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One

Early spring on 128th Street, seen through the bow window of my living room, was like a cool, mischievous smile: it offered hope, without ever letting on exactly what you might be hopeful about. Might it be a kiss behind the bike shed? Or did it hint at something more? Something altogether more exhilarating, like the freedom to see people’s faces again, the natural, uninhibited pleasure of seeing a smile, a thoughtful frown or a laugh—some basic, unmasked human expression. It was indeed a cruel sickness that forbids us that most basic comfort of seeing each other’s faces.
I was brought home from these thoughts by the jangling of my Bakelite telephone.
“Yeah, Bauer.”
The colonel’s deceptively cool, feminine voice answered.
“Good morning, Harry, are you busy?”
“Considering it’s been three months since you gave me a job, that question is at risk of being dumb.”
“Good. Are you bored yet?”
“I’m waxing philosophical about Covid-19, so I guess I must be. I’m even considering taking up watercoloring classes with Mrs. Hamish next door. She’s ninety-six and these days I find her company exhilarating.”
“Quit griping, you needed the rest and you know it. How’s your shoulder?”
“Hanging from my neck. How’s yours?”
“Fine, but I haven’t been shot recently.”
“You haven’t? It’s fun. You should try it sometime.”
“I take it you’re ready for another job, then.”
“You’re sharp, Colonel. What gave you the clue?”
“Fine, take me to dinner. I’m at the Hyatt, Union Square.”
“Funds running low since you stopped giving me work?”
“I’m keeping a low profile, Harry. You should try that sometimes. I thought we could go to the Buddha Bodai Kosher Vegetarian Restaurant on Mott Street.”
I suppressed a snort of laughter. It was of the derisive kind. “We’ll go to Keens Steakhouse on East 36th. You want to go vegetarian we’ll ask the waiter for a carrot and a couple of lettuce leaves you can nibble at. If rabbits are anything to go by they’re real aphrodisiacs.”
“Do you know, Harry, you are really quite offensive sometimes.”
“I’ve been told that, but I never really believed it. I’ll pick you up at seven thirty for cocktails. Wear something nice.”
I hung up before she could answer and stood smiling out of the window for a while, thinking of spring’s wicked promises.
At six PM I showered and shaved, and splashed my face with juniper-scented aftershave. Then I put on a black, understated tuxedo and climbed into my brand-new TVR Griffith which looked like a particularly expensive kind of motorized sin, and sounded like an especially expensive kind of beast from Hell. I growled my way to 4th Avenue, parked illegally outside the Hyatt and found the colonel in a low-cut, red satin dress with diamonds and emeralds around her throat in a choker that made you want to bite her neck. She also had a red satin mask to match her dress. We arched our eyebrows at each other and she said, “Please don’t call me ‘colonel.’”
“I won’t. You don’t look like a colonel at the moment. I may even forget you are one.”
She shook her head. “Don’t. You have an unfortunate habit of going too far, too often. Now, take me to this restaurant. What was it? The Cholesterol Club?”
“Carnivore’s Corner. You’ll like it.” I took her elbow and guided her toward the door. “Nobody ever goes too far there. Their sirloin steaks are never more than sixteen ounces.”
We stepped out into the Manhattan evening, where the dusk streetlamps lay luxuriant across the burgundy paintwork of my car. “That’s obscene,” she said, referring to the sixteen-ounce steaks. I nodded. “You’re right. But the walls are all paneled in mahogany, and they have eighty thousand pipes hanging from the ceiling, so it kind of doesn’t count.”
I opened the door and she climbed down into her seat with some difficulty. I got in beside her and we growled our way down East 14th to 6th Avenue in a slightly tense silence.
Keens Steakhouse is probably my favorite restaurant in New York, and one of my favorites in the world. It clings on, with apparent effortlessness, to a kind of sanity and common sense that has long since been lost by the rest of the Western world in a miasma of rules, regulations and arbitrary prohibitions. The head waiter took our coats and showed us to our seats. I ordered two Vesper martinis and he went away to fetch them while we studied the menu. When he returned I told him we would have a dozen fresh oysters, accompanied by a chilled bottle of Fino Manzanilla,
La Guita. Then the colonel would have steamed Maine lobster with filet mignon, and I would have the prime New York sirloin. We would have steamed asparagus and sautéed broccoli with both, and a bottle of Muga Gran Prado Enea, Gran Reserva, 2006.
When the waiter had gone I confronted her chilly stare with a bland smile.
“If,” she said, “I ever go to a restaurant with you again, kindly allow me to order my own food and drinks.”
“So, who do you want me to kill, Jane?”
She sipped her martini and gave her lips a small smack as she set the glass down again on the table.
“You know, Harry, there are times, a few, occasionally, when I think I could almost like you.” She nodded, as though I had questioned what she said. “Seriously, sometimes you display humanity, honor, kindness and indisputable courage.”
“Thank you,” I said, and meant it.
“And at those times I really think I could come to actually like you, as a person. But then I remember that underneath it all, you are you.”
“That’s disappointing, and you were doing so well. So why are you doing this instead of the brigadier? He likes me.”
“Because I am the head of operations, and I told him we have to stop mollycoddling you. You take your orders from me, Harry, not from the brigadier.”
I lopsided a smile and chuckled in a way I knew was annoying. “Last time I checked, Jane, I didn’t take orders from anybody. So are you going to tell me who the target is, or do I have to guess?”
She considered me for a moment with no trace of amusement on her face.
“As always,” she said, “the choice is yours as to whether you take the job or not.”
“That’s kind of hard to decide if you don’t tell me what the job is. Why are you being so cagey?”
The waiter arrived with an ice bucket containing a bottle of Manzanilla. He poured us two glasses while a waitress brought the oysters and the lemon. When they had left, the colonel said, “This target is not quite like any target you’ve been after before.”
I had an oyster halfway to my mouth and I froze to look at her.
“Is it a woman?”
She shook her head. “No.”
“Obviously it’s not a child,” I said with some heavy irony. “So what’s the problem?”
“This target is an American, he is a one-time senator, the head of a foundation which undertakes work all over the Third World to build schools and hospitals, water purifiers…” She made an “on and on” gesture with her hand. “He also invests millions of dollars every year in medical research, vaccines…”
“Bill Gates was never a senator, so it’s not him.”
“Funny, that’s funny. Can we stop wasting time on facetious jokes now?”
“Sure, why don’t you tell me who it is? And when you’ve done that, you can explain to me what we have against this guy.”
“The target is Charles Cavendish.”
I laid down the oyster and sat back in my chair. “Are you out of your minds? In the first place we have due process of law in this country. If, and I stress if, this guy has committed crimes against humanity then the FBI should be dealing with it. And in the second place, I thought we only went after people who were guilty of crimes against humanity. This guy has devoted most of his adult life to doing exactly the opposite; exactly what you have outlined. It’s not just the Cavendish Foundation that provides these places with schools and hospitals, he gets personally involved. If we take out Charles Cavendish, we do immeasurable harm to thousands of vulnerable people all over the Third World. He has water purifying and irrigation projects all over central and southern Africa. He has school and hospital building projects from Panama to Tierra del Fuego. What the hell are we doing going after this guy? Have we turned political while I’ve been convalescing? Are we taking contracts for money now?”
She had been quietly eating oysters while I ranted. Now she sipped her wine and watched me over the rim.
“Are you done?”
“I’m ready to hear your answers, if that’s what you mean.”
“OK, so eat your oysters and shut up for a bit while I explain.”
I took an oyster, swallowed it and followed up with a sip of wine. The colonel screwed up her napkin and placed it gently beside her plate.
“Charles Cavendish is one of the richest men in America—in the world, but his fortune is hard to quantify. Aside from the fact that he has a lot of it stashed in offshore accounts around the world, a very large proportion of his cash is concealed through the activities of his foundation.”
I shrugged. “So what?”
She raised one hand. “Please, just be quiet. Don’t talk for a bit. The way he works is this: he finds an organization which is trying to set up schools, or bring clean water to deprived areas, for example, and he will offer them a substantial amount of money as a grant. A fair chunk of that cash will go into executive salaries. In exchange he requires the foundation to have a leading executive role in the organization, ostensibly to ensure it is guided in the right direction. But once the foundation has that role he appoints his own directors, and sacks anyone on the board who opposes him. Now he owns the organization.
“That’s phase one. In phase two he pumps money into the organization, appoints middle managers with impeccable records and sets vigorously about doing wonderful things, delivering medicine, building hospitals, bringing schools to remote areas. All that stuff. But at the same time he does other things.”
