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  For my fabulous Mia,




  The last eighteen years have presented us with good times and bad, but the one constant has been the sheer delight that is you.




  





  Man’s most transcendental achievement would be the conquest of his own brain.




  

    Santiago Ramón y Cajal (1852–1934), neuroscientist and Nobel laureate
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  Ural Mountains, Russian Empire




  1916




  As the high-pitched shriek reverberated against the walls of the copper mine, Maxim Nikolaev felt an unusual pinch deep in his skull.




  The big man set down his pickax and wiped his brow just as the painful sensation subsided. He took in a deep breath, flooding his already-infested lungs with more toxic dust. He didn’t

  even notice or care anymore. Right then, the mid-morning break was all he was thinking of, given that his working day had started at five.




  As the last echoes of the whistle died out around him and with the army of pickaxes now at rest, Maxim heard the distant sound of the Miass River, out by the mouth of the open mine. It reminded

  him of when he was a boy, when his uncle often took him swimming at a secluded spot on the outskirts of Ozyorsk, away from the thick, putrid smoke that belched out of the smelting plant twenty-four

  hours a day.




  He remembered the smell of the pine trees, so tall they seemed to touch the sky. He missed the tranquility of the place.




  He missed the open sky and the clean air even more.




  A voice rang out from farther down the tunnel. ‘Hey, Mamo, get your ass over here. We’re playing for a go on Pyotr’s daughter.’




  Maxim wanted to roll his eyes at Vasily, partly for the diminutive, which he hated, and partly for the man’s general stupidity, but the wiry bastard took offense at the slightest

  provocation, so Maxim smiled at the group of men instead, hefted his pickax onto a broad, muscle-bound shoulder, and sauntered over to where the three other mudaks were already at their

  regular seats.




  He sat down next to the unfortunate Pyotr and set his tool against the wall beside him. Maxim had laid eyes on the man’s daughter only once, and though she was indeed strikingly beautiful,

  he had no doubt that she could certainly do a lot better than any of the pathetic losers around him toiling deep in the bowels of the earth for a less-than-meager wage.




  Maxim fished out a small flask – a punishable offense – and took a long swig, then wiped his mouth with a grimy sleeve. ‘Let’s play, then,’ he told Vasily. He might

  as well try to win some money from the leering idiot if he could.




  Stanislav, the most pathetic of the foursome, went first, followed by Pyotr, then Maxim. Then Vasily’s turn came around. He slammed his fist down onto a just-turned Queen of Hearts,

  rattling the half-broken wooden table around which the four men sat, then leaned back with a smug smile on his face.




  Maxim didn’t flinch. His mind was already drifting away. He felt another odd tingling in his head, like a little tickle really, deep in his brain. For some reason, he thought of how much

  he hated Ochko. Everyone pretended it was about skill when really luck was all you needed. He much preferred Durak, a game that seemed to be about luck, but was really about skill. He had never

  once been the last to hold cards in twenty-seven years of playing that game. It was probably why that leech Vasily refused to play the game with him.




  Vasily’s croaky voice broke through his curdled thoughts. ‘Come on, Mamo, deal yourself a card before we all turn to stone.’




  Maxim looked down and realized he had turned over his first two cards without even looking at them.




  Stanislav turned a Seven of Clubs, unsurprisingly cutting him out of the game after three cards. Pyotr turned a Two of Spades, giving himself nineteen. He looked nervously at Vasily, whose

  expression didn’t change. The bastard was leading with eighteen. That, and he was a very bad loser. Vasily gestured at Maxim to hurry up and take his turn, presumably so he could turn a Three

  and win the small pile of coins sitting in the middle of the table.




  Maxim really didn’t want to let him win. Not that day. Not there, not then. And as he was about to turn his card, he felt a piercing sensation worm its way through the back of his skull.

  It didn’t last for more than a breath. He shook his head, shut his eyes, then opened them again. Whatever it was, it had gone.




  He peeked at his card, then looked up at Vasily. The wiry creep was leering at him and right then, Maxim knew that the man was cheating. He didn’t know why, but he was dead sure of it.




  Not only cheating, but looking at him like – like he hated him. More than hated. Loathed. Despised.




  Like he wanted to kill him.




  And right then, Maxim realized that he loathed Vasily even more. His veins throbbing angrily against his skull, he managed to turn over his card. He watched as Vasily dropped his eyes to take it

  in. It was a Five of Diamonds. Maxim was also out. Vasily smirked at him and turned his own card. A Four of Hearts. Too many. He had won.




  ‘That’s us, moi lyubimye,’ Vasily said, all smug and reaching out to gather his winnings. ‘Four hearts, beating as one.’




  Maxim’s hand shot out to block Vasily, but just as he did, Stanislav turned away from the table and convulsed before throwing up, spewing the contents of his belly onto the cheat’s

  boots.




  ‘Fuu! Stanislav, you son of a whore—’ Vasily lurched back from the retching man, then a pained look spread across his face and he fell off the wooden crate on which he had been

  sitting and hit the ground, clutching his head, knocking over the table and sending the cards flying off.




  Pyotr shot to his feet too, flaring with indignation. ‘Four? What four? I didn’t see a four. You filthy cheat.’




  Maxim swung his gaze back at Stanislav, whose eyes were bloodshot, as if the force of his retching had blown all the blood vessels in his face, and Maxim knew, knew for sure, that Stanislav had

  also been cheating. They all had, the swine. They were going to fleece him – then they were going to hurt him.




  As if to confirm it, Vasily started to laugh. Not just a laugh, a demonic, deep-rooted laugh that gushed with contempt and mockery and – Maxim was sure of it – hatred.




  Maxim stared at him, rooted to the mine’s soil, feeling the sweat seep out of him, unsure of what to do—




  He saw Vasily take a step in his direction – he really didn’t look at all well – then the cheat’s eyes went wild and the man stopped in his tracks.




  Pyotr had just embedded Maxim’s hack into the side of Vasily’s head.




  Maxim lurched back as Vasily hit the ground at his feet, a fountain of blood gushing out of the man’s skull. Then he was aware that the pain in the back of his head was back, sharper than

  before. An intense fear washed over him. He would be next. He was sure of it.




  They were going to kill him unless he killed them first.




  He’d never been as sure of anything in his entire life.




  Angry yells erupted from other recesses of the mine as he launched himself at Pyotr, blocking his arm while grabbing the hack and fighting the murderous cheat for it. In the dim light of the

  lone grimy lantern, he glimpsed Stanislav, back on his feet, going for his pickax too. Everything turned into a blur of claws and swings and shouts and punches until Maxim felt something warm in

  his hands, something he was absolutely compelled to squeeze until his hands met each other in the middle, and when clarity returned to his eyes, he saw poor Pyotr’s eyeless, bloodied face

  turn a livid purple as he snapped the man’s neck.




  All around him, the air was suddenly full of screaming and the sound of steel cleaving through flesh and bone.




  Maxim smiled and sucked in a big lungful of air. He had never heard anything so beautiful – then something flashed in the corner of his vision.




  He leaned backward as the ax came swinging toward his neck and felt the displaced air blow across his face. He jabbed a fist into his attacker’s ribs, then another. Something crunched. He

  stepped behind the groaning man, swung an arm around his throat – it was Popov, the shift manager, who had never even raised his voice the whole time that Maxim had worked there – and

  began to choke him.




  Popov dropped to the ground like a sack of beetroot.




  Maxim grabbed the ax from the dead man’s hand and immediately buried it in the face of Stanislav, who already had the hack he was holding halfway through an arc toward Maxim’s chest.

  Maxim tried to duck out of its path, but the hack still connected and gouged a large chunk out of his side.




  Stanislav toppled backward and fell to the ground, the ax embedded in his face.




  Maxim dropped to his knees then keeled over, grabbing his torn flesh with both hands, trying to push the two sides of the wound back together.




  He lay there, writhing on the ground, pain shooting through him, his hands bathed in his own blood, and glanced down the mineshaft. He could barely make out the dimly lit silhouettes of other

  mudaks up and down the tunnels, hacking away at one another furiously.




