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         THE NINETY-SIX-YEAR-OLD MAN sat in his comfy armchair enjoying a book on Joseph Stalin. No mainstream publisher would touch the delusion-filled manuscript
            since the author had been unfailingly complimentary about the sadistic Soviet leader. Yet the self-published book’s positive
            opinion of Stalin appealed greatly to the old man. He’d purchased it directly from the writer not long before the latter was
            committed to a mental institution.
            
         
 
         
         No stars could be seen hovering over the elderly man’s large estate because of a storm moving inland from the nearby ocean.
            Though he was wealthy and living in great luxury, his personal needs were relatively simple. He wore a decades-old faded sweater,
            his shirt collar secured all the way to his fleshy neck, which was thick with wattles. His cheap pants lay loose over his
            skeletal and useless legs. The hypnotic drum of rain on the roof had begun and he settled farther back in his chair, content
            to delve into the mind and career of a madman who had killed tens of millions of people unlucky enough to live under his cruel
            fist.
         
 
         
         The old man occasionally laughed at something he read, at least the particularly gruesome parts, and nodded his head in agreement
            over passages where disciples of Stalin explained his graphic methods for the destruction of all civil liberties. In the Soviet
            dictator he clearly saw the leadership qualities necessary to drive a country to greatness while also causing the world to
            shake with terror. He tilted down his thick spectacles and glanced at his watch. Nearly eleven o’clock. The security system
            went on promptly at nine, with every door and window professionally monitored. His fortress was secure.
         
 
         
         A crack of thunder seemed to cause the lights to flicker. They sputtered twice more and fluttered out. In the lower-level
            electronics room the battery backup in the security system had been removed, causing it to cease functioning when the power
            supply was interrupted. Each door and window was instantly disarmed. Ten seconds later the massive backup generators kicked
            in and brought the electrical flow back to full power, returning the security system to online status. However, within that
            ten-second span a window had opened and a hand had darted out and caught the digital camera that had been tossed from ground
            level. The window closed and was locked a second before the system armed once more.
         
 
         
         Oblivious to this, the old man idly rubbed his hairless head; it was mottled over with scabs and patches of sun-damaged skin.
            His face had collapsed long ago into a pile of gravity-ravaged tissue that pulled his eyes, nose, and mouth downward into
            a permanent scowl. His body, what was left of it, had followed a similar route of degradation. He relied on others to help
            him perform the simplest tasks now. But at least he was still alive, when so many of his brothers in arms, indeed perhaps
            all of them, were dead, many by violent means. This made him angry. History showed that inferiors were perpetually jealous
            of those greater than them.
         
 
         
         He finally put down his book. At his age three or four hours’ sleep at a time was all that was required, but it was now that
            he required it. He called for his attendant by pushing the blue button on the small circular device he always wore around
            his neck. It had three buttons, one for the attendant, one for his doctor, and one for security. He had enemies and ailments,
            but the attendant was mostly for pleasure.
         
 
         
         The woman entered. Barbara had blonde hair and was dressed in a hip-hugging white miniskirt and tank-top blouse that allowed
            him a liberal view of her breasts as she bent down to help him up into his wheelchair. He had insisted on her wearing revealing
            clothing as a condition of employment. Old, rich, perverted men could do what they pleased. His wrinkled face nestled against
            her soft cleavage and lingered there. As her strong arms slid him onto the wide seat, his hand slipped under her skirt. His
            fingers glided along the backs of her firm thighs until they touched her buttocks. Then he gave each cheek a hard squeeze.
            He let out a small moan of appreciation. Barbara made no reaction because she was well paid to endure his groping.
         
 
         
         She wheeled him to the elevator and they rode in the car together to his bedroom. She helped him undress, averting her eyes
            from his collapsed body. Even with all his fortune he could not force her to look at his nakedness. Decades ago she would
            have certainly looked at him, and also done so much more for him. If she wanted to live. Now he was simply helped on with
            his pajamas like an infant. In the morning he would be washed and fed, again like a baby instead of a man. The cycle was complete.
            From cradle back to cradle and then the grave.
         
 
         
         “Sit with me, Barbara,” he commanded. “I want to look at you.” He said all this in German. That was the other reason he had
            hired her; she spoke his native language. There were few left around here who could.
         
 
         
         She sat, crossed her long, tanned legs, and kept her hands in her lap, occasionally smiling at him because she was paid to.
            She should be thankful to him, he felt, because she could either work for him in this grand house where the tasks were easy
            and the time in between long, or else go whore herself on the streets of nearby Buenos Aires for what amounted to pennies
            a day.
         
 
         
         He finally waved his hand and she immediately rose and closed the door behind her. He leaned back on the pillows. She would
            probably go to her room, strip off her clothes, leap in the shower, and scrub hard enough to rub the filth of his touch off
            her. He quietly chuckled at this image. Even as a shrunken old man he could have some effect on people.
            
         
 
         
         He vividly remembered the glorious days when he would walk into a room, the heels of his knee-high officer’s boots clicking
            on the concrete floor. That sound alone would send ripples of terror throughout the entire camp. Now that was power. Every day he was given the privilege of feeling that sense of invincibility. His every command was carried out
            with no hesitation. His men would line up the vermin, long columns of them in their filthy clothes, their heads bowed, but
            still they eyed the shine of his magnificent boots, the power of his uniform. Playing God, he would decide which ones would
            die and which ones would live. The living hardly got the better of it, for their reward was a hell on earth, as painful and
            miserable and degrading as he could possibly make it.
            