I swallowed my last oyster. “What kind of things?”
For a start, he will, in many cases, quietly reregister these organizations as limited companies, providing the same services they were offering originally to impoverished areas, but now as private enterprises instead of charities or NGOs. As part of those companies he will set up pension funds with discretion to invest in any business or industries that will provide a profit to the investor.”
“Naturally. Where is this going, Colonel? So far I can’t see a problem.”
“If you’ll keep quiet I’ll get there. Now, take the Clean Water Supplies Agency, in Colombia.”
“Does this company exist?”
“It’s fictitious, an example. The Cavendish Foundation approaches them and offers them an injection of a million US dollars in exchange for an executive position. It’s an offer they can’t refuse. Over the next couple of months or so they identify and sack any members of management who might cause problems, and they increase the salaries of the remaining members of the board. After that they propose converting the agency into a company. Appropriate palms are greased at local government level, and above if needed. Now it’s the Clean Water Supplies Company, with a pension fund for its employees which it is free to invest as it sees fit. The foundation injects a fresh dose of cash into the company and the company uses that money to buy a second company, let’s call it the Colombian International Procurements Company, which goes through a similar metamorphosis as the agency, only this company then undertakes freelance United States weapons procurement for, amongst other clients, the Colombian government.”
“Aren’t there already government agencies who procure US weapons for the Colombian government?”
“Sure, and there are also private sector companies that do it, but not all of them can claim to have the ear of a US Senator who can pull significant strings at home for them. So our new Colombian Procurements Company now buys two thousand assault rifles and two dozen helicopters. A thousand rifles and a dozen helicopters go to the approved end user, the Colombian government, to fight crime and drugs manufacturing in the jungle. The balance get sold to anyone from the Taliban to Al Qaeda, or governments in the Middle East who are not approved by the US Government. Those weapons fetch top dollar. But that’s not the end of the story. This company—which does not have to be in Colombia, it could as easily be in Panama, Brazil or Cote d’Ivoire—is now free not only to sell to whomever it wishes, but to buy from whomever it wishes. And that includes North Korea, China, Iran…you name it.”
“And Cavendish is doing this? He knows his foundation is doing this?”
The waiter came and removed our plates and replaced them with my steak and the colonel’s lobster. The wine waiter poured the wine and left. The colonel said:
“Yeah, he knows, and he’s been doing it for the last ten years. What I have outlined is a very simplified model of what he does, but you can be sure that he is very good at covering his tracks. Even if you could connect all the rogue companies to him by following an electronic paper trail, you could never prove that he knew what was going on. There are a dozen people along the way who could and would take the fall for him.”
“So how do you know he’s responsible? How can you be sure? You can’t pass this kind of sentence on a man unless you know, beyond a doubt, that he is guilty.”
She nodded and picked up her knife and fork. “You don’t need to lecture me on that, Harry. I drafted our constitution and our code of conduct. We know because we have people who work with him at the highest level, and the orders and the decisions come from him.”
She paused to put a forkful of lobster in her mouth.
“You remember the Al-Habaja massacre, where five thousand people, many of them women and children, were gassed to death in north Iraq, just west of Zummar near the Turkish border?”
“Of course.”
“That gas was supplied by one of Cavendish’s companies. Another one that will be of interest to you: You will remember Mohammed Ben-Amini’s attack on Belandhawa, in Helmand province, because you were there.”
“I’m not allowed to talk about that.”
She gave something like a smile. “Don’t worry about it. The same people who told you not to talk about it are the ones who briefed me.”
I snorted something like an ironic laugh. “The brigadier? OK, they used a chemical agent, phosVX, that killed the entire population of the village, eight hundred people. Their deaths were agonizing, with convulsions and internal hemorrhaging. It took about twenty minutes for them to die. There were grandparents, parents, children, everybody. They were just farmers. The excuse for the attack was that one of the men in the village had taken a Christian wife. But the real reason was that they were trying out a variant of phosgene which was harder to detect and more lethal. It not only attacked lung tissue, but also blocked the enzyme acetyl cholinesterase, causing violent spasms and accelerating the damage to the lungs. That was what we were told, anyhow. It was never proved because the village was torched, some said by Ben-Amini, others said by the CIA. But they were probably just conspiracy nuts, right?”
“I can tell you that it was Ben-Amini who torched the village, and I can also tell you that it was Charles Cavendish who provided the Taliban with the phosVX that wiped out that village. If you decide to take the job, I will provide you with a full list of the crimes that he has been associated with, and which he provided the hardware for. Believe me, Harry, we have not put him on the list lightly. We would rather see him subjected to due process of law, but he is immune.”
I picked up my knife and fork and cut into the steak, and watched the blood ooze into the oil.
“You know I’ll take the job,” I said, “just tell me what to do.”




Two

The meal was as good as you’d expect it to be at Keens Steakhouse. When we’d finished the food and the wine, we ordered a Courvoisier and a Macallan and two espresso coffees, and a cheese board to pick at between sips. Predictably, the colonel focused on the Camembert, the ripe Brie and the Wensleydale peppered with blueberries. All good cheeses, but not much point eating them when you have a good Stilton and the best Scotch whisky on the planet at your disposal.
The colonel, sporting slightly flushed cheeks and bright blue eyes, put a small piece of Camembert on a salted cracker and popped it in her mouth. I watched her do it while I savored the rich, warming amber Scotch and wondered, foolishly, what it would be like to take her to bed. I smiled as I imagined whispering, “Colonel,” in her ear and she smiled back.
“It is largely up to you,” she said. “He has a house in Pacific Palisades, Corona del Mar, overlooking the ocean. Security is very high-tech, cutting edge, as you’d imagine, and from what we have been able to ascertain he has both dogs and armed guards on the premises. You should also be aware that he has his wife and two children with him.”
I cut a creamy slice of Stilton and balanced it on a dry cracker. “Children?”
“A boy of fifteen and a twelve-year-old girl. They both go to boarding school, but they come home for the weekends.”
I grunted and popped the cracker in my mouth. “What about the wife?”
“We don’t know much about her. Apparently she drinks a lot and spends most of her time by the pool. She’s about twenty years younger than him, used to be a model, now losing her looks and after a couple of hushed up affairs seems to be under twenty-four-hour guard.”
“Not much use. How about affairs, lovers, friends…?”
“Again, not much. He is known to have call girls visit the house, but never the same one twice, and they are rigorously checked by his bodyguards.” She sipped her cognac, frowned and made an “mmh…” sound. “There is one potential contact in that general area. Her name is Sheila Newton. She is his personal assistant at the Los Angeles offices of the foundation. She’s pretty and spends a lot of time with him, day and night. Ostensibly they are working, and I have to say we have no evidence at all that they are having an affair, or that she knows what kind of stuff he is into. We assume both, but we don’t know.”
“I take it we have photographs.”
“Will you take the job?”
“I told you already I will.”
“I’ll get the file to you first thing in the morning.”
“I’m especially interested in Sheila Newton. She might be the weak link in his armor.”
“I’ll send you profiles on him—obviously—her, the kids, the wife, and his security team. They are about as good as you can get in the private sector. We also have plans and satellite photographs of the house and up-to-date information on his security system.” She paused to sip her brandy, let it linger a moment and swallowed. “It’s tight, as tight as you’d expect from a man in his position, who also deals in weapons worldwide.”
I nodded and spoke absently, half to myself, as I cut into the cheese.
“Maybe I’ll have to draw him out.”
“That’s fine, the brigadier was very clear on this point. The planning and execution of the mission is yours, unequivocally, in every way except for one detail.”
I scowled with the cheese halfway to my mouth. “And what’s that?”
“It has to look like an accident.”
“Shit!” I swore under my breath. “It’s not enough that the hit is untraceable?”
“No. He was categorical and I agree with him. Cavendish is too high profile and he has too many powerful connections, establishment and criminal. His murder would trigger not one but several investigations, most of them unofficial, and that is attention we really do not need right now. He has to go, but it has to be convincing as an accident.”
I sighed. “OK, I see that. Fine, send me the stuff and I’ll get started tomorrow.”
She held up her glass and I tapped it with mine. As I sipped she paused and smiled.
“Hey,” she said, “we spoke for a full half hour without you being a pain in the ass. It was nice.” I drew breath and she held up a finger. “Don’t spoil it by being a smartass now.”
She sipped, still smiling over the edge of her glass. I sighed, smiling too, feeling mellow with the wine and the whisky.
