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    Robert McCall knew they were coming for him.


    He had just driven through Middleburg, Virginia, a quaint New England town where the country road meandered down to the G.W. Parkway through heavily wooded areas. The trees were like glowing sentinels in the moonlight. A rainstorm lashed the forest and the ribbon of road made it treacherous. McCall had taken a short cut through the trees and to his right was a steep ravine that fell right down to a serene lake. He had just turned a corner on the country road, watching his speed in the driving downpour, keeping it down to forty-five miles an hour.


    It had been the flare of a match.


    It had caught his attention for just a moment, which meant that the assailants were sitting right at the edge of the woods. They had been no more than eight to ten feet back in the shelter of the oaks. So they had been tracking him on their GPS screen for some time. Certainly through Middleburg and then onto this side road which would eventually lead back onto the main thoroughfare.


    They had been waiting for him to make this detour.


    McCall had already made the turn in the road, which left him with two choices. He could slam on the brakes which might be even more hazardous in the driving rainstorm. Or he could accelerate to a spot in the woods where the assailants were waiting for him. That would be the best option, but he only had a second to make the decision and he would still be in danger of sliding across the road to the edge of the precipice. Clearly, the intention was to ram his Jaguar head on. There would be no start up time because the other car was already gunning forward. It would clear the densely packed trees in three seconds, allowing for its own acceleration. It would have come out of the forest like a bat of hell, slamming right into the Jaguar, sending McCall careening across the rain-slicked road. He could not tell for sure what kind of vehicle the assailants were driving, but the shape looked to be a Mercedes.


    McCall accelerated past the woods where the Mercedes rocketed out to ram him. The occupants in the vehicle had not been anticipating that the Jaguar would suddenly stop in the driving rainstorm that was lacerating the woods. Two seconds to get ahead of them. Another second to execute a tight one-hundred-and-thirty degree turn so that the Jaguar was facing back down the country road with the steep incline now on McCall’s left.


    The Mercedes flashed past where the Jaguar had been a second before, expecting to ram it. The car swerved with its added momentum, finding traction on the road, turning back to find McCall’s Jaguar now facing them. McCall had already slammed on his brakes. At the same time, he reached into the glove compartment for his Glock 19 pistol and then jumped out, using the door for cover.


    Time eclipsed down for him as it always did at moments like this. The slow-motion effect was subliminal. It gave McCall the time to aim and fire the Glock before the Mercedes had even straightened out. He noted the Mercedes was a C280, probably a 1995 model, which meant that the windshield had OEE glass, which was thinner than the new models. McCall put six bullets into the windshield of the car. The assailants swerved violently. He had not been able to see anyone in the back seats, but this felt like an assassination attempt and it would have made more sense for the assailants not to have brought along any witnesses.


    At least four of the rounds had hit their targets. The Mercedes careered across the country road, bounced up the curb and then slid down the steep ravine through the trees. McCall slammed the door of the Jaguar and sprinted across to the ditch on the other side. There was still no traffic on the country road. McCall stared down in the deluge and saw where the Mercedes had plunged through some trees and had come to a halt just before the shimmering lake. He slid down the steep slope, finding his way through the copse of trees until he was at the lakeshore. The Mercedes had crashed, the fender crumpled, glass shattered through it.


    McCall slowly approached the wrecked car, still holding onto the Glock 19. There was no movement from within the Mercedes. He opened the driver’s side door. One of the assassins lay impaled by the steering wheel where it had smashed into his chest. His companion had taken two bullets to the head. Both would-be assassins were dead. Hampered by the torrent of driving rain, McCall climbed into the wrecked Mercedes and searched the assailants. They carried nothing with them. No folding money, no change, no wallets, no passports.


    But both of them were wearing silver rings on their right hands. One was a demon-claws silver skull. Beside it was a slim silver ring. McCall knew what was engraved onto them: Remember that you must die.


    Memento Mori.


    He knew he had not seen the last of the Memento Mori mercenaries when he had killed Matthew Goddard in his suite at the Liberty Belle Hotel in New York City. Goddard had said: “There are a hundred of us.” McCall had thought after what had happened in San Antonio and at the United Nations building he had not thought they would have regrouped this quickly. Who was organizing them now that Matthew Goddard was out of the picture? Mercenaries like these did not fight for ideologies. They fought for money. So why come back to try to kill McCall now? What was their new purpose?


    He was certain that someone else was pulling the strings.


    McCall noted that the Mercedes had finished up at a steep angle to the lake, caught between some shrubbery. He leaned forward, put the car into neutral, crawled back out and slammed the car door. He ran around the car and started to push the vehicle forward. It did not take much coaxing. The Mercedes rolled down the gradient, gathering speed. Then McCall stepped away. The car rolled off the bank into the lake. It took a few seconds for the car to sink. Then moonlight covered its surface like a gleaming shroud, lacerated by the unrelenting power of the storm.


    McCall climbed through the deluge back up to the road. No cars or trucks were coming in either direction. It was a lonely spot, he thought, far from the nearest houses with the penetrable forest hiding its secrets. He ran back to his Jaguar. He dropped the Memento Mori silver rings into the pocket of his leather jacket. Then he turned around and headed back toward Maryland.


    McCall felt like the specter of Matthew Goddard was breathing down the back of his neck.


    


    He found Control in Easton, Maryland in an old-world tavern called Bannings. The place was packed with a raucous, lunchtime crowd. McCall’s boss at The Company was already seated at a table overlooking the historic main street of the quaint Colonial town. His full name was James Thurgood Cameron. He looked in good condition after being incarcerated in a house deep in the Virginia woods. McCall had rescued him from the two-story, cedar-sided log cabin surrounded by maple trees. Three of the Memento Mori mercenaries had been guarding him. McCall had found Control by accessing an old abandoned fairground. He had come across some white marble stairs that were just sitting there in the middle of the forest. That had led him to the cabin. McCall had carried the barely conscious Control through the woods and drove him back to New York City. That had been a month ago. Control was back in his element now, living in a Colonial town near Washington D.C., back at The Company on his own terms.


