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      Major William Hunt sat on the bench at the east side of the central square in the sleepy little town of Massenstadt, West Germany. That was what he had been directed to do. His instructions had been clear. Dress as normal. Carry a briefcase. Bring no other luggage. Nothing that would tip anyone watching that when he left his home that morning, it would be for the last time. He had been in the US Army for fifteen years. The first four he had spent at West Point. The other eleven in Germany, with his latest post at the headquarters of the 66th Military Intelligence Brigade at the Wiesbaden Army Airfield. And that afternoon he was set to become the second officer in a fortnight to defect from his unit.

      

      The first officer to defect from Six-Six-MI had been a captain. His name was Adam O’Neill. He had been smuggled out of Germany on a cargo ship, transferred to a submarine, then a plane, and finally ferried by helicopter to an officially obsolete Red Army base near Yekaterinburg, deep inside the USSR. He had also been carrying only a briefcase. Its contents would have been worth tens of millions of dollars on the open market, but O’Neill wasn’t interested in the money. He was a rarity in the world of espionage—a true believer. The only reward he craved was to be recognized as a Hero of the Soviet Union. Which was going to happen, he had been assured, the moment he completed his deprogramming—a two-week-long process that was necessary to cleanse him of any taint of capitalism that lingered from his years of exposure to the decadent west.

      

      Hunt waited in the square, alone, for five minutes. Then another person approached him. A woman. She looked like she was a couple of years younger than him. She was slim and blond and athletic. Her hair was backcombed and lacquered, and her blue dress had ruffles on the skirt and wide, puffy shoulders. She eased down onto the bench next to him, slid nearer, and wrapped her arm around his shoulder. She leaned in close like she was going to kiss his cheek, but instead she whispered in his ear.

      “Do you have it?” she said.

      Hunt nodded. He patted the briefcase.

      The woman stood up. “Good. Come on. Time to go.”

      Hunt said, “How will we get there?”

      “We’ll walk.”

      “I mean, how will we get to Moscow?”

      The woman shook her head. “We’re not going to Moscow. Not yet. First, we need to see what you brought us. Verify it. If it’s what you promised, then we’ll go.”

      Deep lines creased Hunt’s forehead. “So where are you taking me now?”

      “Not far. Somewhere safe. You have nothing to worry about. Unless you lied to us.”

      Hunt’s face relaxed. “I didn’t lie. The material is genuine. I give you my word. Run any test you want. You’ll see.”

      Major Hunt had nothing to worry about, but Joe Reacher did. He was sitting in his office in the Pentagon, four thousand and fifty miles away, and he knew exactly what Hunt was doing. He knew exactly what was in Hunt’s briefcase. He knew it was genuine. He knew the damage it could cause in the Soviets’ hands. And he was responsible for the plan to make sure that no harm would be done—by Hunt’s secrets, or by O’Neill’s. The plan was high risk. Extremely high. It sat smack in the middle of deniable territory. The kind of operation that no one would ever know about if it worked but would see him hung out to dry if it failed. It would be denounced as an unauthorized blunder dreamed up by a deranged maverick. Not how he wanted his career to end. That was for damn sure. So he was trying not to think about all the things that could go wrong. And all the things he didn’t know. Starting with where the KGB agent would take Hunt so that her comrades could begin the process of authenticating the documents he was carrying. He knew they had a safe house in Mainz and another in Frankfurt. Mainz is closer to Massenstadt, which would mean less travel time, so less exposure. Frankfurt is larger, which would mean it was easier to hide. Joe had both places covered. But the KGB also had safe houses in Munich and Cologne and Hannover. If they chose one of those, things were going to get difficult, fast. And if they had a base someplace else—someplace new—things would get worse still.

      

      The same time Hunt was leaving the square in Massenstadt with the KGB agent, Jack Reacher, Joe’s younger brother, was walking into the bar at the Estrel Hotel in Mainz. He was wearing tight stonewashed jeans, black motorcycle boots, a black T-shirt, and a leather jacket with a denim vest stretched over it. He was carrying a beaten-up leather duffel in one hand and a giant radio / cassette player in the other. It was more than three feet wide. Its front was covered with knobs and dials and lights and sliders, and it had an enormous detachable speaker at each end. Everything about it was designed to give the impression of ear-bursting loudness, even when it was switched off.

