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For Katrina—again, or for the first time 











Nor is there any law more just, than that he who has plotted death shall perish by his own plot. 

—Ovid 





We can’t all be saints. 

—John Dillinger 
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The streets of downtown Miami shimmered in the evening heat, the summer air rich with spice and song. Neon and rum and the warm ocean breeze conspired to make the city thrum with lurid anticipation. It was, after all, a Friday night in one of the most vibrant cities in the world. Still, no one who walked that night beneath the broad modern portico of the Morales Incorporated Building suspected they’d briefly occupied the spot where a man was about to die. 

Edgar Morales pushed through the revolving doors of the gleaming steel-and-glass building that bore his name and stepped onto the sunbaked concrete. After a day spent in climate-controlled comfort, the hot breath of the city set him sweating. He checked his watch. It was precisely six thirteen p.m. Most days, Edgar’s car would come around to pick him up at precisely six fifteen—but today was not most days. Today Edgar’s car would not be coming, for it had been disabled. Fixing it would delay his driver long enough to leave Morales exposed so that the man the Corporation—as the Cuban Mafia calls itself—sent to kill him could complete his task. 

He wasn’t exposed enough for Michael Hendricks’s taste. 

Hendricks watched Morales through the telescopic sight of his M40A3 sniper rifle from his perch some four blocks down the street. His vision was distorted slightly by the tinted window through which he peered, and by the stolen Escalade’s vibration as its AC labored to cool its spacious interior. Hendricks had found the vehicle in a long-term parking lot at Miami International a few hours back. Gleaming black with chromed-out rims, an enormous cabin, and tinted windows all around, it made the perfect downtown Miami sniper blind. He would have preferred to set up in one of the many towers that faced Morales Incorporated—shots from above were less likely to en­counter an obstruction prior to finding their target, and both witnesses and routes of egress could be more easily planned for and controlled—but that damned overhang shielded the entryway from view at such an angle. So in­stead, he made do, slipping a valet a hundred bucks for the privilege of parking in the far corner of a boutique hotel’s parking lot, which had decent sight lines to the building’s entrance. Time was, a hundred bucks could have gotten you a room in this town—but not anymore, and certainly not at this address. 

He’d been sitting there for an hour watching traffic roll by, the AC blasting in a vain attempt to keep the heat and humidity at bay. The air was so heavy and still, the strips of fabric he’d tied to the street signs to serve as wind indica­tors hadn’t moved since he’d first parked. The lack of wind was to Hendricks’s advantage. Wind was second only to gravity in its ability to alter a bullet’s trajectory, and since its force was not constant, it was far harder to account for. But he’d need to take the humidity into account. Air this water-laden was sure to slow his bullet down—enough, at this distance, to lower his point of impact by three full inches. Three inches could be the difference between a kill shot and a graze. 

This muggy weather was disgusting, Hendricks thought, much like the cup of café con leche that sat un­drunk in the cup holder beside him—thick, cloying, and sticky. And the palette of the city grated on him— everything was canary and coral and aquamarine. Hen­dricks missed the dark greens and cold blues of northern New England, where even the hottest summer sun failed to warm the deepest hollows of the forest, and the water ran cold all year long. Miami was beautiful, sure, but that beauty was as garish and artificial as the siliconed women who walked its streets. 

Everything about the place felt insincere. 

Best to get the job over with and get out of here. 

Through his scope, Hendricks watched Morales look left and right, surveying the busy street as if for his missing ride, and then descend the wide concrete steps toward the curb. Men in business suits jostled for position beside bronzed women in skimpy beach gear, waiting for the crosswalk light to change. 

“We’re a go,” Hendricks said. He turned the key in the ignition, cutting the engine but leaving the battery en­gaged. The world around him went silent, and the car’s vibration stilled. “Tell me you’re in the system.” 

“I’m in,” came the reply through his Bluetooth, “but understand, the security is first-rate. It cycles through its diagnostics at five-second intervals. If any unauthorized command is detected, an alarm is triggered. And if that hap­pens, the cops’ll be at your position in minutes.” 

“You saying you can’t do it?” 

“I’m saying once you give the go-ahead, you’ll have three seconds, no more.” 

“Guess I’d better make those seconds count,” Hen­dricks said. “On my mark.” 