    Matthew Goddard had been responsible for kidnapping Control. But he had done more than that. He had erased Control’s entire identity. Which McCall had thought had been a pretty neat conjuring trick. Once Control had been terminated, there would have been no evidence that he had ever existed.


    But that was in the past now.


    McCall glanced up, perhaps unconsciously, at a stained-glass mural of Blind Justice in the décor of the restaurant with the scales holding a sword in her hand. That seemed fitting to McCall. Control had always strived to find justice in the shadowy netherworld that he operated in. A world that McCall knew all too well and which he avoided now at all costs.


    Yet he had the feeling that he was about to plunge back into that world again.


    Control was wearing a Saville Row suit, a pink striped shirt, a red tie with small, chess pieces on it and gold cufflinks with the initials JTC. The cologne he wore was pungent. McCall knew he purchased it from a small shop in Mayfair in London. He held out his hand when McCall joined him at the table.


    “Good to see you again, Robert.”


    McCall shook hands. “You didn’t move far from your old place in Virginia.”


    “I guess I didn’t. Easton is a quiet, rustic place far away from Washington D.C. for Jenny to have some peace of mind. We found a house right on the Chesapeake Bay.”


    He picked up his iPhone 7 cellphone, tapped an icon and turned it around for McCall. It showed a picture of an historic four-bedroom house on half acre of grounds with wide porches at the front and the side where a fenced-in backyard and redwood deck could be seen. It looked lovely, but it was not a home McCall could live in. Too much space, too lonely, too isolated. Too many memories to come to terms with.


    “How do your daughters like the new house?” he asked.


    “Kerry and Megan are very happy there,” Control said. “Good school, surrounded by woods, the Chesapeake Bay a stone’s throw away. Jenny has gone back to Georgetown University and she is loving it there. We’re settling in nicely.”


    “What has happened at the Company?”


    Control put the iPhone 7 on the table. “Jason Mazur is my second-in-command now. My secretary Emma — who insists she be called that and not an assistant — says he still has a ‘hard on’ for you, but you are yesterday’s news.”


    “Not anymore,” McCall said.


    Control looked at him. He knew that McCall had met him for lunch for a reason. A waiter came over to their table. Control ordered oysters dredged in seasoned flour, dripped in light butter, then fried. He followed it with a stuffed half-chicken with Risotto. McCall ordered fried Chesapeake Bay oysters and the beef and Guinness stew flavored with stout.


    While they waited for the oysters, McCall said: “There was talk of a mission in North Korea.”


    “It wasn’t sanctioned by the Company,” Control said. “A black Ops operation organized by Granny and Mickey Kostmayer, supported by a handful of handpicked mercenaries. They destroyed a North Korean prison camp and liberated over one hundred prisoners. They were flown in four AVIC AC 392 helicopters over the Chinese border. The North Korean troops moved their location and captives to an older prison camp. That was when Kostmayer escaped. He was close to the Yalu River at the Sino-Korean Friendship Bridge and managed to get into Dandong. Kostmayer briefed me back at the Company after I had returned there. Granny was killed in the initial prisoner breakout. All the other mercenaries he and Kostmayer had enlisted to their cause were all killed in the ensuring firefight. But you already know this from Mickey.”


    “I wanted to hear it from you.”


    Their oysters arrived. Control ate a couple of them before he said: “Why don’t you tell me why you want to go to North Korea?”


    “Who says I am thinking of doing that?”


    “Call it instinct. A gut feeling. Am I wrong?”


    “You never are far from the truth,” McCall said..


    He took his cell phone out of his jacket pocket and turned it around for Control to see the text he had received from Granny.


    Odds against me. Still a prisoner in N.K. Come and get me and others. Granny.


    McCall tapped an app to return the text back into memory and returned the cell phone to his jacket pocket. He ate his oysters. Control merely nodded. The ambience in the tavern was noisy and raucous, but it did not reach their quiet oasis.


    “This communication doesn’t mean that Granny is still alive,” Control said. “The text could be spurious. Could have been written by one of the North Korean guards.”


    “Who communicated in English?”


    “Unlikely, but not impossible.”


    “Read it again.” McCall handed his one-time boss the cell phone. “It’s phrased like Granny. If it had been written by the Commandant of the North Korean prison camp, I need to go there myself and find out the truth.”


    “This mission will not be sanctioned by the Company,” Control objected.


    “It doesn’t have to be. I am not asking for permission. I do not work for the Company any longer. But I can’t do this without your intel.”


    Control’s half-chicken with Risotto and McCall’s beef and Guinness stew were served. While they ate, McCall surveyed the boisterous tavern. Unconsciously he was looking for men who might be wearing silver demon-claws skulls on their right hands with a slim plain silver band beside them. He did not see any.


    Across from him, Control said: “You know Mickey Kostmayer will want to accompany you on this mission.”


    “He barely made it out of that North Korean prison camp alive,” McCall said. “He’s been running on adrenalin and nervous energy ever since he got back to New York. Sitting down in that underground parking facility beneath the United Nations building with a homemade bomb of C4 explosives in his hands while the bomb squad was on their way would have taken a toll on anybody. Even Mickey Kostmayer, whose nerves are wound tight at the best of times. He was lucky that Colonel Michael Ralston — Gunner — disabled the bomb. Kostmayer sat with it on his lap until the bomb squad made sure there was not a second detonator rigged up to explode. Which there certainly could have been. The wiring on the device was faulty and it did not function. I won’t allow Kostmayer to go back into a life-and-death situation.”


    “Shouldn’t you let Kostmayer decide that for himself?” Control said. mildly.


    “Not this time,” McCall said. “I know Mickey. Too much trauma will put his psyche into overload. I told you on the phone. This is a solo mission. There is one person I can reach out to, but it’s a long shot and his help may not be viable.”