      There were twelve other customers in the Estrel’s bar. Four couples at separate small tables spread around the edge of the room and a group of four friends at a larger table in the center. Some of them were older than Reacher. Some were younger. But all of them were far more smartly dressed. They all had glasses in front of them. Some had white wine. Some had genteel cocktails. But no one was sucking down their drinks. It wasn’t that kind of a place. Their conversations stalled when Reacher appeared. He was six feet five. His chest was like a beer barrel. His arms were like telegraph poles. He glanced at each disapproving face in turn and strolled the rest of the way to the bar. He dumped his bag and his stereo on the floor, pulled out a stool, sat down, and beckoned to the bartender.

      He said, “Bitte einen Liter Bier,” took a ten Deutschmark bill from his pocket, and laid it on the bar.

      

      Back in Massenstadt, the KGB agent threaded her arm through Hunt’s and slowed him down a little.

      She said, “Take it easy. We’re lovers, out for a romantic stroll. Not competitors in a race.”

      Another couple left their table at an outdoor café at the edge of the square. They were both average height. Average build. They were wearing bland, unremarkable clothes. The kind of people you could stand next to in a bar or sit near at a football match and not be able to describe a minute after you left.

      The people Joe Reacher had sent to keep tabs on Hunt.

      The agent strolled next to Hunt, chatting about nothing in particular and glancing in the windows of the shops they passed, trying to spot anyone tailing them. She waited for a break in the traffic then led the way across the street. She stopped outside a bookstore. Pretended to look at its display of bestsellers. Waited for a bus to approach from the opposite direction. Started moving again when it was twenty yards away. Tightened her grip on Hunt’s arm. And when the bus drew level with them, she dragged him sideways into a shop that rented out costumes for parties and carnivals.

      

      The next person to enter the bar at the Estrel Hotel was a woman. Every eye in the place was on her as she walked across the room. She would be maybe five ten in bare feet but the heels of her black leather boots added three more inches. Her legs were long and toned, and she was wearing the shortest skirt some of the other patrons had ever seen outside the pages of a magazine. She had a stylized version of a biker’s jacket, cropped and cinched in to emphasize her waist, which was tiny, and her chest, which was not. Her blouse was black lace, cut low. Her skin was pale. Her hair was long and so dark it was almost purple. She kept going, apparently oblivious to the stares, and took the stool two away from Reacher.

      The bartender kept his distance. He said, in German, “Are you a guest of the hotel, miss?”

      The woman glanced at Reacher, then replied, “That remains to be seen.”

      

      The bus continued on its way. The couple Joe Reacher had sent could no longer see Hunt or the KGB agent. They’d been there one second and were gone the next. It was a neat trick—simple, and well executed—but it was one the watchers had been expecting. The woman ducked into the next shop on her side of the street. It sold dresses. She took up a position by a rack near the window which gave a good view of both sidewalks. The man turned around and hurried back to the next intersection. He looped around so that he was on the street behind the costume store and joined a line at a bus stop.

      Two minutes later Hunt and the agent stepped out through a plain, unmarked door. They had changed their clothes. The agent had swapped her blue dress for a red one. Hunt had ditched his suit in favor of jeans and a T-shirt, but he was still carrying his briefcase. The agent unlocked a car that was parked at the side of the street. A small silver BMW. She slid in behind the wheel and Hunt climbed into the passenger seat. Then she pulled away, made a right at the end of the block, and disappeared into the passing traffic.

      

      The woman ordered a Malibu and pineapple. The bartender pretended not to understand her American accent and then took his time preparing the drink. She waited for him to finally set it down on a mat in front of her, then said, “Let me ask you a question. Is this a library?”

      The bartender looked puzzled. “I don’t follow.”

      “It’s so damn quiet in here I figured I must have come to a library by mistake. How about some music?”

      “We don’t generally have music on Tuesdays.”

      “Did I ask what you generally have?”

      The bartender didn’t answer.

      The woman said, “Music. Now. Come on.”

      The bartender said, “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I would have to speak with my supervisor.”

      “Go speak with him, then.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not permitted to leave the bar unattended.”

      The woman shrugged, then turned to Reacher and gestured toward his stereo. “That thing run on batteries?”

      The bartender sighed theatrically and said, “Fine. I’ll see what I can do.”

