

[image: image]




WEREWOLF
COP


A Novel


ANDREW KLAVAN


[image: image]




This book is for


Ellen, Faith,


Spencer and John




WEREWOLF
COP




PART I


A LEGEND OF LOVE AND DEATH




1


TASK FORCE ZERO


Lots of bodies. Lots of blood. So much disassembled humanity lay strewn from one end of the fourth-floor railroad flat to the other that even the veteran detectives surveyed the puddled gore with chalk-white faces. Even the men and one woman of the Crime Scene Unit refrained from making the kind of ironical remarks they had learned from watching TV cop shows. They went about their business in near silence, literally counting heads to determine just how many souls had been dispatched into the mystery.


One uniform—not a particularly young or callow patrolman, either—was outside in the alley next to the building, vomiting. In between bringing up his breakfast bacon-and-egg sandwich in painful spasms, he was trying to figure out what he was going to say to deflect the ridicule of his fellow officers, which was sure to follow. A female uniform who had been the second officer on the scene—and who was young, and a delicate-looking blonde as well—was sitting alone in a patrol car, crying uncontrollably. She knew there was nothing she could say to stop her colleagues from believing she was a weak girly-girl, prone to hysteria. The fact that department policy would prevent them from saying this out loud only made it worse. Sitting there in the squad-car passenger seat, no longer trying to stop her unstoppable tears, she didn’t think she wanted to be a police officer anymore and wondered if she might have a future in the legal profession.


Outside the car window: a forsaken city street. An empty lot, strewn with rubble, to the left. A hollowed brownstone to the right. And in between, the six-story apartment building of grimy white brick that housed the crime scene.


Upstairs, in one blood-washed room after another, the grim forensic work, the terse remarks, the crinkling of plastic bags all continued in an atmosphere of increasing anticipation. A squat balloon-gutted bulldog of a character with the clichéd cop name Muldoon had caught the case and was lead detective for now, but no one expected that to last very long. Muldoon was a good man to have when your typical gang-banger-wannabe made his bones by firing a 9mm slug into the brain of some honor student. But this was not that. This was not an angel-dust-and-buzz-saw family quarrel either, or even a showy act of vengeance on the blacks by the Russians. This was big. Big. This was something outside the purview of your workaday murder-man like Muldoon, something entirely off the local map of his imagination.


This was Big—and Someone was Coming. Everyone in the railroad flat knew it. Maybe it was the FBI, or Homeland Security, or the CIA—but Someone was going to take this case over.


So everyone went about his business and everyone was waiting. Muldoon dutifully dispatched his minions to canvass the neighborhood for didn’t-see-nothing lies. The Crime Scene Unit dutifully tagged and bagged the hunks of meat that had lately been some mother’s son or daughter. The patrolman in the alley puked and the patrolwoman in the squad car cried. And everyone waited, because everyone knew: This was Big and Someone was Coming.


Sure enough, less than half an hour after Muldoon arrived, a dark blue Crown Victoria pulled in haphazardly among the official cars blocking the street below. Muldoon felt a complex brew of emotions—relief, excitement, resentment, and admiration—as a buzz of murmuring reached his ears:


“It’s the Zero boys.”


“Really big.”


“The Cowboy and Broadway Joe!”


Moments later, there were footsteps on the stairway and then in the hall—and, finally, into that makeshift charnel house, with casual yet unmistakable authority, walked Agents Martin Goulart and Zach Adams.


They were the two chief detectives of Task Force Zero, and Adams was legendary. The Task Force itself was practically mythic, since no one knew exactly where it had come from or what it was for. Its official name was Extraordinary Crimes—though whether it was a division or bureau or agency was uncertain. The federal Department of Homeland Security had assembled the group six years ago by quietly hiring some of the finest detectives away from some of the biggest police departments in the country. Why they had done this, no one would say. In fact, no one had even admitted E.C. existed—until an emergency called it into action and thrust it into the public eye.


This was three years ago. An angelic, bright-eyed five-year-old girl named Emily Watson had been kidnapped from her bedroom in the little town of Clyde, Ohio. The kidnapper was a flamboyant psychopath named Ray Mima, already wanted for three sadistic killings in Oklahoma. For the next five days, Mima proceeded to taunt the law and tantalize the media by broadcasting his plans for his little hostage on social media. His plans were horrifying, brutal—and irresistibly readable. The country—much of the civilized world—was mesmerized, rigid with suspense, as the days went on and the ugly messages kept appearing on the Internet.


Enter—seemingly out of nowhere—two cinematically mismatched law dogs from something no one had ever heard of called Extraordinary Crimes. Zach Adams was a former Houston homicide detective who spoke with a soft country twang. A tall, slender man in his late thirties, he was the very image of a western hero: blond-haired, blue-eyed, with a lean face that would have been boyish had it not been weathered by the elements. Martin Goulart, on the other hand, was former NYPD and pure Brooklyn, a slick and swarthily handsome man, solidly built and fit, with a full head of jet-black hair and an arrogant smile women fell for.


The two had somehow traced Ray Mima to a hundred-year-old farmhouse, an abandoned wreck standing in noble isolation amid the Flint Hills of Kansas. While backup was racing to the scene, Zach and Goulart entered this quaint piece of decaying Americana on their own. There, on their own, they confronted the kidnapper.


The way the world heard the story that evening, Zach and Ray Mima stumbled on each other in a narrow hallway. Zach shouted a warning. Mima opened fire at him with a monstrous hunting handgun. The big weapon’s kick sent the kidnapper’s arm flying and a .50 cal missile went screaming past Zach’s ear. Whereupon Zach, steady as steel, put three 9mm slugs in a tight group in the center of the psycho’s chest and sent him promptly to hell.


What happened next: one of a dozen local cops, just pulling up outside, saw the two feds exiting the building and snapped their picture with his handheld. The photo showed Zach holstering his weapon as he strode from the farmhouse with Goulart right behind him, cradling little Emily—miraculously unhurt—in his arms. The image flashed around the world—the picturesque farmhouse, the rescued child, the two grim cops—a Texas Cowboy and a Broadway Joe—a happy ending. It became iconic.