  He looked down to the wound in his side. His blood was rippling through his fingers and cascading onto the thick grime of the mine floor. He kept staring at it as the death cries echoed around

  him and the minutes slipped by, his mind numb, his thoughts adrift in a maelstrom of confusion – then a powerful explosion ripped through the air behind him.




  The walls shook, and dust and rock shards rained down on him.




  Three other explosions followed, knocking the lanterns off their mounts and plunging the already-dark tunnels of the mine into total darkness.




  Everything went deathly silent for a brief moment – then came a cool breeze and an urgent, rushing sound.




  A rush that turned into a roar.




  Maxim stared into the darkness. He never saw the solid wall of water that plowed into him with the force of an anvil and whisked him away. But in those seconds of consciousness, in those last

  moments before the water overpowered his lungs and the force of the torrent slammed him against the tunnel wall, Maxim Nikolaev’s final thoughts were of his boyhood and of how peaceful it

  would be to return to the river of his youth.




  Standing by the detonator at the mouth of the tunnel, the man of science listened until all silence returned to the mountain. He was shaking visibly, though not from the cold.

  His companion, on the other hand, was unnaturally calm and serene. Which made the scientist shake even more.




  They had made the long journey together, from the distant isolation of the Siberian monastery to this equally forsaken place. A journey that had started many years ago with the promise of great

  things, but that had since veered into savage, criminal territory. The man of science couldn’t quite put his finger on how they’d reached this point of no return, how it had all

  degenerated into mass murder. And as he stared at his companion, he feared there would be more to come.




  ‘What have we done?’ he muttered, fearful even as the words snuck past his lips.




  His companion turned to face him. For a man of such power and influence, a man who had become an intimate friend and confidant of the tsar and tsarina, he was unusually dressed. An old, greasy

  jacket, tattered around the cuffs. Baggy trousers that hung low at the back, like the serouals worn by the Turks. A farmer’s oiled boots. Then there was the wild, tangled beard, and

  the greasy hair, parted down the middle like that of a tavern waiter. The scientist knew it was all artifice, of course, all part of a calculated look. A craftily honed image for a grand master

  plan, one in which the man of science had become an enabler and an accomplice. A costume designed to convey the humbleness and humility of a true man of God. An outfit so basic it also

  couldn’t possibly detract from its wearer’s hypnotic, gray-blue gaze.




  The gaze of a demon.




  ‘What have we done?’ his companion replied in his odd, simple, almost primordial manner of speech. ‘I’ll tell you what we’ve done, my friend. You and me . . .

  we’ve just ensured the salvation of our people.’




  As always happened in the other’s company, the man of science felt a numbing weakness overcome him. All he could do was stand there and nod. But as he began to digest what they had just

  done, a stifling darkness descended upon him and he wondered about what horrors lay ahead, horrors he would have never imagined possible back in that secluded monastery, where he’d first met

  the mysterious peasant. Where the man had brought him back from the edge, shown him the wonder of his gift, and talked to him about his wanderings among the hidden cloisters deep in the forests and

  the beliefs he had learned there. Where the mystic with the piercing eyes had first told him about the advent of ‘true tsar,’ a fair ruler, a redeemer of the people born of the common

  folk. A savior of Holy Rus.




  For the briefest moment, the man of science wondered if he’d ever be able to extricate himself from his mentor’s hold and avoid the madness that surely lay ahead. But as quickly as

  the thought had surfaced, it was gone, snuffed out before it could even begin to take shape.




  He’d never seen anyone refuse anything of Grigory Efimovich Rasputin.




  And he knew, with crippling certainty, that his will was far from strong enough for him to be the first.
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  Queens, New York City




  PRESENT DAY




  The vodka didn’t taste like much, not anymore, and that last swig had scorched his throat like acid, but that didn’t stop him from

  wanting more.




  This was a bad day for Leo Sokolov.




  A bad day coming close on the heels of many bad days.




  He tore his eyes off the wall-mounted TV screen and gestured to the barman for a top-up, then returned his gaze to the live feed coming back from Moscow. Bitterness roiled inside him as the

  camera zoomed in on the coffin being lowered into the ground.




  The last of us, he lamented in angry silence. The last . . . and the best.




  The last of the family I wiped out.




  The screen split to show another feed, this one coming from the city’s Manezh Square, where thousands of protesters were angrily demonstrating under the walls and spires of the Kremlin.

  Under the very noses of those who had murdered that brave, noble – that magnificent man.




  You can scream and shout all you like, he fumed inwardly. What do they care? What they did to him they’ll do again, and they’ll keep doing it every time someone dares to

  speak out against them. They don’t care how many they kill. To them, we’re all just . . . he remembered the man’s rousing words.




  We’re all just cattle.




  A profound sadness seeped through him as the screen shifted to a close-up of the grieving widow, all in black, doing her best to appear dignified and defiant despite knowing, Sokolov was sure,

  that any lingering aspirations of protest would be relentlessly snuffed out of her.




  Sokolov’s fingers tightened against the glass.




  Unlike other opposition leaders, the man they were burying hadn’t been an egomaniac lusting for power, or a bored oligarch looking to add another trophy to his gilded life. Ilya Shislenko

  hadn’t been a wistful Communist, a messianic environmentalist, or a raving leftist radical. He was just a concerned, ordinary citizen, a lawyer who was determined to try to make things right.

  If not right, then at least better. Driven to fight those in power, the ones he’d publicly branded as the party of liars and thieves – a label that was now firmly embedded in the

  psyches of those campaigning against the government. Committed to fight the rampant corruption and embezzlement, to get rid of those who’d stolen the country from the ones who’d

  enslaved it for decades, those who now ruled it with a gold-plated blade instead of an iron fist, those who’d pillaged its formidable wealth and stashed their billions in London and Zurich.

  Putting his life on the line to give his fellow countrymen some of the dignity and the freedom that many of their neighbors in Europe and elsewhere around the world enjoyed.




  How proud Sokolov had felt when he first read about him. It had breathed new life into his weary, sixty-three-year-old lungs, seeing this charismatic young man fêted on the news channels,

  reading glowing profiles about him in the New York Times, listening to his rousing speeches on YouTube, watching as the protest marches he’d led grew and grew until the unheard-of

  started to happen, until tens of thousands of angry, fed-up Russians of all ages and means braved freezing temperatures and menacing riot police and started congregating in Bolotnaya Square and

  elsewhere in the capital to hear his words and shout out their agreement and express their having had enough of being treated like mindless serfs.




  And if listening to his words wasn’t exhilarating enough, if seeing those crowds back in the home country didn’t make his heart thunder, what made it all the more rapturous was that

  this inspirational leader, this exceptional and courageous man, this savior of saviors, was none other than the son of Leo’s own brother. His nephew, and apart from him, the last surviving

  member of his family.




  The family that he had all but obliterated himself.




  The screen cut back to footage of his nephew’s last speech, footage that Sokolov suddenly found almost unbearable to watch. Looking at the young man’s poised features and the

  irresistible energy he radiated, Sokolov couldn’t help but imagine how that would have changed after he’d been arrested, couldn’t block out the horrors that he knew had befallen

  the man. As he had so many times since the news of his death had broken, he couldn’t avoid picturing his nephew – that beautiful, shining beacon of a man – thrown in some dark

  hole at Lefortovo Prison, the bland, mustard-colored detention center close to the center of Moscow where enemies of the state had been incarcerated since the days of the tsars. He knew all about

  its sordid past, about how dissidents held there were force-fed through their nostrils to get them to be more compliant. He knew about its dungeons and its ‘psychological cells,’ the

  ones with the black walls, the solitary twenty-five-watt bulb switched on 24/7 and the constant, maddening vibration that roared in from the neighboring hydrodynamics institute with such vigor that

  you couldn’t even set a cup on a table without it skittering off. He also knew about its monstrous meat grinder, the one they used to pulp the bodies of its victims before they were sluiced

  into the city’s sewers. Alexander Solzhenitsyn had been imprisoned there, as had another Alexander, the ex-KGB agent Litvinenko, who’d been given a chain-smoking informer for a

  cell-mate during his incarceration there – a thoughtful little gift from his former employers, given how much he couldn’t stand cigarettes – before being murdered by way of

  polonium-laced tea after running off to London following his release.




