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To Shawn Coyne,
editor and guide,
Who fights for what he believes and, luckily,
believes in me




A one phase man’s a keeper;
Two phase man’s no sleeper.
A three phase man’s a man of old;
But a four phase man’s worth his weight in gold!



—CIA verse




In another world, at another time, they would’ve been hailed as angels or damned as demons. Songs would’ve been written, stories handed down, their likenesses reproduced into the finest art of their period.

Considered good or calculated evil, they would most certainly have been noticed.

But not today.

Today they are hoarded like gold and food in a poor and starving land. Hidden from the light, denied existence—simply and completely not there.

But they are there.

Men of cold intellects, colder viewpoints, and an implacable relentlessness beyond conception.

The Four Phase Men of whispered legend and mythic shadows.

Since the creation of modern intelligence agencies there have been only seven of this special breed. Men who could, by themselves, carry out all four pestilential skills most prized in the unacknowledged black wars of our times.

Gather intelligence.

Carry out counterintelligence.

Implement the highest technological forms of warfare. Kill…dispassionately, cleverly, cleanly, and without trace.

The four phases of modern intelligence field operations. Seven… Four Phase Men.

Seven men who had risen to the heights (or depths) of the black ops world. Whose very presence made the world’s governments nervous, their masters confident, and all who knew about them very much afraid.

Seven men in sixty-three years.

And in the early days of a century that threatened to make the twentieth seem to be a time of rampant peace and tranquillity, only two left. No longer under anyone’s command and control; no longer tethered safely to flag, God, and country. Now outside, looking in.

At us.
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One

There was no place left to go.

But the sun was going down, the weather turning, and the soldiers had lately begun to enforce the curfew. So Aegri Somnia (The Sick Man’s Nightmares), the only place in the district that a stranger could go without questions being asked, it would have to be.

The hostess just inside the taverna’s door never looked up from her paper.“Ti alismonitos ehos.”

“Mu fanatay tsutayros.” The man dropped some gold coins on her table. “That a good enough sound for you?”

At the American-accented English words, the woman looked up. Tourists almost never came to this part of the island. “Who you?” she asked cautiously, her cigarette dangling from her upper lip.

“Xenos Filotimo.”

The old woman laughed; using the moment to study the flat expression, the callused hands, the knife in the climbing boot. No emotion or feeling came off the big man. Just a blank, somehow foreboding wall.

But with the curfew, rich Americans or English (and they all were rich, she thought) were few and far between. The soldiers and the mercenaries, well, they had their own places. And the local toughs were too busy running from the soldiers—when they weren’t robbing unwary European and American college students—to bother with a place where they had to pay.

So this man who spoke Greek like a Greek, but reeked of America and closeted disaster, was unusual.

She made up her mind.

“To look, ten thousand and more,” she said as she assessed his nonreaction. “To rent, fifteen thousand and more. To stay night is … more.”

“Thay prape na mirasto to domatio mu me aluis skorpeues?” The man tossed thirty thousand drachmas (about $100 U.S.) on her table. “I hate scorpions.”

“No scorpions here, sir.” The woman quickly counted the bills before sliding them off the desk into a drawer. Next to a loaded and cocked Tokarev. She left the drawer open as she smiled up at the man.

“Filoxenia, Xenos Filotimo. Parea,” she said in broad welcoming tones, then stood and unlocked the door behind her. She held up three arthritic fingers to the bartender inside. “Only scorpions are those you bring with.”

She relocked the door as soon as the man had gone through. She instantly picked up the phone to call the taverna’s owner.

A man like that, he would want to know about.

It took a long moment for the man’s eyes to adjust to the dinge of the place. Lanterns and lamps on the walls gave off a mixed red and green tone. A few candles flickered on fewer tables, occupied by maybe six or seven people in the near dark. The sound of a bouzouki strumming softly somewhere floated over the place, neatly mixing with the odors of Greek tobacco, burned lamb, and sex.

“Milk.”

The bartender nodded, then poured a glass of the thick, barely chilled goat’s milk. He hesitated as he handed the glass across the bar. He’d seen the type before: men who could go from docile to violent in moments. Men past caring, the aeiramenê doupêsen they were called in the islands.

Walking corpses, devoid of human emotions, compassion, or clemency of any kind.

Xenos slowly swirled a sip of the sweet liquid in his mouth before swallowing. He briefly closed his eyes as his scarred neck pulsed with the effort. A smile played across his lips, then was instantly exiled as he opened his eyes.

“You want now, mister?” the bartender asked carefully.