    “Who is this person?


    “No one you know.”


    “But he could get you into North Korea?” Control asked.


    “Maybe.”


    “You’ll need help once you get there.”


    “That’s why you’re going to give me the intel I need,” McCall said. “Unless you’re not.”


    “In which case you’ll just go to N.K. anyway.”


    McCall sat back and smiled. “That’s the general idea.”


    Control shook his head. “I don’t like it.”


    “You don’t have to like it,” McCall said, evenly. “Just make the arrangements.”


    Control finished his meal and said: “What aren’t you telling me?”


    McCall paused for a moment, then reached into his jacket pocket, brought out the demon-claws silver skull and the silver band and placed them both on the table. Control picked up the demon-claws skull and turned it over in the light streaming through the picture window from the street.


    “This was what you lifted from Matthew Goddard’s hand when he tried to kill you at the Liberty Belle Hotel,” he said. “The mercenaries at the Valencia Hotel in San Antonio were wearing these same silver demon-claws skulls.”


    “So was the assassin I took out at the West Texas Reginal Water Plant in Boerne, Texas,” McCall said. “Matthew Goddard told me there were a hundred mercenaries working for him.”


    Control looked at his one-time agent in alarm. “But Matthew Goddard is dead. These mercenaries would have disbanded.”


    “Two men tried to run me off a country road outside D.C last night,” McCall said. “It was only a fluke that I saw them coming out of the trees. I put six bullets into their windshield which them sent them down into a ravine.”


    “What did you do with their bodies?”


    “I pushed their Mercedes into one of the lakes. It sank without a trace. There was no one on the road in that monsoon we had last night.”


    “You left no trace of them?” Control asked.


    McCall looked at him. Control nodded and handed the silver rings back to McCall who put them into his jacket pocket. He glanced around to make sure they had not been overhead, but no one in the boisterous room was paying any attention to their quiet oasis.


    “So, these mercenaries are regrouping,” Control said. “But to what purpose?”


    “I don’t know,” McCall said. “But they’re reporting to someone.”


    “Who?”


    McCall shrugged. “That is a very good question.”


    Control waved off the waitress who wanted to serve them dessert and coffee, paid the bill and stood. “Take a walk with me.”


    McCall get to his feet and followed Control out of the restaurant.


    The elegant Spymaster stopped at McCall’s black jaguar that was parked outside the Banning Tavern. “I see you’ve got your Jaguar back.”


    “I didn’t really need it living in New York City, but it was time to get it back on the road.”


    Control turned to look at his old friend. “You remember when we walked through the Old Church at Sleepy Hollow to look at Elena Petrov’s grave and I asked you to make sure the odds you weren’t equalizing weren’t too high?”


    “I remember.”


    “Is there anything I can say to talk you out of this mission to North Korea?”


    McCall shook his head. “Not a thing.”


    Control nodded. “I didn’t think so. Meet me at the Company in the boardroom at 09:00 A.M. tomorrow. I will get you that intel on North Korea. I promised Kerry and Megan I would buy them something here in Banning at the Pottery Barn in Easton Square Place.”


    “You’re a good Dad.”


    “I try my best. Do you still stop in the churchyard at Sleepy Hollow and put yellow sunflowers on Elena’s grave?”


    “Not as often as I should,” McCall admitted.


    Control nodded, as if he understood. “Time goes by.”


    “Not for me,” McCall said, quietly


    “See you tomorrow, Robert.”


    Control strode off down the street. He was clearly unnerved by what McCall had told him and McCall understood why.


    This was a suicide mission he was going on in North Korea.


    


    Across from them in a little park, the young woman set down her Nikon Monarch 3 10X43 binoculars on the table and picked up her iced tea. She knew when her two mercenaries had not reported in from Washington D.C. that they had been killed. She did not care how it had happened. She figured that Robert McCall had spotted them and killed them. He would have disposed of their bodies in the woods outside Middleburg, Virginia, somewhere on the road to Washington D.C. The mercenaries were expendable. But she would not tolerate any more failures. She wanted revenge for her lover Matthew Goddard, but she would wait until the right moment to exact it.


    McCall pulled his Jaguar away from the Banning Tavern.


    Ironically, the young woman toasted him.
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    Granny knew they would be coming back for him.


    It was pitch black in the corrugated hut where he was incarcerated, which measured eight feet by ten feet. It was stifling hot in the metal coffin. Luckily, the hut was not air-tight and cold air escaped from the edges of the rusting latches. Granny had slowed his breathing down in anticipation of what was coming. His eyes were closed, almost in meditation.


    Granny was in the middle of taking apart a motorcycle…in his mind.


    It was a 150cc Viper Dirt Bike with front and rear hydraulic discs with manual transmission capable of doing 55 MPH. It had a Twin Space Heavy Duty Steel frame. The clutch was a manual with four gears with a Stroke Single Cylinder with a fuel capacity of 1.3 gallons. The lightweight frame measured 65” by 32.2” by 43” with a kick start. It was a shiny green color. Granny had stripped down the dirt bike to the nuts and bolts and was in the process of putting it back together again, piece by piece. It would take him time, but he had a lot of that.


    Granny had a photographic memory which he had since the age of six. He could remember putting together a LEGO Star Wars Ultimate Millennium Falcon building kit with 7541 pieces. It had taken him a week and it had been his most precious possession at the time. He could select and choose from memories he had not thought about for a long time. Events and times and places which he could picture with amazing clarity. People and faces he could remember at will, some of them good, some bad, but all of them pieces of a gigantic jigsaw puzzle, no different than the Star Wars Millennium Falcon kit he had put together when he was a boy. Some memories were more prominent than others.