  The death of Sokolov’s nephew hadn’t been anywhere near as sophisticated. But, Sokolov knew, it was undoubtedly far more painful.




  Undoubtedly.




  He shut his eyes in a futile attempt to block out the wrenching images of what he knew they would have done to him in there, but the images kept coming. He knew what these men were capable of;

  he knew it well and fully and in all of its gory, inhuman detail, and he knew they wouldn’t have spared his nephew any of it, not when a decision had been taken high up, not when they needed

  to get rid of a major thorn in their side, not when they wanted to set an example.




  The screen shifted to another point of view, this one coming from somewhere much closer to the rundown Astoria bar Sokolov was slouched in. It showed a protest demonstration that was currently

  under way in Manhattan, outside the Russian consulate. Hundreds of demonstrators, waving signs, shaking fists, attaching bouquets of flowers and tributes to the gates of adjacent buildings –

  the whole scene watched over by New York’s finest and a small army of news crews.




  The screen then cut away to show other, similar, demonstrations taking place outside Russian embassies and consulates around the world before returning to the one in Manhattan.




  Sokolov stared at the screen with deadened eyes. Within moments, he’d paid his tab and staggered out of the bar, vaguely aware of where he was, but dead certain about where he needed to

  be.




  Somehow, he managed to make it from Queens to Manhattan and all the way to East Ninety-First Street and the big, noisy throng that pressed against the police barricades. His chest heaved with

  anger, fueled by the intense passion on display all around him, and he joined in, making his way deeper into the crowd, pumping his fist in the air as he took up the familiar resounding choruses of

  ‘Izhetsy, ubii[image: ]sy’ (Liars, murderers) and ‘Pozor’ (Shame on you).




  Before long, he was at the front of the crowd, right up against the barricade that protected the consulate’s gates. The chants had grown louder, the fists pumping the air more vigorously.

  The whole effect, combined with the alcohol swirling through his veins, turned almost hallucinogenic. His mind wandered in all kinds of directions before quickly settling onto a very satisfying

  image, a revenge fantasy that spread across him like wildfire. It warmed him up from within and he found himself nursing it and allowing it to grow until it consumed him like a raging inferno.




  Through tired, foggy eyes he noticed a couple of men by the consulate’s entrance. They were eyeing the crowd and conferred briefly before retreating behind closed doors.




  Sokolov couldn’t help himself.




  ‘That’s right! You run and you hide, you godless swine,’ he hollered after them. ‘Your time’s running out, you hear me? Your time’s running out, all of you,

  and you’re going to pay. You’re going to pay dearly.’ Tears were streaming down his cheeks as he slammed his fist repeatedly against the barricade. ‘You think you’ve

  heard the last of us? You think you’ve heard the last of the Shislenkos? Well, think again, you bastards. We’re going to bring you down. We’re going to wipe you out, every single

  last one of you.’




  He spent the next hour or so there, screaming his tired lungs out and shaking his weak, tired fists. Eventually, his energy drained and he slunk away, his head bowed. He managed to make it back

  to the subway and then to his apartment in Astoria, where his doting wife, Daphne, was waiting for him.




  What he didn’t realize, of course, what he wasn’t conscious of even though he should have known better and would have known better had it not been for those four last shots of vodka,

  was that they were watching. They were watching and they were listening, as they always were, especially at times like these, at gatherings like these where crowds of undesirables could be taped

  and analyzed and catalogued and added to all kinds of sinister lists. CCTV cameras mounted on the walls and roof of the consulate had been rolling and powerful directional mikes had been recording

  and, even worse, undercover agents of the Federation had been roaming the crowd, mimicking the protesters and their angry shouts and fists all while studying the faces around them and picking out

  those who merited a closer look.




  Sokolov didn’t know any of that, but he should have.




  Three days later, they came for him.
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  Federal Plaza, Manhattan




  I know they’re called spooks, but this guy was starting to feel like a real ghost.




  I’d been hunting him down for a couple of months already, ever since that day at Sequoia National Park, at Hank Corliss’s cabin. The day Corliss blew his brains out shortly after

  telling me who he’d reached out to in the matter of getting my son Alex brainwashed.




  My four-year-old son.




  Takes a particularly vile specimen of humanity to do something like that. Corliss was damaged, I’ll give him that. He was a living, breathing wreck of a human being. He’d been

  through a tragic, devastating nightmare while running the DEA’s operations in Southern California and Mexico around five years ago. I was there at the time, part of a joint FBI-DEA task

  force. We’d been chasing Raoul Navarro, a barbaric Mexican drug baron known as El Brujo – ‘the sorcerer’ – and it had all gone pear-shaped. What went down had damaged

  me too, but what they did to Corliss that night – that was beyond barbaric.




  Using my son, heinous as it was, came out of a twisted obsession Corliss had for revenge. They’d made him watch his daughter die before riddling him with bullets. It was a miracle

  he’d survived. Maybe the need to avenge his daughter had kept him alive. And thinking about it now, I wonder if I wouldn’t have done what he did. If it had happened to me, maybe I would

  have been as obsessed as he was. I hope not, but who really knows? Reason and any kind of moral code can get easily pushed aside at times like that.




  Regardless, Corliss paid the ultimate price for his misguided deeds, but the depraved sicko who’d actually handled the dirty work for him and messed with my son’s mind – a CIA

  agent by the name of Reed Corrigan – was still out there. Even by spook standards, this Corrigan had to be seriously depraved. And as a badged federal agent, it was my sworn duty to make sure

  his depravity never darkened anyone else’s life. Preferably by choking the life out of him with my bare hands. Slowly.




  Not bureau standard operating procedure, by the way.




  Problem was, I couldn’t find the bastard. And the fact that my previous boss, Tom Janssen, was not the guy sitting here in his old office on the twenty-sixth floor of Federal Plaza and

  facing me from behind that big desk wasn’t helping either.




  Janssen I could count on.




  This guy – the new assistant director in charge of the FBI’s New York field office, Ron Gallo – well, let’s just say that in his case, the ADIC acronym that came with the

  job was a really nice fit.




  ‘You need to drop this, Reilly,’ my new boss was insisting. ‘Let it go. Move on.’




  ‘“Move on?”’ I shot back. ‘After what they did?’ I managed to avoid spewing out what I really wanted to say and, instead, settled for: ‘Would

  you?’




  Gallo took in a stiff breath, then gave me an even more exasperated stare as he let it seep back out, slowly. ‘Let it go. You got Navarro. Corliss is dead. Case closed. You’re just

  wasting your time – and ours. If the Agency doesn’t want one of their own to be found, you’re not going to find him. Besides, even if you did – what then? Without Corliss

  around to back you up, how are you gonna prove his involvement?’




  He gave me his signature deadpan, patronizing look, and much as I hated to admit it, the ADIC had a point. I didn’t have much to press my case. Sure, Corliss had told me he’d reached

  out to Corrigan to get it done. But Corliss was indeed dead. Which meant that even if I ever did manage to break through the CIA’s impenetrable omertà and actually get my

  hands on the spectral Mr. Corrigan, in strictly legal terms, it would be my word against his.




  ‘Get back to work,’ he ordered me. ‘The kind we pay you for. It’s not like you don’t have enough on your plate, is it?’




  I tapped his desk hard with two fingers. ‘I’m not dropping this.’




  He shrugged back. ‘Suit yourself – long as it’s on your own dime.’




  Like I said re: the custom-tailored acronym.