“Amesos.” He took another sip of the milk. “Not a child, parakolutheô? A woman.” His voice was hard, stone, inhuman.

“Understand.” The bartender swallowed hard, picturing what lay ahead for the woman he selected. What lay in store for him if he chose wrong. He waved to the back of the room and three women came forward.

They wore the long slit skirts and tight button-front sweaters that were the virtual uniforms of the whores of the islands. Maybe in their thirties, maybe older, they all looked at least fifty, and an old fifty at that. Their practiced smiles, pale olive skin stretched tight, their eyes all begging “pick me, I need to feed my family.”

He selected the cleanest of the group. The one who preened the least, arched her back the least, seemed to care the least.

“Bring the milk.”

Carrying a pitcher of the milk in a bowl filled with ice, she led the way to the back. “Emai Eleni. I make you real happy,” she said tonelessly, in a rehearsed fashion, as they climbed the stairs to the second floor. She let them into a small room with a bed, chair, dresser with a radio, a crucifix, and a tiny mirror.

As Xenos walked to the heavily curtained window to look out at the street below, the woman knelt in front of her crucifix, mumbling a nearly silent prayer for strength and forgiveness. Then she stood and looked over the stranger. “What do you want me call you?”

Xenos allowed the curtain to fall back as he turned to her. “That’s not important.” He dropped his pack on the floor to the side of the bed.

He reached out to her, gently stroking her cheek with the back of his hand, surprised by the real softness there. She turned her head into his hand, professionally but effectively; like a kitten arching into its owner’s caress.

He inhaled her hair, her fragrance, felt her warmth. Slowly slid his hand down her neck, finding she had already unbuttoned the old, worn sweater—she probably always did, to keep it from being torn. His fingers found her firm smallish breasts, slid over her warm nipples, felt the regular, completely detached beating of her heart.

“Jerry?”

“Yeah, boss!”

“See you a moment?”

The boy—barely a man—jogged over to the older man. “What d’you need, Herb?”

The older man gestured at a nearby couch in the half-empty rec room. “Got something to show you.”

Jerry looked pained. “God, it’s Sunday, man. Can’t we put off more training videos until…”

“Now, son.” Herb’s voice was the perfect mix of professional discipline and paternal disapproval.

Jerry sighed, then sat down.

“I thought you’d be interested in this,” Herb said simply as he started the video. “Thought you might learn something.”

The picture on the projection television resolved itself into a small bedroom. A woman in her forties lay naked on the bed, holding out her arms to someone off camera.

Then a nude, erect Jerry walked in front of the camera.

“Hey!” someone from the back of the room called out. “Dirty movies!”

“Herb,” Jerry said in a pained whisper, “turn it off. Please,” he begged.

But Herb just pointed at the screen as a crowd gathered round.

On the screen Jerry first sat on the bed, then gingerly lifted himself over the woman. He fumbled around, trying but failing to enter cleanly, requiring the woman to reach down and guide him in.

“Hey, Goldman,” someone in the crowd called out. “I never knew you was Jewish.”

“Need some help there, did you, Jerry?” from another.

The boy/man shrunk in his seat as his image continued to awkwardly be helped by the woman. “God, Herb, please!”

The image froze, then was shut off.

“Gentlemen,” Herb said, looking at the blank screen, “may we have this room?”

A minute later they were alone.

The older man took a deep breath. “She’s one of ours. One of our little, I don’t know, tests?” He shook his head.

“One you failed.”

Jerry couldn’t look at the man.

“You are never alone, Jerry,” the man said firmly.

“Never off duty.” He paused. “Never safe.”

He looked into the ashamed boy’s eyes. “Jerry?”

“Yes, Herb?”

“For you to be what we know you can be,” he said gently, “for you to do what we know you can do, you must never let up. Never take unnecessary chances. Never”—he hesitated—“allow any vulnerability.”

He smiled supportively. “Do you understand, son?”

“I…”

“We never get second chances, my boy. Never.”

“I understand,” the mortified but committed boy muttered.

“Good, son. Good.”

“Mister? Mister? What you want?” she whispered. “Possos?”

“Lock the door.” She did, as he sat on the bed. “Now take off your clothes.” She slowly undressed.

Xenos lay back on the bed, propped against the pillow, his heavy boots pushing against the fragile footboard. He didn’t undress, didn’t move, just lay on top of the covers… watching.

Her blouse. Her skirt. Her skin.

No reaction, no reaching out to her or quickened breathing; no masturbation or vulgar commentary.

Just his eyes darting back and forth along her body. Probing. Examining. Devouring.

“Turn around,” he whispered.