“You’re right. It was nice.” I laughed softly. “Leaving aside what we were discussing, it was nice not to be sniping at each other.” I gave my head a small shake and looked into my glass like I might find an answer in there. “I don’t know why we do it.”
There was a warm, amused challenge in her smile now. “Is this where we become honest and open up to each other?”
I didn’t answer straight away. “Would that be such a bad thing?”
She laughed suddenly, and it was a sweet sound. Suddenly I was not seeing the colonel, but a beautiful, elegant woman who was also intelligent and eloquent. Her laughter subsided but her smile remained. “Next thing you’ll be ordering salad and preaching the benefits of vegan living.”
“Vegan? Wasn’t that a planet on Star Trek?”
She ignored the facetious question. “I’m serious, Harry. Am I seeing a real, sensitive person under that rock-hard, macho exterior? Don’t get me wrong, I’d consider it a privilege.”
I leaned forward, with my elbows on the table, and had another look into my whisky. There was still no answer in there. I drew breath, watched her eyebrows climb and gave a small laugh of my own.
“I was about to give you a smartass answer, but changed my mind. To be perfectly honest, Jane, I don’t know. Supposing there was a real, sensitive person underneath this exterior, I couldn’t do this job if I acknowledged it. I can be honest, I can be serious.” I shrugged. “I have to be, to survive. But getting in touch with my feminine side? Sandals and vegan shoes…?”
I paused because the expression on her face said she was enjoying what I was saying. She laughed.
“Harry, I have to confess something. I think you are primitive, primal, uncivilized and some kind of a monster. Sometimes you drive me to distraction and I want to lock you away somewhere. But,” she frowned among her smile, “but I like you. I like the fact that you are the way you are. And I think I like it because there is a part of me that is the same. I suppress it…”
“The way I suppress my sensitivity.”
“Yes.” She nodded. “And my upbringing and my education and my training all mean I can never express that side of myself. But I see it manifest in you. And I guess I like that.”
She was leaning forward. Our hands were bare inches away from each other. Her face, also close, was bathed in amber candlelight.
“Is that why we snipe all the time?” I asked. “Because we see in each other the risk of having to open up?”
“Is it a risk, Harry?”
“Well,” I gave a short, quiet laugh, “right now I am talking in a way I don’t think I have ever talked in my life.”
“Never? Not even with all those women you bed when you travel around the world?”
“Never, Jane. Especially not to them.” She made a pensive face but I didn’t let her answer. “How about you? Are you at risk of becoming primal and primitive, uncivilized and some kind of monster?”
Her eyebrow arched. “Would you like that?”
“I think I might. Would you?”
Suddenly her expression was serious. The air changed and there was an undefined, exhilarating danger in the air. I felt a thump in my chest and my belly burned.
“Yes,” she said. “I would.”
Her fingers touched my hand. I signaled the waiter for the check. We didn’t speak as we collected our coats and stepped out into the night. The breeze was cold and made me shudder. I opened the passenger door of the TVR and helped her in, then I climbed in behind the wheel. I sat for a moment looking out at the lights of 6th Avenue, then turned to look at her. I could see her chest rising and falling. She wouldn’t look at me.
I said, “You want a nightcap at my place?”
She still wouldn’t look at me. “Yes,” she said.
Again the burning jolt in my gut, but as I reached for the starter she put her hand on mine.
“But I can’t, Harry. It was fun and it was exciting, more than you know. But you are a dangerous man, in too many ways. Know that I want to…” She closed her eyes. “But you had better take me back to my hotel. I’m sorry.”
I sighed, then made a feeble attempt at a smile. “Yeah, me too.”
* * *
Next morning I rose at five, showered and dressed. At six the colonel’s file arrived by private courier, containing, as well as all the information she had promised me, the keys to an apartment in Santa Monica; and by seven I was on my way to Los Angeles. I crossed the George Washington Bridge and picked up the I-80 past Fort Lee, at Exit 69. Then I settled in to listening to the Eagles and Led Zeppelin while burning up the blacktop and breaking the speed limit wherever I could.
At a little before nine AM I stopped at the Dutch Pantry, in Clearfield, to have a breakfast of two eggs, bacon, toast and a bucket of black coffee, seated by a plate-glass window with panoramic views of McDonald’s and the Clearfield Shawville Highway. I was reading the file and mopping up the last of the egg yolk when my cell rang.
“Yeah.”
“Harry.” It was the brigadier. He sounded like a man trying hard not to sound worried. “You on your way?”
“Yeah, what can I do for you?”
“I gather you saw Jane last night.”
“Sure, I told her everything was OK.” I waited, he said nothing. “What’s the problem, sir?”
“I haven’t heard from her.”
A strange coldness settled over my head and face.
“I picked her up from her hotel at seven thirty. We went to Keens, had dinner and I drove her back to her hotel at shortly before one.”
“She said nothing to you which in retrospect…”
I shook my head like he could see me. “No, nothing.”
“I should have heard from her by now. This is a little worrying.” That was his English understatement and then some.
“What do you want me to do?”
“No, nothing.”
“You want me to come back and look for her?”
“No, Harry, we have people especially trained for that kind of thing. She may well simply have slept in. Continue as arranged. I’ll be in touch if there are developments.”
He hung up and I sat for a while, feeling numb. Sometimes you feel you have to do something, but the best thing you can do is let somebody else do it for you. Because they are going to do it better and faster than you could. When it affects somebody you care about, that’s tough.
I drained my coffee and went out to my car, telling myself the brigadier was probably the most competent man I knew. If he had people especially trained in tracking and recovery, they would get the job done. Even so, it was about all I could do to turn the machine west and keep going.
It was a forty-hour drive, though in the TVR I did it in a little under thirty-five, and I stopped twice at roadside motels to get four hours’ sleep, before driving on. I eventually made it to LA at five AM, forty-three hours out from Manhattan, stiff and in need of a shower and a good sleep.
Cobra had provided me with an apartment on Ocean Avenue in Santa Monica. It was in a 1930s block, with broad plate-glass windows and big, bold terraces overlooking the ocean, the kind of place where Philip Marlowe might have shed his trilby and his pipe, to growl at some dangerous dame.
I parked out front, let myself in to a sage-green foyer with twee brass lamps and a mahogany desk where, in the good old days, there would have been a porter in a sage green coat, and rode the elevator three floors to apartment 4B.
There was a large, broad living room with a couple of calico sofas and armchairs beside the sliding-glass doors that gave onto the terrace, and a dining area with an antique, Castilian sideboard and a comprehensive bar. The kitchen was separate, with a huge, well-stocked fridge, and down a short passage off the dining area there were a study and two bedrooms.
I unpacked my bags, had a shower and then fell into bed for a good four hours’ sleep. I awoke at ten, had another shower and made myself a generous plate of bacon, eggs, sausages, mushrooms and toast, with a pot of freshly ground, very black, caffeine-rich coffee. I carried it to the terrace and was about to sit and eat when the doorbell rang. Nobody knew I was there, so I was interested. I went and opened the door.
There was a man of about fifty, tall, with very short graying hair and an immaculate United States Air Force uniform. He removed his hat and said, “Good morning.”
I nodded once. “Good morning…”
“Are you Harry Bauer?”
“Yes, who are you…” I flicked my eyes over his uniform. “…Colonel?”
“I am Colonel James Armitage, United States Air Force. May I speak with you, Mr. Bauer?”
I frowned at him. “Probably, but I think I’d like to know what it’s about first, Colonel. I can’t imagine what the United States Air Force would want to talk to me about, and I am also very curious as to how you knew I was here. I live in New York and I arrived just a few hours ago.”
He sighed. “It’s better we talk inside, Mr. Bauer. I’m here looking for Colonel Jane Harris. It seems you were the last person to see her.”
I stood back and let him in, closed the door behind him. I gestured toward the terrace. “I was about to have breakfast. You want some coffee?”
“Sure, thanks.”
He followed me out to the terrace and sat opposite me at the table. I poured him a cup and he winced as he sipped it. I cut into my eggs and bacon.
“Colonel, before I answer any questions of yours, I’d like to know first of all, why you are looking for Jane. What has happened to her? And I’d also like to know what makes you say I was the last person to see her.”
“Colonel Jane Harris has disappeared. The last record we have of her, she was dining at Keens, in New York. We questioned staff there and they said she was dining with Harry Bauer, a regular. You paid by American Express, the same card with which you paid for gas on your way to LA. A call to the DMV told us you drove a TVR Griffith, latest model. Nice car, but conspicuous. We caught up with you at your last pit stop and followed you in this morning. You arrived at five-o-eight.”