Morales reached the curb. Hendricks pivoted his rifle first left, then right, taking in the scene through his scope. He gave a nod of satisfaction at what he saw and low­ered the passenger-side front window, sighting his target through the opening, his weapon’s bipod steadied against the leather sill. 

“Mark.” 

At once, the lights for blocks around changed so that the intersections were red leading to this stretch of road, and green leading away. As traffic cleared in front of the Morales building, the light at the crosswalk changed as well, and the crowd around Morales stepped out into the street. 

“Three,” said the voice in his ear. 

Hendricks drew a measured breath and held it. His body processed the complex math behind the shot by instinct, making fine adjustments to account for the heat, air pres­sure, and distance from sea level. His heart beat slow and steady in his chest. 

“Two.” 

His body motionless, Hendricks squeezed the trigger— three pounds’ pressure, no more, no less. 

“One.” 

A crack like thunder echoed down the street. 

When Morales heard the shot, he hit the deck. Hen­dricks had to hand it to the guy, he had good instincts—he reacted a full second before anyone else in sight. But ul­timately, his gesture of self-preservation was futile; by the time you hear the gunshot, the bullet’s come and gone. 

Lucky for Morales, he wasn’t Hendricks’s target. 

Hendricks’s target was Javier Cruz—the hitman the Cor­poration had sent to kill Morales. A button man for the Corporation since their early days running bolita rackets out of Little Havana, Cruz’d killed more men than he could count. 

Not that anyone would know to look at him. Those he passed on his stroll down Brickell toward Morales Incor­porated were like as not to smile at the kindly old Cuban man in his crisp white guayabera shirt, raw linen pants, and straw fedora. They had no idea his steel gray mustache hid beneath it the grisly scar of a lip split by a policeman’s ba­ton, or that the policeman in question hadn’t lived to see the sun rise the following morning. They didn’t realize the limp in his gait wasn’t age or sciatica, but the result of two lead slugs fired off by the wife of a local politician who’d made it his business to disrupt the Corporation’s. She woke to find him in her bedroom while her husband was out of town, and if she hadn’t been so beautiful—or so very, very naked—perhaps Cruz wouldn’t have allowed her time to reach the gun in the nightstand. She buried two bullets in his leg, and he buried her in half a dozen spots the state over, leaving only a bedroom full of blood and a ring finger for her husband to find on his return, resting atop a photo of their four daughters. That man never spoke a word about the Corporation again. 

Those Cruz passed didn’t know they were in the pres­ence of a monster. But unfortunately for Cruz, Hendricks knew. 

And unfortunately for Cruz, Hendricks never missed. 

When Hendricks pulled the trigger, Cruz’s head ex­ploded. For a moment, what was left of him stood there, inches from Morales, a steel blade gleaming in his hand— his bloodied fedora fluttering to the ground behind him. Then his body slumped to the sidewalk like a dropped marionette. 

As the gunshot’s echoes died, the night was filled with the sounds of panic. The shriek of voices and tires both. The bleat of car horns. The wail of a distant siren fast ap­proaching. Everyone within earshot had been trained by one awful news report after another to await that second shot, or third, or fifth. Trained to wonder if they’d prove an­other victim in the killer’s tally. 

Hendricks, on the other hand, calmly withdrew the rifle and raised the blackened window. He knew it would take them several minutes to determine where the shot had come from—more than enough time for him to make his escape. 

“You get out of the system clean?” he quietly asked. 

“Who do you think you’re talking to?” the voice in his ear replied. “They’ll never even know I was there.” 

“Good,” said Hendricks. “Signing off.” 

“Safe travels.” 

At the curb outside his office building, Edgar Morales scrabbled to his feet, ashen and trembling. Though he tried, he couldn’t tear his gaze from his would-be killer’s corpse. If he’d had any inkling it would come to this when he’d begun buying up cheap tenements in Miami’s dodgy Goulds neighborhood with an eye toward gentrifying the area—and cleaning up a stronghold of the Corporation’s narcotics sales in the process—his altruistic streak would have taken a backseat to his healthy sense of self-preservation. But he hadn’t known, any more than he’d known until this very moment that he had no stomach for killing, even in self-defense. 