         
 
         
         He shifted to the left and pushed against a rectangle of paneling on his headboard. The piece of wood swung outward and his
            hand shakily punched in the combination on the safe door revealed there. He slid his hand in and pulled out the photo, then
            settled back on his pillow and looked down at it. He calculated that it was taken sixty-eight years ago to the day. His mind
            was still all there, even if his body had deserted him.
         
 
         
         He was only in his late twenties in the picture, but he’d been given great responsibility because of his brains and ruthlessness.
            Tall and slender, he had light blond hair that was striking against his tanned, square-jawed face. He looked so fine in his
            full uniform with all his medals, though he had to concede that hardly any of them were actually earned. He had never seen
            combat since he had never been able to muster much personal courage. The talentless masses could fire the guns and die in
            the trenches. His skills had allowed him to seek safer ground. His eyes filled with tears at the sight of what he had once
            been; and next to him of course stood the man himself. He was small in stature, but colossal in every other way. His black
            mustache was frozen for all time over the expressive mouth.
         
 
         
         He kissed his younger self in the photo and then did the same to the cheek of his magnificent Führer, completing his nighttime
            ritual. He returned the photo to its hiding place and thought about the years since he’d fled Germany months before the Allies
            marched in and Berlin fell. He’d come here by prearrangement because he’d seen the inevitable outcome of the war, perhaps
            before his superiors had. He’d spent decades in hiding but once more used his “talents” to build an empire of wealth from
            mineral and timber exports in his new homeland, ruthlessly crushing all competition. Yet he longed for the old days, when
            the life and death of another human being was solely in his hands.
         
 
         
         He would sleep comfortably tonight as he did every night, his conscience clear. He felt his eyelids growing heavy when he
            was surprised to hear the door opening again. He looked across the gloom of the chamber. She stood there silhouetted against
            the darkness.
         
 
         
         “Barbara?”
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         SHE CAME FORWARD after locking the door behind her. As she drew closer to the bed he could see that she was wearing only a cotton robe that
            barely covered her thighs and dipped low around the chest. Her tanned skin peeked out at him from several angles, except at
            the flap of the robe. There he could see the paleness of her revealed hip. She had loosened her hair and now it swept around
            her shoulders. She was also barefoot.
            
         
 
         
         She slipped onto the bed next to him.
 
         
         “Barbara?” he said, his heart beginning to beat faster. “What are you doing here?”
 
         
         “I know you want me,” she said in German. “I can see it in your eyes.”
 
         
         He whimpered as she took his hand and drew it inside the folds of her robe, near her breasts. “But I’m an old man, I can’t
            satisfy you. I… I can’t.”
         
 
         
         “I will help you. We’ll take it nice and slow.”
 
         
         “But the guard? He’s outside the door. I don’t want him to…”
 
         
         She gently stroked his head. “I told him it was your birthday and I was your present.” She smiled. “I told him to give us
            two hours, at least.”
         
 
         
         “But my birthday isn’t for another month.”
 
         
         “I couldn’t wait.”
 
         
         “But I can’t do it. I do want you, Barbara, but I am too old. Too damn old.”
            
         
 
         
         She drew closer, touched him where he hadn’t been touched for decades. He moaned. “Don’t do this to me. I tell you it won’t
            work.”
         
 
         
         “I’m patient.”
 
         
         “But why would you want me?”
 
         
         “You’re a very rich and powerful man. And I can see that you were once very handsome.”
 
         
         He seized on this statement. “I was. I was. I have a picture.”
 
         
         “Show me,” she said. “Show me,” she moaned into his ear as she moved his hand up and down inside her robe.
 
         
         He pressed the panel, extracted the photo, and handed it to her.
 
         
         Her gaze lingered over the image of him and Adolf Hitler. “You look like a hero. Were you a hero?”
 
         
         “I did my job,” he said dutifully. “I did what was asked of me.”
 
         
         “I’m sure you were very good at it.”
 
         
         “I’ve never shown that picture to anyone else. No one.”
 
         
         “I am flattered. Now lie back.”
 
         
         He did so and she straddled him, unloosening her robe so he could see her body more fully. She also removed the call device
            from around his neck.
         
 
         
         He started to protest.
 
         
         “We don’t want the buttons to be pushed accidentally,” she said, holding it away from him. She bent down so her breasts were
            close to his face. “We don’t want to be interrupted.”
         
 
         
         “Yes, you are right. No interruptions.”
 
         
         She reached in her pocket and held up a pill. “I brought you this to take. It will help with that.” She motioned to his crotch.
            
         
 
         
         “But I don’t know if I should. My other medications—”
 
         
         Her voice dipped still lower. “You will last for hours. You will make me scream.”
 
         
         “God, if I only could.”
 
         
         “All you have to do is swallow this.” She held up the small pill. “And then take me.”
 
         
         “Will the pill really work?” In his excitement a bit of spittle appeared on his lips.
 
         
         “It has never let me down before. Now take it.”
 
         
         She handed it to him, poured out a glass of water from a carafe on the nightstand, and watched as he swallowed the pill and
            greedily slurped down the water.
         
 
         
         “Is it getting bigger?” he asked eagerly.
 