And for a day or two, the media wanted to know: what was Extraordinary Crimes exactly? When had it been established, and why? What department was it in? Who was it responsible to? What was its brief? The answers were so vague, the proper authority who could even give an answer was so hard to find, that one TV commentator dubbed the group Task Force Zero, a federal law agency that didn’t exist. The name stuck.


Then some new event that was more or less newsworthy happened and everyone forgot the whole business. Except other law officers. Especially in the major cities. Where every now and again, the Cowboy and Broadway Joe—or two other similarly mismatched but expert detectives—would show up and take a case over for no reason anyone could pinpoint.


So yes, there were mixed feelings in the cop-like heart of Muldoon when Zach and Goulart arrived on the blood-drenched scene. Muldoon, forty-six years old and only a couple of years away from possible retirement, was not as ambitious as he used to be. He would have liked to take the lead on what was going to be a high-profile case; but if he was going to lose the spot to the feds, well, it wasn’t so bad to lose it to the Zero boys, who tended to remain invisible and let the local law take the credit. Plus Zach Adams was a celebrity hero with an unmatched reputation. He was said to be modest, relaxed, soft-spoken, hardworking, honest, and a great detective. It would be something for Muldoon just to be able to say he had worked with the Cowboy.


“Marco Paz,” he told the two agents as they approached. As they all shook hands, he gestured with his head to the carnage around the room. “Sometimes called MP. He owns this building. This is his apartment. And he’s one of the vics. A major-league fence. All the truck-jackers use him. Used him. High-level burglars. The mob. Just about everybody got him to sell their stuff, launder their money, whatever. He had a good rep. Played fair. Discreet. No muscle, no gunplay. Just an honest criminal peddler, basically.”


Zach and Goulart nodded. They stood silently shoulder to shoulder near the center of the living room. Hands in their pants pockets, they surveyed the slaughter with practiced eyes. After a moment, Muldoon saw them exchange a knowing look. This made the detective want to add something, to show that he was knowledgeable too.


He said: “They didn’t use a buzz saw, I don’t think. Russians and Cubans go in for that shit. This looks more like an axe or something. . . .”


“A sword—longswords,” said Broadway Martin Goulart—and the woman from the ME’s office, on her knees beside a torso near the far wall of the living room, glanced up and nodded.


“Looks like the handiwork of the BLK,” Zach explained in his soft drawl. And Muldoon appreciated this: information sharing; including him in the case; none of the usual federal bullying. “They like to use these old-fashioned longswords. It’s like their calling card.”


“The BLK.” Muldoon shook his head. He’d never heard of them.


Goulart said: “The Brüderlichkeit—the brotherhood.”


“German mob originally,” said Zach, ambling away casually toward the far wall.


“German and Russian,” Goulart went on. “They had their beginnings in the Russian gulags after World War II. Nazis guarded by Communists, right? They all turned out to be natural pals once they stopped talking politics. Natural killers and black marketeers, the lot of them. They got along famously.”


Muldoon nodded as if it was all clear to him, which . . . no.


Zach, meanwhile, squatted down next to the ME’s woman and the bloody torso she was working in the corner. “Hi,” he said. “Name’s Zach.”


She glanced up from her work. “Molly.” She was a petite, coffee-colored woman. She smiled, but only briefly. Her smile—and her figure, hidden under the baggy ME windbreaker—were her best features, and she worked hard not to deploy them while on the job. Especially to guys she found attractive. Which she definitely found Zach Adams.


“Hi, Molly. How many bodies we looking at here?” he asked her.


“Five, I’m guessing,” she said. “There are five heads, anyway. That’s what I’m counting so far.”


“Marco Paz and . . . who else? His family? His crew? What do you think?”


She wagged her head, uncertain. “Some family. But some crew too, that’s my guess. Definitely Paz and probably his woman and then a teenager, who was maybe their son. Then two other guys, both strapped—holsters, no guns. The guns gone. They were probably crew.”


“Thank you kindly, Molly,” said Zach. He stood.


Molly allowed herself a glance down the back of him as he strolled into the next room over. He had good manners too, she thought.


After a while, Goulart came up next to him. “Tell me nobody in the building heard this going down,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth.


The two stood shoulder to shoulder again while a CSU guy and another ME tech worked the blood-stained room behind them.


“Right. Or that no one saw a whole dadgummed army of bad-men with longswords parade into the building,” said Zach.


Goulart’s head went up and down once with noiseless laughter.


Now Muldoon stepped into the doorway and began to say, “They apparently took the duct tape with them after—”


But Goulart silenced him with a raised hand. Goulart knew his partner, and he’d come to recognize when Zach had gone into what Goulart liked to call “hyper-focus mode.” The Cowboy’s body had gone still and the crow’s-feet crags at the corners of his eyes gathered. He peered down into what seemed nothing more than another thick splotch of blood on the chipped paint of the rotten floorboards. Pulling a pair of rubber gloves out of his back pocket and working them onto his hands, he crouched over it. He reached into the sticky mess and plucked from it . . . what? What was it? Zach held it up before his eyes and turned it this way and that in the light. Goulart crouched down beside him and squinted until he could see it more clearly: it was a piece of fluff of some kind with, perhaps, a thread attached to it.


“Say there, people?” Zach called out.


His tone was casual—as if he were about to ask someone to help him recall a name he had forgotten—and yet something in his voice brought Molly hurrying to one doorway and some CSU guys peeking in at another. Zach held the piece of fluff up to all of them.


“Any of you folks find a little plastic disc—or maybe a glass disc—about the size of a button, maybe designed to look like half an eyeball? An eyeball for a stuffed animal?”


“I found that.” This was from the CSU man right behind him, a roundish young fellow blinking with surprise through misting glasses. “I already tagged and bagged it. You want me to—”


But Goulart raised his hand again and cut him off as he had Muldoon.