His phone rang in his pocket. Morales flinched as if slapped, and then answered. 

“H-hello?” he said. 

“Are you all right?” Hendricks asked. 

Morales hesitated. As a point in fact, he was pretty fuck­ing far from all right. But instead, he told Hendricks, “Yes. I trust my payment was received?” 

“If it wasn’t,” Hendricks said, “you wouldn’t be around to ask me that.” 

Morales laughed—brittle, barking. “That’s not exactly a comforting thought.” 

“Well, just think: now you’ve got your whole life to come to grips with it. Pleasure doing business with you.” 

And then the line went dead. 





2

It was a cool August night on the southern shore of Lake Geneva, and Jean-Luc Vian’s château was alive with candlelight—a glimmering jewel nestled in the crushed velvet of the French countryside, its rich greens fading to black as the soft light gave way to darkness. The grounds were bedecked for a grand party, and the flagstone drive— which led from the rural one-lane road, past the massive iron gates and guest quarters, and up to the main house— was lined with luxury automobiles. BMWs and Mercedes, mostly, interspersed with a few Jaguars, a Bentley, and even one god-awful yellow Lamborghini, the last driven by that boorish football player Caravagas that Vian’s wife had in­sisted he invite. 

No doubt that deceitful cow had by now lured the man to one of their many bedrooms, Vian thought, where their exploits would join those of her prior dalliances as the talk of every dinner party from Paris to Haute-Savoie. 

If it weren’t for the fact that she was daughter to the for­eign minister, his pride would have insisted he leave her long ago. Theirs was a marriage of political and social expe­diency, not love—a fact that was too well known amid the corridors of power for Vian’s taste. 

Then again, Vian thought, for all her faults, at least she was enjoying the party. He, on the other hand, apparently had work to attend to, having been summoned by text to dial in to an emergency conference call—though what could be so pressing at this late an hour, his employer didn’t say. 

Vian punched his security code into the keypad on his office door, waited for the electronic whir as the lock dis­engaged, then stepped inside. As he shut the door behind him, the lock engaged once more, and the sounds of the string quartet and drunken laughter dropped away, dead­ened by his office’s soundproofing. 

It wasn’t until he raised the lights that he realized he was not alone. 

“Who are you?” Vian asked the man in French. “How did you—” 

“—get in here?” his uninvited guest ventured, his own French excellent but accented. “Mr. Vian, there’s no need for a man of your breeding and intellect to be so trite—or so dreadfully sincere. You don’t really expect me to answer your first question, do you? And as to your second, I suspect if you ruminate upon it for a moment, you could save me the tedium of explaining.” 

So Vian ruminated upon it. It made no sense. How could this man have breached the gate and slipped past all his guards? Vian was sure he hadn’t been invited, for his employer—who, in addition to supplying his personal secu­rity detail, ran background checks on all attendees of Vian’s parties—had sent along the dossiers they’d compiled for everybody on the invite list just yesterday, and this man was not among them. 

Perhaps he’d bluffed his way through, then. Certainly, the stranger was dressed for the role of partygoer, in his slim black suit, crisp dove-gray shirt, and matching tie. He was seated in Vian’s own leather desk chair, his black oxfords propped atop the desk. Black kid gloves graced his slender hands. 

But bluffing alone could not have gained him access to this room—only Vian had the access code. Well, Vian, and his employer, who had installed the door locks, the encrypted phone and Internet connections, and the sound­proofing as well. 

And then, at once, Vian understood. The late-night sum­mons. The lack of dossier on this man. The breach of Vian’s inner sanctum. 

It seemed the terms of his employment had been reeval­uated. 

The stranger noted with some satisfaction the change in Vian’s expression from puzzlement to despair. “Sit down,” he said, withdrawing his feet from the desk and plucking a silenced firearm off the blotter as he rose. 

Vian did as the man instructed, dropping heavily into one of the high-backed chairs that faced the desk from this side. 

“Good,” the man said, a smile dancing across his face. “Now: tell me why I’m here.” That face was neither young nor old—oddly wise, yet unlined, as though he’d never in his life encountered a troubling thought. His hair was sandy blond, perhaps interspersed with white, perhaps not. Vian was struck by the fact that—despite the dramatic cir­cumstances of their meeting—if he passed this man on the street a month from now, he probably would not recog­nize him. 