  I left his office in a funk and, given that it was almost eleven and I hadn’t yet had breakfast, I decided it would be a good time to get some fresh air and smother my frustrations in a

  sandwich and a coffee from my favorite four-wheeled restaurant. It was a crisp October morning in lower Manhattan, with a clear sky and a brisk little breeze whistling in through the concrete

  canyons all around me. Within ten minutes, I was sitting on a bench outside City Hall with a bacon-and-fontina omelet roll in one hand, a steaming cup in the other, and a whole lot of unanswered

  questions on my mind.




  To tell you the truth, I wasn’t really worried about the legalities involved. I had to find him first, him and the shrink or shrinks who’d messed with Alex’s mind. It

  wasn’t just out of my need for justice and, yes, revenge. It was for Alex’s sake.




  As we’d done earlier this morning, Tess and I had been taking Alex to see a child psychologist once a week since we all got back from California. The shrink, Stacey Ross, was good.

  She’d helped Tess with Kim, Tess’s daughter, who’d been through a traumatic time a few years back, when she was around ten. They’d been caught up in the middle of a

  blood-soaked shootout at the Met. A cop outside the museum had had his head chopped off by a sword. It was there that I’d first met Tess, that same night, soon after the carnage. Stacey had

  worked wonders on Kim. We needed more of those wonders now, but Stacey needed to know what they’d done to Alex in order to figure out how to undo it properly. She knew everything we knew

  – I hadn’t kept anything from her – but it wasn’t much. Alex was improving under her care, which was heartening. But the nightmares and the nervousness were still around.

  Worse, I felt some of the awful stuff they’d planted in his brain about me – like making him believe he had a cold-blooded killer for a dad, and that wasn’t even the worst part

  – was still lurking around in there. I could sometimes see it in his eyes when he looked at me. A hesitation, an unease. A fear. My own kid, the son I never knew I had, the son I was

  overjoyed to discover a few short months ago, looking at me like that, even for a second, when I would happily die for him.




  It just obliterated me, every time.




  I had to find these guys and get them to tell me exactly what they’d done to him and how best to flush it out of him. But it wasn’t going to be easy, not without the support of a

  bureau heavy-hitter wielding a big, heavy bat. None of the monster databases I had fed Corrigan’s name into – the public, commercial, criminal, or governmental ones – had given up

  a hit that fit the profile of the kind of creep I was after. Not that there were that many Reed Corrigans out there, anyway, but the few the system did cough up were relatively easy to check out

  and dismiss. All, that is, but one. A certain Reed Corrigan was one of three directors of a corporation called Devon Holdings. The company had a PO-box address in Middle-town, Delaware, and little

  else on record. It had, though, leased a couple of Beechcraft King Airs, as well as a small Learjet, back in the early 1990s. When I took a closer look at Devon, it quickly became clear that the

  two other officers listed with Corrigan were also ghosts, shabbily crafted ones at that – their social-security numbers were registered in 1989, kind of unusually late in life for guys who

  were company directors two years later. Devon was a sham paper company that, upon further investigation, led me back to – quelle surprise – the CIA.




  Peeling back the layers of such dummy corporations wasn’t too complicated. We used them a lot, as did other agencies, including the CIA. They were handy for establishing cover personas for

  agents and, beyond that, for all kinds of covert activities, like chartering and leasing planes for rendition flights of terrorist suspects or ferrying agents quietly across borders, which is what

  I suspected might have been going on here. Reed Corrigan was the fake identity my ghost agent had been using while working on whatever the Devon assignment involved, and it was an identity that he

  had evidently long-ago discarded, which was standard practice once the assignment was completed or terminated.




  No name. No face.




  A ghost.




  This didn’t come as a huge surprise to me. Corliss had only muttered the name grudgingly, and it was suddenly clear to me that he had been a pro right to the bitter end by not giving up

  his buddy’s real name. He had no reason to sink him, not when the guy had come through for him. And while the fake name gave me a bone to chew on, it also gave my ghost something far meatier:

  advance warning that I was coming after him. Somewhere, on some server in some basement at Langley, a flag would have inevitably come up as soon as I started digging into the Corrigan persona, and

  he’d have been alerted about that – and about me. Which meant it was safe to assume he already knew I was gunning for him, while I didn’t know the first thing about him.




  Kudos to Hank Corliss for the posthumous flip-off.




  It had all got me wondering about how Hank Corliss knew Corrigan’s fake name, and how he managed to dredge it up under pressure, when I’d confronted him at his cabin. He had to be

  real familiar with it. Then I wondered if maybe it was the only name by which he knew him. It had to be one of two scenarios: either he only knew him as Reed Corrigan, which meant that they’d

  met under shady circumstances while my ghost was using his cover identity and didn’t feel a need to share his real identity with Corliss; or – and this seemed more likely to me, given

  that Corliss had reached out to Corrigan for help with his dastardly, off-the-books deed – he knew his real name, but they’d both been part of some assignment, some task-force bonding

  experience where my ghost had been using the name Corrigan.




  Either way, I needed help accessing the CIA’s operations records, and that’s not something they share with outsiders, not unless there’s a congressional hearing involved, and

  even then, I wouldn’t bank on it. I had to find a way into their files, and I didn’t have much in terms of where to start looking, not beyond the Devon link and the other thing Corliss

  had mentioned: that Corrigan had been involved with MK-ULTRA ‘back in the day,’ as he’d put it. I knew a bit about that program already, of course – we all did. But after

  Mexico, I knew a hell of a lot more about it, and what I discovered pissed me off even more.




  MK-ULTRA was the code name of a secret, and highly illegal, CIA program that started in the early 1950s. It was all about mind control. The thinking was, the commies were doing it to our POWs,

  Manchurian Candidate–style, so we should be doing it too. Thing is, we didn’t have a lot of Soviet or Chinese POWs locked up anywhere close to Langley, so the fine, upstanding

  scientists at the agency’s Office of Scientific Intelligence decided they’d experiment on the next best thing: American and Canadian volunteers. Except that these folks didn’t

  volunteer. They were just civilians and soldiers, a bunch of unsuspecting government employees, mentally ill patients, and hapless grunts – with a few hookers and johns thrown in – who

  had no idea about what was really being done to them.




  In some cases, the doctors and nurses who were administering the treatments didn’t know who they were really working for. The few we have on record claim they were told that the sleep

  manipulation, sensory deprivation, drugs, electroshocks, lobotomies, brain implants, and other experimental therapies that were taking place in rooms with cuddly names like ‘the grid

  box’ and ‘the zombie room’ would help their test subjects get better.




  Several of those unwitting patients ended up committing suicide.




  I’m guessing the pillars of the medical community who ran these experiments must have skipped class the day the Hippocratic Oath was being explained. Or maybe they were too starstruck with

  the Nazi scientists we’d recruited after the war to kick-start the whole program to ask too many questions.




  The enemy of my enemy – maybe that was one way they justified it to themselves. But whatever. It’s all history. At least, I thought it was. Until I realized a lot of these guys were

  still around, for the simple reason that none of them had ever been arrested for what they’d done.




  Not one.




  And there were a lot of them.




  MK-ULTRA involved more than a hundred and fifty covert programs that were run in dozens of universities and other institutions across the country. And if that wasn’t enough of a murky

  swamp for me to be trawling in, what complicated things even more was that all the MK-ULTRA files were destroyed a long time ago, long before digital trails and WikiLeaks made it pretty hard to

  permanently erase anything. Back in 1973, when CIA director Richard Helms ordered all those files destroyed, it was actually possible to do that. A stash of files did manage to survive, though

  – for the banal reason that they had been filed in the wrong place. They’d been recently declassified, and I’d spent a lot of time going through them. None of them, though, made

  any mention of my elusive scumbag.




  And speaking of scumbags, it was looking more and more like Gallo’s order for me to lay off wouldn’t be too hard to follow, given that I was running out of veins to tap. Short of

  breaking into the CIA’s server room and hacking into their database while hanging from the ceiling in a sleek black cat suit à la Tom Cruise, there was only one other route I could

  think of, but it wasn’t a wise one to follow, not by any stretch. If you wanted to be a real nitpicker, you could also point out that it was highly illegal. It was an idea that had come to me

  one night a couple of weeks earlier, late, fueled by a few beers, in a moment when I was consumed by an anger that I couldn’t shake off easily, the one that bubbled up whenever I thought

  about what they’d done.