Because now Zach, still squatting, was turning on his toes, turning his head in a slow-motion swivel that panned his narrowed gaze from one end of the room to the other. Not only Goulart, but Muldoon and Molly and the rotund CSU guy and the other ME techs and CSU’s stopped to watch him—and all of them tensed internally when his eyes came to rest on what (he later explained to Goulart) was the faintest smear in the dust of one section of wall. It was only just barely visible in the space beneath an arc of blood spatter and beside a low built-in knick-knack shelf in the corner.


“Well, look-a-there,” Zach murmured.


He stood. He strode across the room and crouched again—crouched this time before the low knick-knack shelf. The shelf was empty. Its clutter of ashtrays, baseball caps, magazines, broken watches, pens, and spare change had already been cleared away by the forensic team.


Taking hold of the edge of the shelf with both hands, Zach tugged—and then tugged again.


Molly said “Oh!”


Muldoon cursed.


The shelf came away from the wall, bringing a section of the wall with it to reveal the hidey-hole secreted behind it. Muldoon cursed again and one of the CSU guys cursed too, and the shocked Molly covered her mouth with her gloved hand.


The late Marco Paz had been a fence, a trader in stolen goods, an expert in converting hot valuables into cash. Naturally, he had needed a secret place in which to hide that cash, and so he had fashioned this shelf-and-hole dodge for the purpose.


But it wasn’t the 275 thousand dollars in neat stacks of small bills that brought forth the gasps and curses of the investigators.


It was the child. Six-year-old Mickey Paz. He was huddled beside the money stacks. He was kneeling and stooped to fit into the cramped hideaway. He was trembling with terror, sucking the thumb of one hand—and clutching in his other hand a bedraggled Teddy bear with one eye missing.
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DOMINIC ABEND


Women make crap detectives,” said Martin Goulart. “The only good ones are lesbians—you ever notice that? Lesbians and fat black women. I don’t know what that’s about. I’m thinking of that two-ton Negro broad—what was her name?—Susie—used to work the one-seven. She was all right. But for the most part, being a detective, what is it, right? Reason, unemotional observation, a sense of responsibility, guts—why would you hire a female to do a job like that? It’d be like hiring me to do sensitivity training.”


This was typical Goulart. He was always saying stuff like this. He’d been called on the carpet for it a dozen times, sent to—speaking of sensitivity training—sensitivity training himself, twice. Didn’t help. He was incorrigible. Nothing changed him. An all-American mongrel of French, German, Italian, and Scottish extraction with some Jew in there somewhere, he was a bubbling cauldron of urban energy, a walking flashpoint on the lookout for a flame. In service to that quest, he felt it was his duty to say just about anything that would offend just about anybody, just about anything you were not supposed to say.


It was April Gomez who had gotten him started today. Plus the fact that he was bored. He and Zach had been standing in a storage-slash-observation room of the city’s one-six precinct for the past half hour. Slouched amidst file boxes and broken computers in their habitual shoulder-to-shoulder position. Gazing sleepily at the monitor which was now showing live video of NYPD Detective April Gomez interviewing little Mickey Paz in a language neither agent understood. Which April had been called in to do because the little boy had been traumatized and because children generally responded better to women and because April was proficient in the Castilian dialect common to Venezuela which, in his traumatized state, was the only language little Mickey could remember how to speak. So Goulart felt it was necessary to explain to Zach that April Gomez had only been promoted to detective in the first place to fulfill some sort of minority quota because she was Hispanic and female—and the rest of his diatribe followed from that.


Zach, as usual, could only roll his eyes and shake his head. Some people were shocked by Goulart’s rants and some secretly agreed with them, but Zach just found them comical and ridiculous. Goulart could say whatever he wanted about women—or blacks or Hispanics or homosexuals or French-German-Italian-Scottish-maybe-Jews, for that matter: Zach took none of it seriously. For him, there were only two kinds of people in the world: sinners and criminals. If you were the former, he considered himself your brother and protector. If you were the latter, he considered himself the flawed but relentless instrument of a just and terrible God.


Goulart’s nonsense was obnoxious at times, if Zach bothered to pay attention to it. But, on the other hand, the New Yorker was one of the best detectives he had ever worked with. Goulart had an instinctive sense about people that was almost like mind-reading. He was funny. And generous, for all his blabber. Basically, a good partner all around.


And there was this, too: despite all the hogwash the Brooklyn hard-ass spewed out, there was always a bit of truth mixed in. April Gomez had, in fact, been promoted to detective because she was a Latina and because some loud-mouthed pol and the media had complained about the absence of Latina detectives on the job. She was a sweet girl and by no means stupid, but she had as much business being called to a crime scene as a vase of carnations. Everyone in the department who knew anything about it knew that this was true.


That said, April was doing a good job with the boy right now. The kid seemed mesmerized by her gentle sisterly gaze. Still clutching his one-eyed Teddy bear, he was speaking to her in a fluid half-whisper.


So when Goulart started up again: “It’s like we’re all supposed to pretend that women are what they aren’t and if we pretend hard enough that’s going to somehow make it true. Which is the opposite of police work, when you think about it. Which I mean is, what? It’s figuring out what’s true no matter what you want it to be. Take the Muzzies, for example . . .”


. . . Zach lifted a finger and said, “Turn your face off and listen.”


Goulart’s voice trailed to silence, and the two of them focused on the monitor, standing just beneath them on an old conference table.


“I think April just asked him if he heard any names mentioned,” said Zach.


The boy’s tremulous voice continued, only just audible—and suddenly April Gomez, assuming the detectives were watching her, glanced up, startled, at the video camera hanging in one corner of the ceiling above her.


And simultaneously Goulart said, “What?”


And simultaneously Zach said, “Did you hear that?”


April apparently couldn’t believe it either, because she turned back to the boy and asked him to repeat himself: “Dijo Abend?”