But Vian knew he would not be passing anybody on the street a month from now. Vian knew his life would end tonight. 

“You are here to kill me,” Vian replied. 

The stranger laughed. “Well, yes, but do you know why?” 

“Does it matter?” 

“It does to the man who hired me, which means it does to me. You see, I’ve been asked to send a message. Your death is merely to be the punctuation mark at the end of said message.” 

“All right then, what’s the message?” 

“I’ve been instructed to tell you your work in the Sudan was unacceptable. I’m told that will mean something to you. It does, does it not?” 

It did. Vian’s employer was, on paper, a security con­tractor, one with fingers in a great many pies at France’s Ministry of Defense, including the manufacture and distri­bution of weapons and ordnance, the contracting of private military personnel, and consulting for strategic planning. Off book, his firm was responsible for three quarters of all weapons sales on the continent of Africa, including those to all sides of the Darfur conflict. Vian, for a time, was in charge of such sales, but he found that even his own prized moral flexibility had its limits. He’d begun funneling com­muniqués to the UN in secret—communiqués which im­plicated his employer in breaking the UN African Union arms embargo. Though nothing was made of these reve­lations publicly—due to his firm’s ties to not only French defense but to many other NATO nations as well—his ac­tions led to his company losing seven billion dollars’ worth of contracts. 

He’d thought he covered his tracks such that his in­volvement would never be discovered. 

Vian could only nod, certain it was far too late for him to deny it. At least, he thought, I will not die denying the only decent thing I’ve ever done. 

“Good. I’ve been further instructed to glean from you, if possible, whatever I can about who else may have been in­volved in your unacceptable performance.” 

“Why on earth should I cooperate with you?” Vian spat. “You’ve already told me you plan to kill me, and my wife is too public a figure for you to harm, which means you’ve no longer any leverage.” 

“That’s not entirely accurate,” the stranger said, and then he shot Vian in the knee. 

Vian shrieked. Every muscle in his body tensed at once. He jerked out of his chair, spilling onto the floor. The pain in his knee was white-hot, exquisite. It spread up through his groin and settled like lead in his stomach. Waves of dizzi­ness and nausea shook his body, and unconsciousness en­croached, spotty black at the edges of his vision. And all the while, beyond the soundproofed walls of his office, the party continued unabated—his guests oblivious to his suffering. 

Somewhere, a thousand miles away it seemed, a mobile phone chirped. The stranger looked startled for a moment, and then reached into his suit coat, removing from his in­side pocket a cheap, pre-paid burner phone. 

“Yes?” the stranger snapped, impatience hiding puzzle­ment. 

“This Engelmann?” The voice was coarse, uneducated— American, to his ear. 

“Where did you get this number?” 

“My organization has worked with you before,” he said. 

“You’re with the Council?” Engelmann asked. They were the only Americans for whom he’d ever worked. The Council was a group of representatives from each of the ma­jor crime families operating in the United States—Italian, Russian, Cuban, Salvadoran, Ukrainian, you name it. Though their organizations were often rivals, Council members convened on occasion to handle issues on which their respective organizations’ interests aligned. American organized crime was often too parochial to tap someone such as Engelmann; each family had their own little fief­dom, their own way of doing things—their own hitmen should any hitting be required. Only rarely when they came together did they deign to hire outside themselves—and even then, Engelmann suspected, it was simply so they needn’t decide which family got the job, the risk, the blame should the hit fail, or the glory should it succeed. 

But on the rare occasion they did hire out, they paid very, very well. 

“That’s right,” said the American. “We’ve got a job for you.” He paused a moment then, noting for the first time Vian’s anguished wailing in the background. “I, uh, catch you at a bad time?” 

“Not at all,” said Engelmann. “In fact, you’ve just res­cued me from the most dreadful party.” Then he held the phone to his chest, covering the mouthpiece, and said to Vian, “I’m sorry—I have to take this.” 

The silenced firearm jumped three times in Engel­mann’s hand—each report no more than the popping of a champagne cork—and Vian’s cries ceased. Such a waste, thought Engelmann; given time, Vian would have told him anything he asked. But in reality, the loss was minor—Vian was hardly the worthiest of subjects for Engelmann’s more esoteric ministrations, and the bonus he’d been promised for any information obtained would doubtless pale before the sum the Council would likely offer. 