Shrugging, she did as she was told.

“Ayfaristo, Eleni. Thank you.”

The man’s voice seemed to trail away as if he was momentarily transported away from the small brothel into a place of, well, Eleni couldn’t really describe it. But she knew it must be a better place than she’d ever seen. Then, like a horse throwing off flies, he was back.

He nodded toward a chair after a few long minutes. “Put that by the door and sit down.”

Puzzled, but sensing the barely suppressed violence of the man, she did as she was told. Then watched as the man fished around in his boot. He pulled out a wad of drachmas and the biggest knife she’d ever seen. He loosened his shirt, unholstering a large chrome and steel revolver.

Petrified, she felt like screaming for help; stopped only by an unreasoned logic that no sound would ever escape her lips if she tried. And the certainty that she would be dead a second later.

Xenos noticed her discomfort, shook his head sadly, then tossed her the wad—50,000 drachmas, almost three times the going rate for all night. He turned on his side, put the knife under the pillow—still gripped in his right hand—cocked the gun, then laid it across one of his boots.

“If anyone tries to get in before morning,” he said in a tired voice as he closed his eyes, “you stop them. For at least thirty seconds. Parakolutheô?”

She nodded. “I … understand.”

“If you don’t,” he said through a yawn, “pray to your God that they kill me.” He settled himself more comfortably on top of the bed. “You can get dressed if you want to.”

And he was asleep.

She quickly dressed, never taking her eyes off his sleeping form. No matter how he tossed or turned (and his sleep was deeply troubled), the right hand never came out from under the pillow and the expression on his face never reflected any of the inner turmoil that his body clearly spoke.

Eleni readjusted the chair so that it was jammed under the doorknob as a brace against any unexpected opening, then moved to the window, barely moving the curtain aside to peek down at the street as twilight crept across it.

Every ten minutes or so, she would move to the door, listen closely to the sounds of urgent couplings in the rooms around hers, to soft footfalls on the threadbare carpet; to anything that might spell a threat.

And she did that for the remainder of the night.

Praying and wondering in equal measures throughout.

The dream came right away, before his breathing could shallow and even; before his body could settle and unwind. As always, it came with blinding speed and life-crushing impact.

He stood in the sanctuary of the hundred-year-old temple. The men in their dark suits, gray beards, tallisim and kepas in place, swaying to their own rhythms as the ancient prayers were recited. An odd cacophony of English, Yiddish, Russian, and German mutterings rising out of them.

Upstairs, the women sat. More still, more controlled than the men; they prayed with equal fervor but less demonstrably, as was the tradition. The old women in black, the middle women in navy or pale blues, the young women and girls in a few bright colors. But all had their shawls over their heads, their hands cupped over their eyes, their mouths moving almost silently with their prayers.

Xenos would move among them, looking into their eyes, tasting their breaths, inhaling the women’s soapy-clean fragrances, feeling the submerged power of the men.

He stood for the longest time by his mother—who couldn’t have been there, since she had died years before—watching as she tried hard to suppress a grin of pride and, well, ownership, in her son below. It was the one comfort in the dream. A mother that he had barely known approving, supporting, loving.

He would move to his father, sitting proudly, stiffly, on the dais next to the president of the synagogue. His freshly altered suit—worn only for the most special occasions—paling in comparison to the other man s. But he prayed with more fervor, with an extra something that had been reserved for this moment when he would sit in front of the congregation. A proud father’s one and only embracement of his son’s accomplishments.

Xenos would reach out, try to touch the old man with the scar across his forehead from a soldier’s rifle butt. But he could never quite make it. Somehow, no matter how close the dream allowed him to move, it was never close enough. So his fingers would stretch and reach and beg; but never find the man whom he most wanted to please, whom he had most disappointed.

Then he would find himself standing beside his younger self.

Thirteen, clear-eyed, acne-strewn innocent face, studying the ancient text spread before him. Sneaking glances up to the balcony at his sister; to the side at his father; out at the men who knew the text by heart and who would criticize or praise his performance for years to come.

And he heard his voice—breaking and cracking with youth—singsonging the age-old words with as much feeling as he could. Praying that his fear of screwing up couldn’t be heard between the Hebrew and Yiddish.

“Vayomer, a’donai el Moishe. Koh tomar, el b’nai yisroyel. V’mru chi, ani, a’tem re-etem; keey, meen ha’shmiem.”

Then it began.

A slight trickle of blood from his left cheek where a knife would one day almost take his eye.

A crack and distortion in his right arm where grenade fragments one day would destroy much of the bone, requiring three operations to repair.