The boy nodded solemnly. In a corner of the room, an older black woman from Children’s Services looked on with her hands folded on the skirt of her purple dress. Even she seemed to understand that something important had happened.


“Si,” said Mickey Paz. “Señor Abend. Señor Abend.” Then he went off into another musical strain of something akin to Castilian.


Zach and Goulart listened, leaning their heads forward as if that would help them understand.


“Are you getting any of this?” said Goulart. “What exactly did he say about Señor Abend?”


Zach, who knew just enough Texican to avoid a bar fight, said, “I think he said one of the men was named Abend, that someone called one of the killers Señor Abend.”


“You gotta be kidding me,” said Goulart. “You mean, as in: Abend was there himself? In the room? Standing there while they’re hacking these people apart? You think that’s even possible?”


“No,” Zach murmured. “I don’t. Sure ain’t likely, anyway.”


“But that is what he’s saying?”


“Near as I can make out. Have we found any security footage from the scene yet? Anyone who took a picture with a cell phone? Any pictures at all?”


“Last I heard, they were still canvassing,” said Goulart. “But I’ll go check.”


He detached himself from Zach’s shoulder and left the room. Zach stayed where he was, still gazing down intently at the monitor. He remained like that, in hyper-focus mode, for another few seconds; but as the boy was now rattling on much too rapidly for him to comprehend, his mind eventually drifted. To Dominic Abend. Who was said to be the chieftain of the BLK. Which had wafted out of the post-World War II gulags to infiltrate every level of Soviet tyranny; and had then become the very medium of Eastern Europe’s post-Communist gangsterocracy; and had then, with the fall of the Iron Curtain that had once contained it, spread like a miasma over the free nations of Western Europe, infecting every organized crime operation on the continent and in Britain, transforming all of them into mere agents of itself.


Now, these last few years, the Brüderlichkeit was said to have traveled here, to the U. S. of A., breathing a new, poisonous, unifying zombie-life into the homeland’s beleaguered organized crime operations—Cosa Nostra and Yakuza, the black Disciples and the Mexican mob, and the Russian Bratva, which had never been more than a tendril of the BLK anyway, and all the rest.


Back in Europe, journalists and academics had heard of the Brotherhood, though no one had yet seemed to grasp its pervasive dominance. But the fact that the organization had now come to America—this was unknown to the media and the professoriate alike. Evidence, testimony, reports, and statistics simply did not reflect the BLK’s mushrooming influence in the U.S.


But law officers in all the major cities sensed it nonetheless, the way family doctors sense a new, more drug-resistant strain of an old disease. Coast to coast, the law dogs confided in one another: criminal operations were proceeding with heightened brutality and smoother efficiency. Gangs were harder to penetrate, their transactions harder to detect. Old capos, lieutenants, and muscle-men were vanishing without a trace. Suspects who once would have betrayed their mothers for a plea bargain suddenly preferred to take the fall. A new silence seemed to underlie the tips of even the most reliable confidential informants. None of the cops was certain, but they all felt it: a new cancer of corruption was eating into the country. The underworld was on the rise.


All of it was linked to Abend. In lawman legend, at least, Abend was the source and controlling genius of the invasion.


Dominic Abend was a German-Russian billionaire of unknown occupation and murky antecedents. He had gone invisible after the USSR collapsed, and then risen into the consciousness of Western law enforcement as more shadow than light, as an empty Dominic-Abend-shaped space at the center of what little information they had about him. There were a few old photographs of him. A few mentions of him in criminal testimony. Some hints from tipsters here and there. An occasional sighting. And, most recently, a digital snapshot taken by an ambitious plainclothesman working the crowd at Times Square on New Year’s eve one year back. That last suggested Abend, like the BLK, might himself be in the country.


So little Mickey Paz’s statement that Abend—the international criminal mastermind—had been personally present at the scene of a mass murder turned Zach Adams’s blood hunter-hot with excitement. Because Abend and the BLK were the reasons Task Force Zero had been formed in the first place. Finding them—stopping them—destroying them: this was Extraordinary Crimes’ underlying commission.


Zach’s mind was called back to the moment by his phone buzzing in his jacket pocket—a text message, judging by the length of the vibration. He began to reach for it but stopped with his hand hovering in front of his sternum as something new developed on the Observation Room monitor.


The little boy in the Interview Room had begun speaking English. He had slipped into it unconsciously, it seemed, as April Gomez’s warmth and gentleness slowly soothed and relaxed him.


“They kept saying to him again and again, ‘Where is it? Where is it?’” said Mickey Paz, the fingers of one hand absently massaging his Teddy bear’s ear as if to comfort it. “But Papa didn’t know. He said, ‘I don’t know. I swear.’ He kept saying that to them, but they wouldn’t listen.”


“Where is what?” said April Gomez, who slipped into English just as smoothly as the boy in her effort to keep him comfortable. “What were the men looking for, Mickey? What were they trying to find? Did they say?”


Zach noticed the little boy’s eyes shift to the left—which might possibly mean he was trying to access an auditory memory. Zach also noticed that the kid went on fiddling with the Teddy bear’s ear—it was touching; pathetic.


Then, haltingly, the boy said, “Stu . . . stu . . . stupe bassard . . . stum . . . they said a word I don’t know. Stoomp bassard. Bassard.”


“Bastard?” suggested April Gomez. “Stupid bastard?


“No!” whispered Zach urgently to the empty room. “Don’t tell him what he’s saying, April.”


The boy thought about it and then gave a strong and certain nod. “Bastard. Yes. Stupid bastard.”


Well, sure, thought Zach. Now that you put it in his head.


April Gomez sat back in her chair, glancing up at the video camera with an air of satisfaction. “Stupid bastard,” she repeated.


With a flicker of annoyance at the corner of his mouth, Zach reached for his phone again to check that text. But he was interrupted—again—as the door came open fast and Goulart charged in after it.


“Look at this.”