    Granny conjured up Mickey Kostmayer’s face in his mind. He knew he had escaped from a work party who had been assigned to clear large rocks and massive tree limbs from a forest road near the prison. Granny had heard a couple of the North Korean guards talking about the prisoners’ rebellion. They did not know that Granny had overheard them, because no one in the prison camp knew Granny spoke Korean. In fact, he spoke eight languages fluently. Kostmayer had escaped into the woods right on the edge of the Yalu River. One of the Korean guards talked about a man they had lost in those woods when they were chasing the prisoner. Granny nodded and smiled.


    Kostmayer.


    He must have made it into Dandong in China, just over the Sino-Korean Friendship Bridge. Or maybe he had swum to one of the little islands in the Yalu River and made his way from there to the harbor. Kostmayer would have found a way to get back to the United States. But all this was speculation on Granny’s part. For all he knew, Kostmayer was lying dead in those woods or in one of the streams that bordered the work area. But the North Korean guards had not reported him missing. They had returned to the prison camp fearing for their lives. Failure was not an option for them. They had lost a prisoner and Granny believed that they had been severely beaten. He had been surprised they had not been beheaded.


    Granny replaced Kostmayer’s face with the face of Robert McCall. He had nurtured a fleeting hope that The Equalizer — Granny thought the name suited McCall well — might find a way to rescue him. There were other foreign prisoners in the North Korean prison camp as well. Granny had acquired a cell phone from the Commandant of the prison and had sent a terse text message to McCall. But then the phone had been seized and Granny had been thrown into isolation in this sweltering metal coffin to rot. So, he did not know if his text had ever arrived. Certainly, he had never got a response from McCall’s cell phone. It had been worth a shot, but Granny held no real hope that the message had been received.


    He heard the hinges squeaking on the corrugated door of the low hut.


    Pale sunshine filtered in, replacing the blackness.


    Four North Korean guards grabbed Granny from the low wooden stool where he had been sitting, his head almost scraping the top of the corrugated roof. They held him in a vice-like grip. Granny could see the lean, tall Commandant of the prison camp in the doorway. His name was Myang-Sook-Jang. He carried a swagger stick which Granny wanted to tell him had not been used since Bridge Over the River Kwai. The Commandant was dressed in a Koran uniform with shiny black boots. His eyes were obsidian, black orbs that were sunk deep in a pockmarked face. When he spoke it was in a toneless, hoarse whisper.


    “Who did you send your text message to?”


    Granny was being held rigid by the four guards, but he shook his head as best as he could. “What text? You guys took my cell phone away when I first got here, Max.”


    “Tell me your name,” Myang-Sook-Jang said.


    “It’s Granny.”


    “Your real name.”


    “Tough to pronounce. Granny suits me well. Even my mother calls me that. Kind of a nickname.”


    “Who did you send the coordinates of the camp to?” Jang asked him.


    “No one. I don’t know where we are.”


    “Who at the CIA do you work for?”


    “The CIA wouldn’t know me if they fell over me.”


    “You deny you were sent to North Korea as part of a covert mission of aggression?”


    “I am an independent contractor working for South Korea,” Granny said. “The plane I was in got shot down. North Korean troops picked me up. Don’t know what else to tell you, Max.”


    Myang-Sook-Jang made a gesture, like he was dismissing Granny. Three of the guards held Granny on the stool. The fourth picked up a canteen cup from a pail of water in a corner and a cloth. He returned and held the cloth tight across Granny’s face, covering his mouth and breathing passages. Then he poured the water from the canteen cup over the wet cloth from a height of twelve to twenty-four inches. Granny choked on the water being poured down his throat. The procedure had been performed on him twice in the time since he had been captured and brought to this older prison camp. The military called it waterboarding. Granny had researched it for a mission he had undertaken for the Company. It had been developed by the Spaniards called Tortura del agra. The Dutch East Indian Company had used it when they had massacred English prisoners on the Island of Amboyna in 1623. The Japanese military called it Kempeitai. The Gestapo used it during World War II. The French had used it in in the Algerian War from 1954 to 1962. Granny had once rescued a husband and wife from the Khmer Rouge at the Toi Sleng prison in Phnom Penh in Cambodia where they had been similarly tortured. The American military had used waterboarding aggressively during in the Vietnam War.


    It made Granny feel like he was drowning. He writhed and gagged. The cloth was held about twenty to forty seconds, then removed. Granny gasped for breath. He was unimpeded to allow him to take four full breaths. Then the wet cloth was affixed to his mouth and breathing passages and the procedure was repeated. It caused near asphyxiation. Granny coughed and nearly passed out. Then he was brought back to consciousness and the wet cloth removed from his mouth and nose. He was allowed to breathe for another full breath, then the torture was repeated.


    And repeated.


    Finally, Myang-Sook-Jang must have been made another impatient gesture because the wet cloth was removed from Granny’s mouth and nose. The guard dropped the pail and the canteen cup into the filthy corner where it had been placed before. The three guards let go of Granny, then one of them hit him in the stomach to make him throw up the water he had swallowed. Granny doubled over, spitting out more water, sputtering and gagging.


    He looked over at Myang-Sook-Jang who stared at him in the gloom. Then the guards emerged from the corrugated hut and the gate was shut and locked.


    Granny was left in utter blackness.


    He was traumatized, shaking, forcing the sensation of nearly drowning to subside.


    Then he went back to building the dirt bike racing motorcycle in his mind from the ground up.


    


    McCall was not certain if the Asian grocer and his wife were still on the same corner in his old neighborhood. The old Asian woman was stacking Lotto tickets behind the counter of the convenience store. Her husband, maybe a little younger than her, but not by much, was restocking the shelves where the cookies, donuts and cupcakes were kept. A television was playing a soccer match with the sound turned off. The old Asian woman looked up when McCall entered the store and nodded, smiling, as if she had been expecting him any day. The old Asian man looked up from his shelves at the sound of the bell that opened the front door of the store. When he saw that whoever had entered was no threat, he went back to meticulously rearranging the packages of twinkies, donettes, dingdongs and fruit pies.


    “We have missed you, Mr. McCall,” the old Asian woman said. “Why you never come to see us anymore?”