Flames and the bittersweet smell of burning human flesh rising up from the floor, mixing with naphthalene from the napalming that he would barely survive.

As the blood and pain continued to leak out of the seemingly impervious boy all over the holy text, the faces would appear.

Iraqi, Russian, Palestinian, Vietnamese, South American, European, and Asian faces that just floated in the carmine-stained mist; quietly taking in the destruction of the boy who—as a man—would take their lives.

Or cause their lives to be taken.

They never spoke, never revealed so much as an expression or thought in their dead eyes. But they floated and they watched the piecemeal devastation of Xenos’s younger self.

Then all froze; all became stilled and quiet.

Xenos turned to his father, as he knew he must. For he was no mere observer in this dream/horror. He was dragged along on its vicious current with no more power to alter its path than he’d had to alter his own.

The old man stood, walked over to the boy, gently smoothed a vagrant lock of hair out of the now blind but still clear eyes, then turned to the man that the boy would, must, become.

“I have no son,” he said sadly yet firmly. He gestured at the slowly immolating boy. “He was my boy, my life, my future.” He sighed as his eyes locked with Xenos’s. “You’re just a corpse. A dead man. A stranger to me now and forever.”

He reached up, violently tearing the lapel of the best suit he’d ever owned. Shaking his head, crying unheard tears, then covering his eyes with his right hand as he began reciting the ancient prayer of mourning.

“Yis’kadal v’yiskadash, shme raboh. There be some who have left a name behind them; whose remembrance is as sweet as honey in all mouths. People will declare their wisdom and the congregation will tell of their goodness.”

“And there be some who have no memorial; whose names have vanished as though they had never been. They lie at rest in nameless graves. Their resting places in far-off forests and lonely fields are lost to the eyes of their revering kin. Yet they shall not be forgotten.”

The old man lowered his hand, staring deeply into Xenos’s sad eyes. And the old man’s voice was firm as stone and hard as iron.

“My son is lost to me, now and forever. His name will be vanished, his memory as though he had never been.”

Then, as if on cue in this kaleidoscopic horror that haunted Xenos virtually every time he closed his eyes, the mother he had never known stood beside them, crying deeply, her voice begging.

“No!” Avidol, don’t do this! He is your son! You cannot—

“I have no son, was the old man’s simple, pained,” inelastic reply. “He is a stranger to me. Yis’kadal v’yiskadash, shme raboh.”

And the scene would grow dark, insubstantial, as Xenos would reach out—through—the image of his father. Would be racked with a soul-deep pain that threatened to do what countless evil men’s bullets could not do.

Destroy the man he had become.

As the scene would shimmer, blink from existence, then repeat itself in even greater strikes of torment and anguish.

He awoke with a start, instinctively grabbing the person he sensed above him by the neck, pulling the person down, his knife pressed hard against the exposed throat.

“Emai Eleni!”

A quick glance around the tiny room confirmed that they were still alone.

“What is it?”

“Soldiers,” she whispered urgently. “Downstairs!”

“Have you seen the bastard or not? the lieutenant spat out in Greek through his thick Cypriot accent as two enlisted men held the bartender’s arms behind him.”

“I know nothing,” the bartender slurred out from somewhere in his battered face.

A baseball bat to the groin was the lieutenant’s response.

As the man collapsed to the floor, the soldiers began kicking him.

The lieutenant casually turned to the nearest prostitute, a trembling girl in her early twenties.

“Listen, grandmother,” he said to the old woman in broken English so that he would not be understood by his men. He may have been speaking to the old woman, but his eyes never left the girl in front of him as his bat began to work its way beneath her skirt. “We do business here. I give you piece of commander’s reward, yes? You get rich, I get richer, an enemy of the state is removed, and your girls stay…” The bat lifted the skirt, then tore it away. “… Charming. Parakolutheô?”

A commotion upstairs caught his attention and he drew his pistol. The soldiers with him cocked their weapons and looked nervously at the stairway. An almost endless moment later the bodies of the two soldiers who had been sent upstairs came rolling down.

Blood still spurting from gaping wounds in their throats.

“Attention!” the lieutenant ordered. But it wasn’t necessary. His men couldn’t have been more aware of the gore and threat in front of them if they’d tried.

It came from two weeks of “hunting the Devil.”

“Attention,” the tense man called out in Greek. “This is Lieutenant Kazamakis of the Cypriot Provisional Guard. You will immediately surrender all weapons and slowly come down the stairs, hands above your head.”

No answer.

Knowing what his men did not, he repeated the order, in English this time.

