace to win was not only highly unlikely, it went against the polite conventions of the game, once again proving the American was crude. Lucky, but crude.

“How about them goddamn apples,” McGarvey said loudly enough for everyone in the salon to hear.

“I’m coming up with nothing on the man, but the woman seems interesting,” Otto said in his ear.

Mac glanced toward the end of the table, but the man and woman weren’t there. He raised a hand to his mouth. “They’re gone.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Follow them.”

“Might not be our man,” Otto said.

“We’ll see.”

When the accounts were settled, McGarvey passed a five thousand–euro plaque to the croupier and got up, making a show of being unsteady. “Place my winnings in my account, and don’t shortchange me.”

He turned, knocking his chair over, and left the salon. One of the casino managers intercepted him just at the front doors.

“Pardon, Monsieur Arouet,” he said politely. “There is the matter of your winnings.”

“Hold them; I’ll be back tomorrow evening,” McGarvey said.

The manager hesitated.

McGarvey patted the man on the arm. “Sober,” he said, half under his breath.

Once he was outside and out of earshot from the doormen and valet parkers, he talked to Otto. “I’m clear.”

“You made quite an impression,” Otto said.

Traffic was picking up, and a lot of partygoers on foot crowded the Place du Casino. A police car flashed by, lights blinking but no siren. Down in the harbor, the deep-throated horn of an obviously large boat sounded a long blast, which meant it was backing out of its slip. If anything, the evening was softer than it had been earlier, but busier. Monte-Carlo was coming alive; just about every person here was a millionaire.

“I half expected him to join the game when the Arabs left,” McGarvey said, strolling slowly in the general direction of his hotel.

“If it was our man.”

“You said that you had something interesting on the woman.”

“On both of them, actually. The guy is traveling under the name Nance Kallinger, a bookshop owner in London’s West End. A small bookstore.”

“Not the kind of a business that would make enough money to dress him in expensive clothes and bring him to Monaco.”

“Exactly, but it doesn’t prove much, because on the surface, the woman—her work name is Martine Barineau—is loaded. Her ex is a banker in Paris, and she cashed in when they divorced.”

“Work name?”

“Yeah. Trouble is, I couldn’t find any direct evidence of her divorce or the settlement. Could have been sealed, for whatever reason, but I couldn’t find any traces of it. So I looked further, starting with the DGSE.” The Directorate General for External Security was France’s primary intelligence agency. “Nothing there, either—at least not on the divorce. But the name Martine Barineau shows up as a person of interest, but at low priority.”

“She’s not French?”

“No. DGSE thinks she’s British.”

“MI6?”

“Possibly.”

“Do they have a name?”

“No, and she doesn’t show up on MI6’s mainframe under Barineau.”

“Okay, assuming the French are right and she is a Brit, what is she doing here, and why do they give her a low priority? It makes no sense.”

“My darlings will keep on it. In the meantime, I’m looking at the Place du Casino webcam. They’re just entering Le Bar Americain.” The bar was in McGarvey’s hotel.

“Back up the image to when they came out of the casino,” McGarvey said.

“What are we looking for?” Otto asked.

“I’m not sure,” McGarvey said. He sat down on a park bench framed with bougainvillea in full flower. “Send it to my glasses.”

A moment later, the images, taken from the webcams that showed at fifteen-second intervals everything going on in the Place 24-7, appeared in McGarvey’s glasses. The focus was at about twelve inches, the same distance for reading something on a printed page, yet the real world in front of him was also in clear focus.

The man and woman came out of the casino and had a brief conversation before they headed away.

“Can one of your programs read their lips?”

“A second out of every fifteen,” Otto said. “Maybe come up with a word or a snatch of a word.”

“Go ahead with the playback,” McGarvey said.

A young couple passed, arm in arm, laughing, completely unaware of someone dressed in a tuxedo sitting on a bench in the middle of the night apparently talking to himself.

At one point, the man made a call on a cell phone.

“That was three minutes ago,” Otto said. “I’m on it.”

The woman said something to him, but they continued walking, and a minute and a half later, the man pocketed the phone.

“It’s the new quantum effects encryption algorithm that just showed up about two months ago. I’m making progress with it, but we not there yet.”

“Whose is it?”

“The Russians’.”

“Bingo,” McGarvey said. “That’s just too big a coincidence for him not to be our guy.”

“Question is, who did he call, and why?” Otto said. “And what the hell is he doing with a British woman operating under a work name?”

“Something I’m going to ask them,” McGarvey said.
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A black S-Class Mercedes pulled up across the road from where McGarvey was seated, and two fit-looking men dressed alike in dark blazers, white shirts, and jeans hopped out of the back. They had to wait for a break in the traffic before they could cross.

Mac got up and headed back the way he had come. He glanced over at the two as they angled toward him, dodging traffic.

“I have company,” he said. “Run the plate.” The image of the car’s rear plate enlarged for an instant and then zoomed back to normal.

“Give me a couple of seconds,” Otto said. “These guys don’t look so happy.”

Just before the casino, McGarvey turned down a narrow driveway that led back to a rear service entrance where deliveries were made. The place was deserted.

“The car is owned by Sergev Imports, Marseilles,” Otto said. “I captured the guys’ images, and I’m running through the portions of the FSB personnel files I can access, but nothing’s popped up yet.”

“They sure as hell didn’t make it all the way in response to any call tonight.”

“They were standing by someplace close waiting for you to come out of the casino. It nails the Russian connection.”

“Still leaves the woman.”

“I have a friend in MI6 who might be able to help out.”

“Call him.”

“Her,” Otto said.

“I’ll see if I can get anything out of these guys,” Mac said.

“They might be armed.”

“If they wanted to shoot me, they would have made it a drive-by.”

A pair of Dumpsters were lined up against a brick wall. McGarvey flipped open the lid of one of them, and it landed with a loud bang. He turned as the two men came around the corner.

“Going someplace, then?” the larger of the two asked, his French accent thick. Both of them were dark, the bigger one with a thin mustache and thick black hair.

Mac took them to be Corsicans, street hoods. “Waiting to find out why you two salopards were following me. Stupid, actually, to corner someone in a back alley with no way out.”

“He opened the Dumpster—saves us the trouble of getting rid of the shit,” the slightly leaner one said in gutter French.

“Not only stupid bastards but nullisime to boot,” Mac answered in street French. It roughly translated to totally worthless.

“I’ll take care of this piece of garbage,” the larger man said. He pulled a steel ASP, which was a collapsible police baton, out of his belt and flipped it to its full length of twenty-one inches.

Cops all over the world used it, in one variation or another, because in the right hands it was an effective close-quarters battle weapon. A man hit in the back of the leg at about midthigh would immediately fall to the ground. A hit to the upper arm or collarbone would paralyze that side of the body. Raising an arm or a hand to deflect the blow would only result in broken bones.

“Sorry. I don’t want to break these,” McGarvey said, and he pocketed the glasses.

“I’ll break more than those, you son of a bitch,” the big man said as he charged.

Mac stood his ground, a slight smile on his lips until the Corsican was on top of him, the ASP coming down. He stepped to the side and grabbed the man’s wrist with one hand while at the same time driving the side of his shoe into the guy’s left kneecap, which popped out of place. As the man went down, Mac twisted the baton out of his grasp and stepped away.

The other Corsican pulled a Beretta semiautomatic pistol out of a shoulder holster, but before he could bring it to bear, Mac was on him, slamming the baton into his gun arm, paralyzing that side, the pistol falling to the pavement.

McGarvey kicked the pistol away and stepped to the left so that he could keep an eye on both of them.

“Now, gentlemen, who sent you to kill me?” McGarvey asked.

The men didn’t reply. The bigger one was on the ground, his back against the Dumpster.

The other one had backed off and was favoring his right arm.

“If need be, I’ll beat both of you to death with this thing. I’m very good at it.”

“We weren’t sent here to kill you, just rough you up,” the Corsican by the Dumpster said.

“Who sent you?”

“We don’t know. Our company does contract work for a number of businesses and individuals. We were simply sent your photograph and told to hang around the casino until you came out.”

“Why the gun?”

The smaller man suddenly grinned.

Mac turned and in one smooth motion threw the ASP at the man sitting against the Dumpster. He had a Glock in his hand. The steel baton hit him in the side of the head, knocking him senseless for just a moment, the pistol firing with a loud pop, the round ricocheting off the corner of the casino.

The smaller man was on McGarvey, who elbowed him in the sternum, pushing him back dazed.

Before the street hood could recover, Mac went to the man by the Dumpster, snatched his pistol, and shot him once in each knee.

“You have a choice now,” he said to the other man. “Either call an ambulance for your friend, or call your driver and get him back to Sergev in Marseilles.”

“I think that you have made a very large mistake here, Mr. McGarvey. One that you won’t live to regret.”

Mac raised the pistol as he walked directly to the man and jammed the muzzle into his forehead. “If I see either of you again, I will kill you. Tell your boss that, and tell him that whoever hired you is a dead man walking.”

The Corsican said nothing.

Mac lowered the pistol and walked out of the service area, stuffing the gun into his belt before he reached the street and headed back the way he had come.

He put on his glasses as the Mercedes passed him without slowing down. Otto was right there in his ear.

“How’d it go?”

“They said that they were sent to rough me up, not kill me, and I believed them,” Mac said, and he told Otto everything.

“Sounds to me like they were ready to shoot you to death.”

“They were just trying to defend themselves. But they knew my real name, which rules out the possibility that someone at the casino sent them.”

“Well, the two guys you took down didn’t show up in the FSB’s personnel file, but from the way you describe them, I think they’re most likely street muscle.”

“What about Sergev Imports?”

“It’s a container-shipping company, registered in Monrovia, owned by Georgi Sliuchenko, one of Putin’s inner circle. I couldn’t find any mention of Sergev, and on the surface, the company seems legitimate.”

“Any links to Didenko or the FSB?”

“None. From where I’m sitting, the bully boys are probably just a sideline business that the managing director—a Frenchman by the name of Mohammed al-Dakheel—set up to make a few extra euros.”

“Is he a Saudi?”

“Born in Jeddah but immigrated to France nine years ago. I can’t find any connection between him and Sliuchenko other than the fact he works for the Russian. But I think it’s a dead end. They were hired to rough you up, nothing more than that. He’s playing with you.”

“I think you’re right.”

“What now?”

“I need a drink.”

“Le Bar Americain?”

“Mais oui.”


14

Kurshin and Martine sat at the end of the bar from where he could watch the lobby when McGarvey showed up. He was curious to see what shape the American was in. His instruction to al-Dakheel was for his people to rough up the man but not kill him. They were to make sure that he would be able to walk away from the encounter. No broken bones other than a rib or two.

“I’m surprised that we left the casino so early,” Martine asked. She was drinking a glass of Cristal, and he was working on a pink gin, a drink he highly detested.