“Now,” Engelmann said into the phone, “where were we?” 
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A single drop of rain smacked against the windshield of Evelyn Walker’s Jetta as she turned off the narrow coun­try road and onto her rutted dirt drive. Seconds later, the sky opened, unleashing sheets of heavy rain. Evie sighed and turned her wipers on as fast as they would go, but still her visibility was reduced to nothing. She slowed to a crawl and felt her tires sinking in, the ruts they traveled now twin rivers of churning, muddy water. Rain pounded on the car’s roof as loud as hail. 

It was sunny when I left Warrenton, she thought with a sigh. Still, she shouldn’t have been surprised. During sum­mer in Virginia, the weather had a habit of turning on a dime. 

The Jetta fishtailed as Evie rounded the bend that brought her rambling, buttercream farmhouse into view, her groceries jostling in the backseat. The trees that crowded the length of the driveway gave way to rolling lawn. Evie pulled in next to Stuart’s pickup and waited a moment, car idling, for the rain to abate before deciding it wasn’t likely to slow anytime soon. So she thumbed the ignition and the car shuddered off, heat and humidity en­croaching immediately once the air conditioner stopped. 

Getting out of the car was harder than it had been a few months ago, before she’d started to show. Took three tries and one decidedly un-ladylike groan. As soon as she stepped out, one wedge-heeled sandal sank into a mud puddle. Muck, cool and slimy between her toes, yanked the sandal from her foot as she took a step toward higher ground. 

By the time she got the rear door open, her shirt clung heavily to her swollen belly, and her hair was plastered to her face. She hauled the groceries out of the backseat— standing cockeyed with one sandal on and one bare foot— and glanced toward the deck, where the French doors stood open. There was still no sign of Stuart. Strange. Ever since he’d seen that blue plus sign four months ago, Evie hadn’t so much as opened a pickle jar or carried a load of laundry— at least, when Stu was home to stop her. To be honest, his constant hovering drove her nuts, even though she knew that it was well intentioned. She was surprised he hadn’t rushed out to lend a hand the second she’d pulled in. She thought the sight of her carrying two overflowing bags of groceries would be enough to bring him running, hollering at her to put them down. 

Figures, she thought. The one time I actually need some help. 

“Honey?” she shouted toward the open doors, the light on within. 

Stuart didn’t answer. 

“Hon?” she called again, hobbling up the stairs to the deck—the bags sodden in her arms, her gait loping and awkward now that her left leg was down a couple inches from her right. She reached the open doors and peered in­side through the screen. The house was ablaze with light— just like Stuart, she thought; you’d swear he thinks those switches only work in one direction—but Stuart was nowhere to be seen. 

Evie eyed the screen-door latch and heaved a sigh of consternation. Then she contorted herself into an awkward crouch-turn—an upside-down comma—so that if she squeezed the bag with her forearm and twisted her wrist just so, she could maybe kinda sorta get a grip on it and... crap. The bag in her left hand tore, spilling groceries every­where. A tomato rolled across the deck. Egg white oozed from the upturned egg carton. 

Where the hell was Stuart, anyway? 

Evie stuffed the groceries back into the torn bag and yanked open the screen door. She put the bags down atop the kitchen island and turned to close the door behind her—trailing muddy footprints across the tiles—only then realizing she could have simply set the bags down on the patio table and then opened the door with ease. 

Damn pregnancy brain. 

A click of nails on hardwood, and Abigail trotted into the kitchen with as much brio as a six-year-old bulldog can muster. 

“Abby, where’s Stu?” Evie asked. Abigail glanced back the way she came for just a moment before stretching up­ward into Evie’s head-scratch, her stubby tail wagging with glee. Then she shuffled off toward her empty food bowl, giving Evie sad eyes the whole way. 

“Why didn’t Daddy feed you?” Evie asked, her delicate features set in a frown. But if Abby knew, she wasn’t spilling. Evie fetched Abby’s kibble from under the sink and shook some into the bowl. Abby crunched away with abandon. 