“Yeah, right,” came the slow atonal reply.

The soldiers shivered at the lack of humanity in that voice. Some overturned tables or moved into the cover of doorways. Others crossed themselves and prepared to die.

“If you do not surrender immediately, we will be forced to come up and get you, the lieutenant said with less strength than he would have liked.”

“The stairs are in front of you. Come ahead.” A pause that seemed to last many lifetimes. “I’m waiting.”

“Spiros, Hector! Ketagatay kati!”

But the men the lieutenant had ordered forward just looked at each other, looked at their friends bodies in the stairwell, then slowly shook their heads.

Before a reprimand could be issued, new orders contemplated or screamed out, a new sound filled the room.

Heavy footsteps coming down the stairs.

The lieutenant grabbed the old woman, holding her in front of him as a shield. Men crouched, lay flat, their fingers pressing on the triggers with ninety percent of the force necessary to fill the air between them and the stairway with a solid wall of lead.

“Don’t die for this, boys,” Xenos’s voice called out from very near the bottom of the stairs. “Tota esos na say afisso na zis.”

One of the soldiers near the back of the taverna dropped his weapon as he ran out the door. “E zoe enai glikeah!”

“Open fire!” the lieutenant screamed, and the air was shattered by the remaining seven AR-15s emptying their clips into the wall by the stairway.

After ten seconds of violent noise, a silence filtered into the place. No one moved. No one spoke. Everyone prayed that it was over.

Silently the lieutenant ordered two men forward to check it out. When they hesitated, he carefully aimed his pistol at them and gestured again. With more caution than any of the others had ever seen before, the two men reluctantly crept forward, into the stairwell.

Less than a minute later they returned, carrying an empty pair of climbing boots and a small cassette recorder.

“I’m still waiting, Xenos’s voice said calmly from the tape player.”

“Shit, the lieutenant muttered, a moment before he felt the cold steel of Xenos’s knife pressed against the base of his skull from behind.”

The men gasped at the man in stocking feet who held the knife to their officer’s head and pointed a gaping .44 Magnum at the rest of them.

“Order them to drop their weapons or you die first,” Xenos said in a voice very much like the devil’s, the lieutenant thought in an instant.

“English no good,” the lieutenant stammered out in an attempt to buy time and think of something.

Xenos smiled spasmodically. “You understand well enough.”

The lieutenant was trembling so hard that he was almost impaling himself on the rock-steady knife. He instantly issued the order. “Do it for God’s sake!”

Most of the men did as they were told.

Two didn’t.

“Release lieutenant,” one of the last yelled out, “or we kill you and others!” He leveled his rifle at Xenos.

Xenos looked almost sympathetically toward the young, cleanest cut of the soldiers. “Don’t die, boy. Not for him. Not over this. This has nothing to do with you. Tota esos na say afisso na zis.”

For thirty seconds the standoff held, then the young soldier’s finger began to tighten on the trigger.

The shot that exploded through the room lifted the soldier into the air, slamming him into the wall; his life created an abstract on the clay as he slid to the floor, already dead.

“Dumb,” Xenos whispered as the last armed soldier threw his guns across the room.

“Dureté!”

Xenos whirled around, almost pushing his gun into the face of an old man, who instantly paled. But the younger man who had called out the name was standing behind and to the side of the first man.

“You going to shoot everyone today?” He laughed. “Or just your old friend?”

“You ain’t that good a friend, Franco.”

The young man laughed again. “You got that many in this room you can be so picky?”

Xenos shrugged as he lowered his gun, and allowed the old man—the taverna owner—and his sons, who were waiting outside, to round up the surviving soldiers and lock them in the cellar.

“What are you doing here, Franco? Xenos asked as he poured himself a glass of goat’s milk five minutes later.”

The young Corsican sniffed at the pitcher, turned up his nose, then grabbed a nearby bottle of ouzo. “You know this is a safe haven for my group.” He took a deep drink of the acidic wine. “Just walking the property, like you Americans say.”

“No.”

“I haven’t asked you anything yet.”

Xenos turned to the bar’s mirror to study Franco’s reflection. “The answer’s still no.”

“There’s no trust left in the world, Dureté. No trust.” He stepped out of the way as one of the soldiers with his throat cut was dragged out of the taverna. “Something I should know about?”

“I thought you knew everything.”

“So did I.”

They drank in silence for a few minutes as the room was cleaned of all traces of the short-lived battle. The wall and floor were being scrubbed, fresh clay applied to the walls, tablecloths torn for gags.

“Okay,” Franco finally said. “I heard some things.”