    “I moved out of the neighborhood,” McCall said.


    “It is our loss,” the old Asian man said.


    McCall moved over to where the old Asian man was on his hands and knees. He reached into a box of Hostess products, removing more packages of cinnamon rolls, Zingers and Mini Muffins.


    “How long have you and your wife been living on this corner in Greenwich Village?”


    “Fifty-eight years,” the grocer owner said.


    “Quite an achievement.”


    He looked up at McCall with irony and went back to stacking the shelves.


    “Which province in North Korea are you from?”


    That gave the old Asian a moment’s pause. His wife stopped sorting out the Lotto tickets, picked up a Styrofoam Starbucks cup and brought it out to her husband. He did not bother to look up. His wife went back to the long counter and picked up more Mega Millions and Powerball tickets.


    “I am from Vietnam,” the old Asian man said.


    “That’s what you want the neighborhood to believe.”


    He shrugged. “Vietnamese, Korean, no one in this neighborhood would know the difference. I am an old Oriental man who keeps to himself and out of trouble.”


    “But it wasn’t always that way,” McCall guessed.


    The old man shrugged again. He went back to carefully placing the Hostess products on the two bottom shelves. He said: “I am from the Kwanso Province in North Korea. I was born in the capital city of Kanggye.”


    “You know my name is Robert McCall. What is your name?”


    “Kyung-Jae. But in your country, I am just ‘Jerry.’ My wife is He-Ran. You won’t know what that means.”


    “‘Grace and orchid’,” McCall said


    The old Asian man just nodded and smiled.


    “How long has it been since you were home?” McCall asked him.


    “Fifty-eight years,” he said, again with irony.


    McCall knelt down beside him. “I need your help.”


    “I am an old man. You have your own life. What sort of help could I give you?”


    “I want to go to North Korea.”


    “Dangerous place for westerners to travel to,” Kyung-Jae said. “Better off you should go to Florida or Las Vegas.”


    “A friend of mine is being held prisoner in a prison camp on the border before the Yalu River below the Sino-Friendship Bridge. The prison camp was hit by western forces and many of the Korean prisoners were liberated. But the camp was moved to another prison camp not far from the original location. I need to find that second prison camp. Can you help me?”


    It was a long moment before the old Asian man straightened, the box of Hostess products empty. He carried it back to the counter, collapsed it and tossed it on top of other boxes ready to be tied up for the trash. McCall straightened. He-Ran had stopped stacking the New York Lotto tickets and was watching her husband. A young man entered the store, grabbed a bottled water and a wrapped croissant and left. The old Asian woman was still looking at her husband, as if fearful.


    “I do not remember those times,” he said.


    “I think you do, Kyu-Jae.”


    “Please call me ‘Jerry’. Everyone else does. You have seen much heartbreak in your life, Mr. McCall.”


    “That is true.”


    “You are a dangerous man.”


    “Only to those who would harm my friends and the people I care about.”


    “Your quest to North Korea would be perilous.”


    McCall noted that all pretense of the ‘old Asian accent” had disappeared.


    “It will be, but it is a journey I must undertake.”


    Kyung-Jae said: “It has been many years since I was home, but I can make some inquires for you. Come back to see me tomorrow.”


    McCall nodded and held out his hand. The Asian man’s hand was gnarled, but his grip was strong. McCall shook He-Ran’s also, which was firm, but shook slightly. The early signs of Parkinson’s. McCall tried to let her know her husband was doing the right thing. Years of a wary existence in a small neighborhood community had frayed her nerves. But her eyes were kind and she squeezed his hand.


    “Haeng un eul bin da.”


    McCall knew she had said: “Good luck.”


    He nodded and walked out of the mom-and-pop grocery store.


    


    Candy Annie and Mickey Kostmayer strolled through Central Park hand-in-hand. Kostmayer wore a leather bomber jacket, faded jeans and loafers. Candy Annie was in her mid-twenties. She wore a beige skirt, a lilac silk shirt and sandals with pink nail polish on the toes. She did not consider them a couple yet. That would be very presumptuous of her. But she had reached down for Kostmayer’s hand and he had taken it. It had given Candy Annie a warm feeling inside. She had been living in Kostmayer’s apartment on Fifty-Fourth Street and Second Avenue ever since Robert McCall had dropped her off there. Before that, Candy Annie had been living in a niche about seventeen feet long literally below the streets of Manhattan. Over the years she had scrounged an old-fashioned, four-poster bed, a cedar oak dresser and a redwood rocking chair, a sofa and two armchairs, a TV, circa 1990’s, mainly provided by Jackson T. Foozelman, the old black man who had befriended her twelve years before when she had been lost and stranded in the big city. The only thing she brought up with her to the Upworld, when Mr. McCall and Fooz had rescued her, was a bright quilt that now lay in Kostmayer’s bedroom. Candy Annie and Kostmayer veered toward where the chess tables were set up in Central Park. She pictured her wonderful apartment. It was decorated in pale sandalwood, a couch and two armchairs in a Pueblo motif, a coffee table from the Southwest, a Frederic Remington painting prominent on one wall and some exquisite Indian pottery. Candy Annie was fond of a wooden ladder that rose almost to the ceiling like the kind that Kostmayer said the Mexican soldiers had used to scale the ramparts when they stormed the Alamo. Candy Annie had come to think of the apartment as her home now, which seemed to be fine with Mr. Kostmayer. She knew he had been through a terrible ordeal when he was being held as a prisoner in North Korea. But that was all she knew. Kostmayer never talked about it. He had escaped into the forest surrounding the prison camp, she knew that much. He had talked about a friend of his that he had “left behind”. Candy Annie did not know who that was, although Mr. Kostmayer had an odd name for him. It sounded to her like “Granny.” Once Mr. Kostmayer had been back in the picture, Candy Annie had assumed she would be looking for a new place to live, but Mr. Kostmayer did not seem to want her to do that. He had told her she could stay in the apartment for as long as she wanted. Candy Annie had insisted she give Mr. Kostmayer back his bed, but he said he was fine sleeping on the pull-out couch.