“I wasn’t in the mood to gamble with a drunk American.”

“He might be back tomorrow.”

The lobby wasn’t busy at this hour of the morning, though the bar was nearly full, and the piano player had just returned from a break. Kurshin looked up as a red-haired woman, dressed in a white blouse and khakis, a jacket thrown over her shoulder, crossed to the front desk. She was turned away from him so he couldn’t see her face, but she looked familiar.

A bellman trailed behind her with a suitcase and small bag, and after a few moments, the desk clerk handed her a key card, and she went to the elevators around the corner.

“An old flame of yours?” Martine asked.

The woman was almost certainly Pete Boylan, the one who’d been at Arlington National Cemetery with McGarvey. She’d just arrived from talking to Didenko outside Moscow. And that fact still bothered him. They had already made a connection to the general, but he’d said that she claimed she was writing a book about McGarvey. The most disturbing thing she’d asked about, according to Didenko, was Arkady Kurshin. She’d wanted to know if someone was gunning for McGarvey out of revenge for Arkasha’s assassination.

“A penny,” Martine asked.

“I once knew a girl with red hair, and I thought that it might be her.”

“Lots of girls in England with red hair. I think this one must have been your lover. Is she here searching for you?”

Kurshin looked at her. Something in her eyes and in the way she watched him was odd, out of kilter, out of place for a Frenchwoman. He decided that when this part of his operation was finished, he would kill her.

“Would it bother you?”

“Immensely,” she said, laughing. She motioned to the barman for another glass of champagne. “I don’t know if I want to stay in the same hotel as your old girlfriend.”

“We can always go back to your place.”

“Might be for the best, after all,” she said, looking past him.

He turned in time to see McGarvey heading directly for them. So far as Kurshin could tell, he had not been injured or even roughed up. His shirt, tie, and jacket looked in proper order, the same as they had in the casino.

McGarvey smiled at Martine and nodded but walked past and took a stool near the opposite end of the bar.

“Nice smile for a drunk American,” Martine said.

“Maybe he’s one of your former lovers,” Kurshin said to mask his sudden dark feeling.

She laughed again. “I think that I would have remembered him.”

“He looks old.”

“But then so am I, mon cher.”

Kurshin nodded. “But then only a Frenchwoman ages with grace.”

“Gallant,” she said, raising her glass to him.

“Excuse me for a minute,” he said, and he went out to a spot in the lobby where he couldn’t be seen from the bar and phoned al-Dakheel’s emergency number.

The man answered on the second ring. He was angry. “Oui.”

“What happened?”

“He took my two people down. They said he had a gun. He kneecapped Rene and beat Charles half to death. They’re on their way down here to our doctor, but they’ll be of no further use to me after this night. You should have warned me.”

“You should have sent better men.”

“The next two I send will kill him on sight.”

“No,” Kurshin said, but al-Dakheel had already hung up.

He phoned the man again but only got an answering machine after four rings.

He walked outside and for several minutes just stared at the traffic. A doorman came up to him and asked if he wanted a taxi, but he waved the man off. Actually, the best thing would be to sit back and see what al-Dakheel’s hoods could do with a second chance. The object of the little game was McGarvey’s death. And yet he knew that it wasn’t so simple as that, and it hadn’t been so simple for him from the start.

He wanted to destroy the American, but he didn’t want it to be a bolt out of the blue. Killing McGarvey—or anyone, for that matter—with a sniper rifle from a long distance would be easy. Except that one moment the man would be alive and the next dead, not knowing what had happened.

And knowing was the entire point. It was why Arlington, why tonight. Kurshin wanted McGarvey to know that he was being toyed with. He wanted the man to understand that he was going to die, and he wanted the man to understand at some point not only who his killer was but the why of the thing.

He wanted McGarvey to feel the fear of being stalked by a superior enemy.

A police car, lights flashing but no siren, passed by, and Kurshin went back into the hotel.

McGarvey was standing next to Martine, and they were talking as if they were old friends. Kurshin’s anger suddenly spiked, but he didn’t let it show. Instead, he smiled as he approached.

“The gentleman with extraordinary luck at chemin de fer,” he said.

“Skill,” McGarvey corrected. He was not drunk.

“M. Arouet was kind enough to buy me a drink,” Martine said.

“Ah, the French philosopher reincarnated.”

“Actually, you might not be too far off the mark. My grandfather was French. As a matter of fact, he taught philosophy at the Sorbonne before coming to the States. But I’ve never bothered to try to find a link.” He stuck out his hand, and Kurshin shook it.

“Nance Kallinger.”

“He’s a Brit,” Martine said. “But a civilized one.”

“Have you known each other long?”

“I met her at Dulles, the day before yesterday,” Kurshin said. “We were on the same flight to Paris, and we struck up a conversation.”

Martine laughed. “Actually, it was I who practically seduced him, not the other way around for a change.”

McGarvey finished his cognac and reached around to place the glass on the bar. “I’ll be saying good evening.”

“Won’t you stay for another drink?” Martine asked.

“It’s late, and I imagine that you two have plenty to talk about, having just met,” McGarvey said. He kissed her hand and nodded to Kurshin and then headed out to the lobby and straight back to the elevators.

“Extraordinary man,” Martine said.

Kurshin sat down next to her. “How so?” he asked, taking great care to keep his voice natural.

“First off, he wasn’t drunk at the casino; it was an act, he admitted, to put the other players off and to excuse his bad manners with his cards. His fault is never wanting to lose, no matter the cost.”

If McGarvey knew or suspected who he really was, he’d just sent a message that he was ready to play the game.

“And?”

“A pair of street hoods tried to rob him not twenty minutes ago. Apparently, they followed him from the casino.”

“He’s none the worse for wear.”

“Oui, extraordinaire. But he said they were amateurs, while he was used to dealing with professionals.”
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As soon as he opened the door to his suite, he knew that Pete was there; he could smell her scent on the air. Nevertheless, he pulled out the Glock he had taken from the street hood behind the casino. With the Russian and whoever the hell else was with him in the hotel, anything was possible. She might have been kidnapped, a gun pointed to her head at this moment.

He eased the door shut, turned the dead bolt, and, making no noise, walked to the open door of the main bedroom.

A suitcase and overnight bag had been placed on the floor next to the wardrobe, and Pete’s jacket was on the bed.

Checking behind the door to make sure that his six was clear before he crossed to the palatial bathroom, he was in time to see Pete getting out of the shower, and he lowered the gun.

“Trouble?” she asked, not reaching for a towel.

“I knew you were here, but I wasn’t sure about the circumstances. You okay?”

She nodded. “But I didn’t get much from Didenko. He’s old, but he’s still pretty sharp.”

“Our Russian is here.”

“At the casino?”

“Yes, and here at the hotel.”

“Did Otto come up with a name?”

“He’s traveling on a British passport under the name Nance Kallinger, and he’s with a woman who the DGSE think might be MI6 under the work name of Martine Barineau. But that’s as far as Otto has been able to take it for now.”

“Okay, so let’s go to London and have a chat with C; you’ve known him long enough to ask for a favor.” Sir Richard Danville had been appointed head of MI6 last year, with the designation of C. Before then, he had been a longtime career intelligence officer. One of his jobs was as liaison with the CIA when Mac was DCI. They’d formed a trust and friendship based on each other’s professionalism.

“They’re downstairs at the bar. Why don’t you get dressed, and we’ll go have a chat with them.”

Pete grinned. “A little pushback; I like it,” she said. “Give me three minutes.”

*   *   *

On the way down in the elevator, Pete explained that she had not packed any evening clothes for the casino, planning instead on shopping for something in Monaco. She was dressed in high-heel ankle boots, designer jeans, and a white silk blouse with no bra.

The Russian and the woman were just leaving the bar when Mac and Pete reached the lobby.

“My friend from Washington is here,” McGarvey said. “We thought that we’d have that drink with you, after all. Unless it’s too late.”

“Not at all,” Kurshin said.

McGarvey introduced Pete by her work name, Donna Graves.

“Pleased to meet you,” Kurshin said, kissing her hand.

“Actually, we spotted you as you came into the hotel a little while ago,” Martine said, graciously shaking Pete’s hand. “If you’ve come to play chemin de fer dressed like that—très chic, dans le vent—you’ll knock them dead. You look like an American movie star.”

“Actually, I’m just a writer taking a break from the book I’m working on.”

“Fascinating,” Martine said.

They went back into the still mostly full bar, where they found a table for four under one of the tall windows. Kurshin ordered a bottle of Krug for them.

“So, tell us about your book,” he said. “Do you have a title yet?”

“Revenge, but it’s just a work in progress at this point. And maybe it’ll never see the light of day.”

“How so?” Kurshin asked.

“I’m uncovering some pretty sensitive material that the CIA is probably going to object to, and if they edit all the good stuff out, I’ll walk away from the project.”

“You could always have it published elsewhere.”

“That’s what I’ve told her,” McGarvey said. “But she tends to be stubborn sometimes.”

“If you guys mean that I should do a Snowden, I don’t think it’s worth it,” Pete said. “I like freedom more than I like this book. Though it’s hard to give it up.”

Their wine came, and after the waiter had poured for them and left, Martine raised her glass. “To Revenge—and all the interesting forms it sometimes takes.”

“So tell us what your book is about,” Kurshin said.

Pete touched Mac’s foot with the toe of her boot. “Did you ever hear the name Kirk McGarvey?”

The Russian didn’t miss a beat. “I think he was the director of the CIA a number of years ago,” he said. “But then he dropped out of sight.”

“He’s a fascinating subject.”

“I’m sure.”

“Have you fallen in love with him yet?” Martine asked. “Biographers often do with their subjects.”

“I have to admit I have,” Pete said, lowering her head demurely for a moment and then raising it. “But he’s a tough man to get close to. In fact, I just returned from Russia, where I had a chat with a former KGB officer who I thought might be able to help with some details.”

“And did he?”

“In a roundabout way. I’m writing not only about the governments that would like to take their revenge on him but on the people who are carrying a grudge. He told me the number was a large one.”

“It would seem that he’s a marked man,” Martine said. “How romantic for you. The fall of the tragic hero and all that.”

“And convenient,” Kurshin said.

“How do you see that?” McGarvey asked. “I’d think that when her marked man was assassinated, she would grieve.”

“On the contrary. If you lose someone you love—say a wife or a family member—you would be free to find someone else. Another conquest, if you will.” He looked at Pete. “After a decent period or mourning, of course.”

“Of course,” Pete said.

“That’s simply too morose a thought for such an interesting story,” Martine said. “Have you actually gotten close to him? I mean close enough for one-on-one interviews?”

“On several occasions.”

“Très bon. Such men in high positions of power have always seemed aloof, too distant to be mortal, to have any tender feelings.”

“He’s anything but that,” Pete said.

“He was married, I think,” Kurshin said. “He had a family—killed in some accident.”