I chewed and watched him for a few seconds, then swallowed and sipped coffee while I thought.
“I picked her up from her hotel at seven thirty. That was, as I am sure you know, the Hyatt, Union Square. We went to Keens, had dinner and chatted, then I drove her back to her hotel at shortly before one. The last I saw of her she was going into the hotel. I assume you’ve spoken to the staff there.”
He nodded. “Of course we have, and nobody remembers her returning. They remember her leaving with you, but nobody remembers her coming back.”
I shook my head. “I parked the car outside the entrance. She got out…”
“You didn’t help her out?”
I smiled. “Did you know the colonel personally?”
“We were acquainted.”
“Then you should know she is not the kind of woman who waits for a man to run around the car and help her out. She got out on her own, closed the door and said goodnight, then crossed the sidewalk and pushed through the door. I left.”
He picked up his cup and examined it, decided against drinking it and set it back down in the saucer.
“Mr. Bauer, would you mind telling me what the nature of your relationship was, with Colonel Harris?”




Three

We had been through it. If I was ever asked to explain how I knew either the brigadier or the colonel, what was I to say? The answers had been scripted, and corroboration had been devised, should it ever be needed, in the form of telephone numbers, addresses and mutual friends.
So I regarded Colonel James Armitage for a moment like I found his question intrusive and impertinent, then sighed heavily. “Jane and I were acquaintances. More recently we had started to develop a friendship. She spends most of her time in Washington, but when she is in New York she visits me and we sometimes go out to dinner.”
“If you’ll forgive me, Mr. Bauer, I can’t help wondering if your relationship wasn’t a little more than just friends. Or, more precisely, whether you wanted it to be more.
Your departure, not to say flight, from New York to Los Angeles seems to have been very abrupt and sudden, and precisely on the day Colonel Harris disappeared…”
“Yeah?” I laid down my knife and fork. “Aren’t you reaching a little, Colonel? What was abrupt or sudden about it? Not that it’s any of your damned business, but I have been planning this visit for a couple of months. Do you know anything about my background, Colonel?”
“Yes, I know that you were in the British Special Air Service. You weren’t exactly drummed out, but they weren’t handing out gold watches, either. And I know that since you left and moved back to New York, you’ve become a very rich man.”
“You know more than that, Colonel. You know that a man with my kind of training and experience would not kidnap or kill a mark like Colonel Harris without first providing himself with a cast-iron alibi, and he sure as hell would not run at five in the morning in a TVR Griffith, use his AMEX and go and stay in a beachfront apartment in Santa Monica, with his car parked right out front.” I raised my hand as he drew breath. “And that is a lot of double bluff, even for a man with my background.”
He sat expressionless for a long moment, as his eyes flicked over my face. Maybe he had a diploma in mentalism, or NLP, and he was trying to calibrate me. Eventually he said, “That had better be true, Mr. Bauer.”
“Or what?”
He didn’t answer so I said:
“If you want to find Colonel Harris, then you had better start by finding out who was in that foyer between twelve midnight and one AM. You’d better also have a good, close look at who was on reception. Because Jane disappeared between the sidewalk on 4th Avenue and the foyer of the Union Square Hyatt. I saw her go in. According to you nobody saw her enter the lobby. So that’s where she disappeared.”
“Are you trying to tell me she disappeared between two sets of sliding glass doors? You think maybe she was beamed onto the Enterprise?”
“Either she was intercepted between those two sets of glass doors, and hustled back out onto the street as I was driving away, or the concierge was engrossed in his cell phone when she walked in. Or the concierge is lying, and he did see her come in and he also saw what happened, but he has been bribed or he is too frightened to talk. They have a security camera on the door, Colonel, I suggest you examine the footage at one forty-five. You’ll see us arrive, you’ll see Jane get out of the car and a moment later you’ll see my car leave. Switch to the footage of the foyer and see if she makes it through the door. I guarantee if you zero in on the glass doors, you’ll see her go through the first door.”
He scowled. “I don’t need you to tell me how to do my job, Bauer!”
“Apparently, what you want and what you need might be two different things, Colonel. Common sense should tell you I am unlikely to have taken her or hurt her. Your answer is in the foyer. Now, was there anything else?”
“Not for now, no.” He stood, hesitated. “You said you’d been planning this trip for some time. What did you come to LA for, Mr. Bauer?”
I smiled and gave my head a small shake. “I’ve undertaken some lucrative jobs, and made some smart investments, Colonel, and I have been lucky enough to make some money. Like a lot of people who have been involved in my type of work, I have reached an age where I feel I need to do something…” I hesitated, like I was searching for the right word. In the end I spread my hands and said, “Worthwhile. Something that does not involve killing bad guys, but doing something positive for people who are in need.”
“That’s very admirable. You want to cut to the chase, Mr. Bauer?”
“I’m getting there. I did some research and I found a few organizations that undertake projects to help provide kids with clean water, schools, hospitals. Yeah, OK.” I shrugged. “So you don’t believe a man like me can give a damn. But I don’t need you to believe me, Colonel. I’ve seen enough killing and cruelty, and I have done enough killing and cruelty of my own, now I’d like to know what it’s like to be on the other side of the fence. You don’t believe me, go screw yourself.”
I was surprised to discover that the anger I felt on seeing his dubious expression was real. I stood. “Where was the last village you provided with water, Colonel? How about the last school you built, or the last child you adopted? You’re going to sit in judgment on me? I don’t think so.”
“All right, Mr. Bauer, you made your point. Mind telling me the name of the organization you’re going to see about your project?”
“No, I don’t mind at all. It sure as hell isn’t going to be the Clinton Foundation. I’m going to talk to the Cavendish Foundation, and if I’m not satisfied with them, I’ll go to the Gates Foundation. Anything else?”
He shook his head. “No.”
I saw him out, swore softly and went to call the brigadier.
“Harry, what is it?”
“I just had US Air Force Colonel James Armitage here, wanting to know about my relationship with Colonel Jane Harris.”
“Naturally you stuck to the script.”
“Yeah, and I told him exactly what happened. They tracked me through my credit card. Air Force intelligence are looking for her and they are not wasting any time.”
“Good, neither are we.”
“But this means they are going to be watching me like hawks.”
He didn’t sound worried. “You told them you were there to invest in the Cavendish Foundation?”
“Yeah, or Gates.”
“Good, and that is exactly what you are going to do. The worst thing you could do is back out and run back to New York. Do exactly what you told him you were going to do.”
“OK. Any news?”
“No, we are looking at the boy who was on the reception desk when you dropped her off. But we are still trying to piece together what happened.”
“OK, I’ll go ahead then, but if you can pull any strings to get this guy off my back, do it. These guys are not amateurs and they have the kind of budget that could make them a real pain in the ass.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
I hung up and while I dressed I went through the file. The colonel had suggested I contact one Sheila Newton at the foundation. There was a photograph of her. She looked like a cute English rose, with pink cheeks and bright eyes, and a body that might keep you awake at night. I called the foundation and asked for her. After a thirty-second wait a cute voice that fit with the image came on the line and said, “This is Sheila Newton, whom am I speaking with?”
“Good morning.” I injected a smile into my voice. “My name is Harry Bauer, I’m here in Los Angeles from New York, and I was wondering if we could meet to discuss a project I have. I think it might be of interest to your foundation.”
There was a small pause. “Oh, um… Who gave you my name, Mr. Bauer?”
I laughed and suggested with my tone of voice that it was an apology. “Miss Newton, forgive me, I did some research on the foundation before contacting you. I like to know where my money is going. The fact is my secretary brought you to my attention. She said you have been actively and creatively involved in launching a few projects over the last year. She described you as a rising star.”
“Oh, that’s nice.”
“And to be honest, I am looking to put my project into the hands of a good, creative team. That’s why I have come directly to you. I’d like you to take the project to the foundation, and I’d like you to be involved in making it happen.”
“My goodness, I am very flattered. I’ll certainly do what I can. What is the project about, Mr. Bauer?”
“Well, I would really rather discuss it in person. Can you squeeze me in today? Or perhaps I could take you to lunch…”
“I don’t think so, Mr. Bauer.” She made a pretty sound laughing. “Not yet, anyway. It’s rather short notice, but how about eleven o’clock. Just come into reception and ask for me. They’ll give me a shout.”
“That’s superb, Miss Newton. I’ll see you at eleven.”