    But he had nightmares. They woke Candy Annie up in the middle of the night. She came out a couple of times to try to comfort him, and had held him close, which appeared to have given him some concern, since the t-shirt she wore to bed was about three sizes too small for her and it rode up her legs in an alarming manner. Or so he had told her. After his last nightmare, he had asked her to stay in the bedroom and she had heeded his wishes. But it had bothered Candy Annie a lot that she was an intrusion in Kostmayer’s life


    She thought she had fallen in love with him, although she did not really know what that meant. She had lived her life beneath the streets of Manhattan and had no way of judging whether a man would be attracted to her or not. She guessed she did have a curvaceous figure. Which could be attractive to Mr. Kostmayer, except she did not think he noticed her at all.


    Mr. McCall had been wonderful to her. He had found her a job as a waitress at Langan’s Pub and Restaurant on Forty-Seventh Street just off Seventh Avenue below Times Square. At the time, Candy Annie had tried to thank him. She had even tried to strip for him right there in Mr. Kostmayer’s apartment when he had first brought her there. But Mr. McCall was too much of a gentleman to take her up on her offer of a sexual favor. In truth, except for one brief encounter with a homeless guy who had been living below the New York streets, and who was really very sweet, that had been the total encounters she had with sex. Now she felt a rush whenever Mickey Kostmayer was in the apartment at night, although she had never acted on it. She did not know how he felt about her. Mr. Kostmayer was friendly and a little — what was the word Mr. McCall had used — ironic at times. Candy Annie was not sure what that meant, but Mr. Kostmayer had always treated her with care and respect. But could he be more to her than that? Candy Annie entertained the fantasy that one of these nights she would pad into the living room, put her arms around Mr. Kostmayer and make love to him, in her own way, which was not very experienced, she had to admit. But that had not happened to her as yet, and it may not ever happen.


    But she could dream.


    In the meantime, Mr. Kostmayer’s guilt about his friend was consuming him. It was eating away at him like a cancer and it just broke Candy Annie’s heart. Mr. McCall had told her that Mr, Kostmayer would have to deal with his guilt, or sorrow, in his own way. But Candy Annie wanted to help him get through this difficult time.


    She and Kostmayer moved through the trees to where the chess tables were set up. Kostmayer spotted Mike Gammon playing with a gorgeous set of Game of Thrones pieces that he obviously carried with him. Across from him was an intense stockbroker who looked as if he had thrashed Bobby Fischer that day. Kostmayer thought Gammon was four moves away from checkmate. He looked up when he saw Kostmayer and Candy Annie step up to the table.


    The ex-homicide detective said: “Nice to see you again, Candy Annie. Mr. McCall told me you got a pretty sweet job.”


    “I’m working as a waitress at Langan’s Pub on Seventh Avenue,” she gushed. “It is the best, Mr. Gammon! The people are super-friendly. I have dropped my share of trays piled high with steak-and-kidney pies, but I am getting the hang of it. This is Mr. Kostmayer, a friend of Mr. McCall’s.”


    Mike Gammon nodded. “I’ve seen you here before. Usually playing chess with Granny.”


    The stockbroker moved his Queen across the chessboard and hit the timer. There was a look of triumph on his face until Gammon moved his rook without even glancing at it.


    “What’s happened to Granny? I haven’t seen him around lately.”


    But Kostmayer’s attention had been caught by a slim, slight man, maybe in his thirties, wearing a jean jacket, faded jeans and boots. His blond hair was streaked the same way Granny wore his. He was jogging through the trees away from the chess tables.


    “Wait me for here, Annie,” Kostmayer said, and took off after the figure who was by now almost swallowed up in the trees.


    Candy Annie smiled at Mike Gammon. “Mr. Kostmayer always calls me Annie, not Candy Annie. He is the only one who that does. Makes me feel special.”


    The stockbroker moved his rook. Gammon moved his other knight. “Checkmate.” he said.


    The stockbroker looked mortified.


    Kostmayer caught up with his quarry just as he had cleared the trees and turned him around. It was not Granny. The man was a little taller than Granny with the same white-blond hair and gray eyes. Kostmayer let his arm go.


    “Sorry. I thought you were a friend of mine. He has the same build, same clothes and the same Illya Kuryakin hairstyle. Sorry I chased after you.”


    “No problem,” the young man said. “Hope you find your friend.”


    He moved away. Kostmayer jogged back to the chess tables. Mike Gammon was putting his Games of Thrones chess pieces back in a velvet bag.


    “Was that Granny?” Candy Annie asked him anxiously.


    “No.”


    “Let me know when you see him again,” Mike Gammon said. “We have a long-standing chess match we need to finish.”


    Kostmayer just nodded curtly and moved away. Candy Annie was embarrassed by his rudeness. “He is worried about his friend Granny.”


    “We all are,” Gammon said.


    Candy Annie ran to catch up with Kostmayer who was striding through the trees. She put her arm through his. “Mr. McCall says you’re going to find your friend.”


    Kostmayer stopped and looked at her. “When did McCall tell you that?”


    Candy Annie looked flustered. “I don’t know. When he came to see you at your apartment a few days ago and you were out. He said he would catch up with you later.”


    “My friend is dead,” Kostmayer said, brusquely. “That’s the bottom line. Don’t mention his name again, Anne.” He moved away from her. “We need to go home.”


    He strode through the trees toward the 59th Street entrance from the park.


    Candy Annie followed him, feeling Kostmayer’s tension curling up inside her chest.

  


  
    3


    


    Liz Montgomery had not expected to see her sister again.


    Her attention was fixed on the fence that separated the compound from the rest of the prison camp. She had seen some movement there and was hoping against hope that it was the guards bringing Granny back. She had lost count of how many days he had been held in what Walter Coburn said was little more than a metal corrugated coffin about eight feet by ten feet. Liz knew that prisoners who were incarcerated in solitary confinement were reduced to husks of their former selves. They were broken men.