Xenos just poured himself another glass of milk.

Franco studied the man he’d known for ten years, but knew almost nothing about. “Like I know that half the fucking Cypriot Army is looking to exterminate Xenos. And that the local Greek militia has orders to stay out of it.” He raised his eyebrows. “I must admit, that did pique my interest.”

“I killed the Cypriot commander’s son,” Xenos said simply.

“Yeah, I heard that too.” The briefest of pauses. “Any particular reason? If it can be told, of course.”

Xenos took his gun from the bar and slid it into its holster. “How long can you hold these guys?”

“How long do you need?”

A deep sigh. “The son, and some of his friends, were running charters for college kids in the islands. Then stranding them here on Naxos, robbing and torturing the men, raping and sodomizing the women. Shooting videos of it and selling it to other tourists.”

“So?” Franco seemed completely unaffected, almost bored.

“I found their last charter. Including a nineteen-year-old girl who died naked and bloody in my arms.”

Franco looked into his associate’s eyes. “I can hold them as long as it takes to get you off this rock.” He smiled broadly. “Of course there’s going to be a price, amico mio.”

Xenos put his knife in his boot, threw his last roll of bills on the bar, then started for the door. “No, grazie. I can take care of myself.”

Franco roared with laughter. “Of that there is little doubt!” He put a hand on the bigger man’s shoulder. “But let me do this for you. It’ll make it easier for me to ask you for my favor.”

Xenos shook his head. “I thought I already said no.”

“There are all sorts of no’s.” He followed Xenos out onto the predawn street. “And the job is in New York. Don’t you have family in New York?”

Xenos stopped, with his back to the Corsican. “I don’t have any family,” he almost whispered, his dream gnawing at his consciousness. “In New York or anywhere else.” He started off.

Franco watched him for a few seconds. “But I do, Dureté! I came to this godforsaken rock because of this. To find you! You can at least hear me out. You owe the Brotherhood that much.” He immediately regretted saying it.

Xenos turned around, slowly walking back to Franco. His face a frozen nothing mask. A soulless, blank evil.

“Io non devo niente a nessuno! Capito?” His voice was hoarse, choked with violence and black possibilities. “I owe no one a fucking thing. Not anyone.”

But Franco never backed down, never took a backward step.

“You owe us at least the courtesy of listening.” He paused. “For that we will guarantee your safety off this island and back to Toulon.”

Xenos thought about it. The hills of Naxos were impassable and crowded with blind canyons, caves, and ancient labyrinths. He could easily avoid the army until calmer heads prevailed and the pressure came off.

But how many more young soldiers with an overdeveloped sense of duty would he have to kill between then and now?

“You have a car, Franco? Or we going to have to walk?”

Franco nodded slightly in silent understanding, then held up his hand. A minute later a windowless panel van rattled to a stop. “Do I ever walk, amico mio?”

Five minutes later, after giving explicit instructions to the taverna owner and assuring him of his group’s protection against reprisals, Franco climbed into the van beside Xenos.

“I got a boat at Mikolas.”

Eighteen hours later, under cover of darkness, Xenos Filotimo sneaked aboard the fishing smack Orphelin and, with the tide, escaped into the warm waters of the Mediterranean for the long voyage to the French port of Toulon.

Once clear of the waters off Naxos, the big man stretched out on the foredeck, his backpack as a pillow, and closed his eyes.

But he didn’t allow himself to sleep.

The streets of Georgetown were about as different from the Greek islands as possible. The first frost of the year clung to the barren trees and bushes; the grass on the rolling hills was browning up, and people frowned with the sure and certain knowledge that winter was in offing.

But the streets of the Washington, D.C., suburb were no less dangerous than those outside the taverna.

The two people saw each other at a distance, walking diagonally toward each other on two of the quaint paths that bordered the university. They both adjusted their pace to ensure coming together at the right point at the right instant. As they both did their sums in their heads.

Do I recognize any faces or cars?

Does anything appear different from how it should be?

Any windows open, exhaust coming from parked vans, workmen on power poles?

Any reason at all to walk on by?!

As they came to the intersection of their paths, the older of the two checked the time. The younger yawned. A moment later they fell into step alongside each other as they began to meander through the carefully manicured university paths.

“Do you need to come in?” the older asked.

“No,” the younger replied. “I’m clean.”

“Do you need to deliver anything?”

“No.”

“Are you intact?”

The younger one hesitated before answering. “That’s what I’m here to find out.” The voice was brittle; scared but under tight control.

“Are you intact?” the older one repeated, insisting that this rendezvous go by the numbers, as had countless clandestine meetings before.