I spent the next hour studying the plans for the project that the colonel had sent me in the file, memorizing names and places and making sure I fully understood the concept that I was going to try and sell. Then I phoned around some companies that specialized in fundraising events, chose one I liked and made a tentative appointment to go see them that afternoon. At ten thirty I took my attaché case, climbed in the beast and headed downtown to Hill Street in the Financial District. In my rearview mirror I noticed a dark blue Ford sedan, keeping its distance.
The Cavendish Foundation was housed on the eleventh and twelfth floors of the 1920s Italian Renaissance Revival monstrosity on the corner of West 5th and South Hill Street, now known as the Cavendish-Pershing Building. It was grotesque, but it had somehow acquired a kind of venerable integrity based entirely on its uniqueness, the way a good, hundred-year-old fake accrues a value all its own.
The foyer, which was more Art Deco than Renaissance, was all dark wood and brass. The elevator, with concertina doors and more than a whiff of Tiffany and Lalique, carried me to the eleventh floor and I exited directly into the Cavendish reception. It was decidedly 21st-century functional, seemingly molded from unidentifiable materials that could as easily have been steel, carbon fiber, fiberglass or plastic. What wood there was, mainly on the floors, had been treated so extensively it might as well have been synthetic. Maybe it was, like the shiny girl who pretended to smile at me from behind the gunmetal desk.
She said, “Good morning,” but her smile said, “What can I do to enhance your experience at the Cavendish Foundation this morning?”
I returned an unsettling smile that suggested various unorthodox options, but I said, “I have an appointment with Sheila Newton. My name is Bauer, Harry Bauer.”
“Of course. I’ll call her for you right away.”
For a moment I was reminded of Blade Runner, and wanted to ask her how she felt about walking along in a desert and finding a turtle lying on its back. But by then she was talking brightly into her phone.
“Good morning Sheila, I have Mr. Harry Bauer here for you. Shall I send him up…? Of course!”
She hung up, showed me the same shiny bright smile and pointed at a steel elevator over on my left.
“Take that elevator to the next floor. Sheila’s office is the third door on your right as you come out.”
“Thanks.”
“Thank you, and have a very special day.”
I walked away convinced that nobody could be that bright and cheerful about something they really didn’t give a damn about. She had to be an android, a first generation iEmployee, Receptionist Model 1.1. No question.
Sheila was waiting for me at the elevator when the doors slid silently open and I stepped out. I was surprised to see her in jeans and sneakers, with a sweatshirt and red hair tied back in a ponytail. She gave me a smile that did not look like the latest generation of Apple Technology.
“Mr. Bauer? I’m Sheila Newton.” She pointed toward an open door where I could see a small but sunny office. “This is me here, come right on in.”
She had dark blue eyes and a faint smattering of freckles. The accent was Texas and I found I wanted to go right on in, just as she suggested.
The office was small, with a small window looking out onto 5th Street. She had a melamine desk and a black vinyl imitation chair that she could swivel in. There were a couple of DIY bookcases stuffed with folders full of papers, and here and there a few paperbacks including a few Rough Guides, textbooks on economics, a few well-thumbed atlases and selected copies of National Geographic.
The chair on my side of the desk was steel tubing and blue fabric, and it didn’t swivel. She gestured to it as she lowered herself into her seat.
“Let me say right from the start, Mr. Bauer—”
“Harry, please.”
She smiled in a way that was almost apologetic, like I was coming on too strong but she had to be nice about it. “Harry, let me say from the get-go, that I do not normally handle this kind of thing. But I had a talk with my supervisor, and with Mr. Cavendish, we had a meeting, and they both agreed that if you wanted to liaise with me that was cool, but obviously any major decisions have to go through them.”
I gave her a bland smile. “That is pretty much what I had in mind. I want you onboard and I want you to be part of the project. I figure to start with your role will be creative and advisory, Sheila, but as we move along, and perhaps on to other projects, I imagine your role will grow and develop. Is that OK with you?”
“Like I said,” she gave a small giggle, “I am very flattered and honored by your trust.”
“Good, so let’s move on to the project.”
She spread her hands and laughed prettily again. “OK! Shoot. Tell me about the project and how you think we can help.”
I cleared my throat and leaned forward with my elbows on my knees.
“Sheila, I was, at one time, involved in combating the export of cocaine and heroin, and various chemical byproducts of cocaine, in various parts of Latin America, not least Colombia, and I have to say,” I shook my head, “the fact is, however unpopular this view may be, the big losers in that great drugs war were the small people, the villagers, the poor and alienated, and especially the children of Colombia and Mexico.”
I sat back and allowed a touch of outrage to enter my expression.
“The winners? The winners were not the DEA, or the Pentagon or the American people. Because the flow of drugs from Latin America never even slowed, let alone stopped. The flow of drugs increased, because it now entered the States from Mexico instead of Colombia, and it was easier to get it into the USA because it had less distance to travel and fewer borders to cross. The winners—the real winners—were the now massive Mexican cartels.” She frowned and I paused to study her. “But the losers, the losers were, above all, the Colombian children, and the vulnerable, alienated people of the Colombian ghettos and the countryside.”
Her frown had deepened. “I’m not sure…”
“Why?” I interrupted. “Why are the Colombian children the losers? Because, however barbaric the Colombian cartels may have been, they made a point of buying the support of the people, the small people. They built homes, they built hospitals and schools. They provided water for remote villages and provided work for the people.”
Sheila was looking worried.
“I’m really not sure what you’re driving at, Mr. Bauer.”
“What I am driving at, Sheila, is that when the narcotics trade’s power base shifted from Colombia to Mexico, tens of thousands, perhaps millions of people were left without work, without support, without a safety net, without anybody to care for them. Because the truth is that the Colombian government does not give a single, solitary damn for the small people, and their children are growing up in a world where they believe that the only way out of the squalor in which they live, is through crime. Partly they are right, and so the cycle perpetuates itself for yet another generation.”
She drew breath and I held up a hand.
“That, Sheila, is the problem which I want to address. So how do I intend to address it? What is the project?”
She smiled and there was a hint of relief in her expression.
“That was my question.”
“I know it was.” I smiled back. “But I wanted to be sure you were aware of exactly what kind of problem I was looking at. Now, what I want to do, Sheila…” I shifted my smile to what some might have called a dangerous smile, and pointed at her. “What I want to do is take you to a small village in Colombia.”
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I sat back and crossed one leg over the other.
“About two hundred and twenty miles west-northwest of Bogota, on the Pacific coast of Colombia, there is a tiny village called Nuqui. It sits at the mouth of the Nuqui River, which flows down to the ocean from the Baudó mountains. Surprisingly, or perhaps not so surprisingly, despite being really quite tiny, Nuqui has its own airport.
“Now, about five miles upstream, climbing into the foothills of the mountains, where the rainforest starts to become dense, there is a coca plantation, complete with its onsite labs. And scattered around the plantation and the labs, are the settlements. Settlements that do not even appear on the maps.”
“Gosh.”
“In the old days, Sheila, these settlements depended on the cocaine trade. It was their only source of income, but it allowed them to live with dignity, feed and educate their children. Now, under the combined assault of the DEA, the CIA and Mexico, they have become minor producers whose scarce benefits come from the minimal wages the men get from cultivating the plants for the Mexicans.” I sat forward again, elbows on knees and staring intently into her eyes. “What I want to do, Sheila, is to bring new hope to these people. Hope, how? Well not by preaching to them about right and wrong, the law, sin, God…but by bringing them schools where the children can learn to read and write, where they can learn history and geography, where they can maybe get a shot at going to university and forging a career. That is real hope.”
Her eyes were bright. “Yes, I agree!”
“But that in itself is not enough, Sheila. Because, what good is a school if you are living in squalor, constantly fearing illness and infection? These people depend on the River Nuqui for their drinking water and their washing water. Yet that river is riddled with bacteria, disease, insects. And all the more so because they use it to bathe, to wash their clothes and as sewage. So I want to bring them hope by providing them with clean water. But I’ll go further. For, what use is clean water and an education, if you have no work and no income?”
She was blinking a lot and smiling. “Mr. Bauer, Harry, I agree with you totally and wholeheartedly, but I am still not clear on what you are proposing.”
I smiled and shook my head. “What I am proposing, Sheila, is a whole new concept in aid projects. I want to offer Nuqui a complete, integrated package that will ultimately allow them to rise out of poverty and ignorance and start to build a sustainable, local prosperity.”
“How?”