      

      Joe Reacher’s guy stepped away from the line at the bus stop and took his radio out of his pocket. He called in the KGB agent’s license plate and a description of her vehicle, then turned and made his way back to the dress shop to collect his partner. Their work was done for the day. The next stage would be down to their colleagues in the cars. There were four of them, all set up to look like taxis. One was circling to the east. One to the west. One to the north. One to the south. Between them they would pick up Hunt and the agent. They would take turns following them. They were expecting at least one more change of vehicle. Probably another spell on foot. Maybe another change of clothes. They knew the KGB’s methods well. They just had no way to anticipate which safe house they were going to use.

      

      The woman drained her glass in one gulp, then went to use the bathroom. Twelve pairs of eyes followed her as she left the bar. Their stares weren’t friendly. And they weren’t welcoming when she came back in. She took her time to cross the room. She smiled at the men. She blanked the other women. And when she climbed onto her stool and crossed her legs, she made sure she was showing plenty of thigh.

      Reacher finished the last mouthful of his beer and beckoned to the bartender. “Another beer, bitte. And the same again for the lady.”

      The bartender sneered at the word lady but did as he was asked. Slowly, and with a marked lack of enthusiasm.

      The woman climbed down and nodded toward the stool next to Reacher. “Do you mind?”

      Reacher said, “Be my guest.”

      The woman settled herself facing Reacher, side toward the room. She crossed her legs even higher. “I’m Nikki.”

      “Reacher.”

      “Good to meet you.”

      “Likewise.”

      “I’ve got to ask you something. What’s a guy like you doing here?”

      “A guy like me?”

      “Look at these other stiffs. Are you like them? I bet none of them’s had a minute’s fun in their lives. And that’s before I get to the sticks up their asses. Look at that guy.” Nikki nodded toward the man at the nearest table. “It’s so far up there I bet he can see it when he cleans his teeth.”

      The guy shuffled in his seat. The woman who was with him shot daggers in return.

      Reacher shrugged. “I heard there might be something going on around here, tonight.”

      Nikki said, “Looks like you were misinformed. Although, that could change. If your luck holds up.”

      

      The KGB agent’s BMW was picked up by one of Joe Reacher’s fake taxis. The one covering the east of Massenstadt. It followed the BMW along the main road out of town for a couple of miles, sometimes three cars behind, sometimes four, until they arrived at the turnoff for a giant supermarket. The agent pulled into the parking lot and dumped the BMW in a handicapped space near the entrance to the building. She jumped out. Hunt followed a moment later, and she took him by the hand and led the way into the store.

      Joe’s guy picked up his radio and called for the taxi that was north of the town to come and relieve him. He sent the taxi from the south to monitor the route east, toward Frankfurt. He left the taxi to the west where it was. And he pulled his own car behind a giant RV, out of sight but ready to provide backup if needed.

      Hunt and the KGB agent reappeared after ten minutes. The agent had swapped her red dress for white jeans, sneakers, and a tie-dye T-shirt. Hunt had switched to black pleated pants and a baggy houndstooth sweater. He was still clutching his briefcase. She threaded her arm through his and steered him to the center of a row in the middle of the parking lot. To a dark-blue hatchback. A Volkswagen. A car so ubiquitous in Germany as to be practically invisible. Hunt climbed into the passenger seat. The agent got in behind the wheel. Pulled forward out of the space. Followed the signs to the exit. And turned to the southwest. Toward Mainz.

      

      Reacher had swiveled around on his barstool so that he was facing Nikki. She had leaned in a little closer. He had done the same. Her voice had grown louder. He had laughed at some of the things she had said. She had touched his shoulder. His arm. His thigh. But any further progress was interrupted by a guy in a suit. It looked expensive but conservative. He was the kind of man who tried to take care of his appearance. That was clear. But he was losing the battle. The years were overtaking him. He was maybe in his midfifties. His face was flushed. His waist was thickening. His hair was thinning. And the skin on his neck above his collar was puckered like a chicken’s.

      “Excuse me, sir.” The guy crowded in close to Reacher. He kept his voice barely above a whisper. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to finish your drink and leave. You too, miss.”

      Reacher picked up his glass, examined the contents, then set it back down. He said, “Have to?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You have to ask us? Why? Have we broken some kind of law?”

      “No, but⁠—”

      “Is someone holding your family hostage? Are your kids going to die if we stay here?”

      “Of course not. But⁠—”

      “Because here’s the problem. We’ve done nothing wrong. And we’re not ready to leave. If you want us to go, you’ll have to make it worth our while.”