  Staring into the park and the steady flow of civilians wandering through their mundane and safe days, I suddenly found myself contemplating it again, wondering if I really had any choice in the

  matter, wondering if I already knew I’d be doing it and, perversely, starting to find some enjoyment in imagining how it would play out and what I would get out of it. And that was when my

  phone buzzed and snapped me out of my cunning, if highly ill-advised, scheming.




  My guardian angel turned out to be my partner Nick Aparo, wondering where I was and telling me we had our marching orders. We were to drive out to Queens, pronto. Someone had taken a bungee jump

  out of a sixth-story window in Astoria. Without bothering with a bungee cord.




  I tossed my wrapper into a garbage can and headed back to the office.




  I could use the distraction.
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  ‘So how’d it go with Gallo?’




  Aparo was behind the wheel. We were in his white Dodge Charger, lights strobing and siren wailing, rushing up the FDR on our way to the Midtown Tunnel.




  ‘He’s a prince,’ I said, just staring ahead.




  Aparo shrugged. ‘Seriously, Sean . . . how long are you going to keep this up?’




  ‘Really?’ I snapped back. ‘You too?’




  ‘Hey, come on, buddy,’ he protested. ‘You know I’m with you on this. All the way. But you’ve got to admit, we’ve kind of run out of bullets on this

  one.’




  ‘There’s always a way.’




  ‘Sure there is. It’s like me and the thirty-six double-D’s in my spinning class.’




  ‘Hang on, you’re doing spinning now?’




  He tapped his belly. ‘I’m down nine pounds in two weeks, amigo. The ladies no likee the blubber.’




  Nothing like a fresh divorce to make a guy get back into shape. ‘And you just discovered that?’




  ‘My point was, this chick,’ he continued, ‘I’m sure she’d rather be kidnapped and sold off into slavery in Sudan than spend a night with me. But does that mean

  I’m going to give up trying? Of course not. There’s always a way. But then again, we both know how low I’m willing to stoop and how much I’m ready to humiliate myself in my

  hopeless quest for booty. The question for you, my friend, is: how far are you willing to go to get it done?’




  I was asking myself the very same thing.




  We soon hit Astoria and our destination was, predictably, a bit of a zoo. Despite how blasé one would expect New Yorkers to be given everything the city’s seen, a public death like

  that still managed to attract a standing-room-only crowd.




  The scene in question was a six-story brick prewar building on a tree-lined cross-street just off Thirty-First. The area had been cordoned off, causing some traffic mayhem, with irate drivers

  honking their horns and hurling disappointingly unimaginative abuse at one another. Aparo managed to cut through the mess with the assistance of blips from his siren and some deft maneuvering

  before parking down the block. We made our way past a scattering of media vans and patrol cars and badged through the taped perimeter to get to the first point of interest, the spot where our

  victim had met his demise. It was on the sidewalk right outside the building, which had a delicately detailed façade that was zigzagged by fire escapes and further defaced by a scattering of

  air-conditioning units that dotted some of its windows.




  The forensics people had put up a large tent over the body to safeguard any evidence from tampering – accidental or otherwise – weather damage, and, of course, to ensure privacy.

  Judging by the amount of people looking down from their windows, I imagined there’d be a lot of canvassing to do and cellphone photo and video evidence to collect. Canvassing and collecting,

  because the preliminary info we’d already been given was that the first cops on the scene had quickly ascertained that the dead man had come through a closed window before plummeting down to

  the sidewalk.




  Suicide jumpers tended to open the window first.




  My other question – why we were being called out to a potential murder in Queens, when that’s pretty much the local homicide squad’s exact job description – was also

  easily answered. The victim was a diplomat.




  A Russian diplomat.




  As we approached, I looked up and saw a couple of guys leaning out a window on the top floor of the building, directly above the tent. They were probably the local investigators. It was a safe

  bet they wouldn’t be too pleased to see us. Also, it looked like our victim had missed the trees on his way down, which didn’t bode well for what shape his body would be in.




  Aparo and I stopped at the tent door. There was a handful of forensic technicians busily taking pictures and collecting samples and doing all the geeky things they do. I asked for the coroner.

  He was still there, waiting for the green light to whisk the body away to his windowless lair, and stepped out of the geek scrum. As we hadn’t met before, we introduced ourselves. His name

  was Lucas Harding and he had the same unnervingly casual demeanor all medical examiners seemed to have.




  Harding invited us into his fiefdom. We slipped some paper booties over our shoes, donned the requisite rubber gloves, and followed him in.




  It was not a pretty sight.




  No body that flew down six stories onto a concrete sidewalk ever was.




  I’d only ever seen one similar corpse in my day from a big fall like that, and although I’ve witnessed my fair share of blood and gore, it was a sight I’d never forgotten. The

  sheer fragility of our bodies is something most of us tend to ignore, but nothing brought that fragility rocketing into focus with such brutal clarity than seeing someone sprawled on the sidewalk

  like that.




  Despite a skull that was so pulverized it looked like it had been made out of plasticine before some giant baby had squashed it out of shape, it was still clear that we were looking at a white

  male adult with dark, short hair, somewhere in his thirties and in good shape, at least before the fall. He was dressed in a dark blue suit that was perforated in a couple of places – below

  his left elbow, and by his right shoulder – by shattered bones that had ripped through the cloth. There was a big puddle of coagulated blood around his head, and another to the left of his

  body, where it followed the slight angle in the sidewalk before pooling in a big crack in the concrete. Most gruesome, however, was his jaw. It seemed to have taken a direct hit and had been

  wrenched out of place, and was hanging off to one side like an oversized helmet chin strap that had been flicked off.




  There were also shards of broken glass around the body that we avoided stepping on.




  Harding noticed me glancing at them.




  ‘Yeah, the glass matches what the body’s telling us,’ the coroner offered. ‘The arms are consistent with him extending them to try and break his fall. Pointless, of

  course, but instinctive. And it confirms he was alive and conscious when he fell. The position where he landed in relation to the edge of the building also fits the story. Suicide jumpers tend to

  just drop down. No one does it enthusiastically; it’s not like they’re leaping off a diving board. They usually just step off a ledge, and if that were the case, I’d have expected

  him to land a few feet closer to the base of the building than he did. This guy left the building with some momentum. If this sidewalk hadn’t been as wide as it is, he’d have landed on

  someone’s car.’




  ‘Do we have a positive ID?’ I asked.




  Harding nodded. ‘First responders got it off his wallet. Hang on, I have it here.’ He flicked a page back on his notepad and found it. ‘Name’s Fyodor Yakovlev. It was

  confirmed by the rep from the Russian embassy who’s around here somewhere.’




  ‘Confirmed, as in he knew him?’




  ‘She knew him,’ Harding corrected.




  ‘What was the time of death?’ Aparo asked.




  ‘Eight twenty, give or take a minute or two,’ Harding said. ‘He almost hit a couple of pedestrians. They were the first to call it in.’




  I checked my watch and knew what Aparo was getting at. It was almost eleven. Our victim had died around two and a half hours ago. Which meant that if this was a murder – which seemed kind

  of obvious at the moment – it meant we were coming to the party late, which was not an ideal place to start.




  I looked around, then asked what had become the key question in a situation like this. ‘Did you find a cell phone on him? Or anywhere around?’




  The coroner’s face scrunched up curiously. ‘No, at least, not on him. And no one’s handed anything in.’




  Not great. But there were ways for us to recover what he had on his phone, once we had the number. Assuming the Russians gave it to us, which was unlikely, given that he was a diplomat.

  ‘We need to make sure the area’s properly searched in case it fell out of him on the way down.’




  ‘I’ll get the guys to do another trawl.’




  We finished up with the coroner, left the tent, and headed into the building.