“Stu?” Evie called. A clap of thunder shook the house, and the lights flickered all around her. She headed for the living room—the room from which Abigail had emerged. 

As she neared the doorway, she spotted something that set her mind reeling. 

Stuart’s feet, unmoving—clad in plain white gym socks, the red stripe at the toe of each pointed ceilingward. 

Evie’s mouth went dry, and her heart leapt. 

“Stuart?” she shrieked, her shrill tone piercing the si­lence of the farmhouse and echoing back at her like a mockingbird’s reply. She hit the doorway at a sprint, and then stopped short. 

Stuart was lying on his back amid a sea of dowel rods and hardware beneath a half-assembled crib. When he heard her call, he jerked upright into a seated position—his fore­head smacking against the wooden frame and causing the rickety structure to collapse atop him. 

“Son of a—” he cried, and then caught himself. He’d been doing that a lot lately—as if the overgrown bean sprout in Evie’s uterus were absorbing every swear word within earshot, and would emerge five months from now cursing a blue streak. 

“You asshole,” she said, ignoring his reproachful look. “You scared the shit out of me! Not answering when I called, leaving Abby unfed, and then...” 

Stuart yanked the iPod earbuds from his ears and climbed stiffly to his feet. “Evie, I’m sorry—I didn’t hear you come in! I was trying to surprise you by getting the crib together before—” and here he noticed the rain through the French doors. He knitted his brow. “Before you got home. But these directions are ridiculous, and I guess I just lost track of time. I swear, I didn’t mean to scare you—do you forgive me?” 

“Of course,” Evie replied. She was now crying and found it hard to catch her breath. She had no idea why. 

“Hey,” Stu said, taking her in his arms. He knew her well enough to know she’d blame this on her mood swings. And he knew her well enough to know that wasn’t true. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. And I’m not going anywhere.” 

Stuart held her close and waited for her panic to abate. Then he kissed away her tears and led her to the bedroom— both of them trying hard not to think about the fiancé she’d lost years back to a roadside bomb somewhere north of Kan­dahar. 

The farmhouse burned bright against the dimming sky as day evened into night. Eventually, Stu and Evie came back downstairs and cooked dinner—both tired, both happy, both content. They sat awhile and watched TV with Abigail at their feet until their eyelids grew heavy. Then Evie shuffled off to bed. Stuart and Abigail followed shortly after, only delaying long enough to wander the house’s perimeter—Stuart shutting windows and checking locks. 

And from the darkness of the forest, Hendricks watched unnoticed—as he’d been doing for hours, and as he’d done so many nights before. He watched until the only light that showed in any of the windows was the flicker of the TV in the master suite. He watched until even that went dark. He watched until the sky began to lighten to the east. Then he hiked back to his rental car and headed north, toward home. 
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Union Station in Utica, New York, is a structure oddly out of time and place. The city itself is a decaying industrial town nestled in the Mohawk River Valley, five hours and a world away from the bustle of Manhattan. Its streets are run-down and ill-traveled, and many of its storefronts sit empty. The fac­tories that once provided jobs for its residents are now boarded or bricked up; the few windows left exposed are gapped by decades’ worth of vandals’ stones. 

Yet Utica’s train station—which, these days, services more buses than trains—is an imposing marvel of Italianate architecture a full city block in size, with a vaulted ceiling, elaborate cornices, and an interior rife with gleaming mar­ble. Massive columns jut upward toward skylights through which the gray light of the perpetually overcast Upstate New York sky streams through. Long, low wooden benches shiny from lacquer look out of scale for so large a space and lend the interior an oddly ecclesiastical air. In addition to a proper shoe-shine stand, the building also boasts a barber­shop and restaurant, the latter an authentic lunch counter of the type that once appeared on street corners in every town in America. 

The terminal was built in a fit of optimism, when rail was king, by the same architects who’d designed Manhat­tan’s Grand Central—but Utica’s fortunes were even then on the wane, having peaked decades before during the hey­day of the nearby Erie Canal. Now the station seemed not so much preserved as forgotten, like an apparition doomed to walk the same halls again and again. 

For the past fifty years, Utica hasn’t been known for much of anything—unless you count the violent struggle between four crime families that stretched the length of the seventies and eighties for control of the city. 