    But not Granny.


    Somehow, Liz knew that he would find a way to mentally rise about the torture that was being inflicted on him. Walter Coburn had said that Commandant Myang-Sook-Jang used waterboarding techniques to break his captives. She knew that Jang would use whatever means he had available to torment his prisoners. But Granny had not come back into the main compound and Liz wondered if he had succumbed to the torture and been killed. Then she dismissed that thought from her mind. Walter Coburn, the burly contactor she had befriended at the same time as Granny, had told her that the prison guards would have talked about it. He understood a little Korean and he would have heard snippets of conversations. Granny was a western prisoner along with the others who were incarcerated there. There were only four of them: Liz Montgomery, Walter Coburn, Granny and a new prisoner named Fredrik Jorgensen, a Dutch industrialist who had been transferred to the prison camp. He was a quietly spoken, introspective man. Liz had only talked him for a few minutes. He seemed shell shocked. She knew how he felt.


    Liz had been imprisoned at another prison camp where a mass breakout had freed about one hundred Korean prisoners. Granny and another Black Ops operative named Mickey Kostmayer had led the raid and the hundred captives had been loaded into four helicopters and flown over the Chinese border. The mercenaries who had been a part of this rescue mission had all been killed except for Granny and Kostmayer. The prison camp had been moved to this older facility which was basically falling apart. Liz looked up at the watchtowers where three North Korean armed guards were permanently stationed. She thought they were rotated in eight-hour shifts. And there were the guards who roamed the camp to keep tabs on the prisoners. Most of the captives were incarcerated in the older huts in the front of the camp. This section was used to keep the more high-profile inmates, which included the western prisoners, who had been captured. There were no locks on the doors of the Quonset huts. They were watched day and night. Although Liz knew that Mickey Kostmayer had escaped from the camp during a work party when the North Korean prisoners had rebelled against their captors. She did not know if he had made it to the Chinese border or not. He never came back, so she supposed that he had been killed. But she did not know that for sure. She knew that Kostmayer and Granny had been close friends.


    Liz’s hands clenched into fists. Her captivity had taken its toll on her emotional health. And it had been all her fault. As a photojournalist, she had strayed too close to the North Korean border trying to find a prison camp that the North Koreans insisted did not exist. Liz’s intention was to photograph this prison camp. Candid shots sent to the western world to show what kind of conditions the Korean prisoners were enduring. Her sister Deva Montgomery had been visiting her sister in New York City. She had insisted on accompanying Liz on her photo shoot. They had taken off from Jeongseok Airfield in an Air Force WC 135 Phoenix aircraft to make a reconnaissance survey at the North Korean border. They had strayed too far into the trees following some hikers that they had spied from the air. Their Phoenix aircraft had developed engine trouble and they had crashed landed in the dense woods. The pilot had been killed, but Liz and Deva had scrambled out of the crippled aircraft. They found a trail that the Korean hikers had used, but then they had become separated. Liz had lost sight of her sister and had been picked up by a North Korean BTR-152 Armored Personnel Carrier jeep. Liz had tried to explain that she was an American photojournalist whose aircraft had developed engine trouble and crashed landed. She demanded to be taken to a place where she could be flown to the American Embassy in Seoul. If the North Korean guards understood what she was saying she had no idea. They had not said a word. She had pleaded to the North Korean military personnel to find her sister Deva, but her entreaties had fallen on deaf ears. After seven hours Liz found herself in this North Korean prison camp which she knew was an old one. She had no idea what happened to her beautiful sister Deva.


    Until today.


    When Liz turned away from the fence and its gate her spirits soared. She could not believe her eyes. Her sister Deva had just stepped out of a modified jeep manned by two North Korean guards. She looked weary and disorientated, but she was alive! Deva had not seen her sister as yet. Liz ran down the compound and practically threw herself into her sister’s arms. Deva just burst into tears. Liz had always been the tougher older sister, edgy and forceful, who swore like a sailor and who had one-night stands more times that she could count. Her sister Deva was more withdrawn, sweeter, wary of affection and other people’s motives. Liz was a brunette with a page boy cut. Deva was a blonde with cascades of Farrah-Fawcett hair layered on her head. Liz was dressed in the grey prison uniform all the prisoners wore. Deva still wore her jeans, a turtleneck, a lightweight jacket and laced-up boots, but Liz knew that would change.


    Deva was a little unsteady on her feet, so Liz supported her to the large hut where she and the other western prisoners spent most of their time. Liz had been forced occasionally to go outside the prison camp in work parties, always supervised by the guards. She felt Myang-Sook-Jang had wanted these western inmates for a special purpose. Ransom, or to parade them in front of some video cameras so they could be forced to denounce the United States. But so far the prison hierocracy had left the western captives alone. Liz looked up and saw that the two North Koran guards up in two of the watch towers were following their progress with no interest. Liz looked around and noted that the guards in the compound regarded them with disdain. Which was fine with Liz. The less the contact they had with these torturers, the better.


    When they reached the wooden steps at the large hut, Deva just collapsed onto them. Walter Coburn jogged over to them. Liz’s eyes searched his face for any word on Granny. He just shook his head.


    “This is my sister Deva,” Liz said. “We got shot down in the forest, but then we got separated. It has been six days since I have seen her. I had lost hope.”


    “Nice to meet you, Deva, even in these harsh circumstances,” Coburn said. He looked at Liz. “There is a reason your sister has been brought here to this camp.”


    “I twisted my ankle sliding down a steep ravine,” Deva said. Her voice, as opposed to her sister, was softer and a little hoarse. “I couldn’t find Liz and then North Korean soldiers spotted me and picked me up. I was held at another prison camp for six days, then I was transferred here. They let me keep the clothes I was wearing. I don’t think they knew what to do with me.”