      “I’m the manager here. I have to consider my other customers. My regulars. And you’re making them uncomfortable. You’re uncouth. There have been complaints. So I’m asking you nicely. Please leave.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      “I’ll have no option. I’ll have to call the police.”

      “How long will they take to come?”

      “Not long.”

      “But they’re not here already. And they don’t have magic powers. The laws of physics still apply. So they won’t appear immediately. It’ll take them some time. Five minutes? Ten?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “So ask yourself this. If we’re making people uncomfortable by sitting and talking, what do you think we could do in ten minutes? Maybe longer if there are some actual crimes taking place to occupy the police tonight.”

      The manager didn’t answer.

      Reacher said, “OK. We didn’t come here looking for trouble. Maybe we should try to find a compromise. We could go somewhere more private. Carry on there.”

      “That’s an excellent idea.”

      “Somewhere more private, like a room. Here, in the hotel.”

      “That wasn’t quite⁠—”

      “Nikki, do you like to dance? We could push some tables aside. Make some space. Hopefully none of the furniture would get broken . . .”

      The manager held both hands up, chest height, palms out. “A room will be fine. Come with me. I’ll have someone arrange it.”

      Reacher shook his head. “You arrange it. We’ll stay here. You can bring us the key.”

      The manager sighed, then turned to go. He said, “Fine. Just behave until I get back. Please.”

      “One more thing. We want room twelve.”

      The manager turned back. “Room twelve? No. I’m sorry. That’s not possible.”

      “Why? I know it’s not taken. I looked at your register on my way in.”

      “That room is not in service at present. It has maintenance issues.”

      “What kind of issues?”

      “General upkeep.”

      “Is there a gas leak?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Toxic mold?”

      “No.”

      “Bed bugs?”

      “No!”

      “Does it have a bed?”

      “Obviously.”

      “Then we’ll take it.”

      “You won’t. I told you. It’s not available.”

      “Then make it available.”

      “I don’t have the authority.”

      “You said you’re the manager. Make an executive decision.”

      “I don’t know. I need to make a call.” The guy turned and started for the exit. “Just don’t upset anyone else until I get back,” he said over his shoulder.

      

      The KGB agent was well-trained at resisting a tail. That was clear. On the highway she varied her speed dramatically, one minute racing ahead and putting empty space between her and any cars that could be used for cover, the next slowing right down so that the vehicles behind her were forced to overtake. She stopped—illegally—at the center of the bridge that crossed the Rhine. And when she reached the city, she timed her passage through the traffic so carefully that more often than not she nipped through intersections right as the lights were turning red. She was so good that within five minutes of leaving the supermarket the driver of the lead taxi decided to gamble. He sped away from the VW and raced ahead to the Mainz safe house.

      The safe house was actually an apartment. It was on the second floor of a plain, anonymous building attached to a small hotel. A good location, the guy driving the taxi thought. For the KGB, because the constant ebb and flow of hotel guests would act as cover for anyone arriving or leaving at odd hours, or who was burdened with luggage, or was wearing foreign-looking clothes. And for him, because he could pull up behind a couple of real cabs that were waiting on the far side of a sign that said “Loading and unloading—Hotel Estrel guests only.”

      The gamble paid off. Joe Reacher’s guy didn’t see where the KGB agent ditched the VW but he had a clear view as she approached on foot, leading Hunt, who was still clutching his briefcase. Her body looked relaxed, like walking up to the building was no more exciting than returning from a dull day at the office, but her eyes were darting left and right, scanning the street and the sidewalk. She paused at the door, pretending to fumble for her keys, and checked both directions before working the lock and ushering Hunt inside.

      The door from the landing to the apartment looked ordinary from the outside, but on the inside it was covered with a bunch of heavy-duty locks and bolts. Two men were waiting in the hallway. They weren’t tall, but they were broad and solid with square, shaved heads. They were wearing dark, slightly shiny suits and looked to be in their midtwenties. The sight of them stopped Hunt dead in his tracks.

      The agent said, “Don’t worry. They’re here to keep you safe.”

      Hunt said, “Safe from what?”

      The agent shook her head and guided Hunt into the living room. Next to that was a kitchen, then a bathroom and two bedrooms. The furniture in all the rooms was plain and functional. There was no TV. No pictures on the walls. All the drapes were closed. The air was stale, and it carried a hint of cheap cleaning products.

      The agent gave Hunt a moment to take in his surroundings, then said, “Ground rules. Stay away from the windows. Do not open any drapes. Do not answer if anyone knocks on the door. Do not make any noise that the neighbors or the hotel guests could hear. Do not evacuate if you hear a fire alarm or sirens. Understand?”