  As we walked into the lobby, I noticed that there was a voice intercom by the front door, but no security camera. The lobby area was tired, but clean. No CCTV cameras in there that I could see,

  though I didn’t expect there to be any in that building. There was a grid of lockable mailboxes on the wall to our right, some with names and others with just apartment numbers on them. We

  were going up to 6E. It was one of the ones that didn’t have a name on it.




  We rode the rumbling elevator to the top floor and were greeted by a uniform as we stepped out. The landing had three apartments on it, with 6E being the one farthest to the left. I imagined the

  immediate neighbors would have already been interviewed, although given the time of day it had happened, some of them may have already been at work.




  We stepped into the apartment. The place was dark and had a kind of faded grandeur to it. Like many of the better prewars, it had some charming, old-world features – thick hardwood floors,

  high ceilings, arched doorways, and elaborate crown moldings . . . stuff you didn’t get in newer buildings. Its décor – all dark wood and floral and lacy and cluttered with

  knickknacks – even its smell instantly conveyed a strong sense of history. Its occupants had obviously been living there for many years. A framed photo on a side table in the foyer fit the

  place’s aura perfectly. It showed a smiling couple in their mid-sixties, posing in front of some great natural arch, the kind you find in national parks out west. The man in the picture,

  short and round-faced and with a thin tuft of white hair around his balding pate, was clearly not the dead man downstairs. On the wall above it hung a trio of antique religious icons, classical

  depictions of Mary and a baby Jesus painted on small slabs of cracked wood.




  There was also a woman’s magazine on the side table, where one would normally leave the mail. I noted the name on its subscription mailing label – Daphne Sokolov.




  The foyer led to the living room, where three guys – two suits and a uniform – and a woman were standing and chatting by the shattered window that looked out on to the street. It was

  immediately obvious there’d been a tussle of some kind in the room, as attested to by the broken coffee table, shattered vase, and flowers strewn on the carpet by the window.




  Quick intros informed us the suits were indeed the detectives from the 114th Precinct, Neal Giordano and Dick Adams. The uniform was an officer by the name of Andy Zombanakis, also from the

  114th. The three of them looked put out, which was likely, given that they’d probably been told to wait there for us and hand over what they no doubt considered to be their investigation.

  They also looked annoyed, like Aparo and I had somehow intruded on their little get-together. That was even more understandable and likely due to the lady they were conversing with, who looked out

  of place until she introduced herself as Larisa Tchoumitcheva, there on behalf of the Russian consulate.




  She was gorgeous. Almost my height in three-inch-heels, slim but with rolling curves that challenged the tailored navy blue skirt suit and white shirt she was in, and the wickedest combo of lips

  and blue eyes I’d ever seen, the lot topped by perfectly coiffed light auburn hair that fittingly veered more toward fiery red than stately brown. I flicked a glance at my newly single

  partner and could just visualize the wet ’n’ wild clips that were unspooling in his lecherous mind. In this instance, it was hard to blame him. Any man would have had a hard time

  keeping them in check.




  Ever the perfect gentleman, I told her, ‘I’m sorry for your loss. Did you know him?’




  ‘Not really,’ she replied. ‘I met him briefly at some official functions, but our duties didn’t really intersect.’




  She spoke with the barest hint of a Slavic accent. And as if she needed it, her voice only made her more attractive.




  Focus.




  ‘Who was he?’




  ‘Fyodor Yakovlev. He was Third Secretary for Maritime Affairs at the consulate here.’




  Maritime Affairs. I hadn’t come across that one yet.




  I asked her, ‘And you? You said your duties didn’t intersect.’




  She fished a card out from an inside pocket of her jacket and handed it to me. I read the small letters under her name out loud. “Counselor for Public Affairs.”




  Well, at least it didn’t say ‘attaché.’




  I left the words hanging there and looked up from the card. Our eyes met and I just gave her a small, knowing grin. She obviously read me and my suspicions, but didn’t seem fazed by it at

  all. It was a dance I’d danced before with, among others, Chinese, French, and Israeli ‘diplomats.’ But most of all, it was the Russians who never stopped hogging that particular

  ballroom.




  The one for spies.
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  Even with the Berlin Wall down and the Evil Empire a relic of the past, we were still playing the same old games.




  Russia was no longer the USSR, the head honchos of the KGB and their organized-crime kingpin partners now owned the country outright instead of just controlling its people, and Communism was

  lying in some shallow grave while a wildly perverted version of capitalism was dancing the kalinka on it. But that didn’t mean we were friends. Even though we no longer had any

  ideological differences, we still pretty much hated each other’s guts, and we both spent a lot of time and resources snooping on each other.




  We had spies over there, they had spies over here. Mostly, the ones the Russians shipped our way were pretty much of the classic kind: some would be here under ‘official cover,’

  meaning they’d have some mundane job at their embassy or consulate, typically an attaché, secretary, or counselor; others, the more adventurous ones, would be here under

  ‘non-official cover’ – the ones we call ‘NOCs’ – meaning they didn’t have a government job as cover and, as such, they didn’t enjoy the associated

  diplomatic immunity if they were caught. And given the stiff penalties sometimes handed out on espionage charges – execution, for one – being a NOC was by far the more hazardous of the

  two.




  Then there was the new breed of ‘penetration agents,’ like Anna Chapman and her bumbling crew of social butterflies who we nabbed and expelled a few years ago. The media had giggled

  at the notion of a glamorous redhead and her Facebook-addicted posse posing any kind of threat to our great nation. The truth was, a Russian spy in our midst was far more likely to have a degree

  from NYU, start out as an intern somewhere, have an affair with someone who had an important position in an area of interest to the Kremlin – finance, industry, politics, media, among others

  – and end up working in some target institution and sending back insider knowledge about that sector.




  It was no longer about destroying each other militarily. It was now all about making money and getting the upper hand economically. And if a terrorist attack or a war in another country helped

  to distract, weaken and bankrupt us while messing us up as a society – all the better.




  We had a dead third secretary downstairs and a counselor here to assist us in the investigation.




  More old-school. But potentially nastier.




  I turned and took in the rest of the room. There was a sofa, well used and floral patterned, and a couple of plain armchairs on either side. There was a big old TV set facing them, and massive

  bookshelves all along one of the side walls. The shelves were crammed with books and held what looked like a pretty elaborate stereo system, with two beefy speakers sitting on opposite ends of the

  top shelves. There was the broken coffee table I noticed earlier. And there was the large window that gave onto the street. Its glass was mostly gone, and the timber frame was cracked and

  splintered.




  ‘So where are we with this?’ I asked the three of them, pointing at the damage. ‘What do we know? This wasn’t Yakovlev’s place, right?’




  ‘No,’ Giordano answered. He handed me another framed photo. It was of the same couple as the picture in the hallway, only this time they were on vacation somewhere sunny.

  ‘You’re looking at Leonid Sokolov and his wife, Daphne. They live here.’




  ‘So where are they?’




  ‘Well, they ain’t here, are they?’ Adams pitched in.




  His tone wasn’t particularly friendly. Not that I cared. But I didn’t have much patience for juvenile sulking or for a jurisdictional pissing contest. I’d seen it played out in

  too many bad movies to ever want to suffer through it in real life.




  Giordano stepped back in. ‘Sokolov teaches science at Flushing High. He didn’t show up at work this morning.’




  ‘And his wife?’




  ‘She’s a nurse at Mount Sinai. She was on the night shift last night, came off work at seven.’




  ‘No sign of her, either?’ Aparo asked.




  Giordano shook his head. ‘Nope. We had a look around the place. Toothbrushes in the bathroom, bed’s been slept in, reading glasses still on the night table. There’s a couple of

  empty suitcases tucked away in the hall closet where you’d expect them. Doesn’t look like they’re on a trip. Also, the toaster’s got a couple of slices of bread still in

  it.’




  Which was curious. ‘An unexpected visit? An interruption?’ I asked.




  He shrugged. ‘Maybe.’