“They were murdered,” Pete said.

“Street muscle, guns for hire,” McGarvey said. “It was in the newspapers. Their paymaster was too much of a coward to do the job himself. Guys like that usually are.”

Kurshin’s lips tightened for just an instant.

“Are you a writer, as well, M. Arouet?” Martine asked.

“No. I deal in futures trading.”

“Wall Street?”

“In the real world. It’s a little messier that way but more satisfying in the end when the future you’ve bet on comes true because of what you’ve done.”

“Then how is it that you two have met?”

“I’m financing the costs of publishing her book,” McGarvey said. “I think it’ll be a bestseller in the end.”

“Why is that?” Kurshin asked.

“Simple. The good guys always win, because the trash they take down don’t realize that they’re nothing more than trash and will never be anything else.”
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In the morning after a late room-service breakfast on the balcony of their suite, Pete went out to find a dress and accessories for that evening, leaving McGarvey to brood about last night’s meeting with the woman who very well could be a spy for MI6 and the man who could very well be the Russian agent stalking him for some reason.

He phoned Otto in McLean where it was coming up on five in the morning. “Anything new on either of them?”

“The guy’s most likely Spetsnaz, and those bastards are even crazier than our SEAL Team Six operators.”

“And deadly.”

“That too. Could be that he’s coming after you simply as a training exercise. You’re still considered a fairly high-value target. He could be looking for a way out of sleeper duty in England. If he bags you, he might figure he’d get a promotion to something more interesting.”

“Why the bit with Katy’s grave?”

Otto’s tone softened. “To get your attention, kemo sabe. Which he did. And maybe piss you off so that you wouldn’t be thinking straight. And maybe because he wanted to start a pas de deux that would prove who was actually leading. Impress his boss.”

The SEAL Team Six operators who had managed to find and take out bin Laden underwent some of the toughest training in just about any special forces in the world. In fact, they were picked from the best of the best in the navy’s regular cadre of SEALs and went through a very rigorous training evolution during which many of the recruits dropped out.

A lot of them tended to be a little crazy around the edges—it was the nature of the job. But they were never out of control, and they never purposely hurt or killed anyone except for bad guys on specific missions. Bin Laden was the most famous example.

A lot of the Russian Spetsnaz operators, on the other hand, were way over the top. In one famous training exercise, if the operator failed, he would be out, but if he succeeded—at any cost—he would be promoted to lieutenant. The man was imprisoned in a gulag in the middle of the desert in western Kazakhstan more than one hundred kilometers from any decent-sized town or any source of water. The guards were never told his true identity, and in all cases, their orders were to shoot to kill anyone trying to escape.

The mission was to cross the desert, carrying no water, and reach the town of Atyrau on the Caspian Sea. The method, not taught beforehand to the trainees, was to escape with a prisoner; it didn’t matter who. Halfway across the desert, when something to drink made the difference between life or death, the trainee slit the throat of the prisoner and drank his blood.

For that piece of desperate brutality, the operator became an officer.

“Okay, let’s assume for the moment that guy from the casino and the bar is a Spetsnaz sleeper and did Arlington to get my attention. He’s playing with me. So let’s play back. What’s going on here or somewhere nearby that I might draw him into? Maybe water-skiing, motor sports, something where accidents could happen.”

“I’ve been toying with the same idea for the past hour, and I think I’ve come up with something that could put you and him together one-on-one. Chances are neither of you would actually get hurt, unless there was an accident, but if you still have your edge, it might teach him a lesson.”

“My edge at what?”

“Fencing.”

“Épée,” McGarvey said.

Of the three disciplines in modern fencing—foil, saber, and épée—the latter was the closest to actual dueling. People had gotten hurt, and in fact not many years ago, someone in a competition in Poland or perhaps the Czech Republic had been killed when the tip of the épée blade penetrated his mask and plunged deeply into his brain through an eye socket. It was found that he had lightened his mask by filing down the protective mesh covering his face so that he could see better. But broken ribs, even ripped rotator cuffs were fairly common.

“Prince Albert is holding a small international competition in September, but as it turns out, the local fencing and pistol club is putting on a demonstration this afternoon at three.”

“Where?”

“In the atrium of the casino. I can get you a last-minute invitation under your work name based on your membership in the U.S. Government Employees’ Fencing Club. The French are snobbish enough to let you in, hoping to make a fool of you. Just their style.”

“How do we get Kallinger to take the bait?”

“Have Pete phone Didenko and tell him that she’s traced you to Monte-Carlo, where

you’re in the fencing demonstration this afternoon. Ask him if he knows of any Russians who might be there, as well.”

“He’ll say he has no idea, of course. But if Kallinger does show it, it’ll nail who he really is, and it’ll nail his relationship with Didenko.”

“And possibly a connection to Arkady Kurshin, though I haven’t got that one figured out yet. The guy had no surviving relatives. He was a loner.”

*   *   *

Pete got back an hour later all excited about the Givenchy black, low-cut cocktail dress and matching shoes she’d found. McGarvey filled her in on the latest plan of action that he and Otto had hatched.

“He’d be stupid to show up this afternoon,” she said. “Baccarat I can understand, but not this.”

“Kallinger is young, probably late twenties. If he’s the Russian, it won’t matter if he’s smart; he’s probably rash.”

“The kid against the old man,” Pete said. “He’ll be certain that his agility will trump your experience. Could be interesting.”

Using her satellite phone, she called Didenko. It was around four in the afternoon, Moscow time. She put it on speakerphone. “General, it’s Donna Graves. I’m in Monaco.”

“Your call is unexpected,” the general said, but he was polite. “How may I help you?”

“McGarvey is here. The people at the casino said he was there last night, drunk.”

“I find that hard to believe. But then perhaps he’ll be open to some of your questions.”

“There’s to be a fencing demonstration in a couple of hours at the casino atrium. McGarvey’s signed up for it.”

“Yes?”

“I was wondering if you knew of any Russians who might be here now.”

Didenko laughed. “Believe me, Ms. Graves, I have no vendetta against Mr. McGarvey, nor do I know of anyone specifically who might, though as I told you when you were here, the number must be a large one.”

“Thanks, anyway, sir,” Pete said. “I thought it might be worth a try.” She hung up. “The ball’s in his court. Let’s get you to the atrium and warmed up.”

“Do you think I need it?”

“Of course you do. You’re an old man, and Kallinger, if he shows up, is a kid, full of energy.”

“Just the point,” McGarvey said. “But we have two hours before the demonstration starts, so there’s no point in rushing.”

“Goddamn it, Kirk, if you’re not properly warmed up, he’ll eat you for toast.”

“Yes, he will,” McGarvey said. He called room service and ordered a cognac.

While he waited for it to arrive, he changed into a pair of jeans, a white polo shirt, and boat shoes.

Pete brought the drink into him. He took it to the bathroom, swizzled a fair amount of it in his mouth, and spit it out.

*   *   *

The atrium entrance at the casino had been set up with a single piste that was a conductive mat two meters wide and fourteen meters long, on which the fencers would face off. They were connected wirelessly to the mat, so any touches would be electronically registered. It was only up to the judge to determine if the touch was valid or if any rule had been broken.

They were five minutes early, and the long, ornately laid-out and decorated hall was mostly full with spectators as were the balconies above.

McGarvey was introducing himself to the club’s fencing master when Kurshin, already wearing his fencing garb, an épée held loosely in his left hand, and a mask under his right arm, came out of a room at the rear, which was used as the dressing area.

The Russian raised the guard of his weapon to his lips and saluted.
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McGarvey signed in as a guest at the registration table, and the fencing master came over and offered his hand.

“Good afternoon, M. Arouet,” he said. His attitude was cool.

“Thanks for allowing me to compete today.”

“No competition. This is merely a demonstration. And if you do not mind, I will introduce you as a senior.”

“Experienced,” Mac said.

The maestro smiled. “But your techniques perhaps are not up to modern standards. Modern Olympic standards.”

“A touch is a touch.”

The maestro nodded. “My assistant will provide you with the proper equipment.”

The assistant was a young woman in fencing garb, her long blond hair done up in a bun at the back. She seemed amused.

“Your shoe size?”

He told her.

She found him a pair of fencing shoes and socks from a trunk. A roll-about rack was half filled with fencing knickers and jackets. On the bottom shelves were a variety of masks.

“Right or left handed?” the girl asked.

“Right. French grip.”

“You’re fencing at épée?”

“Oui.”

“I’ll leave while you get dressed.”

“It’s not necessary, mademoiselle,” Mac said. He kicked off his shoes and pulled off his polo shirt. His torso was marked with nearly a dozen scars—most of them bullet wounds, but two of them kidney operations.

The girl was impressed. “Were you a solider?”

“In another lifetime,” Mac said.

He found the right-sized knickers and jacket, but he didn’t bother with a plastron—which was a thick fabric under jacket that provided an extra layer of protection.

The girl didn’t say anything, though her attitude had changed. She was no longer disdainfully amused.

When he was suited up, a glove on his right hand, his mask under his left arm, and his épée in hand, he saluted the girl.

“How long has it been since you were in competition?”

“A while.”

“A word of advice, M. Arouet?”

“Please.”

“This is to be a demonstration only today, but some of the fencers will be amused to go up against a senior, perhaps to demonstrate their techniques. And the maestro has no love for Americans, so he’ll not interfere.”

“Maybe I’ll teach them some old techniques.”

*   *   *

The first bout had already begun between two very young, very tall men, probably still in their late teens, with flashing speed. The bout was for only three touches to win, and it was over in under a minute. The maestro, who was the judge, held the pair on the piste as he explained to the audience of about one hundred people what they had just witnessed.

Pete and Martine stood together on the opposite side of the piste just off the centerline with Kurshin. Martine smiled and nodded as she spotted McGarvey.

“Who do you have me paired with?” McGarvey asked the girl at the registration table.

“With M. Kallinger, at his request, if you agree,” she said.

“We’re old friends. But first, would it be possible for me to fence one of those gentlemen?”

The girl was surprised, but she motioned to the maestro, who came over.

“Yes?” said the maestro.

“M. Arouet asks if he could fence first with either Pierre or Tomas.”

“I’m sure Tomas wouldn’t mind the demonstration,” the maestro said with a slight smirk. Tomas was the fencer who had won the bout, three-two. “Now, monsieur?”

“Oui, unless the lad is tired.”

The maestro had a word with one of the fencers still on the piste. The boy glanced at Mac and nodded, a thin smile on his lips.

Mac walked over and shook hands with the boy as the maestro and other fencer moved off.

Kurshin, Martine, and Pete were watching.

“This will be a brief demonstration of the difference between modern technique and an older style of combat,” the maestro announced. “M. Bienot from here in Monaco on my left, and M. Arouet from the United States on my right.”

McGarvey stepped onto the piste and saluted his opponent, the maestro, and the audience and then donned his mask.