He slapped two pages onto the desk and Zach moved closer, leaned in over them for a better look. Two printed photos, two blurry images. Goulart pointed at one, then the other.


“That’s the one the uncle took on New Year’s eve, right?—the one the feds think is the guy Interpol lost track of in Brussels five years ago. And that—is from last night, from a security cam Paz himself had placed in his building. The killers took out the cam above the door, but this one was hidden in the super’s basement flat and trained up at the door through the window.”


“Because Paz knew they were coming,” said Zach, “and wanted to make sure we got a picture of him.”


“Maybe. Or maybe it was just to foil the neighborhood vandals.”


Zach turned the second photo this way and that under his fingertips as he studied it. Neither this image nor the other was very clear. The New Year’s eve shot—which he’d examined many times before—showed a man standing absolutely still at the edge of a dense and roiling Times Square mob. The man was fifty, or maybe fifty-five or a fit sixty. Tall, square-shouldered, wearing a long dark overcoat, his hands in the pockets. He had a shaven head, a bulbous nose, and thin lips. And his expression. . . . Possibly Zach projected this onto him—probably—the shot was so grainy, how could anyone tell for sure?—but the man’s expression seemed predatory, the smile sadistic, the glint in the eyes likewise cruel. It was as if the man were eyeballing the humanity massed around him and trying to decide how he would best like to have it cooked for his supper.


The other photo—the one under his fingertips—the one from just before the Paz slaughter—showed four men hustling through the autumn darkness toward the front door of Paz’s grimy white-bricked building. Three of the men were hunched over, their chins sunk into their overcoats, their hands gripping black dry-cleaning bags in which, Zach assumed, they were hiding their sheathed longswords.


The fourth man—the man surrounded by the others—was, as near as Zach could tell, the same man as the one in the New Year’s eve photo: tall, broad, shaven-headed, European, cruel.


“If that—” said Goulart pointing to the Paz shot, “is the same man as that,” pointing now to the New Year’s eve photo, “and that is the same as the guy Interpol lost track of in Brussels. . . .”


“And if the guy in Brussels was in fact Dominic Abend. . . .” Zach added.


“Right. If he was.”


“Well, then,” said Zach with a wry smile, “we are on his trail for damn sure!”


Broadway Joe Goulart grinned, nodding with that silent laughter of his.


Whereupon Zach’s phone buzzed again—which is what it did if he didn’t read a text soon enough after the first buzz. He glanced at the monitor on the desk. The lady from Children’s Services was standing up out of her chair now, apparently bringing Mickey’s interview with April Gomez to a close. Zach reached into his pocket, drew out the phone, and called up the message.


“What’s the matter?” said Goulart casually. It wasn’t that Zach had gone pale or anything like that. He’d barely changed expressions at all. It was just that Goulart was that good. He could read faces like he was reading a street sign.


Zach shook his head as he slid his phone back into his pocket. “Nothing,” he said with a quick frown. “Just—the usual flapdoodle.”


He didn’t for a minute think Goulart believed him, but that was beside the point. Whether Goulart believed him or not, there was no possibility Zach was going to tell his partner what had been in that text, or who had sent it, or that he had been dreading just such a message for weeks and weeks, and that now that it had come, the low boil of suspense that had been robbing him of sleep in the small hours of more nights than he cared to think about was bubbling over into a sour and sickening certainty that the worst mistake of his life had come back to haunt him.
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GRACE


Driving home through darkfall on the out-borough streets, Zach listened to the news on the radio—or, that is, he set the radio to the news station and drove without listening at all. The radio reporters—one reporter after another—described the second day of looting, rioting, and arson fires in London, Berlin, Paris, Madrid, and Athens far away. The urgency in their voices, at once pompous and terse, became a wordless drone, part of Zach’s aural ambience, along with the sea-like sough of tires on pavement and the hoarse rush of air from his Pontiac’s vents. He gazed out the windshield at the twilight streets—at brownstones and supermarkets, at white headlights and red taillights, at brown-skinned women pushing silver shopping carts under Chinese restaurant marquees and Spanish grocery awnings—and half to himself and half to God, he cursed the day that Margo Heatherton had found him.


She had found him. He knew that now. She had seen—well, everyone had seen—the photograph of him after the Emily Watson kidnapping, the famous Cowboy shot of him holstering his nine as he swaggered out of the Flint Hill farmhouse where he’d out-gunned Ray Mima. She had set her sights on him and sought him out. But, of course, he hadn’t realized that at the time.


At the time, there were a lot of things he didn’t realize. He was not a man who thought about his own emotions much. They came and went, a distraction more than anything. As far as he was concerned, emotions did little more than distort the shape and color of the landscape of events, turned it gray when he was down, turned it bright when he was feeling good. Which was all only in his mind, because the landscape of situations and events remained unchanged no matter how he felt, no matter how his feelings colored it. Best to keep his eyes on the world and out of his own shirt pocket, that was his philosophy. Let his heart feel what it would, it made no difference to the facts of the matter.


At the time Margo found him, Zach’s wife, Grace, normally sweet-natured, cheerful, and efficient, was feeling low and disoriented after their move to New York. She missed her mama and her sisters and her church people back in Houston. She was harried with relocation details and, though she never said as much, Zach sensed that she resented the long hours he had to spend on the job. For the first time in their marriage, she gave off an air of sweat and weariness when he approached her. Meanwhile, he himself was coming down from what he hadn’t even realized was the excitement of his year-plus of fame, suffering delayed withdrawal from the drug-like thrill of the chase and the gunfight and the public triumph afterward. He was lonesome and bored.


Not that he considered any of this an excuse for what happened. Zach Adams never excused himself for anything. He carried in his mind a precise catalogue of his moral errors going back to the age of three, and he lost sleep over all of them. It was not about excuses—it was just that he realized now, looking back, how restless and dissatisfied he’d been, whereas at the time he hadn’t given it a thought. It was only emotion.