  I nodded and, avoiding the debris on the carpet, I stepped over to the window. I looked down. The tent was directly below us. Then I looked across the street. It might have been helpful if there

  had been similar buildings across from where I was standing. Maybe someone there would have seen something. But there was only a single-story row of shops. Great open view for the Sokolovs and

  their neighbors. Not so great for us.




  ‘Anyone hear or see anything useful? Neighbors, people out on the street?’




  Zombanakis said, ‘We’ve got uniforms and detectives out canvassing, but nothing so far.’




  I turned to Larisa. ‘So why was Yakovlev here? What was he doing?’




  ‘I don’t know. I spoke to the first secretary for Maritime Affairs – his direct boss. As far as he knows, Yakovlev had no official business here.’




  ‘Did Yakovlev know the Sokolovs?’




  ‘Not that we know of,’ she replied. ‘But we need to talk to people who knew him.’




  ‘Was he married?’ Aparo asked. ‘Any next of kin we should be talking to?’




  ‘He was single,’ she replied. ‘Any relatives he has are back in Russia.’




  ‘Girlfriend?’ Aparo pressed on. ‘Boyfriend? Sponsor?’




  My partner, the king of tact. I shot him a small glare, to which he responded with his trademark, faux-surprised ‘What?’ look.




  Larisa didn’t flinch. ‘None that he’s bragged about,’ she told him flatly. ‘Look, this only happened a couple of hours ago, and as you can imagine, everyone at the

  consulate is pretty shaken up about it. We’ll get some answers soon enough. Believe me, we want to know what happened here as much as you do.’




  I nodded and glanced at the framed picture again. Leo and Daphne Sokolov. A sweet and harmless-looking older couple. On the face of it, the kind of folks we’d all like to have as

  neighbors. Only there was obviously more to them than that. That much was clear. But I doubted there was any point in pressing Larisa on it. If she knew anything more about them, she wasn’t

  about to share.




  Still, for the record, I asked, ‘What about the Sokolovs? Anything else we should know about them? Any kids?’ I hadn’t seen any telltale pictures of kids and grandkids.




  ‘Doesn’t look like it, but we’re not sure,’ Giordano said.




  I asked Larisa, ‘Are they on your radar for any reason?’




  ‘No. But then again, I wouldn’t expect them to be. As you well know, there are hundreds of thousands of Russians in this city. We have no reason to keep tabs on them any more than

  you do. They only come to us if there’s some kind of problem.’




  ‘Which the Sokolovs never had – until this morning.’




  She shrugged and nodded in agreement. ‘So it seems.’




  ‘Would anyone want to harm them?’ I asked.




  She looked at me curiously. ‘What are you thinking?’




  ‘Well, could be there was a confrontation and one of the Sokolovs ended up pushing Yakovlev through the window. But Yakovlev seemed like someone who was in pretty good shape and I’m

  finding it hard to imagine Leo or Daphne Sokolov getting the upper hand on him physically like that.’




  ‘Unless Leo – or Daphne, for that matter – unless one of them had a black belt we don’t know about,’ Aparo threw in helpfully.




  ‘Sure, there’s always that possibility,’ I granted him without too much sarcasm in my tone.




  ‘Or they could have drugged him,’ he added.




  ‘Your coroner will look into things like that, won’t he?’ Larisa asked.




  ‘Yes, we’ll get a full tox report on the victim. But maybe the Sokolovs weren’t behind this. Maybe they were in some kind of trouble and they turned to Yakovlev for help. Maybe

  they were friends and he showed up here at the wrong time and interrupted something and got shoved out the window for it.’ He turned to the detectives. ‘Either way, Yakovlev shows up

  here, there’s some kind of a fight, he ends up taking a dive out the window, and the Sokolovs are gone. The key is to find the Sokolovs. That sound about right to everyone?’




  ‘Hey, you guys are the pros,’ Adams said sourly. ‘We’re just here to do the legwork.’




  I let it slide and asked, ‘You got a BOLO out on them?’




  It sounded weird to say it. Not the word. The idea. To have an all-points bulletin out for a couple of sixtysomethings who seemed like your quintessentially harmless citizens felt odd. But the

  more I thought about it, the more it seemed to me like they might be in trouble. We needed to find them.




  Adams, meanwhile, had feigned a deeply concentrated look, like he was racking his brain about it, before his face lit up in a eureka moment. ‘Damn, why didn’t we think of

  that?’ He turned to his partner and pointed in our direction. ‘Listen and learn, buddy. These feds, they’re just magic. Listen and learn.’




  He was obviously aching for me to give him an excuse to escalate things, and judging by the uncomfortable face his partner pulled, it wasn’t a first. But I didn’t feel like getting

  baited. Aparo was off to one side checking out the shelves and he turned too, but I shot him a look to make sure he kept his cool.




  ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Until we find the Sokolovs, we’ve got a lot of questions that need answering. Let’s start at the beginning. How did Yakovlev get here? Did he

  drive, did he take a bus or the subway or a cab? Did anyone see him arrive? Was he alone?’ I looked pointedly at the detectives. They stayed mum. ‘Was anyone else here already,’ I

  pressed on, ‘and if so, how did they get in? Also, what happened to Yakovlev’s cell phone? You didn’t find one here, did you?’




  Adams shook his head.




  ‘’Cause there’s no sign of it downstairs,’ I continued, ‘and he had to have one, right? And who else was here? Clearly, someone was. Was it the Sokolovs? Someone

  else? Either way, how did they leave? Is there a back entrance to the building, a service entrance? Did anyone see them leave? Do they have any cars and if so, where are they?’ I let the

  barrage of questions hang there for a moment. ‘So there’s a whole bunch of legwork that needs to be done here,’ I then added, eyeing Adams as I said it, ‘and you can either

  lose the attitude and make yourself a couple of friends at Federal Plaza which could come in handy someday, or you can stop wasting our time and get your ass out of here and let us do our job. Your

  call. But make your play, here and now.’




  Giordano glanced at Adams and said, ‘We’re cool here. And we’re glad to help. As long as you keep us informed on what you find. It’s gotta be a two-way street.’




  ‘Sure thing.’




  ‘And we’d like to share the collar,’ he added.




  ‘Not a problem. Though if we end up following this thing halfway across the planet, it might not work out that way.’




  Aparo chuckled. ‘These things do have a habit of turning out that way with him,’ he said, referring to me.




  I glanced at Adams. Giordano gave him a look.




  He frowned, then nodded grudgingly. ‘Sure. Whatever.’




  Aparo cut the tension by remarking, ‘Hey, was this open like that when you came in here?’




  We all turned to see what he was talking about.




  He was pointing at the stereo. I stepped over for a closer look.




  The stereo was a stack of black, clunky, old-style components – amp, tuner, cassette player, and CD player. The cassette player had two decks in it, but it was the CD player that had

  caught Aparo’s eye. It was one of those five-CD changers that stored the discs not in a stack, but on a tray the size of a twelve-inch vinyl album that slid out when you hit the Eject button,

  allowing you to place the five CDs in their respective slots around its rotating platter. The tray was in its out position. I took a closer look. It had four CDs still in it. The slot farthest out

  – the one that would start playing if you hit the Play button and it had a CD in it – was empty.




  Which was curious, sure. But whether it actually meant something was doubtful.




  Aparo was studying the names on the CDs with a smirk on his face. ‘Whoa. Get a load of the opera and classical stuff they’ve got in here. And given the size of those speakers . . .

  the neighbors must love them.’




  We all looked at him blankly.




  He shrank back. ‘I’m just saying.’




  ‘What about the media?’ Giordano asked. ‘They’re waiting for something from us.’




  I thought about it for a moment, then handed Giordano the framed photo. ‘Let’s put it out. Say we need to talk to the Sokolovs, it was their apartment, but they weren’t here

  when the tragedy happened. Choose your words and your tone carefully and make sure you don’t paint them as suspects, that needs to be clear. Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone will call

  in.’




  Giordano nodded. ‘I’ll take care of it.’




  I took in the room again.