    “You’re here, that’s all that matters,” Liz said, and hugged her sister again. “We’ll get you inside. There are no locks on these huts. We are watched all the time. But there are beds and even some furniture, a couch and a couple of chairs and a writing desk.”


    The Dutchman Fredrik Jorgensen moved up to them. His voice had a melodic quality to it. He held out his hand, as if they were being introduced at a garden party. “Fredrik Jorgensen.”


    “I’m Liz Montgomery.”


    Fredric Jorgensen smiled in spite of himself. “But not the Liz Montgomery who was on our telly screens and who could twitch her nose to make magic happen?”


    “Not that Liz Montgomery,” Liz sighed. “Or I would have twitched my nose a lot earlier than this and made all of these fuckers disappear. No offence, Mr. Jorgensen.”


    “None taken, I assure you.”


    “My sister has a colorful vocabulary,” Deva said, and laughed, probably Liz thought for the first time in days. “You should have heard her when she is dealing with other photojournalists who give her crap. She can swear with the best of them.”


    “Especially in this godforsaken place,” Liz said.


    “Best to remain circumspect and deferential in the camp,” Coburn warned them. “A wrong word could mean the difference here between life and death.”


    Coburn had turned toward the rusting gate and took a step forward. “Granny is back!”


    Liz turned and saw Granny, barely able to walk, pushing his way through the gate that led back to where the huts were lined up for the Korean prisoners. Two of the Korean prison guards were behind him. They watched him stumble and almost fall. Coburn leapt down from the wooden porch steps and ran forward. Liz jumped to her feet to follow.


    “Wait for me here, Deva,” she said.


    Then she was racing to catch up with Granny.


    Walter Coburn reached him first. The contractor pulled him up to his feet. The two prison guards watched dispassionately. By that time Liz had reached him and took his other arm.


    “I’m all right,” Granny said in a halting voice.


    Liz could hear the strain in his voice. She clutched him tighter. “We got you, Granny.”


    Granny looked at her with his lopsided grin. “You’re an angel come down from heaven.”


    “I’ve had boyfriends who have described me in less glowing terms, but I’ll take the compliment.”


    “Lean on me,” Coburn told him.


    They half-carried Granny the rest of the way to the large hut. When they reached it, Granny nodded, as if he were fine now, which could not be further from the truth. Liz and Coburn lowered him to the lower porch step.


    “This is my sister I told you about,” Liz said. “Deva.”


    Granny nodded, his voice still hoarse, but getting stronger. “I see the resemblance.”


    “We got separated, but they brought her here,” Liz said. “Thank God.”


    “They want all the western prisoners in one camp,” Granny said.


    Liz turned to Walter Coburn and said: “Bring him some water, Walter, would you?”


    “I’ll pass on the water,” Granny said, even though the irony was lost on the group.


    Deva looked out at the guards who were patrolling the grounds of the compound. There were some North Korean prisoners among them, but they kept to themselves. “What are they going to do to us?” she asked, fearfully.


    “Nothing,” Granny said. “Yet. They’ll make their intentions known to us.”


    “I thought we had lost you,” Liz said, with genuine affection in her voice. She glanced at Deva to see if she had caught the implication in her voice. “Granny is very precious to all of us.”


    Deva had not missed her sister’s tone. “I’m sure he is.”


    “What did they do to you in that metal coffin?” Liz asked him.


    “They made me drink water,” Granny said, ironic. “They asked me questions. I had no answers for them. After a while they let me out.”


    “They could have let you rot in that metal coffin.”


    “I was too busy working on my motorcycle.”


    “They allowed you to have a motorcycle?” Deva asked, incredulously.


    “It was a beauty. But I had to leave it behind.”


    Liz was tracking with his logic. “I always said you should have played Steve McQueen in the Great Escape.”


    Granny smiled at that.


    “Is that really your name?” Deva asked him. “Granny?”


    “It suits me.”


    “Let’s get you inside the hut,” Liz suggested. “You need to lie down.”


    Granny nodded. He allowed Liz and Coburn to help him up to his feet. Then he looked past them. Myang-Sook-Jang stood outside his two-story hut smoking a cigarette. Granny had looked into the windows of the hut before he had been knocked down by two of the patrolling guards. It was nicely furnished inside with wicker furniture, old-fashioned oil lamps, a desk, a sofa, two upright chairs, even a piano in one corner. Two wooden porch steps led down into the compound.


    Jang did not move. He did not acknowledge Granny, or Walter Coburn, or the Dutch Industrialist Fredrik Jorgensen who had joined them. He was looking at the two sisters. There was nothing in his opaque eyes and no expression on his face. He smoked his cigarette. Granny allowed Liz and Walter Coburn to support him inside the hut.


    He got a fleeting glimpse of Myang-Sook-Jang’s face before the hut door closed.


    It was impassive, but Granny felt his black eyes were mocking them.


    


    The fight in the playground area at P.S. 119 in Brooklyn had escalated out into the street. A black-and-white police car pulled up to the fence and two Officers jumped out. Both of them were in uniform. The female Officer was Alexa Kokinas, an American of Greek heritage in her mid-twenties, her raven hair piled up on her head. She was backed up by her partner, Tony Palmer, a good-looking, edgy cop.


    Alexa Kokinas was deaf.


    Well, that was not strictly speaking true. Her right ear had no hearing in it whatsoever. Her left ear had some partial hearing, maybe 30 per cent. Which, as far as Alexa Kokinas was concerned, was all she needed to function as a human being and be a good cop.


    The hoodlums had invaded the playground and had sought out the high students there, some of whom had been wandering into their territory when they had been attending a party at some dude’s house. The street gang had arrived at P.S. 119 to kick a little ass and generally terrorize the students. Their game plan had been to find the students who had dared to encroach on their territory and teach them a lesson they would never forget. But the students at P.S. 119 were tough and the fight had spilled out quickly through the gate of the playground and
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