“En garde,” the maestro said.

McGarvey and Bienot came to the en garde position, their épées forty-five degrees above level, but only Mac held his left hand curved over the side of his head.

“Prêt,” the maestro announced. “Allez.”

The boy immediately lunged forward with fantastic speed. Mac stood his ground, flat footed, and at the last instant slapped the boy’s blade aside and touched his glove. The light came on.

A low murmur passed through the audience.

“Touché,” the maestro announced as if it hurt.

Bienot pulled off his helmet and glared at the maestro, but Mac just smiled and took his position.

“Prêt,” the maestro said. “En garde. Allez.”

Again the boy came in with amazing speed.

This time, Mac moved his head slightly forward, presenting his mask as the target. The boy took the bait, but at the last possible instant, Mac ducked almost on his haunches and touched the toe of his opponent’s right shoe.

“Touché,” the maestro announced.

Bienot tore off his mask. “His knee touched the mat!” he shouted in French. If true, it was an infraction that would have voided the touch.

“Non,” the maestro said. “Deux, zero.”

McGarvey took off his mask as the boy came close. “You might win on the piste, son, eventually, if you learn to control your attacks. But you won’t win the fight you want to pick.”

Bienot was on the verge of exploding.

“I’m going to score on your left knee as you score on my mask. There is no other choice.”

“En garde,” the maestro said. He had to repeat it before the boy put on his mask and took his position.

“Prêt. Allez.”

The boy lunged forward again, but this time, Mac backed up, and near the end of the piste, he suddenly hunched down again and thrust against the kid’s toe, the same as the last time. The boy leaped into the air, his blade arched over the top of McGarvey’s head, coming down and smacking into the top of Mac’s mask at the same time McGarvey caught the kid in the leg just below the knee. Both lights came on. It was a tie; both touches counted.

“Coup double,” the maestro announced.

McGarvey had won, three to one. The audience applauded as he took off his mask and saluted, but the boy turned and stalked off the piste.

Pete and Martine were applauding and grinning, but Kurshin did not look happy.
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McGarvey walked around to the other side of the piste where Martine and Kurshin were waiting with Pete, who handed him a towel and a bottle of Evian. He was breathing heavily out of his mouth but making a show of trying to hide it.

“Are you okay?” Pete asked.

“The kid was pretty fast,” Mac said.

“He had good technique and plenty of wind, but he was dismissing you out of hand,” Kurshin said. He glanced across as the maestro was finishing his short explanation of why McGarvey and not the younger fencer had won.

“Sounds like he’s making excuses,” Martine said.

“The kid’s probably one of his star pupils, and he’s embarrassed. Losing the bout was a testimony to how good or bad an instructor he is,” Pete said.

Mac wiped his face and took a drink of water. “What do you think?” he asked Kurshin.

“He’s probably a B-rated fencer. In another year of seasoning, he might be ready for a crack at the world finals for a spot on the French Olympic team, but he underestimated you, and it was only a three-touch match.” A rated was the top designation for elite fencers.

“You’re right, of course. I wouldn’t have made it through a fifteen-touch championship bout.”

Kurshin said nothing.

Two fencers came onto the piste. The maestro introduced them, one from a club in Paris and the other from Monaco. They were both young, still in their late teens, and arrogant, especially the Parisian, who strutted like a peacock. He towered a good six inches over the local kid.

This match was at foil, a much lighter blade with more stringent rules of engagement. In épée, a touch anywhere on the body, even the mask or the bare hand, counted as a score. Simultaneous touches counted. At foil, only the part of the fencer’s torso covered by a wire mesh vest that was hooked into the electronic scoring system counted. And only touches from the fencer who had established right of way—essentially, the first one to attack—scored.

This match lasted a little longer than the first. The fencers were fairly evenly experienced, and they attacked, parried, and gave and took ground at tremendous speed.

At one point, the Parisian flicked his sword hand with a very strong, very quick action that caused the tip of the blade to arch in midair, almost like a bullwhip, the point cracking decisively on the right shoulder, the scoring light coming on.

“Touché,” the maestro said.

“It’s not fair; he has the height advantage,” Martine said.

“No handicaps in this sport,” McGarvey said.

“Except for age,” Kurshin countered.

“Didn’t seem to matter in M. Arouet’s bout,” Martine said.

The round lasted only a couple of minutes longer, the Parisian making the same flicking attack twice more for which the local fencer seemed to have no effective defense.

“That has to hurt,” Martine said.

“It does,” Kurshin agreed.

The maestro came over. “Are you gentlemen ready?”

“Sure.” McGarvey nodded. He wiped his face again, took a drink of water, and handed the towel and bottle back to Pete.

“Knock him dead,” she said.

“Only three touches,” Mac mumbled, and he turned his head so that Kurshin couldn’t see his face, and he winked.

*   *   *

On the piste, the maestro introduced McGarvey again, to a light applause, and Kurshin as the gentleman from London.

They saluted each other, the maestro, and the audience, donned their masks, and at the command, “Allez,” began.

Kurshin was cautious at first, presenting his blade against Mac’s, stepping forward in a false attack and then retreating a few steps as Mac pressed the counterattack.

They were testing each other, probing defenses, testing blade control and speed. In épée, landing the point on a precise spot at the precise moment was everything. Épée fencers spent countless hours training touch accuracy against an AAA battery hanging from a string at what would be the opponent’s midtorso height. The battery was swung so that it moved back and forth fairly quickly in an erratic orbit. The object was for the fencer to move forward and then retreat as the battery swung farther or nearer. At the right moment, the fencer would attempt to touch the battery with the point of his épée. It wasn’t easy, but it taught precision point control.

Forty seconds into the bout, Kurshin made a mistake, intentional or not, by moving a little too close.

McGarvey suddenly leaned forward to a position where he was completely off balance and just about to fall on his face when he brought his rear leg forward, and as it was just about to touch the ground, he pushed off with a powerful thrust from his front leg, the point of his épée extended to Kurshin’s sword hand.

It was called a flying flèche, or arrow. The move was meant to be such a surprise that the opponent wouldn’t have time to react.

Mac stumbled at the last possible instant, and Kurshin easily sidestepped the attack, planting his épée on McGarvey’s shoulder.

Spinning away as if he were totally out of control, Mac was forced to skip off the piste before he could catch his balance.

“Touché a gauche,” touch left for Kurshin.

The audience did not applaud.

McGarvey took off his mask, apologized to the maestro, and took his place on the piste.

He took a deep breath, saluted, and then put on his mask and assumed the en garde position.

This time, Kurshin attacked immediately, forcing Mac to retreat almost out of bounds at the end of the strip.

Mac did a simple French coupé, taking his blade over the top of Kurshin’s and at the same time turning his hand to the right toward the sixth position, which should have moved Kurshin’s blade far enough off target that an attack to the sword hand was possible.

But Kurshin easily disengaged, slapped Mac’s blade away, and landed a touch on the wrist.

“Touché,” the maestro said. “Deux, zero.”

Pete came over with the towel and water bottle as McGarvey took off his mask. He was breathing hard now.

Neither the maestro nor Kurshin objected as he wiped his face and took a drink before he put on his mask and saluted.

“En garde,” the maestro said. “Prêt. Allez.”

This time, Mac moved forward first with an immediate froissement, or sharp slap to Kurshin’s blade, which would normally be followed by an instant attack.

But Kurshin made a double derobement, a counterattack against the opponent’s blade. In effect, Kurshin went with the slap against his blade and slapped back twice, opening a line on McGarvey’s upper arm, where he scored the final touch.

“Touché,” the maestro announced, obviously satisfied with the result.

Again there was a light smattering of applause, after which the maestro explained what had happened, not quite blaming the win on the differences in age. Experience counted for nearly everything, but youth was sometimes even more important.

McGarvey took the towel and water from Pete and went back to the changing room, where he got out of his fencing garb and back into his street clothes.

Kurshin came in. “You had some good moves, Arouet.”

“I don’t have the edge anymore,” Mac said, buttoning his shirt. “But you did well.”

Kurshin nodded. “Would you care to have a drink at the hotel?”

“Thanks, no,” McGarvey said, still breathing hard. “I’m going to save my energy for the tables tonight. Maybe a nap this afternoon and a light supper.”

“For the best, I suppose,” Kurshin said with a barely concealed smirk.
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McGarvey and Pete headed back to the hotel on foot, and halfway there, Pete dropped a slip of paper, and she ducked down and picked it up.

“Are they behind us?” Mac asked.

“No. You put on a pretty good show back there.”

“I wanted to make a believer out of Kallinger.”

Pete grinned. “I think he took the bait. But you also made a believer out of the poor kid you beat. The maestro will give him hell for making the club look bad.”

“Humility is sometimes a good thing, even in fencing.”

“How much of it was an act?”

“Most of it, but I didn’t want to take the matter too far. As it was, I think he was starting to get suspicious by the third touch. Even an amateur should have expected the counterattack and stepped back.”

“Was he any good?” Pete asked as they reached the hotel.

“Not as good as he thought he was. And now he’s cocky, maybe overconfident. If he can beat me on the piste, why not at the table?”

“And you mean to teach him a lesson. Piss him off enough so that he’ll be more likely to make a mistake.”

*   *   *

Back in their suite, McGarvey phoned Otto to tell him what had gone down at the fencing demonstration.

“Do you think he bought it?”

“Probably. He and the Barineau woman are staying here at the hotel. But you said she has a villa above Villefranche. Find out if there’s a staff in residence. Pete and I are going to make a visit.”

“Give me a minute.”

“You have five. I’m going to take a quick shower.”

“What do you have in mind?” Pete asked.

“I want to let him know that someone has taken an interest in him.”

“Someone?”

“Me,” Mac said on the way into the shower.

“I’ll get us a car,” Pete said to his back.

*   *   *

She got them a BMW 3 Series convertible. Flashy but nothing over the top. It would be waiting out front as soon as they were ready.

Otto answered Mac’s call on the first ring. “One housekeeper/cook by the name of Marie Levy, but I didn’t find any connection between her and the DGSE, and her local footprint seems legitimate.”

“How about neighbors?”

“No one nearby. Louise retasked one of the spy birds and took a five-second peek. One villa to the south, fifty meters lower on the hill, and another much larger to the north, just above. But there didn’t seem to be any activity at either place.”

Louise had worked for the National Security Agency as a photo analyst and had come over to the CIA, where she’d practically run the Company’s interface with the National Reconnaissance Office, the agency that was responsible for putting up and maintaining American spy satellites—especially the Keyhole, Jupiter, and Aurora constellations. Although she was no longer directly involved, she still maintained her passwords and standard operating procedures.

“I’ll wear my glasses when we get there so you can take a look, as well.”

“Find anything electronic, give me the heads-up,” Otto said.