Margo Heatherton had had a friend in the governor’s press office and had gotten his e-mail address from her—that’s what she said. She wrote to him asking if she could interview him for background to a novel she was writing about a kidnapping. That sounded different, anyway. After a month or two of back-and-forth, Zach had arranged to have lunch with her. She was a poised, elegant 25-year-old with long, silky blond hair and fine rose-white features. She had a sympathetic air and a mischievous wit. Not the usual class of woman he came into contact with: she had an aura of high society.


He cursed the day.


The Pontiac now veered from the crowded commercial streets onto a grid of neighborhood back roads. The heavy-hearted Zach traveled from stop sign to stop sign until he reached his home territory: green lawns divided by front walks leading to front steps rising to the front doors of two-story red-brick houses with white bay windows below and gray cross-gabled roofs above—one after another of them.


He pulled into his driveway. As he was stepping out of the car, his five-year-old boy Tom came banging through the house’s storm door. He shouted “Daddy!” and dashed to Zach across the lawn. Zach’s two-and-a-half-year-old daughter Ann, gripping the wrought-iron bannister, was carefully negotiating the cement steps. Grace was right behind her, bending forward to shepherd her down. They were this way every evening when he came home, as excited to see him as if he were returning from an ocean voyage of many months. He put his arm around Tom’s shoulder and hoisted Ann up into the crook of his other elbow. The boy chattered to him about the day’s heroics and the girl showed him her crayon picture. Grace met him on the walk and kissed him, her eyes smiling. She had a scent, he would have sworn, a sort of atmosphere about her that, even now that they were nine years married, gave him a yearning feeling deep down.


This was all the love life Zach had ever wanted. Despite his romantic good looks, he had never been much of a Romeo. Maybe it was his religious upbringing, but the sexual pursuit of strangers had never inspired him the way it does some men; a lot of men. He had had a few flings in college. A few longer relationships afterward. But there had always seemed to him something vaguely—what was the word?—disfiguring to his sense of himself—even corrupting—about being naked with—being asleep in the arms of—being physically inside somebody he didn’t much give a damn about.


He had found Grace in church, as he liked to joke in his slow drawl. He had started going to church again when he began to feel it was time to somehow “get serious” about his life. His own ideas about God were a bit more amorphous than anything he read in scripture, but he’d always found church a suitable place to go think good thoughts for an hour, if you didn’t take any of it too literally. First day there, and out she came to collect the four- and five-year-olds for the Sunday school. He took, as they say, one look at her. . . . Practically brimming over with tenderness for her little charges. And the eager way they clustered around her. And the spilling ringlets of her honey hair, her sweet face so kindly, her figure sturdy and full.


She was then, and remained now, a mystery to him. He was not a sentimental man. He knew she could not be the perfect Proverbs 31 wife he thought she was, or the cornball angel-of-the-house he thought she was either. But damned if he could catch her with her angel mask off or her Proverbs guard down. She was religious in the same beat-by-beat scriptural way his own mama had been, the way he assumed a good woman was supposed to be. And, also like his mama, she gave herself to being a housewife and mother with what seemed to him an almost feral ferocity. She gave herself to him that way too, devoted herself to him, attached herself to his life and submitted herself to his authority so completely that it simply baffled him. He did not have such a high opinion of himself that he could ever imagine he deserved such devotion, so what the hell was she thinking exactly? Day to day, he was never really sure.


But never mind. He loved his wife. This was no mere matter of emotion to him. It was a profound fact of his existence. He might feel any which way about her at any particular moment, sure. But as long as creation endured and ever after, Grace’s good was his good, her suffering his. Even his love for his children was somehow an extension of his love for her. Even his love of his own life. When the psycho kidnapper of Emily Watson had fired that 500 at him in the farmhouse, his primary emotion—aside from the adrenaline rush—had been righteous indignation on his wife’s behalf. How evil could Ray Mima be that he would risk causing Grace to grieve? That was how much he thought of her.


At that first lunch with Margo Heatherton—this was maybe eight months ago—Margo had interviewed him as “research” for her “novel.” She had been flattering him, he realized now, but it was subtle and at the time he hadn’t noticed it. She had simply let him do the talking and occasionally admired his expertise. Then, after a while, she had told him about the troubles of her young life—her desire to go her own way rather than succumb to pressure from her father. Which allowed him to dispense a bit of easy wisdom to her, which also flattered him. Which, again, he didn’t realize until much later.


After that—for the next month or two—she did little more than e-mail him from time to time. She’d ask him some new interview question or send him an article she thought might interest him. Every e-mail had her photograph attached. That was just a feature of her e-mail program. But he found himself searching for other pictures of her online. He found two. One in particular showed her at a fancy New York debutante ball, wearing a gown that made her look like a princess. It fascinated him.


Once, after about six weeks, she arranged to bump into him on the street outside the NYPD’s 16th precinct, where Extraordinary Crimes was housed. He bought her a cup of coffee at a nearby diner. She somehow ended up telling him about her problems with her on-again, off-again boyfriend, a medical student. He felt jealous, though he didn’t quite recognize that that’s what it was. She invited him to a party later that night. “Bring your wife!” she said. “I’d love to meet her.” But he knew Grace wouldn’t be able to get away, and wouldn’t like it much if she did. He refused Margo’s invitation to go on his own. He liked the look of disappointment in her eyes. All of this, he had now come to believe, had been calculated on her part, a well-planned campaign to draw him in.


It worked, too. She got into his mind. He began to think about her. There were things that she said and ways that she looked when she said them that kept coming back to him during the day. By this time, Grace had started to rebound from her mild depression. She still missed Houston, but she’d found a church she liked in Queens and the kids were pretty well settled in their red-brick home. She was almost back to her cheerful and generous self. As for him, his work on the Task Force was still slow and frustrating, but traces of the BLK were starting to emerge—they were making progress.


None of this mattered. The only thing that mattered was that she, Margo, was in his mind. Otherwise, he would not have been so vulnerable to the final phase of her seduction.