I stood and pointed my finger at her like a gun. “The first step is to build a canal running a full five miles in a huge loop, taking in all the settlements in the area, and at the beginning of the canal, and at every settlement, to build a solar-powered water purifying plant. Now, the value of this first step is that we use ninety-eight percent local labor, and we pay them a living wage for their work. The other two percent are experts that we provide to teach the local people how to do the work for themselves. Now, hold on to your britches, Sheila, because this is the good bit.”
She laughed out loud, but it was not mockery. It was a laugh of pure pleasure, and in that moment I decided I liked Sheila Newton a lot. I went on.
“Once the first stage of the canal is complete, we set up the first of a series of schools, but these schools will not be just for the children. They will also provide help and guidance on setting up small, local businesses. With their new wages, these people are going to need clothes, food, shoes, hats… Hell! All the things you need for a home! Beds! Wardrobes! Frying pans! And all those things will have to be bought and sold from shops, and those shops will have to buy those things from people who manufacture them. We will teach those people to produce those goods and supply them to the shops, which their friends and neighbors will be opening!
“More! There will have to be some kind of an inn for the foreign workers who come in to help. Somebody is going to have to build that, and somebody is going to have to run it. Sheila, before long, these tiny settlements will be building shops, houses and factories, and a road to Nuqui on the coast to trade with them. What I am talking about is no less than kick-starting a local, sustainable economy that will in turn lead to prosperity and home-generated education.”
She was shaking her head, more in wonder than in disbelief. “Harry, that is one hell of an undertaking, but it is going to be very expensive!”
“I’ve done my math, Sheila. I know what it will cost, and I will fund fifty percent of the cost for the first five years if the foundation will meet the other fifty percent. In five years we will review the progress and see about other sources of funding.”
I took my attaché case, opened it, withdrew a bulky file which the colonel had prepared for me and dropped it on her desk.
“That is my initial feasibility study. What I want from you, Sheila, is that you read it and form an opinion. If you think it can be done, show it to Charles Cavendish and ask him for his opinion. That man has my deepest respect. He is not only a man with a heart and a soul, he has a brain too, and he makes all three of those things work together. If there is a flaw in the project, he will find it. But if it has a chance of flying, I know he’ll back it.”
She clasped her hands to her chest and shook her head.
“Mr. Bauer, I am overwhelmed. I will of course read it and show it to Mr. Cavendish.”
“And,” I added smoothly. “If he gives it the go-ahead, then I hope you will have lunch with me and go over the fine details, so we can start putting this thing together. Because, the thing is, Sheila, if it works once, we can use it as a model, again and again and again.”
She stared at me with wonder in her eyes, and for a moment I felt like a real heel. Then she opened the file and started going through it, examining the numbers, the diagrams and the drawings. After a while she closed the file again and laid her hand on it, like it was an ancient, sacred relic that might impart some blessing to her.
“Harry, I don’t know what to say. Bless you, and I thank the Universe for giving me this opportunity to work with you.” I had forgotten that Californians spoke like that sometimes and tried not to wince. “I will assuredly do what you say. Can I call you tonight if I have any questions?”
I took one of my cards from my wallet and handed it to her. As she took it I held on for a second and looked into her eyes.
“I knew my instincts were right about you, Sheila. You are a very special person… A very special woman.”
Her cheeks flushed pink and her blue eyes shone.
“Thank you, Harry. I promise I won’t let you down. And…” She hesitated. “I think you are a very special man.”
I stood. “I’ll be waiting for your call.”
She stood and nodded. “I’ll call you tonight.”
I let myself out and used the stairs to go down to the reception. There I took the Tiffany elevator down to the lobby. Out in the bright California sunshine I climbed in my car and sat for a minute staring at the traffic on Hill Street. There was an uncomfortable, nagging reproach in the back of my mind, that Sheila Newton did not deserve to be treated this way. She was a good, sincere person and I had used her badly.
I fired up the TVR and cruised back to Santa Monica. In my rearview mirror I was aware of a cream Toyota sedan keeping pace with me. I smiled to myself. Maybe the boys in the Air Force blue Ford were taking their lunch break. They followed me all the way down Venice Boulevard as far as Pacific Avenue. But when I was four blocks from my apartment they turned right onto Santa Monica Boulevard. Maybe they figured they knew I was going home, or maybe they had somebody watching my block. It didn’t matter much. As the brigadier had said, I was going to do precisely what I had told them I was going to do.
I parked out front and took the elevator to my apartment. I took a cold beer from the fridge, cracked it and went to stand on the terrace, to see if I could identify who was watching me. Before I could make up my mind, I saw a man, tall, strongly built, mid-thirties with short, fair hair turn in from Washington Avenue. He walked like he knew where he was going, and turned in again at the gate to my block. Maybe he lived there, but my gut told me he didn’t. So I wasn’t all that surprised when, three minutes later, my doorbell rang.
I’d already slipped my P226 in my waistband behind my back. So I went and opened the door. It was the guy I’d seen from the terrace and he was wearing a courteous smile on his face. He had jeans and a leather jacket, and hard, unfeeling eyes. I knew the type well.
He pulled a badge from his back pocket and showed it to me. It displayed a black knight chess piece on a quartered blue and gray background, laid over a crossed sword and a key in gold. Beneath it was a white scroll with a legend in blue that said, “Twenty-Fifth Air Force.”
“Captain Seth Campbell, Air Force Intelligence. Are you Harry Bauer?”
I nodded once, upward. “I already spoke to your Colonel James Armitage this morning.”
“Colonel Armitage is not with the Twenty-Fifth, sir. Can we talk?”
I stepped back to let him in and pointed toward the terrace.
“You want a beer?”
He flicked his eyes over me like he was curious. “No, thanks. I won’t keep you long.”
He didn’t go out to the terrace. He lowered himself onto the arm of the sofa, with his fists hanging between his thighs.
“Mr. Bauer, I’ll come straight to the point. What was the nature of your relationship with Colonel Jane Harris?”
“I already answered that question this morning.”
“Sure, but like I said, Colonel Armitage is not with the Twenty-Fifth, and to be honest, we need all the help we can get.”
I sighed and sat in the chair opposite him. What I told him was the truth; as much of it as I thought he should know. “We were friends, becoming closer. We had dinner at Keens, I took her to her hotel, watched her go through the door and I left. Whatever happened, happened after that.”
“Sir, I have to ask you, was there a professional dimension to your relationship?”
I raised an eyebrow. “She is an Air Force colonel, I’m a playboy. So, no.”
He smiled what you might call a bland smile.
“Mr. Bauer, when you were asked to leave the Special Air Service, because of your altercation with Captain Bill Hartmann of the CIA, and your attempted murder of Mohammed Ben-Amini, you arrived in New York with very little money. Yet within a short time you had become a very wealthy man. Now, I am asking you whether you acquired that money through some kind of association with Colonel Jane Harris.”[1]
I stared him hard in the eye before answering.
“Captain Campbell, I have no idea what you are talking about. But whatever it is you have in your mind, you’re fishing, and, if you’ll forgive the tortured metaphor, you’re fishing up the wrong tree. I told Colonel Armitage, and now I’m telling you, whatever happened to Jane, happened after she went through the door at the Hyatt. How I made my money has nothing to do with Jane, or with you.”
He gave his head a little twist. “You don’t seem very keen to help a woman who was, in your own words, becoming something more than a friend, Mr. Bauer.”
“Correction.” I pointed at him. “You don’t seem real keen to find your colonel. You seem a lot more interested in digging up dirt on me. And if Bill Hartmann is behind this, you tell him to come and ask me himself. I promise to give him a comprehensive answer.”
He smiled and stood. I stood too. “I am sorry to have wasted your time, Mr. Bauer. And I assure you, we are doing everything in our power to chase down every possible lead.”
The blade was in his hand before he had finished talking. If I hadn’t been expecting it, I would not have seen it. He lunged at my belly. I sidestepped to my right and simultaneously smashed the beer bottle into the side of his head. He weaved and it only grazed his temple. He slashed twice at my face and I backed up, pulling the Sig Sauer from my belt. It didn’t deter him. He closed in, ducking inside my guard and drove the blade at my wrist. I felt the hard steel graze my knuckles as I pulled back again. He was good, fast and strong, and kept coming.
I paced him two steps, pulling back fast as he slashed and drove at my face and belly, missing by inches. Then I broke the rhythm and drove a powerful side kick into his belly. It threw him back and he fell sprawling on the floor. I trained the Sig on him and snarled, “Stay put!”