*   *   *

Downstairs, they got the car and drove up to the Corniche Highway and headed southwest, the Med an impossibly deep blue, only a very few puffy clouds cruising slowly in from the sea.

“Do you have your pistol with you?” McGarvey asked. He’d left the one he’d taken from the bully boys behind.

“Of course.”

“Take the bullet out of the breech. It’s only the housekeeper at home, and I don’t want any accidents.”

“What if our friends show up?”

“We’ll take our chances. But I don’t think Kallinger will want to stage a shootout in broad daylight. He’d have to kill not only us but the housekeeper and Mme Barineau. It’s me he wants. One-on-one.”

“We still don’t know why.”

“I’m going to find out.”

“And then what?”

“I’m going to kill him,” Mac said.

*   *   *

McGarvey put on his glasses and rang the doorbell at the villa’s front entrance, which faced uphill, away from the sea. A full minute later, an older woman in a dark dress with a crisp white apron appeared. Her gray hair was knotted into a bun at the back, and she smiled uncertainly.

“Bonjour, madame,” McGarvey said. “We are friends of Mme Barineau. Is she at home?”

“No,” the woman said, and she started to close the door, but Mac pushed it open, and he and Pete stepped inside.

“Je suis désolé,” McGarvey said. “But we mean you no harm.”

She didn’t resist as they led her back to the kitchen, where they put her in a walk-in pantry and moved the heavy butcher block center island against the door.

Pete took the upstairs while Mac hurriedly went through the rooms on the ground floor, including the kitchen, a surprisingly modern dining room, and an expansive living room that opened through a half dozen french doors to the patio and pool and out toward the Med. A flat-screen television was placed in the middle of a wall of bookcases that contained not only leather-bound volumes, most of them in English, but photographs of Martine and people who appeared to be family. Some of the backgrounds were on beaches somewhere, others in the mountains.

There were no telephones in the living room or in the kitchen, and there were no clocks.

“Come up here,” Pete called from the head of the stairs.

Mac went up, and Pete led him back to a small room that except for an open closet door appeared to be nothing more than a home office containing a plain desk—on which sat a laptop—a few books on a couple of shelves, and a number of amusing miniature paintings of clowns and court jesters.

The closet was not large, but a table held another laptop, and mounted on the wall behind it were several closed-circuit video monitors showing various views from inside as well as outside of the house. Other pieces of electronic equipment were mounted on the wall.

His and Pete’s image in the closet showed on one of the monitors.

“Are you seeing this?” Mac asked.

“Yes,” Otto’s voice came into his ear. “Stand by.”

A couple of moments later, the monitors went blank, and a series of images flashed across the laptop.

“I’m downloading the system’s memory and then crashing it. No one’s going to get so much as one byte out of it. But I can tell you one thing for sure—even if I don’t have an actual name, Mme Barineau is definitely MI6.”

“Doing what here in France?”

“People watching. All the major players—a lot of them Arabs but a number of Chinese and Russian billionaires, mostly oil and technology nouveaux riche—show up at the casino sooner or later.”

“What about Kallinger?” Pete asked.

“He’s not in the system,” Otto said. “And maybe she’s slumming.”

“She’ll get herself killed if she’s not careful.”

“There’s that possibility,” Otto said. “What about her housekeeper?” 

“We’ll let her out before we leave,” McGarvey said.

“Do you think she’ll call the cops?”

“I think she probably knows enough about her employer to keep her mouth shut until she’s told otherwise.”

“What now?”

“Baccarat,” McGarvey said. “It’s payback time.”
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McGarvey and Pete walked into the casino a few minutes after midnight, he in his tuxedo and she in the black, very-low-cut Givenchy and spike heels. They made a handsome couple, and this time, Mac did not pretend to be drunk. The maître d’ welcomed them profusely.

They turned heads in the bar, where they ordered Krug.

“How much have you got to play with this time?” Pete asked. “I don’t think a hundred thousand will be enough.”

“Otto’s established an unlimited line for me.”

Pete glanced toward the doorway. “That’s why they were so happy to see you. But Marty’s going to have a hemorrhage if you lose even a nickel of the Company’s money.”

“The money is mine, and I don’t intend on losing,” Mac said. When his parents had died, they had left a few million—mostly in municipal bonds and other securities—to their daughter, who was married and living in Utah, while Mac got the cattle ranch in western Kansas.

He’d sold it and over the past twenty years or so had invested the money in the stock market. At last count, his estimated net worth was around $9 million.

Money had always been of little interest to him, though his sister had stopped talking to him after he’d sold the ranch, because she figured a part of it should have gone to her. When his granddaughter, Audie, was old enough to appreciate money, all of it would go to her. He wasn’t about to lose her inheritance.

Pete was impressed. Very few people other than Otto and Louise knew about his wealth. “You’re making this personal,” she said.

“He did when he took a hammer and chisel to Katy’s headstone.”

Pete looked toward the door again. “Speaking of the devil.”

Kurshin in black tie, and Martine in another stunning evening outfit—this time a light-beige, flowing, diaphanous pantsuit that was sheer enough to be titillating—with golden sandals on her tiny feet.

“The girl dresses well for MI6,” Pete added under her breath as they approached.

“M. Arouet and Mme Graves,” Kurshin said. He kissed Pete’s hand. “You look lovely.”

“Thank you.”

“I hope that you’ve recovered from your exertions this afternoon,” Martine said to Mac.

Mac shrugged. “It’s a young person’s sport, after all.”

“Agreed,” Kurshin said. “Even I was a little winded.”

“Baccarat is a different business.”

“Money and luck,” Kurshin said.

“At chemin de fer, it’s experience.”

*   *   *

The chef de salle unhooked the velvet rope barrier and let the four of them into the baccarat salon. He obviously remembered McGarvey from last night, but he just as obviously knew about the American’s unlimited line of credit.

The room was less than half-full at the moment. Play had been going on since ten, and an intermission was in progress. McGarvey and Kurshin took seats at opposite ends of the table; Pete and Martine stood together in the middle.

The croupier and other players came back almost immediately. Word had spread throughout the casino that a pair of very high rollers—who were not Russian, Arab, or Chinese —had arrived. The night was turning out to be interesting, after all.

“Gentlemen,” the croupier began when all the chairs were filled, and he reviewed the rules of play for the newcomers.

When he was finished, he passed the six decks to all the players for them to shuffle the cards, beginning with the one on his right, and when the stack came back to him, he shuffled it again and passed it to the player on his left, who cut the deck. The croupier loaded it into the shoe.

An older German man, the first counterclockwise from the croupier, accepted the role as banker for fifty thousand euros. One of the bettors, known as punters, put up thirty thousand, and a second agreed to cover the remaining twenty thousand.

The shoe went to the German, who slid out four cards facedown. The croupier passed two of them to the highest punter.

“Carte,” the punter said after looking at his down cards.

The banker slid out another card facedown that the croupier passed to the punter faceup. It was a four.

The banker immediately turned his two cards over, totaling seven.

The punter turned his over, a four and a king. With the up card, his total was eight, and he and the other punter and won the bank and split it with the casino.

Three other players in turn took the role of banker, gradually raising the stakes to one hundred thousand euros. One tied before he lost on the second round.

The bank next came to McGarvey. “One million,” he said, looking directly at Kurshin, whose expression was unreadable.

A low sigh went around the table and through the salon.

“Banco,” Kurshin announced. He was covering the entire amount.

The evening had finally begun, and within seconds, word had spread through the casino, and by the time the shoe had been passed to McGarvey, the salon was full, and people were standing in the doorway just behind the velvet rope.

McGarvey slid four cards from the shoe, never looking away from Kurshin.

The croupier passed the cards, and Kurshin looked at them and immediately turned them over. A pair of fours. “Huit.”

Mac flipped his cards over without looking. A five and three. Also eight.

It was a tie, and the one million–euro bet remained.

Ths time Kurshin dealt the cards, again turning his over at once. A six and two. Eight again.

McGarvey called for a card, which Kurshin dealt, but it was a jack with no value. Mac turned his cards over, a three and an ace for a four.

“Two million,” Kurshin said.

“Banco,” McGarvey immediately replied.

The cards were drawn, McGarvey’s pair delivered by the croupier to him. He had drawn a two and nine for a total of eleven, which counted as one. His faceup third card was a six, for a respectful total of seven.

“Carte,” Kurshin said, and he drew one card to himself, flipping it faceup. A three. He turned over his down cards, a two and three for eight and the win.

Kurshin bet four million. No one said a word or made a noise.

“Banco,” McGarvey said.

Several people standing began talking at once, and the croupier had to demand order.

Kurshin slid four cards down, the croupier passing two to McGarvey.

A five and two. McGarvey declined a third card.

Kurshin studied his two cards for a long time, finally calling for a third, up. It was a queen.

McGarvey turned his cards up, and Kurshin reluctantly did the same. A two and four. Six, for the loss.

The minor furor took several seconds to fade. The younger gentleman had just bet and lost four million on one draw.

“Would the gentlemen like a break?”

“No,” Kurshin and Mac said almost simultaneously.

The bank was offered and declined around the table until it reached McGarvey.

“Ten million,” he said.

No one made a sound except for Kurshin.

“Banco,” he said, his voice still strong, but his complexion had turned slightly pale.

A man, presumably the casino manager, came in, said something to the croupier, and then left, but only as far as the doorway.

The shoe was passed to McGarvey, who dealt four cards, the croupier passing two of them to Kurshin.

A hush spread throughout the entire casino. Even the clamorous noise from the slot machines stopped.

McGarvey turned up his two cards. A five and four, a natural nine.

Kurshin was shaky. He called for a card, which was a two, and he turned over his down cards, a three and an ace, for a total of six and the loss.

“Vingt million,” McGarvey said, never taking his eyes from Kurshin’s.

After a few moments, the croupier prompted, “Monsieur?”

Kurshin finally shook his head, the movement barely perceptible.

“Messieurs et mesdames,” the croupier called for anyone else to cover the massive wager of twenty million euros, but no one accepted.

Kurshin pushed away from the table and got to his feet, hate in his posture and deep in his eyes.

McGarvey smiled at the Russian. “Champagne for everyone in the casino,” he said. “How about them apples?”
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On the way back to their hotel on foot, Kurshin was in a deep, almost mind-numbing rage, some of it directed at himself for his gross stupidity. That he’d lost eleven million euros to McGarvey wasn’t the point; he wasn’t going to pay it in any event. The casino would find out within a few hours that the line of credit he’d established was no good. By then, of course, he would be long gone.

What really galled him was McGarvey’s attitude. The man knew who lured him to Arlington and here to Monte-Carlo. It was why McGarvey had sent the woman to talk to Didenko and why he had deliberately lost at épée. All of it was focused on the baccarat table.

And Kurshin had fallen for one of the oldest plays in tradecraft—fill your opponent with a false sense of security and an overinflated sense of superiority, and then hit him hard.