She invited him up to Westchester, where she lived. To a café where she said she was going to give a reading of some of her novel. He did not go there to have sex with her. He went, though he didn’t realize it then . . . he went on the chance of feeling flattered again. Maybe he’d hear portions of their research interview underpinning her prose, or maybe he’d find that her book contained a character like himself, or a better version of himself. Maybe he’d just get the chance to give her some criticism on her writing while she listened to him, all serious and sophisticated and doe-eyed the way she was.


He did not go to have sex with her, but he didn’t tell his wife he was going to see her either. So later, he understood that Margo had played him expertly and that he had been a country fool, two acres dumber than dirt.


Of course, there had been no reading. There was no novel, as he later came to believe. He was the novel. He was the story she was telling herself. Margo—as he now understood her—was a fantasist and a manipulator. The emotionally disturbed daughter of a wealthy businessman, she was spoiled, unemployable, and idle, nothing but time on her hands. Most of that time she spent on the Internet. She had been taken with him, charmed by his famous picture, and had conceived this romantic drama for them to play out.


The café was closed when he got there. She was waiting for him on the sidewalk outside. She had some long excuse about why the reading had been canceled at the last minute. This included a story about why she needed a ride home. Which, of course, he gave her.


By then, he should have been suspicious about who she was and what she was—even more so after he saw the house she lived in. It was nearly a mansion to his eyes, with acres of landscaped garden in front of it and a local forest preserve stretching down into a gorge behind. But she asked him to come in with her until she got the lights turned on, and then she pretended to be upset about the canceled reading so he stayed for a drink. Until the moment he felt the shocking satin of her skin beneath his hand and the shocking sweetness of her kiss against his lips, he had imagined he was a man more or less in control of himself.


Tonight, after he read his son a story and sang his daughter a song, he sat at the kitchen counter with a beer. He watched his wife finish cleaning the kitchen, and he told her about his day. She had advised him to do this—to tell her—from the start of their marriage. She had warned him not to become one of those cops who keeps the horrors of the job to himself—either out of some misguided sense of chivalry, or out of the conviction that no civilian could possibly understand—and so ultimately becomes more intimate with his partner than his spouse. He didn’t give her all the gory details, but he told her about the murder house and about the child in the hidey-hole and about the nearly unbelievable possibility that Dominic Abend had at last made a fatal error.


“Y’all aren’t thinking he was there himself, are you?” she asked. “At the murder? Himself?”


Grace was standing at the sink polishing the spots off a glass with a dish towel. Her hair was shorter now than when they’d met, but there was still a spill of honeyed ringlets over her round cheeks. Her eyes were still a church girl’s eyes, bright and full of faith in heaven and earth and, yes, in him, her husband. Zach knew full well that no one was innocent, no one was pure, but he couldn’t stop feeling that she was, she was. This willingness of hers to take an interest in his world of unholy bloodshed and wickedness—it was so touching to him that he wanted to . . . to more than make love to her, to meld her with himself, to protect her by making her part of his own strength and indestructibility. He wished he had died—died—before he had ever laid eyes on Margo Heatherton.


“Now why would he go and do that?” Grace wondered, still shining the glass absently. “Why wouldn’t he just send his henchmen?”


His henchmen. God, he loved her. As if Abend were a villain in one of the old black-and-white movies she watched on TV. These, along with religious and homemaking websites, were almost the only media she looked at.


“It does seem kinda unlikely,” Zach murmured into his beer bottle—which was pretty much what he’d said to Goulart too. Only now that he’d had the time and quiet to think it over, Grace’s question struck him as a good one. If Dominic Abend was personally on hand while Marco Paz and his family and his crew were being hacked to pieces—why was he? Why would he expose himself like that after living out of sight for so long?


“The little boy said the killers were looking for something,” he told her. “They kept asking ‘Where is it?’ That’s what he told April.”


“Did he say what it was?”


“He did not. But it wasn’t money. There was plenty of cash lying around, and Paz would have given it up if they’d asked.”


“Then what?”


“Well—it could make sense, you know, if you think about it. If these killings had just been about money or revenge or punishment or some kind of territory or power play, Abend could’ve sent his crew to do the job. But if he was looking for something else, something important . . .”


“. . . maybe it was important enough, he wanted to make sure he found it himself,” said Grace.


“That’s right. Maybe he wanted to make sure none of his crew got there ahead of him.”


“There you go, then,” she said. “This could be your big break.”


Big break. Like in one of her old movies.


“You’re my big break,” he told her.


“Oh, yeah?”


She gave him that look she gave him, and he was achingly aware just then that she had never given it to any other man, that it had not even been in her look repertoire until after their wedding night.


Upstairs, in bed with her, he was able to forget for minutes at a time about the threat hanging over him. And afterward, with her head on his chest and that scent or atmosphere or whatever it was coming off her and into him with every yearning breath he drew, he was even able to doze off for a while. But an hour later, he was awake again, wide awake and in a cold sweat of anxiety and remorse.


We need to talk.


The remorse had begun at once, the very instant he was finished with Margo. It was terrible, way beyond any sorrow he had ever felt before, even his grief at his mama dying. Margo’s hips were still hoisted in his hands, her arms around his neck, her back against her living-room wall. Her blouse was dangling down from the waistband of her hiked skirt, her bra gone, her body still desirable even as the desire drained out of him—and all Zach wanted to do was detach from his solid self and reel back from his own flesh in revulsion. How many times in how many places had this idiot scene played out in the history of men and women through the ages? How small and stupid a little incident it was, when you considered it that way. Yet, now that it had happened to him—to him who had never so much as broken his word before this, not even the word he’d given to some murderous bad man who had fallen into the clutches of his justice—now that it had happened to him against all his principles and expectations, it seemed to undermine the very foundations of his self-image and self-respect. Adultery! What had he been thinking of, for Christ’s sake? What had he not been thinking of? Grace. Tom. Little Ann. An unwanted pregnancy. Disease. Divorce. The children’s faces when he told them he was moving out. . . . Ten seconds after the climax of what had seemed his need for Margo, he couldn’t even remember what it felt like to want her, what it felt like not to be repelled by the very sight of her.