Sighing, the younger replied, “I’ve detected no changes in the flow across my desk, in my assignments. My phone was clean as of 0930 today, and I’ve detected no surveillance.”

“Very well.”

They turned into a darker corner of the grounds, to a narrow strip of grass that wound between two buildings.

“So,” the younger one began without further explanation, “am I intact?”

The older one shrugged. “We believe so.”

“Thank God.”

The older one smiled. “God and Canvas.”

“Sure.” The younger one stopped for a moment.

“Is something wrong?”

“I don’t trust him. Where he is, what he’s doing for us; he could make us all very, uh, exposed.”

“The cost of doing business, I’m afraid,” the older one said simply. “But Canvas’s loyalty is based on money, and we cannot be outbid for his services, rest assured of that.”

“He knows a lot.”

A shrug from the older one. “A necessary evil. Canvas is a consummate professional and must have access to all sorts of information in order to do his part in this.”

A long silence.

“Does he know me? The younger one’s voice rose with anxiety.”

The older one smiled reassuringly. “He no more knows you than he knows anyone with whom he is not directly involved. He has detailed information only as far as his specific assignment goes and no further.” The smile vanished. “In any event, the knowledge he does have dies with him at the end of the operation.”

“And when is that?”

Now the older one sounded tense. Barely. “Access is not what we had hoped for, there has been resistance to the suggestions. But we hope that the affair can be concluded within six months.” The briefest of pauses. “A year at the most.”

“A year’s a long goddamned time,” the younger one whispered as a student moved past on a bicycle. “And it’s been getting worse since the, uh, thing.”

The older one nodded in agreement. “The incident was unexpected. Unfortunate.” It might’ve even been catastrophic, but Canvas performed admirably on that score. The older one smiled warmly. “I think we can return to the original timeline now.”

“I’m not so convinced,” the younger one said brusquely. “You only know them academically. I deal with them every day.”

An expression of deep disquiet passed across the worried face. “They could just be laying low, waiting to be sure of what’s what and who’s who. These are vicious, cunning, unpredictable bastards and I am not about to put myself further at risk until you know! Not think!”

The older one sighed. “Well”—it was said in a carefree tone—“Canvas has removed our source’s options. The psychs agree with his assessment; and I am content.” A smile peeked out. “As long as we maintain our leverage, the source will continue to be most compliant. With that in our hands, we cannot be surprised.”

“What about the French kid?”

“No longer an issue. He comes from nowhere, has no family, no ties in this country. Was a loner in his. No one will miss him. Canvas has been most thorough.” A genuine laugh. “And I understand you have put certain other checks into place, just in case.” A light laugh. “Pure overkill. No one will come looking.”

The younger one nodded. “You’re too damned pleased with yourself.”

“I see the big picture, and the pieces falling into place,” the older one said simply. “I’m not pleased”—he wheezed out the word—“just confident and encouraged.”

“You be confident and encouraged. Me? I’ll stay paranoid. And we’ll see which of us is left standing.”

They continued on, just two more people speaking in quiet abstracts in a city that thrived on them.

Xenos hated abstracts.

Oh, he could think in them, analyze them fairly effortlessly, extrapolate almost infinite conclusions from their colors and shapes. But he had lived in the abstract for too many years, and now longed for solid, immutable definition instead.

Which was largely why he had chosen Toulon as his second home.

The old French naval station, the harbor that sheltered over half of the Mediterranean’s smugglers, the modern city built along the edges of the old city, all masked the rock-solid heart of the French town.

Like Naxos, Toulon was carved from the mountains that surrounded the harbor. It could be tough, unyielding, attacking. It required its residents to be equally hard in return. Strong men and women who made their own rules, then lived strictly by them.

And the heart of this stubborn, bullheaded, unyielding population was the fifteen hundred members of the Corsican community.

That they ran the harbor and the bulk of the city beyond was a given. That the token forces of French Naval Shore Patrol, Metropolitan cops, and GIGN thugs would deal only with the non-Corsican community was also a given. Payoffs were made, penetrations were made, arrangements were made. And the Brotherhood—that most violent, most feared, most insular organized crime group in Europe—ran the Corsicans.

From his earliest days in Toulon, Xenos—known to them as Dureté (“the hard man”)—had known the rules and had made his own arrangements with the Brotherhood. He would leave them alone, not interfere with any operations or plans, would assist them in those things that they needed a non-Corsican for (they had checked out the tough man’s virulent reputation… then apologized for the intrusion).