“M. Arouet is a very shrewd man,” Martine said.

Kurshin didn’t answer her. He was done playing the game. It was time to finish it once and for all. Payback time. Revenge for his brother’s death and how and where it had happened.

“He was probably playacting at the fencing competition. Made us all think that he was an old man more filled with bravado than intelligence and strength.”

Something of what she was saying penetrated. “What are you talking about?”

“He has something against you, and he rubbed your nose in it at the table. You must know him from somewhere.”

“Never met the man in my life.”

“Well, he knows you. It might be a good idea if you found out what grudge he’s carrying against you, because I think he could be a very dangerous man.”

“I’ve already lost eleven million to him.”

“I meant physically, mon cher,” Martine said.

Kurshin chuckled. “I doubt it.”

Martine shrugged. “How about a nightcap before we go up? I’m wide awake.”

“I’d like to drive back to your place, if you don’t mind. I’ve had my fill of Monte-Carlo.”

“First thing in the morning.”

“Now. Let’s not wait.”

Martine glanced over her shoulder. “Perhaps you’re right,” she said. “Would you like me to settle the bill?”

Kurshin’s rage spiked, and he almost smashed his fist into her face. But he smiled instead. “Thanks, but it’s not necessary. What’s a few thousand euros against eleven million?”

*   *   *

In the villa’s front entry hall, Martine was just closing and locking the door when Marie, in her nightclothes, came from the rear of the house. She seemed agitated.

“Madame,” she said.

“Poor dear probably didn’t expect us back in the middle of the night,” Martine told Kurshin.

“Is there a beer in the fridge?” he asked.

“Of course. Do you want me to get one for you?”

“Take care of your servant. I’ll get my own beer, and I need to make a phone call.”

Martine went to Marie, and they disappeared down the hall.

Kurshin got a cold Heineken from one of the fridges in the big kitchen and went out to the patio to phone Didenko.

It was very late in Petushki, and it rang a half dozen times before the general picked up. He sounded very tired. “Da.”

“It’s me, and I need your help one last time.”

“What has happened?”

Kurshin told him everything, starting with his first encounter with McGarvey in the hotel and then the fencing demonstration and finally the debacle at the casino.

“I warned you not to take the man for granted. Obviously, he was playing with you on the piste, setting you up to make a fool of yourself.”

“I’m done playing games with him,” Kurshin said, but Didenko interrupted him.

“Tell me about this woman you’re with. What do you know about her?”

“A Frenchwoman who was married to a wealthy man in Paris. The divorce left her well off.”

“You say that you picked her up at the airport in Washington? Or was it the other way around?”

Kurshin turned and looked into the dining room and kitchen beyond through the open french doors. “She was traveling alone, and by chance, we were sitting next to each other, but it was she who introduced herself.”

“You bought her a drink, you flew together, and when you reached Paris, she had invited you to her villa. Convenient, don’t you think?”

It was. “Yes,” Kurshin said.

“You have more contacts in the service than I do. Find out who she is. Who knows? Maybe she’s working for McGarvey. Stranger things have happened.”

He phoned Lestov in Moscow. “Vadim, it’s me, and I’m sorry for the hour, but I need some information right now.”

“You’re becoming a bore, darling,” Lestov said. A man said something in the background.

“Don’t hang up; this is important.”

Lestov hesitated for just a second. “What is it?”

Kurshin gave him Martine’s name and the setup in Villefranche. “I need to know if she works for the CIA.”

“I’ll call back in a few minutes.”

“I may not have a few minutes,” Kurshin said, but Lestov had already hung up.

“A few minutes for what?” Martine asked at the doorway.

Kurshin turned and smiled. “I asked an old friend to check on Arouet for me.”

“That’s good, because I want to know. He and Donna Graves were here this afternoon and terrorized Marie. They locked her in the pantry and apparently searched the house. They were in my bedroom at least.”

“What were they looking for?”

“Obviously something having to do with you. So just who the hell are you?”

Kurshin’s phone buzzed. It was Lestov.

“What have you found?”

“Not much yet, but the French believe she’s MI6.”

“Thank you; now go back to your lover.”

“Fuck you,” Lestov said, and he hung up.

“What’d your friend say?”

“Arouet works on Wall Street, just like he said. But he’s damned good at baccarat, and he was probably faking it at the fencing demonstration.”

“What was he doing here?”

“Like you said, looking for something about me,” Kurshin said. “Let’s go to bed; I’m tired. And in the morning, I’ll tell you what I have in mind to get my eleven million back.”

Martine smiled. “Will you give me a hint?”

“I’m going to ask for a rematch, and in the meantime, you’re going to take Mme Graves shopping.”

*   *   *

Twenty minutes later, in bed together in the middle of lovemaking, Kurshin put his hands around Martine’s neck and strangled her to death. She fought hard for a full minute before her strength faded.

Down the hall, he entered the housemaid’s bedroom, and as she was rising up from sleep, he strangled her, as well.

Back out on the patio, he took a drink of his beer still on the table and phoned Didenko again.

“Do you have the telephone number for Donna Graves?”

“Da.”

“Call her, and say that you’ve heard I’m on the way to Portugal. McGarvey will know where and why.”

“First let me tell you something about your brother.”

“Just do as I ask, General, and I’ll never bother you again.”

“No, I don’t think you will,” Didenko said.


22

McGarvey sat just inside the open balcony door of their suite watching the sky to the east behind the foothills as it started to lighten with the dawn. His pistol was on a low table next to him.

Pete had insisted that they get a couple of hours of sleep, because she suspected that Kallinger’s next and perhaps final move would come sometime today. “With this guy, we’ll have to be sharp.”

They’d lingered for a half hour at the casino before coming back to the hotel, and just as they were leaving, the manager called them into his office.

“There may be an irregularity with M. Kallinger’s line of credit,” he’d told them. “Possibly just a problem with the électroniques; such things have happened in the past. We will contact his bank first thing Monday morning. In the meantime, I am sorry, monsieur, but we cannot settle your account.”

“I think that you’ll find M. Kallinger has no account at that bank,” McGarvey told the manager.

“The man is a thief?”

“It looks like it.”

“You almost look relieved,” Pete told him as they walked back to their hotel.

“Had his credit been good, it would have meant he had some serious backing.”

“The FSB?”

“Possibly.”

“Same question: What does this guy want with you?”

“I don’t know, but he’s serious about whatever it is.”

His phone vibrated softly. It was Otto.

“The casino manager was right; there is no such account any longer, but it was in existence for about twelve hours—just long enough for him to establish his line of credit. But when it came time to collect, the account had disappeared.”

“On a London bank?”

“Alta-Bank of Moscow.”

“He made a mistake,” McGarvey said.

“Indeed he did, but it nails him as a Russian sleeper agent posted to London. It also means that he’s almost certainly Spetsnaz, and very well trained.”

“Can we put some pressure on the bank to find out who opened the account and then closed it so suddenly?”

“I could hack their mainframe, but it could screw up their legitimate account holders, and whatever name it was opened with would be false.”

“Then I’ll have to take the fight to him,” McGarvey said. “Right away this morning.”

“With care, Mac. Whoever this guy really is, he’ll expect you to come knocking. You could let it rest until Monday when the casino figures out that he swindled them. They’ll get the cops involved.”

“He won’t let it rest that long.”

Pete came out of the bedroom with her phone. “General Didenko wants to talk to you,” she said.

“Stand by,” he told Otto.

“Give me five seconds, and my darlings will have her phone.”

McGarvey laid his phone aside and took Pete’s from her. “Good morning, General. You’re something of a surprise.”

“I heard about your good luck. By now, I’m certain that the casino has discovered his account does not exist.”

“Did you set it up for him at the Alta-Bank?” “I’m not involved. He has more friends in Moscow than I do.”

“What the hell does he want with me?”

“Revenge for something he thinks you did a number of years ago.”

“If you’re not involved, why this conversation?”

“He came to see me a few weeks ago, to ask for my help.”

“With what?”

“You.”

“What did you tell him?” McGarvey asked.

“To forget about you. To get on with his life before he got himself too deep. But of course, he refused to listen. And that is all he got from me, you have my word on it.”

“You were an agent runner, Baranov’s handpicked successor. Why should I trust you?”

“I’m an old man, and I’ve been out of the business for a long time. I was sent to count the birches for a couple of years before I was allowed to come home, but only if I promised to stay completely below the radar. Which I have.” Being sent to count the birches was an old Soviet euphemism for being sent to a gulag in Siberia.

“The question is still on the table, General. Why did you call me?”

“To tell you that he’s on his way to Portugal. That and nothing more.”

It came to McGarvey immediately. “But your star operator, Arkady Kurshin, was no relationship to Kallinger, or whatever the hell his real name is.”

“He was an orphan. His trainers just seized the opportunity to make him think that Arkasha was his older brother.”

“Why tell me all this?”

“Because I want him to kill you, finish the job that Arkasha could not in that tunnel.”

“I’ll call for reinforcements.”

“No, you won’t,” Didenko said, and he hung up.

Otto was there on Pete’s phone. “You’re going to have to call for help, Mac, I shit you not.”

“If he’s going back to where I killed Kurshin, that’d be in the jurisdiction of the rural cops. He’d eat them alive. I’m talking about the SIM.” It was Portugal’s military intelligence service—Serviço de Informações Militares.

“First I need to find out what he wants.”

“It has nothing to do with the guy he thinks was his brother. He’s tired of doing nothing in England. He wants to graduate to their covert action service. In order to do that, he needs to make his chops. And if he can bag you, mano a mano, just like escaping across the desert with a prisoner, he’ll be over the top.”

McGarvey sat back in his chair and looked up at Pete. “It’s starting again because of Putin. The new Cold War.”

“The Ukraine and Poland are on a bigger scale,” Otto said. “But if they can start eliminating the old hands, the people who have the deep background and experience to understand what’s going on, they’ll be winning not only strategic victories but—to their way of thinking—taking the high moral ground. The old Soviet system was supposedly the most powerful in the world; Putin wants it for real this time.”

“All the more reason for me to face him alone,” McGarvey said.

“But he’ll be waiting for you. It’ll be a setup to his advantage.”

“Except these aren’t the old days for any of us. Le Carré’s George Smiley was the man for his day—intelligent, patient, and sure that he was going to win in the end. But we’re in more ruthless times now—murder has become vastly more important than counterintel.”

Pete had called down to the front desk on the house phone. “They checked out several hours ago—right after they left the casino.”

McGarvey knew exactly what had already happened, and Otto had overheard what she’d said.

“I’m trying her cell phone and house phone,” he said.

McGarvey waited.

“Do you think he killed her?” Pete asked.

“Yes. And the maid.”

Otto came back. “No answer.”

“Call MI6, but don’t mention Portugal; they’ll have their hands full with the DGSE,” McGarvey said. “In the meantime, Pete and I can be at the airport in Nice within the hour. Get us a private jet direct to Lisbon.”