      Hunt nodded. “How long do I have to be here?”

      “Depends how quickly your documents check out.”

      “Good. That shouldn’t take long. How do we make it happen?”

      “A comrade will arrive shortly. He’ll take the papers to Bonn. To an expert. Assuming⁠—”

      “No.” Hunt clutched the briefcase to his chest.

      “Excuse me?”

      “No. The documents do not leave my sight.”

      “I told you. They must be verified. I was clear from the outset. If you won’t let them be examined, what kind of message are you sending?”

      Hunt heard a sound behind him. It was one of the other men. He had moved into the doorway, almost filling its width.

      The agent snapped her fingers to get Hunt’s attention. “I really hope you’re not playing some kind of game here, Will. Because if you are, it’s not going to end well. I promise you.”

      Hunt shook his head. “No game. I know the documents need to be checked. I want them to be checked. They’re real, and they’re dynamite. Your people are going to be blown away. But here’s the thing. They’re all I have. My passport. My meal ticket. My raison d’être. I’ve walked away from my job. My country. My life. I’m not letting go of them. Your expert can come to me.”

      The agent was silent for a moment, then she nodded her head. “I understand. But our expert cannot leave the embassy. It’s too dangerous. So how about this? The courier will take one page, chosen at random, so that the paper can be tested, and he’ll photograph the rest.”

      

      Joe Reacher’s guy pulled away from the other waiting cabs and dumped his taxi on a side street a couple hundred yards away. He swapped his shoes for a pair of motorcycle boots, pulled on a leather jacket, and hurried back to the entrance of the Hotel Estrel. He went inside, walked through reception, and stopped at the door to the bar.

      “Hey!” the guy yelled. “Nikki! The hell are you doing with that bozo?”

      The guy strode past the eight remaining guests and leaned in so his head was close to Nikki’s. He whispered, “You’re green to go.” Then he straightened up and said, “What are you waiting for? Come on. We’re leaving.”

      Nikki shook her head. “I’m staying.”

      The guy grabbed Nikki’s arm. “No. You’re coming with me.”

      Nikki tried to pull free. “Let go! I’m not going anywhere with you. It’s over between us, you jackass. What do I need to do? Tattoo it on your forehead so you get a reminder whenever you look in the mirror?”

      The guy tightened his grip. “I know you don’t mean that. Come home. I’ll make it up to you. That girl meant nothing to me. It only happened a couple of times. I don’t even know her name.”

      “You think that makes it better? ’Cause it doesn’t. It makes me hate you even more. So for the last time. Let. Go.”

      The guy yanked Nikki’s arm.

      Nikki yelped.

      Reacher said, “Hey, pal. What’s your name?”

      The guy said, “None of your business.”

      Reacher kept his voice calm and quiet. “Strange. You must have had a tough time at school. Now here’s my real question. The lady asked you to let go of her arm. Why haven’t you done that?”

      “Stay out of this.”

      “Here’s a thought. Grab my arm instead. See what happens.”

      The couple at the closest table abandoned their drinks and scuttled to the exit. The other half-dozen guests stayed silent and looked down at the floor.

      The guy let go of Nikki. Reacher slid down from his stool. The guy bounced up onto the balls of his feet, but he was still four inches shorter. Reacher took a step forward. Then he caught movement from the doorway. The manager was back.

      “Enough.” The manager said. “I’m calling the police.”

      Reacher grabbed the taxi guy by the lapels and lifted him off the ground. He said, “Are you sure that’s wise? This guy’s heavier than he looks. Could do a lot of damage if I dropped him on a table. Or on the bar. Or on you.”

      The manager said, “Put him down. Please. There’s no need for anyone to get hurt.”

      “I’ll put him down. No one will get hurt. Nothing will get broken. But only when you bring me the key to room twelve.”

      “How about eleven? Or ten?”

      “How’s your insurance? Premium all up to date?”

      “Why room twelve? What’s so special about it? No one’s used it for years. It’s probably filthy. Eleven’s bigger. And ten’s nicer, no doubt about it.”

      Reacher said nothing.

      “All right then, fine.” The manager ducked through the doorway and returned thirty seconds later with a large silver key on an embroidered fob.

      Reacher dropped the taxi guy, who bolted for the exit.