He let her slide slowly, slowly down until both of her delicate feet were on the floor. He leaned forward to put his forehead against the wall, as his hands fumbled to arrange his clothing.


“We should not have done that,” he said.


“Don’t say that, darling,” said Margo Heatherton, with her fingers feathery on the back of his neck. “It was meant to be.”


In his sudden, depressing clarity of mind, those words—the triteness of them, the written-ness of them, their mawkish melodrama—revealed everything to him. Don’t say that, darling. It was meant to be. Meant to be! Was she kidding him? As if this were some sort of sweeping romance with background music, and bubbling hearts and morning-after flowers—instead of a nauseating, sordid betrayal of all his promises to the only woman he loved, the triumph of dick over soul.


“Meant to be,” he said, turning away from her, buckling his belt.


She clung to him, hugged herself to his back. “We were meant for each other. I knew it the minute we met.”


He made a noise of derision, turned his face so she could see his sneer. “What are you talking about, Margo? I have a family. A wife, children, a life. This was a mistake.”


He pulled gently away from her, but her fingertips kept contact with his shoulders, with his arms, as she said, “We don’t have to tell them right away. We’ll make sure they’re taken care of. But, darling, this isn’t something we can just forget about. It’s too powerful. You know it is.”


It was like waking from a nightmare into another nightmare. The e-mails and phone calls that followed. The urgency, anger, and pathetic pleading of Margo’s make-believe love. And he—even he heard the naïve stupidity of his replies. Trying to reason with her, trying to explain, as if she didn’t already understand, as if this hadn’t been her script from the beginning, as if she weren’t simply playing out the scenes she had already written in her own mind. As awful as his remorse was, he could not even experience it because he was too steeped in the fear that she would expose him, the woeful woe of having this crazy woman slither her way into the most intimate reaches of his life.


Then, about a month ago, a little over a month ago, maybe six weeks, it stopped. The e-mails. The phone calls. All of it. Over. Suddenly, completely. On her last call, she had even said to him, “All right, darling. All right. I won’t ever bother you again. This is good-bye forever.”


Good-bye forever! More trite melodrama. Maybe he should not have allowed himself to hope. But when he heard those words, and the silence after she disconnected, he clutched the dead phone in his sweating hand, shut his eyes, and thought, Thank you, Lord.


Margo had, in fact, let him be. Day after day went by without word from her. It was as if a deluge had ended. The floodwaters of fear and self-pity slowly drained from inside him until there, revealed beneath, was the underlying moonscape of remorse. What now? Should he tell Grace? Hell, no. He might just as well beat her, might just as well beat one of the children into the hospital before her eyes—it would have been that devastating to her sense of the world, to the underpinnings of her joy in life. And what purpose would it serve? Confession might relieve his torment of guilt, but why should his torment of guilt be relieved? It was his guilt, after all, it ought to be his torment: that’s how he saw it. He just had to live with it, that’s all. Take the medicine. Go to church. Never mind if the ceremony and scripture and Jesus Christ of it all is a little out of your spiritual line at this point. Just go, Cowboy. Get down on your cheating knees. Pray for solace and forgiveness. Swear to become a better man, the man you used to think you were. These were the only answers he could come up with.


And somehow, after a while, he began to find his way across the interior desert. Oases of relief appeared. Whole hour-long gaps in his self-flagellating misery. Occasional minutes in his wife’s arms when Margo didn’t curse and witchify his imagination.


Then, just as he thought he might have crossed the Shame Sahara, might have spied the Land of the Living at the far horizon (well, of course; because this was her original calculation, the timing of her mind-novel)—just as he was beginning to think he might recover from his mistake, her text came this afternoon:


We need to talk.


Grace was breathing rhythmically against his body now. He slipped out from under her, slid from her embrace. He wasn’t going back to sleep, that was for sure—not for hours, anyway. The doze he’d had after their love-making had only made things worse. It had given him just enough rest to keep him awake. Might as well get something done tonight, take his mind off things, maybe catch a nap tomorrow.


He went downstairs. He set his laptop up on the living-room coffee table. He perched on the edge of the sofa cushion in his Jockeys, bending over the keyboard. He called up the video of April Gomez interviewing the boy, Mickey Paz.


What were the men looking for, Mickey? What were they trying to find? Did they say?


Stu . . . stu . . . stupe bassard . . . stum . . . they said a word I don’t know. Stoomp bassard. Bassard.


Bastard? Stupid bastard?


Bastard. Yes. Stupid bastard.


Only not, thought Zach. Because he did know that word—“bastard.” Zach could tell by the way the boy seized on it when April made the mistake of suggesting it to him. He would know that word, young as he was, hanging out in that den of thieves. He’d know that word and plenty worse.


Stu . . . stu . . . stupe bassard . . . stum . . . they said a word I don’t know. Stoomp bassard. Bassard.


He called up his search engine. It would spell-check and make substitutions, which might make some sense out of what the boy had said. Zach searched stupe bassard.


Did you mean stupid bastard? the search engine asked.


He searched stump bassard.


Did you mean stump busters?


He scrolled through a few stump removal services, then tried again: Abend bassard . . . Brüderlichkeit bassard . . . German bassard. . . .


That seemed to get him somewhere: Did you mean German bastard sword?


He shifted a little closer to the edge of the sofa. “I might,” he murmured to the living-room shadows. He was thinking of the longswords the BLK preferred to kill with. “I might mean that.”


The French épée bâtarde as well as the English bastard sword originates in the 15th or 16th century . . . irregular sword of uncertain origin. . . . The German langes schwert (“long sword”) . . . as opposed to kurzes schwert (“short sword”) or half-sword . . . hand-and-a-half sword later called bastard. . . .
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