“I’m on it,” Otto said. “Luck.”


Thirty-six Hours Later

McGarvey, the Beretta he’d taken off the men who had tried to mug him in Monte-Carlo in hand, stood at the open door of the caretaker’s apartment outside the Castelo de Oro. Pete, her subcompact Glock semiautomatic also out, was two steps behind him, making sure Kallinger wasn’t somewhere in the darkness at their six.

The old man lay on his side in his sitting room, his head at a loose angle to the left. His neck had been broken.

McGarvey stepped inside, bent down over the body, and felt for a pulse in the carotid artery. There was none, but the old man’s skin was still pliable and warm.

“How long?” Pete asked.

“Maybe a few minutes, but less than an hour.”

“He was waiting until we showed up at the bottom of the hill.”

They had arrived in Lisbon early yesterday afternoon when Pete phoned Didenko to tell him where they were, and they’d holed up in a suite at the Hotel Avenida Palace to wait for Kallinger to show up.

Martine’s car had been found abandoned in Marseille, but Otto had been unable to find any trace of Kallinger after that—no last-minute bookings that matched his profile on any train or airline that day. The only reasonable assumption was that he’d rented a car—stealing another one would have been too risky—and had driven the thousand miles or so to Ponte de Sor northeast of Lisbon.

“What if he doesn’t come to you?” Pete asked, and Otto had asked the same thing.

“He probably won’t,” McGarvey said. “But he had the general tell me that he was heading to Portugal, and I told him, ‘Here I am. Come get me.’”

“But he wants you to go to the castle where you killed the man he thought was his brother,” Pete had pressed.

They were seated at a sidewalk café overlooking the busy Tagus River, the day pleasantly bright and breezy.

“He wanted me to come to Arlington to see his handiwork, and he wanted me to come to Monte-Carlo. Now I want him to come to me.”

Pete watched a large, two-masted sailboat work its way past. “What was so important about the castle?”

“The Nazis had hidden gold they’d taken from Jews in the crypts underground. It’s a long story, but we ended up together there, and he drowned when he set off a gas explosion and the tunnels flooded. They didn’t find his body until they recovered the gold when the water was finally pumped out and the crypts were repaired. That was fifteen years ago.”

McGarvey could feel the darkness all around him and the water rising over his head. It had been one of the most horrible experiences in his life—other than witnessing the murders of his wife and daughter. He’d felt a sense of helplessness and panic both times, because he’d not been able to fight back.

“Call the military intelligence people; let them go out there and arrest him,” Pete said. “He’ll be charged with two murders.”

“No.”

“Why, goddamn it? Can you tell me that much? You could get yourself—both of us—killed. At least let me know why we’re doing this.”

“Why I’m doing this.”

“All right—you!”

“Katy and Liz.”

Pete had looked away. “Shit,” she’d said softly.

Now that the gold had been found and taken away, there was no need for security. During the day, there would be employees tending to the tourists, but at night, after the castle was closed to the public, it was only the old man. There was no reason for Kallinger to have killed him except to send another message.

McGarvey left the body where it lay and brushed past Pete. Otto had found out that of the three openings into the crypts, two were blocked by heavy steel bars, leaving only one way in or out. The entrance was just beyond an inner gate to the west of the caretaker’s house and halfway along what remained of one the walls on the side of the castle facing out across the countryside, mostly filed with olive groves.

The gate was open, and moving low and fast, Mac and Pete made their way to the entrance to the crypt, its steel gate also open. Stairs led down to the first chamber of what had originally been part of the castle’s keep about fifty feet below. From there, low tunnels lined with coffins or remains wrapped in linen sloped back under the hill, in some places to a depth of two hundred feet. Small electric lights illuminated the stairs, but the bottom was lost in darkness.

They were crouched on the right side of the open gate, out of the dim illumination from inside.

Pete put a hand on Mac’s arm. “This is crazy. He’s not going to let himself be cornered down there.”

“He’s found another way out,” McGarvey said. “In his mind, it was his brother I killed in the tunnels, and he wants to re-create the scenario.”

“The other two gates are blocked.”

“Then he’s gone ahead and stuck a quarter kilo of Semtex on one of them.”

“Or he’s stuck a few kilos of it on the ceiling just at the bottom, and like saps, we go inside, and he pulls the trigger.”

In his head McGarvey was down there again, fifteen years ago in the total darkness. Kurshin had been a driven man, insane with so much hate that all could think about was lashing back at the only man in his career who’d bested him. He’d been willing to give his life if it was the only way he could kill McGarvey, and he had almost succeeded.

But the Russian at the casino was a different breed. He was moved more by ambition than revenge. He was Spetsnaz trained and tough, but he was young and inexperienced. It was why he’d not been promoted to field officer.

“You’re right. Now go,” he said, and he ducked inside.

*   *   *

Kurshin, waiting below the crest of the hill about thirty meters away at the edge of the first rows of olive trees, watched through a night-vision monocular as McGarvey went into the crypt. The woman said something to him but then looked around frantically as if she were trying to decide whether to follow him inside or run away.

Suddenly, she turned and sprinted along the ruins of the castle wall back toward the gatehouse, beyond which was the parking lot where they’d left their rental Fusion.

He pocketed the scope and entered four sixes on his cell phone, his thumbed poised over the Send icon on the screen.

In his experience, when it came down to a matter of life or death, loyalty and almost always love lost out to survival. It was simple in his mind. If you had to choose a partner or your own life, you had to choose the latter. Die and it was over. But live and you could find another lover.

He waited another full five seconds to make certain that McGarvey, no matter how cautious he might be, had reached the bottom of the stairs, and then he pushed Send.

A flash of light in the stairwell was followed a moment later by the explosion, and a vast plume of dust and some rock debris blew up out of the doorway.

He shut down his phone and pulled the Austrian-made 9mm Steyr autoloader he’d found at Martine’s out of his belt. He headed after the woman to finish the night’s work before he returned to London, where he would write a complete report for Moscow. It was one that he was certain Putin would hear about and would like.

*   *   *

When the muffled boom of the explosion blasted out of the tunnel entrance, Pete barely missed a step. She’d expected the crypt had been wired, and unless the Russian had set the trigger on a motion detector or even a trip wire at the head of the stairs, it meant he had to be somewhere near from where he could see Mac going through the gate.

Reaching the caretaker’s house, she ducked inside, stepped over the body, and went to the window. She figured that Kallinger wouldn’t be too far behind her, and if she had a shot, she would take it. But she lingered in that position just long enough to check outside before she moved into the deeper shadows in a corner.

*   *   *

Kurshin was certain that the woman would go directly to their car in the parking lot, but he was only surprised for a moment when she went into the caretaker’s house instead.

Still just inside the line of olive trees, he held up for just a moment. She knew he was here somewhere, and she would be watching for him through the front window.

He sprinted to the left, well out of sight on anyone watching from the front of the house, and made his way in under a half minute to the rear door, which was unlocked, as luck would have it.

Making absolutely no noise, he slipped inside and headed across the tiny kitchen to the front room.

But she wasn’t at the window. For a moment, he thought that she might have seen him heading around the house and had run for her car, after all, but then he detected a slight movement in the darkness, and he switched aim, intending to bracket the corner. No way she would survive this night.

“Fire and you’re a dead man,” McGarvey said from less than eighteen inches behind.

Kurshin spun lightly on his heel, ducking left and batting McGarvey’s gun hand aside, while bringing his own pistol around.

He pulled off one shot, but McGarvey had ducked out of the line of fire.

The instep of McGarvey’s foot smashed into Kurshin’s left knee, and a lightning bolt of agony crashed through his lower body as he staggered backward.

He managed to bring his pistol up, but the old man was on him again, shoving his hand to the left, the shot plowing harmlessly into the ceiling.

Kurshin stepped back another step, but McGarvey was relentlessly on him, this time snatching the pistol out of his hand and tossing it aside.

Instead of trying to get away, Kurshin suddenly leaned forward, grabbing McGarvey’s gun hand and forcing it to the left while smashing his other fist with every ounce of his strength into the American’s face.

McGarvey deflected the next blow with his free hand and with his bulk forced Kurshin back against the doorjamb. He began to slowly bring his pistol to bear, the last of Kurshin’s strength all but gone.

“Why?” McGarvey demanded.

He let his body go loose. “It was just business,” he said. “You have been a thorn in our side for a very long time. I was sent to take you out.”

“Why not a long shot with a sniper rifle?”

“Not very sporting.”

“Then why Arlington? Why my wife’s gravestone?”

“To get your attention,” Kurshin said.

McGarvey said nothing.

“Which it did,” Kurshin said, but something in the old man’s eyes suddenly made everything clear. “I give up. You may take me under arrest.”

“You made a mistake at Arlington,” McGarvey said.

Kurshin never heard or felt the shot to the middle of his forehead that killed him.
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ONE

At midnight a private Gulfstream biz jet that had just arrived from Paris touched down at the newly opened Gandhara International Airport near Pakistan’s capital city, Islamabad. David Haaris, the only passenger, made a telephone call.

He was a slightly built thirty-eight-year-old man wearing khaki trousers, an open-necked white shirt and a dark blue blazer. He had the long, delicate fingers of a concert pianist and a round, pleasant face, slightly dark, as if he’d been spending his weekends in the sun. His eyes were wide and jet black, and held intelligence and power that were immediately obvious to anyone meeting him for the first time. His voice was soft, cultured, with a hint of an upper-class British accent, and his vocabulary and grammar were almost always perfect. At the Pakistan Desk in the CIA his was the last word on proper usage.

His call was answered on the first ring by a man speaking Punjabi, Haaris’s first language. “Yes.”

“I’ve arrived.”

“I’ll expect you in my office the moment you’re clear. Good luck.”

“Are you looking for trouble?”

“These are difficult times, my friend, as you well know. The Aiwan-e-Sadr came under attack just three hours ago. There is no telling what will happen next. So it is good that you are here, but take care.” The Aiwan was the residence and office of Pakistan’s president. It served the same purpose as the White House in Washington.

“Have you sent a car?”

“Yes. But keep a very low profile. Short of sending a military escort—which would just make matters worse—you will be on your own until you reach me.”

“Perhaps I could order a screen of drones.”

“Anything but.”

“As you wish,” Haaris said, and he broke the connection, a slight smile playing at the corners of his mouth. His cell phone conversation with Lieutenant General Hasan Rajput, who was the director of the Covert Action Division for Pakistan’s intelligence agency, was primarily for the benefit of the U.S. National Security Agency and the Technical Services Section in the CIA directorate where he worked. They were listening in.

The pretty flight attendant, who’d been aboard since Andrews, came aft as he took the SIM card out of his phone and put it in his pocket. Her name was Gwen, and like Haaris she worked for the CIA.