The knife was still in his hands and his eyes said he really wanted to use it on me.
“That was a big mistake, Bauer. You should have killed me. You’ll regret you didn’t.”
“You are not Twenty-Fifth Air Force. Who are you?”
“Go screw yourself. I don’t know what the hell you’re planning, Bauer, but with your missing colonel, and the interest the Air Force has in you right now, the last thing you need is the cops sniffing around because you shot a man to death in your apartment.” He got to his feet. “Go ahead, shoot me. See how long it takes before the cops are crawling like termites all over you and this apartment block.”
“I’m going to ask you one more time, who do you work for?”
“And I’m going to tell you again, screw you. There is only one armed man here, Bauer, and that’s me. Because that gun is as good as useless to you.”
He had obviously convinced himself of what he said, because he rushed me, slashing savagely at my arms. The downside was that he was right. I really did not want the cops crawling all over me and my apartment right then, neither did I want the Air Force inquiring any more deeply into my relationship with the colonel. So a shot from the Sig would kill a lot more than Captain Seth Campbell.
The upside was that this time I knew he was coming, and I knew what he was going to do. As he slashed down at my wrist, I stepped to the side and trapped the back of his wrist with my right hand. With the left I smashed the butt of the gun into his head three, four, five times, hammering down hard. He stumbled and fell to his knees. I slipped the Sig in my belt again, grabbed his wrist and twisted his arm with both hands till he dropped the knife.
I kicked the blade away. Then, in a blur of violent speed, he yanked his hand free and ran, stumbling for the terrace. I went after him and kicked his feet from under him. He sprawled on the floor, instantly twisting on his back and kicking savagely at me with his heels as he scrambled backward. Then he was at the door to the terrace and clambering to his feet again. I took one long stride and kicked him hard in the chest. He crashed out onto the terrace and lay groaning on his back.
I went out after him and knelt with one knee on his chest.
“Let me tell you what I am going to do, Captain. I’m going to grab you by your heels and drag you back inside. I’m going to spread refuse sacks on the floor and put towels on top of them, and then I’m going to lay you on top of the towels. After that I am going to carve you up, one joint, one tendon at a time, until you start talking to me. So you had better get started now, before I lose my patience. Who are you, and who do you work for?”
He gave a tiny nod and a slow blink. “OK, all right, but I need water, I’m choking.”
His breathing was labored and wheezing. He looked in real bad shape. I checked him for weapons, stood and moved to the sliding glass door. Maybe I should have expected it, but the truth was, it was the last thing I would have expected him to do. I heard a shuffle, stopped and turned.
He was on his feet again, but he wasn’t coming at me. He was clutching at the balcony wall, then he leaned over it and fell. The whole thing was completely silent, all but for the nauseating thud when he hit the ground.
I didn’t even pause to curse. I ran, out the door and up the last flight of steps to the roof terrace. I unlocked the door, and took the stairs three at a time going back down again. Then I locked myself in my apartment again and methodically wiped every fingerprint off everything he had touched. I wiped his knife and put it in my pocket, and put my Sig back in my bedside drawer. Finally I settled on the sofa, barefoot, with my shirt undone, the Cavendish Foundation file by my side and the TV turned on, while I listened to the sirens wailing, arriving outside.
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I stood on the balcony for a while, watching the cops and the ME poring over the dead body, pointing up at what could have been my terrace or the roof. The paramedics loaded the corpse onto a gurney and rattled it across the lawn and out to the waiting ambulance. The uniforms cordoned off the area and started to inspect the shrubs and bushes around the body, and the plainclothes cop, in a beige jacket, a blue shirt and a red tie, walked inside. Two minutes later my doorbell rang.
When I opened the door he was there, holding his badge. He looked vaguely bored and slightly hostile.
“Detective Frank Costello, Los Angeles Police Department. May I ask your name please, sir?”
“Sure, I’m Harry Bauer.”
“Did I see you looking down from your balcony just now, Mr. Bauer?”
I nodded. “Yup, that poor guy. Did he fall?”
His eyes were hard and suspicious and flicked past my shoulder. “That’s what we are trying to establish. Do you mind if I have a look inside?”
“Not at all.” I stepped back and let him in. “I can’t tell you much. I was watching TV and reading. I didn’t realize anything had happened till I heard the sirens.”
He seemed not to hear me, walked around the apartment, poked his nose in the bedrooms, the bathrooms and the kitchen before stepping out onto the terrace and peering down, then up toward the roof and back down again.
He turned and looked me hard in the eye. “Did you know the deceased, Mr. Bauer?”
I was surprised by the question and let my face say so.
“Well, it’s hard to tell from three floors up, but he didn’t look familiar.”
“This your apartment?”
“I’m borrowing it from a friend in New York. I’m only here for a few days.”
“What’s your business in LA?”
“I’m having meetings with the Cavendish Foundation, regarding some projects.”
“Who’s your friend in New York?”
“Oh, Brigadier Alexander Byrd.”
He nodded a few times and made a note, repeating, “Brigadier, huh?”
I smiled as blandly as I could and followed him back into the living room. There he stopped, looking around again. I saw his eyes fall on the Cavendish report. He looked unhappy, like he’d really wanted to find a pool of blood or a couple of severed limbs.
“You didn’t hear anything? Anything odd, see anybody…?”
“To tell you the truth, Detective, I got in last night at five AM, and at eleven I had an appointment at the foundation. By the time I got home, I settled myself on the sofa with the report, switched on the TV and fell asleep. I was awakened by the sirens when you guys arrived.”
He nodded a few more times and left. I saw him start up the stairs to the roof and closed the door. I sat a while, wondering whether I had convinced him, decided I would never know and went to have another shower and change my clothes.
After lunch I spent the afternoon at Angels Fund Raisers in Westwood. They had the top floor of a low-rise office block at the corner of Westwood Boulevard and Wilkins Avenue. The first half hour I spent explaining the project to a guy with sandy hair and a beige Hugo Boss jacket. His name was Simon and he had Armani jeans that somebody had ironed for him. When I mentioned that the Cavendish Foundation were very interested in the project he went away and came back with Neil, who had a ponytail, an Adam’s apple and carefully careless stubble. We explained the project to him. They both told each other the project was “super, super” and Neil went away to get Shauna, because Shauna was the boss and had collaborated with the Cavendish Foundation before.
Shauna Cooper had very blonde hair, very blue eyes and very red lips. She also thought the project was super and promised me she would have her top people, including herself, work on some proposals for fundraising and get back to me the next day. She said maybe we could do lunch. I told her I had never done lunch before. I had had it and I had eaten it, I had on a couple of occasions almost been it, but I had not as yet done it.
She laughed like I was the funniest person on the planet and told me that was super.
On the way back to my apartment I stopped at the Brentwood Place shopping mall on Wilshire Avenue. There I bought myself half a dozen burners and, back in the car, in the copper light of early evening, I called the brigadier.
“How is it going, Harry.”
“That depends. The project is moving ahead as planned.”
“Good, but?”
“When I got back from the meeting with Sheila, a guy came to see me. He claimed to be from Twenty-Fifth Air Force and had a real badge to prove it. He wanted to talk to me about my relationship with the colonel.”
“Odd…”
“Yeah. Why?”
“Because you’d already had the visit from Colonel Armitage, just a couple of hours before.”
“Yeah, well, it gets weirder than that. When I made it clear I had nothing to tell him, he pulled a knife on me and tried to kill me.”
“Did you kill him?”
“I tried not to. I was kind of keen to talk to him. He obviously didn’t feel the same way, because he jumped over the balcony and died of a severe case of gravity.”
“Good heavens…” He said it with a complete lack of feeling, like he was reading the paper while talking to me.
“I can tell you’re shocked,” I said. “The cops came to see me.”
“You handled them?”
“Yeah, but all these people looking for the colonel are bringing down a lot of interest on me. I’m planning to kill a senator in Los Angeles and I have the Air Force and the Los Angeles Police Department breathing down my neck while I try to do it.”
“Well, there’s not a lot we can do about that right now. Develop your front, be seen around a lot with the Newton girl and with the fundraisers. Enjoy being a playboy for a bit. If you do it well enough, you may dispel the suspicion. You know we’ll cover your expenses.”
“Thanks. What about this guy who tried to kill me?”
“It’s a shame you let him jump. There’s a good chance he knew where the colonel is being held.”
“They might try again…”
“If they do, try not to kill them this time. It would be very helpful to interrogate them.”
I held the phone in my hand and scowled at it.