         
         “Patience. And in the meantime I have something to show you.” From the pocket of her robe she pulled out a slim camera. It was the one that had been tossed to and caught by Barbara
            at her window when the power had gone off and the security system had disarmed.
            
         
 
         
         “Barbara, I feel funny.”
 
         
         “It is nothing to worry about.”
 
         
         “Call the doctor to come in. Press the button for him. Do it now.”
 
         
         “It is fine. It’s merely the effects of the pill.”
 
         
         “But I can’t feel my body. And my tongue—”
 
         
         “It feels large? My goodness. The pill must be working on your tongue and not on your other part. I will have to register a complaint with the manufacturer.”
            
         
 
         
         The old man gurgled loudly. He tried to point to his mouth but his limbs wouldn’t work anymore. “Push the but—”
 
         
         She moved the call device farther away and pulled her robe tight, cinching it up. She settled next to him. “Now, here are
            the pictures I want you to see.”
         
 
         
         She turned on the camera. On the small screen an old black-and-white photo of a face appeared.
 
         
         “This young boy was David Rosenberg,” she explained, pointing to the youthful but gaunt face on the screen; the hollow cheeks
            and glassy eyes indicated that death was not far away. “He never made it to his bar mitzvah. Did you know that before you
            ordered his death, Herr Colonel Huber? He was already past thirteen, but of course in the camps Jewish rites of passage were not observed.”
            
         
 
         
         The old man continued to quietly gurgle, his terrified gaze still on the photo.
 
         
         Barbara pressed a button and a young woman’s face appeared on the camera screen. She said, “This is Frau Helen Koch. She was
            killed by a rifle bullet to the belly fired by you before your first cigarette of the morning. By all accounts she only suffered
            for a mere three hours before expiring while your men kept back all attempts at aid by her fellow Jews. In fact, you killed
            two people that morning, since Frau Koch was pregnant.”
         
 
         
         While the rest of his body remained immobile, the old man’s fingers started to claw the covers. His gaze was on the call device,
            but though it was only two feet away, he couldn’t reach it. She tilted his chin back and held it there so he had to gaze at
            the screen.
         
 
         
         “You have to focus, Colonel. You remember Frau Koch, don’t you? Don’t you? And David Rosenberg? Don’t you!”
 
         
         He finally blinked his assent.
 
         
         “I would show you the pictures of the other people you condemned to death, but since there are over a hundred thousand of
            them, we don’t have time.” She pulled a photo from the pocket of her robe. “I took this from the frame on the piano in your
            beautiful library.” She held the picture in front of his face. “We found your son and daughter and your grandchildren and
            your great-grandchildren. All these innocent people. You see their faces. Just like David Rosenberg and Helen Koch and all
            the others. If I had time I’d tell you in exact detail how each will die tonight. In fact, seven of them already have been
            butchered simply because of their connection to you. You see, Herr Colonel, we wanted to make certain that there were no monsters
            left to reproduce.”
         
 
         
         He started to cry, his mouth making little mewing sounds.
 
         
         “Good, good, tears of joy, Herr Colonel, I’m sure. Maybe they will think our sex is so good you cry. Now it’s time to go to
            sleep, but keep your eyes on the picture. Don’t look away. It is your family after all.” When he closed his eyes, she slapped
            his face, forcing his eyes open. She leaned down and whispered into his ear in another language.
         
 
         
         His eyes widened.
 
         
         “Do you recognize it, Herr Huber? It’s Yiddish. You heard that phrase often in the camps, I’m sure. But in case you never
            knew the translation, it means, ‘Rot in hell.’ ”
         
 
         
         She placed a pillow over his nose and mouth but did not cover his eyes, so he could see his doomed family as his last image
            during life. She pushed down with considerable strength. The old man could do nothing as his oxygen vanished. “This is a far
            easier way to die than you deserve,” she said as the pump of his lungs quickened, seeking air that wasn’t there.
         
 
         
         After his chest lurched one final time, she removed the pillow and placed the picture of Huber in his uniform in the pocket
            of her robe, along with the small camera. They had not killed his family and had no intention of doing so. They did not murder
            innocent people. But they had wanted him to believe, with his final dying breath, that he had precipitated the destruction
            of his loved ones. They knew his death could never match the horror of the slaughter carried out on his orders, but this was
            the best they could do.
         
 
         
         She crossed herself and whispered, “May God understand why I do this.”
 
         
         Later, she passed the guard, a cocky young Argentine, on the way back to her room. He eyed her with obvious lust. She smiled
            back at him as she playfully twitched her hips, letting him glimpse some pale skin under her thin robe. “Let me know when
            it’s your birthday,” she teased.
            
         
 
         
         “Tomorrow,” he said quickly, making a grab for her, but she darted out of the way.
 
         
         That is very good, because I won’t be here.
            
         
 
         
         She walked directly to the library and returned the photo to its frame. An hour later the lights flickered once more and then
            went out. The same ten-second gap occurred before the generator kicked on. Barbara’s window opened and then closed. Dressed
            all in black with a knit cap over her hair, she climbed down a drainpipe, skirted the perimeter security, clambered over the high wall around the estate, and was picked up by a waiting car. It was not that
            difficult since the security measures at the estate were chiefly designed to keep people out, not in. The driver, Dominic,
            a slender young man with dark curly hair and wide, sad eyes, looked relieved.
            