Gazing dully out the window of his chauffeured Lincoln as it conveyed him from the private airstrip to his desti­nation, Alexander Engelmann couldn’t for the life of him guess why organizations as powerful as the Genovese and Colombo crime families, as well as Outfits out of Buffalo and Scranton, would bother spilling blood over such a place. It seemed any money this town once possessed had been wrung out long ago. But he had to admit, their train station was really something. Perhaps it was pride that mo­tivated their bloodshed. 

Engelmann’s calfskin Ferragamos clacked against the marble floor of the terminal. Despite the summer heat, he wore a charcoal sport coat of worsted wool, a pair of pressed chinos, and a crisp white shirt, open at the throat. He car­ried neither bag nor weapon—his only luggage, a small carry-on, was in the Council’s hired jet, and he never trav­eled armed, preferring to procure any weapons in-country as needed and discard them after use. The terminal was empty but for Engelmann, two students with dreadlocks and dreadful clothes waiting for a bus, and a hulking mass of steroid-enhanced Mafia muscle shrink-wrapped into a black suit that bulged suspiciously at armpit, back, and an­kle. Why this gorilla needed three firearms was beyond Engelmann, as was how anyone with that much muscle would even have the flexibility to reach an ankle holster. 

Not that his assessment mattered—it was habit, nothing more. This occasion did not call for violence. Which was a pity, really; stiff and irritable as Engelmann was from his hasty trip halfway around the world, he could have used a pick-me-up. 

As he approached the gorilla, the gorilla jerked his head to indicate the barbershop beyond. Engelmann strode past him without breaking stride, pushing through the glass doors and stepping into 1953. 

Dime-sized hexagonal tiles, once white but now the color of old teeth, covered the floor, the grout between long since gone to black. Above waist-high marble wainscoting stretched walls that aimed for sunny yellow, but missed. Rounded mirrors hung above small vanities piled high with products Engelmann would have guessed ceased produc­tion decades ago. At each station was a pedestal sink and a barber chair of black vinyl, white trim, and ornate, tar­nished bronze. 

In one chair was a man, beside whom stood an aged barber. Whether the man was tall or short, fat or slim, Engelmann couldn’t tell, because he was mostly hidden beneath a black cutting cape—and his face was wrapped in steaming white towels in preparation for a shave, so that only his nose and thick black hair showed. His head was tilted back, his nose pointing skyward. His hair was slicked down such that even at the angle of his head, gravity held no sway over it. 

At the sound of Engelmann’s footfalls, the man in the chair raised one finger—his hands until then both curled around the edges of the armrests—and the barber, a slight man with gray hair, gray eyes, and a lined, gray face, disap­peared without a word. 

“I kinda figured you’d be taller,” said the man, his gruff, coarse tone confirming him as the one who’d called Engel­mann two nights ago. 

The man’s statement was a joke—with a hot towel draped over his eyes, he could no more see Engelmann than could Engelmann see him. But Engelmann did not laugh. 

“Someday,” said Engelmann, “you’ll have to tell me how you obtained the number of a burner phone I’d not used until that very night.” 

“No, I don’t think I will. Sit down.” 

Engelmann did not sit down. 

The man shrugged. It was a token act of defiance, noth­ing more. Engelmann had come when called. He may be one of the most gifted contract killers in the world, but in this room, at this moment, Engelmann was more house cat than lion. 

“We have a job for you,” the man said from within his wet folds. “A pest in need of exterminating.” 

“And what, pray tell, is this pest’s name?” 

“I wish to hell I knew,” said the man, “but if I did, I wouldn’t have had to call you.” 

“Ah. I see. I trust, then, that you’ve no idea where I might find him, or even what he looks like.” 

The man bristled. “Not specifically, no.” 

“Then perhaps we should begin with what he’s done to so offend.” 

The man gestured vaguely toward the oak vanity be­hind him. “Check the left-hand drawer.” 

Engelmann did. Inside was a manila envelope with a string-and-button enclosure, fat with documents. Engel­mann unwound the string and lifted the flap. Not docu­ments, he discovered—or at least not mostly. 

Mostly, they were pictures. 