      The manager moved closer. He held out the key, but before Reacher could take it, Nikki darted forward. She grabbed it. Walked to the doorway. Turned. Leaned against the frame. Stretched out her arm at shoulder height and dangled the key from her fingertips.

      Nikki looked at Reacher and said, “Come.”

      He was halfway across the room before the word was out of her mouth. His duffel bag was in one hand. His stereo was in the other. He said, “Already there.”

      

      Silence fell on the room after Nikki and Reacher left, but it didn’t last long. First, music started to play. Wailing guitar. Thundering bass and drums. Howling vocals. Then, another sound kicked in. It was just as rhythmic. Thud. Thud. Thud. And it was more relentless. It kept going and going. Another couple left the bar. Thud. Thud. Thud. Then, the final four slunk away. Thud. thud. thud. The noise upstairs got louder. The bartender felt like the walls were shaking. There was no sign of it slowing. No sign of it stopping. Not by the time the bartender finished cleaning and left the hotel. Not by the time the manager went home. Maybe it went on all night. The manager figured it could have because the door to room twelve was still locked the next morning when he knocked and tried the handle.

      The clock in reception struck nine. Reacher and Nikki had not come downstairs. The clock struck ten. They had not emerged. It struck eleven. There was still no sign of them. Finally, the manager grabbed a passkey and crept back up the staircase. He knocked on the door again, louder this time. There was no reply. He tried the handle. The door didn’t open. He worked the lock. He pushed. The door swung back but stopped after only an inch. The manager shoved as hard as he could, but he made no further progress. He peered through the narrow gap and saw something dark. It was made of wood. It was rough and unfinished. The back of the wardrobe. The big guy must have pushed it in front of the door. Which he could only have done from the inside.

      The manager called out, “Hello? Room twelve? Anybody there?”

      He got no reply. He pressed one ear close to the gap and prayed for the sound of a voice, or breathing, or groaning—anything to indicate life. He heard nothing.

      The manager made his way slowly back down to the reception desk and picked up the phone. He dialed a one. Then another one. Then he dropped the receiver back into its cradle. He’d been thinking murder/suicide or drug overdose. Either way, a job for the police. But another thought had popped into his head. A distant recollection of something the hotel owner had told him, years ago, about why they should never put guests in room twelve. The details were hazy but it had to do with the people who owned one of the apartments in the adjoining building. About them making porno movies there and having weakened a section of the interconnecting wall in case they ever got raided and needed to get away. Apparently, they paid for the room to be left empty. He remembered wondering if they used cash or dirty video tapes as currency. And then he remembered a number they were supposed to call if the emergency exit from the apartment ever got used. It was disguised as a twenty-four-hour taxi contact on a card stuck inside one of the desk drawers. He found it, lifted the receiver again, and this time put it back down without dialing a single digit. He hadn’t seen inside the room. He didn’t know for sure that the neighbor’s escape route had been used. He didn’t know what would happen if he revealed he’d allowed room twelve to be used for no reason. He didn’t know exactly, but he was certain it would be bad.

      The manager rounded up the bellhop and the maintenance man, and between them they shoved the door far enough open for a person to squeeze through. He waited until the others were safely downstairs then eased himself through the gap. He saw the woman’s boots and skirt and blouse lying on the floor next to the man’s duffel. It was open and empty. His stereo was there, still plugged into the wall. The bed had been shoved aside. A cold chisel was on the floor, along with a rubber-wrapped club hammer. And a section of wall was missing. It was about four feet square, and ragged strips of wallpaper were hanging down in front of it. It was the emergency exit from the porn studio. Only the pair from the night before had used it as an entrance. They must have gone in that way and then let themselves out through the apartment’s regular door. Presumably it was easier to open from the inside than the outside. The manager’s head was full of questions. How had they known the wall had been weakened? Why had they gone through? What did they want? Maybe they’d been in a movie that was filmed there and went back to rob the place. Of money, or camera equipment, or unreleased videos. Or maybe they’d been ripped off and were looking to even the score. Maybe they were rivals, wanting to rid themselves of the competition. But whatever the reason, he knew what he had to do next. Call the number on the card in the drawer. Take the consequences. And pray they wouldn’t be too awful.

      The manager made it halfway to the door, then stopped. He’d never been on a porn set before. He couldn’t help wondering what it would be like. So he turned back. Approached the hole in the wall. Knelt down. Crawled forward. Poked his head through the strips of paper. And immediately vomited. He was looking into a living room. It was sparsely furnished. There was a couch, with a briefcase propped up at one end. Two chairs. A coffee table. And three dead bodies.