In exchange they would lend their protection to a small farm on the cliffs above the city.

The Clinic of the Broken Children.

In its forty-five beds lay the shattered remnants of fifteen years of war in Afghanistan. Boys and girls—none over twelve—missing arms, legs; blinded or deafened; massacred all.

How they found their way from the mountain passes (where they would’ve died) to the small clinic on the French Gold Coast (where their destroyed bodies and minds would be healed) was never explained or inquired into. Simply accepted as the right of a man whom the Brotherhood considered completely trustworthy in a deal or a fight.

And it would be watched over during his long absences.

But now, as he stood on the edge of the cliff looking out at the crystal-blue Med, Xenos wondered—not for the first time—what would happen to the clinic if he ever failed to come back. Breathing in the salty, slightly fishy air, he forced the thought away from the present and turned back to Franco.

“Answer’s still no.”

Franco shook his head sadly. “He’s a good boy, Dureté. Sharp as a tack and also bright. It’s not like him. Capito? He’s going to be a big Chaillot attorney one day. Or maybe on Wall Street in America. He’s not in the rackets. Boring, squeaky-clean.”

He laughed a forced, somehow painful laugh. “Hell, he even took another name and life so my Brothers and my reputation wouldn’t hold him back.”

“I’m not a family counselor. If he doesn’t want to talk to you…”

“It’s more than that, I’m telling you. He’s not the kind to run off. Not for pussy, not for money, no way! And no one’s seen him in a week.”

Xenos shook his head. “Go yourself.”

“You know I can’t. No member of the Brotherhood is safe in New York without permission from the Mafia’s Commission. And to get that, I’d have to tell them about Paolo. They’d never believe he wasn’t in the rackets. It could start another war.”

“Jerry!” a small girl squealed in delight as she came limping up. “Jerry! Regardez moi!”

Xenos turned as the little girl displayed her brand-new artificial arm to him. With a pride and dedication that only the small can have, she opened and closed the metal hand, even pulled a cigar out of Xenos’s shirt pocket when he kneeled to hug her.

“Merveilleux, Gabi. Superbe.” He kissed her on the cheek. “How are you today, fair lady? he asked in slow, deliberate English.”

She concentrated hard. “I am well … monsieur.”

“Sir,” he corrected gently.

She nodded fiercely. “I am well, sir. How are you today?”

“Very well. He kissed her again as a clinic sister came up to shepherd her back to the group playing on the lawn. He took an envelope from the nurse as he watched the little girl go.”

“X-ray machine’s breaking down again, he mumbled as he read. “That’s another fifteen grand, easy.”

Franco suddenly brightened, stood, walking over to Xenos, reading over his shoulder. “And I noticed that the ward is overcrowded.”

Xenos nodded. “They just keep coming. No end to it.” No end. He started to walk away, then stopped. “What are you offering?”

Franco smiled his convincingly sincere smile. “A new, state-of-the-art X-ray machine and a new ward … say twenty beds.”

“Forty-five beds.”

Franco nodded. “I misspoke. A new forty-five-bed ward.”

Xenos looked at the man suspiciously. “You don’t have those kinds of resources.”

“The Brotherhood does; and will stand behind my pledge.”

Xenos walked very close to the man. “What aren’t you telling me?”

There was no point in lying any more, and Franco played his last card. “Mio fratello he is, shall we say, a project of the Brotherhood. They sponsored his college entirely. Over six hundred thousand francs.”

Xenos suddenly understood. “And they’re making you responsible.”

Franco grimaced as he nodded. “Paolo repays the Brotherhood with services after he is become a lawyer. Or I must, well…”

“And if I find he’s run off with the money?”

“Then it is between us. I Fratelli. But,” Franco hurriedly added, “the Brotherhood does not believe he has stolen from them. Their concern is for his safety in a city like New York.”

“For the moment,” Xenos finished.

“They feel you can be trusted to find and return the money,” Franco said, ignoring the comment, “if the worst has happened. Or to help Paolo if he has gotten into some kind of trouble.” He shrugged deeply. “He is my brother, Dureté. I would go if I could, but that would only cause more troubles.” He hesitated. “My family. Do it for family.”

Xenos walked to the cliff’s edge, looking out at the storm clouds building across the calm Mediterranean waters. “There might be some problem with my getting into the U.S. I’m not real popular over there.” He shook his head at the clouds. “In a lot of places.”

Franco walked over, smiling. “If there is one thing the Brotherhood knows how to do, it is getting things into and out of places.”

Less than twenty-four hours later Xenos Filotimo drove across the New York/Canadian border.

For family.
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