“The captain would like to know how long you expect to be on the ground, sir,” she said.

“Probably no more than a few hours, luv. You might have him refuel in case we have to make a hasty retreat.”

The young woman didn’t smile. “Should we be expecting trouble?”

“Not out here at the airport. At least not for the short term.”

Haaris glanced out the window as they taxied to a hangar used by the government for unofficial flights. The night was quiet, and he could almost smell the place even over the faint stink of jet fuel. A host of memories passed behind his eyes at the speed of light. Good times, some of them when he was a child in Lahore, but then horrible times after his parents died and his uncle brought him first to London to study in public school, then on to Eton and finally Sandhurst. He was a “rag head,” an “Islamic whore,” and in prep school the older boys used him in just that way.

And so his hate had begun to build, centimeter by centimeter, like a slowly developing volcano rising out of the sea.

He unbuckled and got up as the aircraft came to a complete halt, and he gave the attendant a smile. “I’m here to do a little back-burner diplomacy, see if I can’t point the right way for them to extract themselves from the mess they’re in.”

Gwen nodded. She was a field officer and had been under fire in the hills of Afghanistan. “Good luck, then, sir.”

Pakistan was a powder keg ready to explode at any moment. Nearly every embassy in Islamabad had been stripped to skeleton staffs, the ambassadors recalled. Attacks by the insurgents had been happening throughout the country for the past week. Haaris’s recommendation to the president’s security council three days earlier was to have its nuclear readiness teams put on high alert. It had been accomplished within twenty-four hours.

Gwen went forward, opened the door and lowered the stairs as a black Mercedes S500 pulled up and parked ten meters away, just forward of the port wingtip. She said something to Ed Lamont, the pilot, then stepped aside as Haaris came up the aisle.

“I thought they’d send an armed escort,” Lamont said. He was a craggy ex–air force fighter pilot who’d flown missions in Iraq and Afghanistan. A steady man.

“We didn’t want to attract any attention,” Haaris said. “But I want you to refuel and stand by in case we have to get out in a hurry.”

“What if the Pakis deny our flight plan?”

“They won’t,” Haaris said, careful not to bridle at the derogatory term for a Pakistani.

He stepped down onto the apron, the summer evening warm, the sky overcast, the air close. This far out from Islamabad the country could have been at peace, but the KH-14 satellite real-time images he he’d seen yesterday in the Dome at Langley showed a starkly different picture. Pakistan was on the verge of an all-out war, and the conflict promised to be much worse than any that had ever happened here. It’s why he’d been sent: to try to make the ISI, Pakistan’s Inter-Service Intelligence agency, come to its senses and to work with the fundamentalists so that civil war could be avoided.

But it was not the real reason he’d come.

An old man wearing the traditional Pakistani long loose shirt over baggy trousers held open the Mercedes’ rear door.

“Allah’s blessing be upon you, sir,” he said in Punjabi.

Haaris answered in kind, and as soon he got in the car, the driver closed the door and went around to the front.

They headed past several large maintenance hangars, the service doors closed. This side of the airport seemed to be deserted.

“What’s the situation?” Haaris asked.

“The highway has been closed, no one is allowed to pass.”

“Does the government hold it?”

“No, sir. It’s the Lashkar-e-Taiba, and they are murdering people trying to get out.”

The group, once funded by the ISI, was allied with the Taliban. Their main purpose was to get their hands on at least one working nuke. The CIA considered them the main threat to Pakistan’s arsenal, which was for the most part spread around the country at air force and navy bases. So far security at the nuclear sites was holding. But it had long been rumored that some of the weapons had been moved to other locations, most often in unmarked vans or panel trucks, without armed escorts. And it was these weapons that had the Pentagon most worried.

At this hour the KH-14 was twenty degrees below overhead to the east and so could not pick up images, even in the infrared from straight down. As well, no surveillance drones were scheduled for flybys out here until later the next morning, and then only if the trouble from inside the city spread to the airport.

The driver made a leisurely turn to the right, along the west side of one of the hangars, and pulled up next to a battered old Fiat, its blue paint mostly faded or rusted away. Two men stood beside it, one of them about the same general build as Haaris and similarly dressed in khakis, a white open-necked shirt and a dark blue blazer. The other man was dressed much like the Mercedes’ driver. He held a pistol.

Haaris got out, and the man with the pistol prodded the other man to get in the front seat next to the driver.

“With God’s blessing,” Haaris said.

“Fuck you,” the man in the blazer said. His voice was slurred.

As soon as the door was closed the Mercedes took off toward the main highway into the city.

“I’m Lieutenant Jura,” the man said, putting away the gun. “Welcome to the Taliban. Your clothes and beard are in the backseat.”

 

TWO

ISI Lieutenant Usman Hafiz Khel presented his credentials to the senior enlisted man at Quetta Air Force Base Post One—the main gate—shortly after midnight. The base was midway between Islamabad to the north-east and Karachi to the southwest. At twenty-three he was young, but he knew how to follow orders. The directorate had been his home since he’d been recruited at the age of fourteen to attend a special technical school in Islamabad, followed by university and finally his commission.

“May I ask the lieutenant the purpose of his visit at this hour?” the acne-scarred corporal technician demanded. It was the same rank as a master sergeant in the West. He’d joined the air force when Usman was nine.

“I have orders to meet with Group Captain Paracha.” The GP was the commander of the top-secret nuclear storage depot here on base.

“Not at this hour.”

Usman was driving a Toyota SUV with civilian plates and no markings that had been waiting for him at the international airport. The windows were so darkly tinted that the interior of the car was all but invisible to anyone looking in. He’d been stopped at the barrier, and the sergeant along with an armed guard who stood to one side had come out to see who’d shown up. Security across the country was tight because of the troubles.

“Call him.”

“Impossible.”

“He needs to know that I am here.”

Another of the guards came to the door of the gatehouse. “A call for you, CT,” he said.

“In a minute.”

“Sir, it’s Paracha.”

“Shoot the lieutenant if he moves,” the CT told the armed guard, and he turned on his heel and went into the guardhouse.

Usman understood the physical facts of his orders, if not the reason for them, though if he had to guess he figured this move tonight was only one of many similar operations across the country in response to the terrorist attacks. But this was desperate. Like leaping off a tall cliff into the raging ocean because a tiger was at your back. And he felt naked because he wasn’t wearing a uniform—only big-city blue jeans and a T-shirt.

The CT returned almost immediately. “You’re late. The group captain is at headquarters waiting for you. Do you know the way, or will you require an escort, sir?”

“I can find it,” Usman said.

The CT stepped back and motioned for the barrier to be raised. He looked green in the harsh lights.

*   *   *

Group Captain Kabir Paracha, at forty-seven, was an unlikely military officer. His desert camos were a mess, he’d forgotten his hat, and his sleeves were rolled up to just below the elbows, the straps that were meant to hold them higher poking out. But he was the correct man for the job because his primary training had been as a nuclear engineer at the Dr. A. Q. Khan Research Laboratory. He understood the nature of the devices he was meant to guard. Especially the consequences if they ever had to be used.

He was waiting next to his Hummer, a driver behind the wheel.

“You’re late,” he said as Usman got out of his SUV. “And in civilian clothes.”

“Pardon me, sir, but there were only three lightly armed men at Post One. This place should be crawling with patrols.”

“We are told that the problems are confined to the north. I was ordered to maintain a low profile. And your trip makes no sense. It’s insanity.”

“Do you mean to disobey orders?” Usman demanded.

The GC’s face fell and he looked away for just a moment. “No. But I will send two of my people with you. For the weapons—the mated weapons. Do you completely understand the sheer folly?”

Usman could guess. Almost all of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons were stored in the unmated configuration: the trigger circuitry was stored in one spot, while the Pit—the physics packages that contained either highly enriched uranium or plutonium fissile cores plus the tritium accelerators that greatly increased a nuclear weapon’s explosive power—were stored elsewhere. The procedure was for safety’s sake, and it was something that the leadership assured the Americans was standard.

“I agree with you, sir. But I too must follow orders. These are difficult times.”

“Indeed,” Paracha said. “Follow me.”

Usman followed the group captain across the base to a series of low concrete bunkers inside a triple barrier of tall, razor-wire-topped electric fences. Guard towers were located at fifty-meter intervals, and from the moment they approached the main gate, they were illuminated by several strong searchlights.

All of it was wrong. Anyone watching the bunkers and the high-security perimeter had to know what was here. And now the lights and the two vehicles were nothing short of an invitation. Insanity. Paracha was right: what was happening here and across the country was sheer folly.

Once they were passed through the triple fences, a thick steel door leading inside one of the bunkers rumbled open with a loud screech of metal on metal that had to be audible for miles.

Four heavily armed soldiers, one of them a flight lieutenant, motioned for Usman to drive inside what appeared to be a loading area about thirty or forty meters on a side. At the rear was a large freight elevator, its steel mesh gates open.

A small tug towing a cart on which were strapped four small nuclear weapons shaped like missile nose cones emerged from the elevator and the driver came around to the rear of Usman’s SUV.

Paracha spoke to the four armed guards, then came over to where Usman had gotten out of his vehicle and opened the tailgate with shaking hands.

“Do you recognize what these are?” he asked.

“Nuclear weapons meant to be carried by rockets.”

“Plutonium bombs for the Haft IX missiles. And do you know the significance of that fact? The exact meaning of the thing?”

Usman only had his orders to pick up four weapons, drive them to the airport at Delbandin, a small town three hundred kilometers to the south, and deliver them to a Flight Lieutenant Gopang, who would load them aboard a small transport aircraft and fly away. Once the delivery was made he was to return to Islamabad.

“No, sir,” Usman said, his voice quiet. He was suddenly in the presence of something so overwhelmingly powerful that all of his certainty had evaporated.

“These missiles have a range of less than one hundred kilometers. Does this mean something to you?”

Usman shook his head.

“These weapons were not meant to be launched against India or against anywhere else outside of Pakistan. They have been designed to kill any force threatening us from inside. They are meant to be used against our own people.”

“The Taliban. Enemies of the state.”

“Save me the propaganda, Lieutenant. These people were once our allies.”

“And now they are our enemies,” Usman said. And the fault rested entirely with the ISI. Just as the CIA was at least partly to blame for bin Laden. The Americans had funded the fundamentalists in Afghanistan, who drove the Russians away, and when the war was over the same Stinger missiles had been turned against Americans, which in turn had finally led to the attacks on New York and Washington. The events of the last two weeks were Pakistan’s 9/11, and nothing short of a miracle would stop Islamabad from falling.

“I won’t push the button, I only helped design the things and now I’m in charge of guarding them,” Paracha said. “You won’t push the button either, you’ll merely deliver them somewhere.”

Usman had nothing to say.

Paracha stepped closer. “Are our hands clean, Lieutenant?” he asked. He shook his head. “We’ll never be clean.”
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