      Two of the bodies were male. Midtwenties, stocky, with square, shaved heads. The other was female. She had short, dark hair, and a blond wig had somehow gotten tangled around her right ankle.

      

      Joe Reacher had read his people’s unofficial reports by the time he caught up with his brother Jack on the phone.

      “Any problems?” Joe said.

      “None. Piece of cake.”

      “Sergeant Young, too? Nikki?”

      “She enjoyed herself. Those KGB guys didn’t know what hit them. And it’s good to have gotten Hunt back in one piece.”

      “It sure is. And thanks for helping out. I had no one who could do what I needed.”

      “No problem. When will we know if it worked?”

      “Couple of days. The medal ceremony. If O’Neill shows up, we’re screwed.”

      

      Two days later, Adam O’Neill was waiting in an anteroom to the side of St. George’s Hall in the Grand Kremlin Palace, Moscow. His time had finally come. He was minutes away from being officially named a Hero of the Soviet Union. His hair was freshly cut. He was wearing a new suit. Not the brash, gaudy kind that are cherished in the west. His outfit was honest and down-to-earth, such as someone like Tolstoy would have worn.

      O’Neill pictured himself after the ceremony, walking through Red Square or strolling along the bank of the Moskva, with the five-pointed gold star pinned proudly to his chest. Such a simple symbol. But so elegant. So powerful. He would be the first American-born person ever to receive it. He could hardly believe the company he was about to keep. Zhukov. Brezhnev. Gagarin. Timoshenko . . .

      “Comrade!” A man’s voice snapped O’Neill out of his daydream.

      The man who had spoken was small and wiry. He was in his fifties. His hair was short and tidy, and he was wearing a nondescript gray suit. He looked like a bank clerk, O’Neill thought, although he knew who the man was. Ilya Safonov. The second most senior officer in the KGB.

      O’Neill snapped to attention. “Sir.”

      Safonov smiled. “No, no, no. There’s no need for such formality. Not on such a special day. I just dropped by to give you this.”

      He took an envelope from his inside jacket pocket and held it out.

      O’Neill said, “What is it, sir?”

      “Go ahead. Take it. Open it.”

      O’Neill did as he was told. The envelope had been addressed by hand in old-fashioned, flowing script. It said, Comrade O’Neill—“Hero” of the Soviet Union. Inside there was a single piece of paper, folded three times. O’Neill flattened it out. It was a form made up of all kinds of boxes, printed in red with CCCP embossed at the top. Each box had a printed title, and each had been filled in by hand in blue ink. There were only two words he could understand. His first and last names. Then something drew his attention back to the envelope. To the quotation marks. He suddenly felt like his stomach had been hollowed out and replaced with a bucket of red-hot coals.

      “You don’t know what that is, do you?” Safonov said.

      O’Neill didn’t reply. He couldn’t. There were so many thoughts whirling around his head that he was unable to form any words.

      “Let me help you.” Safonov smiled again, but this time without the slightest warmth. “Soon after you defected, another American soldier made contact. He said he wanted to come over to us, as well. He claimed he also had information to bring. Valuable information. We evaluated it, naturally, just as we did with yours. Care to guess what we found?”

      O’Neill shook his head. His mouth was too dry to speak.

      “A large part overlapped with yours. It matched. Exactly.”

      O’Neill managed, “That’s good, right? Shows both sets of papers are genuine.”

      Safonov’s smile faded into a scowl. “It shows the opposite. You see this man, a Major Hunt, was snatched back by the Americans before he could be exfiltrated. Or at least that’s what they wanted us to think. The whole thing was a setup. A clumsy one. And they left this for us to find.”

      Safonov slid something else out of his pocket. A photograph. It was of the couch in the safe house in Mainz. Hunt’s briefcase was sitting there, tucked safely in the corner.

      O’Neill said, “I don’t get it. What’s the problem?”

      “They left the briefcase. They wanted us to find it. And the papers that were in it. Which means the papers are bogus. They match your papers. So yours are also bogus.”

      “No. That’s not true. My information is⁠—”

      “Disregarded. As are you. Hero, my ass. That paper I gave you? It’s the official record of your conviction. We considered execution but decided that was too lenient. No, my son. You’re going to Siberia. For the rest of your life. But if it’s any consolation, that won’t be very long.”
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