         
 
         
         “Brilliant job, Dom,” she said in a British accent. “The timing on the power going out was spot-on.”
 
         
         “At least the forecasters were right about the storm. Provided a good cover for my engineering sleight of hand. What did he
            say?”
         
 
         
         “He spoke with his eyes. He knew.”
 
         
         “Congratulations, it’s the last one, Reggie.”
 
         
         Regina Campion, Reggie to her intimates, sat back against her seat and pulled off the cap, freeing her dyed blonde hair. “You’re
            wrong. It’s not the last one.”
         
 
         
         “What do you mean? There are no Nazis like him left alive. Huber was the final bastard.”
 
         
         She pulled the photo of Huber and Adolf Hitler from her pocket and gazed at it as the car raced along the dark roads outside
            Buenos Aires.
         
 
         
         “But there will always be monsters. And we have to hunt down every one of them.”
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         SHAW WAS HOPING the man would try to kill him, and he wasn’t disappointed. Seeing your freedom about to end with the distinct possibility
            of an execution date in your future just made some people a bit peeved. A few moments later the fellow was lying unconscious
            on the floor, the imprint of Shaw’s knuckles on his crushed cheek. Shaw’s backup appeared a minute later to take the man into
            custody. Shaw mentally crossed off his to-do list a heartless zealot who used unwitting children to blow up people who didn’t
            believe in the same god he did.
            
         
 
         
         Ten minutes later he was in a car going to the airport in Vienna. Sitting next to him was his boss, Frank Wells. Frank looked
            like the meanest son of a bitch you would ever run into, principally because he was. He had the chest of a mastiff along with
            the beast’s growl. He favored cheap suits that were perpetually rumpled from the moment he put them on, and a sharp-edged
            hat that took one back several decades. Shaw believed that Frank was a man who’d been born in the wrong era. He would have
            done well in the 1920s and 1930s chasing criminals like Al Capone and John Dillinger with a tommy gun and not a search warrant
            or Miranda warning card in sight. His face was unshaven and his second chin lapped against his thick neck. He was in his fifties
            and looked older, with about eighty years of acid and anger built up in his psyche. He and Shaw had a love-hate relationship
            that, at least judging from the foul expression on the man’s face, had just swung back to hate.
         
 
         
         A part of Shaw could understand that. One reason Frank favored wearing his hat inside cars and indoors was not simply to cover
            his egg-shaped bald head, but also to hide the dent in his skull where a pistol round fired by Shaw had penetrated. It was
            not an ideal way to begin a healthy friendship. And yet that nearly lethal confrontation was the only reason they were together
            now.
         
 
         
         “You were a little slow on picking up Benny’s movements back there,” said Frank as he chewed on an unlit cigar.
 
         
         “Considering ‘Benny’ bin Alamen is the holder of the number three slot on the Most Wanted Terrorists list, I’ll just take
            a moment to pat myself on the back.”
         
 
         
         “Just saying is all, Shaw. Never know if it might come in useful next time.”
 
         
         Shaw didn’t answer, primarily because he was tired. He looked out the window at the beautiful avenues of Vienna. He’d been
            many times to the Austrian capital, home to some of history’s greatest musical talent. Unfortunately, his travels here were
            always for work, and his most vivid memory of the town was not a moving concerto but rather almost dying from a large-caliber
            round that had come uncomfortably close to his head.
         
 
         
         He rubbed at his hair, which had finally grown back. He’d had to scalp himself for a recent mission. He was only in his early
            forties, six and a half feet tall and in rock-hard shape, but when his hair had come back there’d been a sprinkle of gray
            at the temples and a dab at his sharp widow’s peak. Even for him the last six months had been, well, difficult.
         
 
         
         As if reading his mind, Frank said, “So what happened with you and Katie James?”
 
         
         “She went back to being a journalist and I went back to doing what I do.”
 
         
         Frank rolled down the window, lit his cigar, and let the smoke drift out the opening. “That’s that, huh?”
 
         
         “Why would there be any more than that?”
            
         
 
         
         “You two went through some serious stuff together. Tends to draw people closer.”
 
         
         “Well, it didn’t.”
 
         
         “She called me, you know.”
 
         
         “When?”
 
         
         “While back. Said you left without saying good-bye. Just walked off into the sunrise.”
 
         
         “Didn’t realize there was a law against that. And why didn’t she just call me?”
 
         
         “Said she tried, but you’d changed your number.”
 
         
         “Okay, so maybe I did.”
 
         
         “Why’s that?”
 
         
         “Because I felt like it. Any other personal questions?”
 
         
         “Were you two sleeping together?”
 
         
         This comment made Shaw noticeably stiffen. Frank, perhaps sensing he’d gone too far, looked down at the folder in his lap
            and said quickly, “Okay, we’ll be wheels up in thirty minutes. We can go over the next job on the wings.”
         
 
         
         “Great,” said Shaw dully. He rolled down his window and breathed in the morning air. He did most of his work in the middle
            of the night and many of his “jobs” ended in the early morning hours.
         
 
         
         I work for something loosely called an agency that doesn’t officially exist doing things around the world that none will ever
               know I did.
            