Some were glossy black-and-white eight-by-tens. Some were color copies of police reports, blown up so large the images had pixelated, and the typeset words around them were five times their normal size. On the back of each was a location and a date, scrawled in a tight, controlled script. The dates stretched back as far as three years. The most re­cent was just two days ago—the day Engelmann received the phone call summoning him here. 

Each photo was of a murder scene. 

No. Not just a murder scene. A hit. Cold. Calculating. Professional. 

Engelmann thumbed through them, transfixed. Some of them, like San Francisco in October of 2010, or Wichita this January past, were precision long-range kills— needle-threading sniper shots from what had to be twelve hundred meters away. Some of them, like Green Bay or Montreal, were close and messy—the former a stabbing that took place past security in an airport, and the latter a garrote at the opera during a Place des Arts performance of Gounod’s Faust. Of the close kills, it was the former that impressed Engelmann the most. Smuggling a weapon past security, while not impossible, poses some degree of difficulty—but to then commit murder and vanish unde­tected is quite a feat indeed. Which clearly this man had done, for if his visage had been captured by security cam­eras, the Council would have doubtless obtained the footage. They had, after all, tracked Engelmann without difficulty. 

“You believe this all to be the work of one man?” Engel­mann asked. 

“I do.” 

“Magnificent,” he muttered. 

“You sound surprised.” 

“Most in my profession have a preferred method, some­thing tried and true from which they never deviate. Who­ever did these is proficient in a variety of techniques. Few in the world can claim such skill. Even fewer can make good on such claims.” 

“You can,” said the man, steel creeping into his voice. Despite himself, Engelmann drew a worried breath, won­dering for a moment if this had all been some elaborate setup to lure him here. But then, from beneath his towels, the man laughed. “Relax, Al—I didn’t ask you here so I could whack you. We’ve had an eye on you since this guy’s Reno job a few months back; we know you weren’t any­where near Miami two nights ago when he last hit. He popped a guy from ground level across four blocks of busy city street, if you can believe it. Turned the poor bastard into a fucking smear.” 

“These targets,” Engelmann asked. “They were La Cosa Nostra?” 

“Some,” allowed the man in the chair. “Some were Sal­vadorans. Some Russian. One was Southie Irish. Truth is, there’s not an Outfit in the country ain’t been touched. Which is a good fucking thing as far as I’m concerned, ’cause if any of the families had been spared, everybody who got hit would be gunning hard for them, figuring it for some kind of power play. Shit, it’s just a matter of time before one family points the finger at another anyway, just ’cause they don’t like the look of ’em. This situation is a— whaddaya call it—a powder keg.” 

“Hence the involvement of the Council.” 

“Yeah,” the man said drolly. “Hence. Tensions among the families are running high. This don’t get resolved soon, there’s gonna be a war. Which is why we’re willing to offer you a million flat to find this guy and seal the deal. That, and whatever resources are at the Council’s disposal.” 

One million dollars. 

One million dollars, plus the combined resources of ev­ery crime family in America. 

Engelmann could scarcely contain his excitement. But he managed. One does not attain a reputation such as his without mastering one’s emotions. 

Engelmann smiled, showing teeth. “Euros,” he said. 

“ ’Scuse me?” 

“One million euros.” 

The man in the chair was silent for a moment, and then he nodded his assent, his towels bobbing. 

“Excellent,” said Engelmann. “Consider me in your employ. I’ll send you the number of my Cayman account, and you can wire the money at your convenience.” 

“No need,” said the man. “We’ve got the number.” 

Engelmann, unnerved, swallowed hard, and then changed the subject. “His victims,” Engelmann asked, “have they any commonality? Apart from their employers’ extra-legal status, that is.” 

“Yeah. They’re all hitmen. And every one of ’em was on a job when they got whacked.” 

For a moment, Engelmann thought he’d misheard, then realized he hadn’t. That one man had perpetrated such a variety of kills was impressive. That his victims were them­selves all hired killers made the accomplishment all the greater. 

“You are telling me you’ve a hitman killing hitmen, and now you’re hiring a hitman to hit him back?” 

“I’m telling you I’ve got a problem, and you’ve got one million reasons to fix it.” 

Engelmann smiled again, for he in fact had more than that. For the first time in a decade, he had a job that posed a significant challenge and a quarry worthy of pursuit. For the first time in a decade, he had reason to
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