  A Russian diplomat had been pushed out a window after some kind of fight, and an older couple was missing.




  Not exactly worthy of raising the threat alert level to orange. Or even beige, for that matter.




  I had to admit I wasn’t too excited about dealing with it. It was, well, a murder investigation, and as such, it was probably better left to the local homicide detectives, at least to

  start with. Even a jackass like Adams could probably put it to bed effectively. The only reason Aparo and I were there was because of the kind of passport the dead guy carried. And we had bigger

  fish to fry – not to mention the spook I was hunting. Still, there was no ducking the assignment. Besides, somewhere at the back of my skull, an irrepressible little voice was telling me that

  the Sokolovs needed our help. And after all these years, I knew better than to ignore that nag.




  We needed to find them. And fast.
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  Dare County, North Carolina




  The call came in as Gordon Roos was on his way back from his late-morning walk on the beach. He loved it out in the Outer Banks. The constant

  breeze coming in off the ocean, the salty taste in the air that did wonders for his sinuses, the Zenlike openness of the landscape – it was far more enjoyable than the confines of the Falls

  Church, Virginia, penthouse he used to live in before his retirement from the Company. A bit removed from the action, perhaps, but still close enough for him to be able to jump in when something

  juicy came up.




  Something like this.




  He checked the caller ID on his 1024-bit RSA key-encrypted cell phone, even though he knew who it was before he looked at it. Hardly anyone had that number, for besides being a retired agent of

  the CIA, Gordon Roos wasn’t a social animal, not by any stretch. A couple of tried and tested high-class escorts were more than enough to liven up his nights when he needed company. Which was

  not unusual at all for someone who’d spent most of life running dangerous undercover assignments for his country. Not that he minded. Gordon Roos had never had much patience for small talk

  and cocktail parties, something his wife eventually decided she couldn’t live without.




  He took the call in his customary fashion, without uttering a word.




  His caller knew the drill.




  ‘Our Russian friends just heard from two goons babysitting Sokolov’s wife,’ the man said. ‘One of them was waiting for their guy outside the apartment and saw him take

  the dive. He drove off in a panic and they called it in.’




  Roos kept walking at the same leisurely pace. ‘Where are they now?’




  ‘They’re babysitting her at some dive. A motel in Queens, near JFK. Russian-owned. The guys at the embassy are waiting to hear back from Moscow on how to handle it now that

  Sokolov’s in the wind.’ He paused, then added, ‘Maybe it’s time we move in and take her off their hands. It would give us leverage over Sokolov.’




  Roos processed the suggestion in all of four seconds. ‘No. Let’s keep her there and let it play out. Sokolov seems to have some of that old pluck left in him. If she’s there,

  there’s a good chance it’ll draw him in. Even if he doesn’t find his way to the motel, she’s the bait that’ll flush him out. Better we don’t rock the boat and

  spook him. We just need to be ready to swoop in when he shows up.’




  ‘All right. I’ll put a team on it.’




  ‘Off the books, of course.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Good. Keep me apprised. Day or night.’




  ‘You got it, buddy.’




  Roos hung up.




  As he walked on toward his house, which appeared behind a windswept sandbank up ahead, his mind drifted back many years, to when it had all begun. To the initial, unexpected approach from the

  Russian. The excitement at the prospect. The meticulous planning. The green light. The adrenaline of putting the lift in motion.




  The thrill of meeting the Russian for the first time.




  Then came the little prick’s stab in the back.




  The damn Russian. He’d been a major snag in Roos’s stellar rise at the agency. More than a snag. He’d almost derailed his career altogether. But Roos had overcome the defeat

  and the humiliation. He’d cleaned things up, he’d redeemed himself by shepherding other tough projects to success – and here they were again, more than thirty years later, playing

  the game again.




  He smiled inwardly at the prospect of what the days ahead would bring. Maybe it would all finally come good, after all those years. He had far more options now that he was out on his own.

  ‘Independent contractor.’ It was the wave of the future, and a future with much greater promise than he’d ever counted on had suddenly dropped into his lap.




  Sokolov could be a mighty prize indeed. The kind of prize that could bankroll a much more satisfying level of retirement. And he sure as hell wasn’t going to let that prize get away from

  him a second time.
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  London, England




  At about the same time, four thousand miles east of there, another man received a similar call informing him of similar developments, only this

  call originated a couple of thousand miles farther east from his own location.




  From Moscow.




  From the Center, to be exact.




  The Center being a sprawling, cross-shaped concrete structure nestled in the middle of a large forest just southwest of the city.




  The Center was also the headquarters of the SVR, the successor of the KGB’s notorious First Chief Directorate. Officially tasked with foreign intelligence gathering and

  counterintelligence. Unofficially tasked with anything else that was deemed necessary to safeguard the Motherland’s interests.




  Anything.




  And when a particularly tricky anything came up, the odds were it would be assigned to someone from its highly secretive Zaslon unit – the word meant ‘the shield,’ and not in

  its badge sense – an elite team drawn from the Spetsnaz special forces, whose members excelled in their physical and military prowess as well as their talents at deception.




  And when the Zaslon unit was handed a particularly sensitive task, the odds were it would be assigned to Valentin Budanov.




  Not many people knew that. For the simple reason that not many people knew Budanov even existed. They didn’t need to. Budanov worked alone. He worked in the shadows, only emerging when he

  needed a critical piece of information or some operational support from someone – usually a senior embassy staffer or a fellow SVR agent – who would have been ordered to provide him

  with anything he required. And when he did emerge, it was, of course, never as Budanov. Like other SVR agents, he traveled under a number of false identities. He also spoke many languages

  flawlessly – seven at last count – and could easily disguise himself so he would pass unnoticed. And on the rare occasions when he did break his deep cover, it was never as Budanov or

  as whatever ID he was using at the time.




  It was as Koschey, a code name that inspired a deep-seated fear in those who heard it. A code name drawn from an old Slavic folk tale.




  Koschey the deathless.




  Just then, Koschey was in London. He’d spent a lot of time in the British capital in the last decade. London was where a lot of the Kremlin’s enemies came to find a safe haven. It

  was also where a lot of its big hitters and their friends stashed their ill-gotten gains – billions that they parked safely in hedge funds, fabulous properties, and high-profile investments.

  The thinking was that, besides being a great place to live and to party, London provided a secure and stable hideaway for their fortunes. There, they would be unreachable by those running things

  back home if and when their old friendships turned sour.




  But no one was unreachable. Not in London. Not anywhere. And certainly not with someone like Koschey on tap to reach them.




  He’d been in London for six days, preparing to take out a GCHQ analyst who’d been recruited by Moscow eleven years earlier and who the SVR suspected had been rumbled by the British

  intelligence services. Then the call had come in on his encrypted cell phone.




  The general told him he was to drop that assignment and fly to New York.




  A file, also encrypted, had been attached to an e-mail and left in the drafts folder of a Gmail address that had been created specifically for that single task.




  A file that Koschey retrieved and read immediately after terminating the call.




  A file that Koschey found astounding.




  The analyst had caught a lucky break. He would get to live a little while longer.




  Koschey had a plane to catch.
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  The rest of the day didn’t bring about any great revelations. We were covering all the bases on the Yakovlev case, but so far, we

  didn’t have much to show for it.




  Visits to the school where Sokolov taught and to the hospital where his wife worked didn’t give us any leads. In the case of the former, he hadn’t shown up for work, which we already

  knew. The principal said he’d ask around to see if anyone had noticed anything unusual in Sokolov’s behavior of late, but as far as he knew, the Russian had been just as he always was:

  dedicated, pleasant, loved by his students, an all-round nice guy. Sokolov didn’t seem to have any family that needed notifying or that we could interview. Daphne Sokolov, on the other hand,

  had a sister, Rena. By the time we got to Delphi Opticians, her store over on Steinway, she’d already heard the news and was, to put it mildly, concerned. Rena’s maiden name, which

  she’d reverted to since her divorce, was Karakatsani, and her Greek blood was on full display.
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