         
 
         
         “Agency” policy allowed its operatives to go right up to the line of legality, often crossing it, sometimes obliterating it.
            The countries financially and logistically supporting Shaw’s agency were part of the old G8 vanguard and thus technically
            constituted the most “civilized” societies in the world. They could never employ brutal and sometimes lethal tactics through
            their own official channels. So they circumvented that problem by secretly creating and feeding a hybrid beast that was only
            graded on results achieved through any means possible. Typically, neither personal rights nor the benefit of legal counsel
            entered the equation.
         
 
         
         Frank studied him for a moment. “I sent some flowers to Anna’s grave.”
 
         
         Surprised, Shaw turned to him. “Why?”
 
         
         “She was a fine woman. And for some reason she was head over heels for your sorry ass. That was the only flaw I could find
            in the lady, her poor judgment in men.”
         
 
         
         Shaw turned to look back out the window.
 
         
         “You’ll never find anybody that good ever again.”
 
         
         “That’s why I’m not even bothering to look, Frank.”
 
         
         “I was married once.”
 
         
         Shaw closed the window and sat back. “What happened?”
 
         
         “She’s not living anymore. She was sort of like Anna. I married way above my pay grade. That stuff never strikes twice.”
 
         
         “At least you made it down the aisle. I never got that chance.”
 
         
         Frank looked like he was going to say something else, but lapsed into silence. The two men rode the rest of the way to the
            airport without speaking.
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         THE GULFSTREAM rode into the air on smooth winds. Once they’d leveled off, Frank brought out the usual file: photos, background reports,
            analyses, and action recommendations.
            
         
 
         
         “Evan Waller,” began Frank. “Canadian. Sixty-three years old.”
 
         
         Shaw picked up a cup of black coffee with one hand and a photo with the other. He was staring at a man whose head was shaved
            down to the scalp. He looked fit and strong and his facial features were sharp and angular, like an image on a high-def LCD
            screen with megahertz levels. Even from the photo the eyes seemed to house a current of electricity that looked capable of
            shooting straight out at Shaw, delivering a mortal wound. The man’s long nose appeared as though it started mid-forehead and ran arrow straight to the top of his mouth. It was a cruel mouth if there ever was such a thing, thought Shaw. And this
            man was no doubt cruel and evil and dangerous. If he weren’t all of those things, Shaw wouldn’t be looking at his photo. He
            never went after saints, only violent sinners.
            
         
 
         
         “Looks good for his age,” said Shaw, dropping the photo onto the small table.
 
         
         “For the last two decades at least he’s been into anything that makes lots of money. On the surface he’s golden. Legit businesses,
            keeps a low profile, gives to charities, is into helping third world countries build infrastructure.”
         
 
         
         “But?”
 
         
         “But we’ve discovered that his underlying wealth is built on human trafficking, mostly young Asian and African teens mass-kidnapped
            by Waller’s people and then sold into prostitution in the Western Hemisphere. That’s why he’s so into third world development.
            It’s his pipeline. He uses that as a way to get the product he needs. And his legit businesses launder the cash from those
            activities.”
         
 
         
         “Okay, that qualifies him for a well-deserved visit from me.”
 
         
         Frank stood and poured himself a Bloody Mary from the small bar set up against one wall of the aircraft and dropped a celery
            stalk in the glass. He sat back down, jiggling the ice with a long spoon. “Waller hid the details well. It took us time to
            get the goods on him, and even then it may not hold up in a court of law. The guy’s bad, no doubt about it, but proving it
            is another thing.”
         
 
         
         “So why are we even bothering to go after him if we can’t put him away? That’ll just warn him off.”
 
         
         Frank shook his head. “This is not a snatch-and-prosecute. It’s a snatch-and-rat. We take him and convince him it’s in his
            best interests to enlighten us about a new line of business for him that we just found out about.”
         
 
         
         “Which is?”
 
         
         “Nuclear materials trafficking with Islamic fundamentalists on the worldwide watch list. He rats them out, he gets a deal.”
 
         
         “What kind of deal?”
 
         
         “Basically he walks.”
 
         
         “To keep enslaving young girls?”
 
         
         “We’re talking avoiding nuclear holocaust here, Shaw. It’s a trade-off the higher-ups are willing to make. At least we’ll
            put his operation out of business for a while. But he gets his freedom and all the money he’s no doubt hidden around the world.”
         
 
         
         “So he’ll just open for business again. You know, sometimes I get confused about which devil we’re actually dealing with.”
 
         
         “We deal with them all, just in different ways.”
 
         
         “Okay, so what’s the plan?”
 
         
         “We found out that he’s heading to the south of France for a little holiday in between planning nuclear holocausts. He’s rented
            a villa in Gordes. You ever been there?” Shaw shook his head. “It’s really beautiful, so I hear.”
         
 
         
         “So is Vienna, at least so I hear. All I usually get to see are the sewer pits, emergency rooms, and the morgue.”
 
         
         “He travels with heavy security.”
 
         
         “They always do. How do you see the extraction?”
 
         
         “Quick and clean, of course. But the French are totally outside the loop on this. We can expect no help from them. If you
            go down, your ass is cooked.”
         
 
         
         “Why would I expect anything less?”
 
         
         “The timing will be tight.”
 
         
         “The timing is always tight.”
 
         
         “That’s true,” Frank conceded.
 
         
         “So we kidnap him, work on him, and hope he breaks?”
 
         
         “Our job is just to get him. Others will break him.”
 
         
         “Right, and then let him walk?” Shaw said in disgust.
 
         
         “The suits make the rules.”
 
         
         “You’re wearing a suit.”
            
         
 
         
         “Correction. The guys wearing the expensive suits make the rules.”
            
         
 
         
         “Okay, but if you recall, the last time I was in France things didn’t go very well.”
 
         
         Frank shrugged. “So let’s get down to the details.”
 
         
         Shaw drained his coffee cup. “It’s all in the details, Frank. Plus a hell of a lot of luck.”
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         REGGIE CAMPION drove her ten-year-old dented Smart Car City-Coupé from her flat in London past Leavesden to the north and continued on for
            a few more kilometers. After meandering through narrow country roads she turned off onto a one-car-wide dirt lane, eventually
            passing through lichen-covered stone columns that bore the name “Harrowsfield,” which was the property she was now on. Her
            gaze then carried, as it usually did, up the twisty crushed gravel drive toward the old crumbling mansion.
            
         
 
         
         Some claimed Rudyard Kipling had once leased the estate. Reggie doubted that, although she believed it would have appealed
            to an author who had created such marvelous, intrigue-laden adventure stories. It was a vast place, jury-rigged in parts,
            with secret doors and passages, stone turrets with cold chambers, an enormous library, corridors that ended in solid walls,
            an attic filled with equal parts museum-quality artifacts and junk, a rabbit warren of a cellar with musty bottles of mostly
            undrinkable wine, an antiquated kitchen with a leaky roof and exposed, sparking wiring, and enough outbuildings to house several
            army battalions on over a hundred hectares of neglected grounds. It was ancient, falling apart, smelly, mostly uninhabitable,
            and she loved it. If she’d had the money she would have purchased it. But Reggie would never have enough money for that.
         
 
         
         She often stayed overnight here. A hopeless insomniac, she would wander the dark mansion for hours. It was then that she thought
            she could feel the presence of others who also called Harrowsfield home though they were no longer among the living. She would
            have preferred to stay out here full-time. Her flat was small, basic, in an undesirable part of the city, and was still more
            than she could afford. She had cut back on luxuries such as food and clothing in order to get by. She had certainly not chosen
            this career path for the income potential.
         
 
         
         She parked the car in front of the old carriage house now turned into garages and a workshop and saw that several people were
            there ahead of her. She used her key to open the door into the mudroom of the mansion and a little chime was heard. An instant
            later a broad-shouldered muscular man a little under six feet and in his thirties emerged from an inner room. He was holding
            a cup of tea in one hand and a customized nine-millimeter pistol in the other, and that was pointed at Reggie’s chest. He
            was dressed in tight-fitting, snake-hipped corduroy pants, a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and slim
            black leather loafers with no socks despite the damp chill that was normal for Harrowsfield even in the heat of summer. His
            fierce dark eyebrows nearly met in the middle of his forehead and his shaggy brown hair hung down to them.
         
 
         
         On seeing her he slipped the gun in his shoulder holster, grinned, and took a sip of his tea. Whit Beckham said, “Eh, Reg,
            you shoulda rung up when you hit the gateposts. Almost shot you. Be in a funk for weeks if I did that.” His robust Irish accent
            had softened over the last few years to where Regina could understand almost all of what he said without the services of a
            translator.
         
 
         
         She slipped off her jacket and hung it on a wooden peg on the wall. She was dressed in faded jeans, a burgundy lightweight
            turtleneck sweater with the collar turned up, and black ankle boots. Her hair was returned to its original shade of rich dark
            brown and was secured at the nape of her neck with a tortoiseshell clip. She wore no makeup, and as she stepped into the light
            thrown through the windows, one could see, though she was only twenty-eight, the beginnings of a fine web of lines around
            her wide, intense eyes.
         
 
         
         “My mobile never manages to work round here, Whit.”
 
         
         “I reckon it’s time to get a new mobile service then,” he advised. “Tea?”
 
         
         “Coffee, the stronger the better. It was a long flight and I didn’t sleep much.”
 
         
         “Coming up.”
 
         
         “Brilliant, thanks. Dom here? Didn’t see his motorbike.”
 
         
         “I think he parked it in one of the garages. And it’s not a motorbike.”
 
         
         “What then?”
 
         
         “It’s a crotch rocket. Has to do with horsepower and such, see?”
 
         
         “Right, interesting stuff, male toys.”
 
         
         He gave her a look. “You doing okay?”
 
         
         She feigned a smile. “Smashing. Never better. You do it once, it gets easier each time.”
 
         
         His face creased into a frown. “That’s a crock of shit and you know it.”
 
         
         “Do I?”
 
         
         “Keep in mind that Huber killed a few hundred thousand people and got away with it for over sixty years.”
 
         
         “I read the same briefing papers you did, Whit.”
 
         
         He looked put off. “Well, maybe you need to take some time off then. Recharge.”
 
         
         “I am recharged. Only took that long flight and a couple of drinks to do it. Colonel Huber is extinguished from my memory.”
 
         
         Whit grinned. “You sure you’re not going mental on me?”
 
         
         “No, but thanks for asking. So who’s here?”
 
         
         “Usual suspects.”
 
         
         She checked her watch. “Early start?”
 
         
         “New job, everyone gets a bit giddy.”
 
         
         “Including me.”
 
         
         “You really sure about that?”
 
         
         “Don’t be a prat. Just get me the damn coffee.”
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         REGGIE WALKED through passages smelling of mildew until she reached a set of wooden double doors with lavish burned-in engravings of books
            on each. She tugged one door open and passed through into the library. It had three walls of books and sliding ladders running
            on tarnished brass rails to reach them. A fourth wall was lined with old photos and portraits of men and women long dead.
            The room was anchored by a floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace, one of the few in the house that worked properly. And even this
            one tended to belch smoke into the room with regularity. She took a moment to warm herself in front of the flames before turning
            to look at the people seated around the large Spanish-style table with turned legs that sat in the center of the room.
            
         
 
         
         Reggie nodded to each of them, all older than she except for Dominic, who looked well-rested at the other end of the table.
            Her gaze then settled on the elderly man who sat at the head of the table. Miles Mallory’s outfit was tweed on tweed with
            elbow patches, crooked bow tie, a wrinkled shirt with one edge of a collar pointing to the ceiling, sensible blunt-toed shoes,
            and socks that failed to cover the man’s chubby, hairless shins. He had a massive head circled by a rim of grizzled gray hair
            that had not seen the barber’s shears in months. His beard, however, was neatly trimmed and matched the color of his hair
            except for a creamy patch the size of a penny near his chin. The eyes were green and probing, the spectacles covering them
            thick and black, the jowls heavy, the mouth small and petulant, the teeth tobacco-stained and uniformly leaning on their neighbors.
            He held a small curved pipe in his right hand and was busily packing it with his most noxious tobacco concoction, which would
            soon permeate the room and forcibly remove most of the oxygen.
         
 
         
         “You look excited, Professor Mallory,” said Reggie pleasantly.
 
         
         “I have already done so with young Dominic, but may I be the first to congratulate you on your excellent work in Argentina?”
 
         
         “You could be, but I beat you to it, Prof,” said Whit as he came into the room and handed Reggie a cup of coffee so hot the
            vapors were still visible, though the kitchen was about a mile from the library.
            
         
 
         
         “Ah, well,” said Mallory good-naturedly. “Let me be the second, then.”
 
         
         Reggie took a sip of the coffee. She never felt comfortable talking about what she had done, even with people who’d helped
            her do it. Yet killing someone who had slaughtered so many did not draw the typical human emotions. To her and everyone sitting
            at the table their targets had forfeited any rights they had by their heinous acts. They might as well have been discussing
            the killing of a rabid dog. But perhaps, Reggie thought, that would be an unfair comparison.
         
 
         
         For the dog.
 
         
         “Thank you. But unfortunately, I’m sure Herr Huber will still rest in peace.”
 
         
         Mallory said stiffly, “I doubt very much if the colonel is resting comfortably at this moment. The flames, I’m very certain,
            do hurt.”
            
         
 
         
         “If you say so; theology was never my strong point.” She settled in a chair. “But Huber is now history. So we move on.”
 
         
         “Yes,” said Mallory eagerly. “Yes. Exactly. Now we move on.”
 
         
         Whit grinned wryly. “Then let’s see if we can ride the monster one more time without getting our bloody selves trampled.”
 
         
         Mallory nodded at the slim, fair-haired woman seated to his immediate right. “Liza, if you would be so kind.” 

         
         She passed around manila folders bulging with copies of documents and held together with multiple bloodred rubber bands.
 
         
         “You know, Prof,” said Whit. “All this can go on a portable USB stick and from there onto our laptops. It’s a lot more convenient
            than toting all this around in my car.”
         
 
         
         “Laptops can be lost or compromised. Or even stolen. ‘Hacked,’ I believe, is the precise term,” replied Mallory with a trace
            of indignation, but also with the slightly insecure look of someone to whom computers remained an enigma.
         
 
         
         Whit held up the folder. “Well, bloody paper can be nicked pretty easily too, particularly ten kilos of the stuff.”
 
         
         “Now, let’s get down to business,” said Mallory brusquely, ignoring this comment. He held up a photo of an older man in his
            sixties with a long nose, a shaved head, and an expression that summoned only one reaction: fear.
         
 
         
         “Evan Waller,” said Mallory. “Believed to be born in Canada sixty-three years ago, but that is incorrect. His public reputation
            is that of a legitimate businessman. But—”
         
 
         
         Whit spoke up. “But his private rep is what?” He took the pistol from its holster and laid it on the table.
 
         
         If Mallory was annoyed that Whit had interrupted him or placed the gun within view, he didn’t show it. In fact his eyes gleamed
            as he said, “Evan Waller is actually Fedir Kuchin.”
         
 
         
         As he looked around the room and there was no discernible reaction from the group, disappointment replaced his glee. “Ukrainian
            born, he served in the military and then in the national secret police that reported directly to the KGB.” When even this
            revelation did not generate any comment he added sharply, “Have none of you heard of the Holodomor?” He looked at the opposite
            end of the table. “Dominic, surely at university you must have,” he said imploringly.
         
 
         
         Dominic shook his head, his expression pained at having failed the older man.
 
         
         Reggie spoke up. “Holodomor is Ukrainian for ‘death by hunger.’ Stalin killed nearly ten million Ukrainians in the early 1930s through mass starvation.
            That included nearly a third of the nation’s children.”
            
         
 
         
         “How the hell did he manage that?” asked a disgusted Whit.
 
         
         Mallory answered. “Stalin sent in troops and secret police and they took all livestock, poultry, food, seeds, and tools, with
            particular emphasis on the Dnieper River region, long known as the breadbasket of Europe. Then he sealed the borders to prevent
            escape and replenishment of the stolen articles, and also to stop the news from getting out to the rest of the world. No Internet
            back then, of course. Entire towns starved to death; nearly a quarter of the rural population of the country perished in less
            than two years.”
         
 
         
         “Stalin rivaled Hitler in the atrocity department,” said Liza Kent pointedly. In her late forties, she looked very old-fashioned
            in her long skirt, clunky shoes, and white blouse with a frilly collar. Her light blonde hair, interlaced with strands of
            silver, was very fine and cut to her shoulders, but she wore it back in a tight bun. Her face had no memorable features and
            she kept a penetrating pair of amber eyes mostly hidden behind thick lenses housed in very conservative frames. She would
            blend nicely into virtually any crowd. In reality, she had served with British intelligence for a dozen years, ran high-level
            counterintelligence ops on three continents, and had a Romanian-manufactured rifle bullet perilously near her spine. This
            injury had forced her premature retirement on a modest government pension. She’d quickly tired of puttering around her small
            garden before joining the professor.
         
 
         
         “Why did he do it?” asked Dominic.
 
         
         “You ask why Stalin killed?” snapped Mallory. “Why does a snake bite? Or why does a great white shark devour its prey with
            nearly inconceivable savagery? It was simply what he did, on a larger scale than almost anyone before or since. A madman.”
         
 
         
         “But Stalin was also a madman with a motive,” interjected Reggie. She looked around the table. “He was trying to wipe out
            Ukrainian nationalism. And also to prevent the farmers from resisting collectivization of agriculture. It is said that there
            is not one Ukrainian living today who did not lose a family member through the Holodomor.”
         
 
         
         Mallory smiled appreciatively. “You are an excellent student of history, Reggie.”
 
         
         She gave him a stony gaze. “Not history, Professor. Horror.”
            
         
 
         
         Whit looked confused. “Am I missing something? Because all that happened as you said in the 1930s. If he’s only sixty-three,
            Waller, or this Fedir Kuchin bloke, wasn’t even alive back then.”
         
 
         
         Mallory made a steeple with his hands. “Do you think simply because Stalin died that the genocide stopped, Beckham? The communist
            regime persisted for several more decades after the monster breathed his last.”
         
 
         
         “And that’s where Fedir Kuchin comes in?” said Reggie quietly.
 
         
         Mallory leaned back, nodding. “He joined the army at a young age and rose relatively quickly. Being uncommonly bright and
            unflinchingly ruthless, he was fast-tracked early on for intelligence work, ending up in the secret police, where he rose
            to a position of despotic power. This was around when the Red Army was meeting both its match and downfall in Afghanistan.
            In addition, other Soviet satellite countries, like Poland, were making a hard push for liberation and would continue to do
            so up until the fall of the communists. Kuchin received orders directly from the Kremlin to do all in his power to crush any
            opposition. While his superiors largely reaped the historical credit, he became, in essence, the man in the field who would
            keep Kiev in line with Moscow. And he very nearly succeeded.”
         
 
         
         “How?” asked Whit.
 
         
         In answer Mallory opened his file folder and motioned for the others to do the same. “Read the first report and then look
            at the series of pictures accompanying it. If that doesn’t answer your query I’m afraid nothing will suffice.”
         
 
         
         For several long minutes the room was silent, except for a few gasps whenever someone encountered the photos. Reggie finally
            closed the folder, her hand shaking a bit as she did so. She had faced many monsters that stood on two legs, and yet their
            depth of pure evil still managed to astonish and even unnerve her at times. She was afraid that if the day came when it didn’t,
            she would have lost all trace of her humanity. Some days she worried she already had.
         
 
         
         “His own version of the Holodomor,” commented Whit in a subdued voice. “Only he used aerial poisons, toxins placed into water
            supplies, and thousands of people at a time forced into pits where they were burned alive. The foul bastard.”
         
 
         
         “And Kuchin carried out the sterilization of thousands of young girls,” added Reggie in a hushed tone, the spiderweb of lines
            around her eyes deepening as she said this. “So they could never bear males who might fight against the Soviets.”
         
 
         
         Mallory tapped the file. “On top of a hundred other such atrocities. As is often the case with cunning men like this, Kuchin
            saw the fall coming long before his superiors. He falsified his death and fled to Asia, from there to Australia, and then
            on to Canada, where he built a new life with forged documents and a charisma that managed to conceal his underlying sadistic
            nature. The world thinks he’s a legitimate and highly successful businessman, instead of the mass murderer and war criminal
            that he actually is. It took three full years to piece this file together.”
         
 
         
         “And where is he now?” asked Reggie, her gaze holding on one photo she’d slipped from the file. It depicted the remains of
            an unearthed mass grave where the skeletons were small because they were all children.
         
 
         
         Mallory puffed his pipe to life and a pungent cloud of smoke rose above his head. “This summer he will be traveling on holiday
            to Provence—to the village of Gordes, to be more specific.”
         
 
         
         “Then I wonder what it will feel like,” said Reggie to no one in particular.
 
         
         “What will what feel like, Reg?” asked Whit curiously.
 
         
         She looked once more at the photo of the small bones. “To die in such a beautiful place as Provence, of course.”
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