“Right,” I said, and made no effort to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “I’ll keep you posted.”
He made a “Hmm…” sound. “No need to fill me in on every detail. Just the important developments.”
“Right. You have a good evening.”
“You too. Take one of those women out. Be seen to be having fun.”
“Thanks.” I hung up and rumbled slowly back to the apartment, keeping one eye on the rearview mirror and the other on the streets around me and the wing mirrors. The blue Ford sedan was with me. But as before it peeled off before I got home. I parked near the main entrance to the block and went in fast.
At my apartment door the lock had not been tampered with and I could hear no sounds inside. I let myself in and found no sign that anybody else had been there. I had a shave, changed into a light linen suit and decided to take the Brigadier’s advice and go out on the town. I was mixing myself a martini and wondering where to go when my cell rang. I took it out onto the terrace to watch the sun set over the ocean while I answered it.
“Bauer.”
A pretty, slightly breathless voice answered.
“Mr. Bauer, Harry, this is Sheila…”
I injected a warm smile into my voice. “Sheila, it’s nice to hear from you.”
A small laugh, and then, “I just thought you’d like to know that I spoke briefly to Mr. Cavendish this afternoon,”
I felt a hot jolt in my gut but controlled my voice. I made a point of not asking what he thought, but focused on her instead.
“Oh, that’s fine. Good to see you don’t hang around. Good work.”
“He was really quite impressed and said he’d like to meet you…”
I interrupted. “Listen, Sheila, forgive me for interrupting. I was just about to go out to dinner…”
“Oh! I am so sorry!”
“Please don’t be. I was delighted to hear from you. There are actually a couple of things I wanted to discuss with you before meeting with Mr. Cavendish.”
“Oh,” she said again, a little uncertain. “Oh, I see. Well, he wanted me to arrange a meeting tomorrow, if that was convenient…”
“Exactly, so we are a little short of time. Sheila, I know it’s short notice, but how would you feel about having dinner with me? We can go over the details, I’d love to hear your thoughts and I can run a few of my ideas by you.” I heard her draw breath and interrupted again. “I know you said earlier that it was too soon, but consider it a working dinner. I have been very busy this afternoon arranging some things I think you will be very pleased with. And I really would value your input before tomorrow.”
“Well.” Another small laugh. “I was going to wash my hair, but I guess that can wait.”
“Excellent. Where shall I pick you up?”
She gave me her address in Palms and hung up.
It was a two-story apartment block on Motor Avenue. The architect had obviously thought that fake dry-stone cladding would be a nice match for Dutch-style slate tiles on the roof and upper floor. Why he thought that is one of those eternal mysteries, like why nature thought it had to make the giant centipede. It was grotesque the way only LA knows how.
I was about to climb out and ring her bell when I saw her run out on the balcony and wave. Then she ran back in and two minutes later the wrought-iron gate opened and she came running out. She had on a nice, low-cut, purple velvet dress that didn’t want to let go of her, and a mauve silk scarf around her neck that made me want to bite her shoulder.
She climbed in beside me and smiled as she put on her seat belt.
“I didn’t know what to wear.” She said it like the task had been exhausting fun. “My mom lent me this. The dress. I hope it’s OK.”
I returned the smile. “I’ll try to keep my mind on the project, but I can’t make any promises.”
She flushed agreeably and settled into the seat.
We went to La Prim, on South Figueroa Street, on the thirty-fifth floor of the Westin Bonaventure Hotel. It was a fancy, New York-style steak and seafood house with stunning views and seven hundred different wines in the cellar. But I was not there to enjoy the food and wine. I was there to give her something to take back to Cavendish.
For the first course I ordered a seafood platter for two, composed of Maine lobster, Pacific prawns, oysters and crab, and a bottle of Krug Champagne, Grande Cuvée. For the main course she had a filet mignon and I had a primal cut New York strip. With that we had a 1997 Château Margaux.
To consume these wonders we sat beside a vast, plate-glass window overlooking the Financial District and the vast ocean beyond. Even the moon made an appearance, casting an alluring path of false, golden promise over a very dark sea. And while we waited we had a couple of Vesper Martinis, shaken, not stirred.
When the waiter had gone with our orders, we sat a moment in silence, she biting her lip and looking down at her hands on the table.
“Mr. Bauer, Harry, I have to confess I feel a little out of my depth. I’m not sure…” She trailed off.
“No reason, Sheila. It’s important to remember that it’s just food. Shall I tell you the most exquisite meal I ever had?”
“I wasn’t actually talking about…” She smiled. “But yes, sure.”
“I was in the mountains above Kandahar. I hadn’t eaten anything but dry biscuits for a week, but on the seventh day I managed to catch and kill an old goat. It was as tough as boiled boot leather, but I spit-roasted it over an open fire and it was the most delicious thing I had ever eaten in my life. The lizard I ate in the Colombian rainforest comes a close second. So you see, setting, surroundings and circumstances aren’t everything.”
She stared at me a moment and then laughed. “Is that supposed to put me at my ease?”
“I guess, having had to survive on what there was at hand a few times, and seeing how some people live in the Third World, I don’t take all this tinsel and razzle-dazzle too seriously. It’s glamour, smoke and mirrors, but there is a truth, a reality, which once seen and touched, cannot be hidden.”
She became serious. “I know what you’re saying. It’s tough sometimes living in a place like this, where the least street bum is a master of illusion, and they are all trying to blind and fool each other for a few bucks. It’s hard sometimes to stay real.”
I tried to fight down another stab of guilt and raised my glass. “I’ll drink to that, keeping it real.”
As I set down my glass I said:
“I’ve been talking to Angels Fund Raisers, in Westwood. I want to launch this project with a fundraising event. I am going to have lunch with Shauna Cooper tomorrow and she is going to suggest a few possibilities.”
“She owns the company. She’s also their top person. She is very good.”
“I want to attract a lot of money to this project, and I want to inject a lot of cash into the foundation. I…” I nodded a few times, struggling with the word “honestly” in my mind. In the end I went with, “I really think what Charles Cavendish is doing is extraordinary.”
“He’s keen to meet you, Harry. He told me to ask you if you’d go and see him tomorrow, either for lunch or dinner. Can I tell him you’ll have dinner with him tomorrow?”
She had reached unconsciously for her purse, where her cell was. I smiled at her for a moment without answering, then asked her, “Will you be there?”
Her cheeks flushed again. “Yes.”
“Then you can tell him I’d love to go.”
“Harry.” She put down her purse and minutely rearranged her cutlery and her napkin, frowning, smiling, looking worried and pleased all at the same time. “Are you hitting on me?” She raised her eyes to meet mine. “I need to know.”
“Maybe a little. Shouldn’t I?”
“Not really.” She faltered, half-smiled, “I mean, don’t get me wrong,”
I laughed and placed my hand on hers. “Sheila, I apologize. You’re absolutely right. It’s not professional, and please don’t think this is typical of me. Mostly I’m like a cross between a sergeant major and a miserable bastard!” I laughed and she laughed with me. I let the laughter die away and got serious. “But I like you. I like the way you think and operate, and I like the way you feel.” I let the word linger, in all its ambiguity. Then, “But we should focus on the project and get it up and running.”
She looked relieved, and a little sorry. “Agreed.”
The martinis arrived, we toasted and sipped. She spent a second or two gazing out at the mirage of Los Angeles, a haze of luminous blue steel and glass peppered with amber lights. I drew breath to break in on her thoughts and suddenly, for a moment, I was somewhere else.
I hadn’t eaten for thirty-six hours. I had been sleeping in the open under a couple of woolen blankets. I had been hunting with a sixty-five-pound Osage orange bow. My six senses were alive, listening, sensing the hundreds of sounds, smells and tastes that are woven into the breeze in the mountains and the forests. They talk to you, about the eternal cycle of life and death in our world of three painful dimensions. They whisper about the animals that come and go on silent feet, that hunt in the shadows, that drink and fish in the creeks and rivers which furrow the land. They whisper about the twig that snaps under the prey’s hoof and the brief, lethal beating of an eagle’s wings. They whisper about the leaves that rustle and hide the hunter’s gaze.
In that moment I saw with the eyes of a predator, looking not for the prey, but for the movements that surround him, that expose him and make him vulnerable. I saw a bull elk at fifty yards, standing among the shadows of the trees, the remaining moments of his life draining away, like bloody sand in an hourglass.
I hadn’t eaten for thirty-six hours, and that kind of hunger sharpens your senses. I lost myself in those senses. I listened, smelled the air, tasted the air and felt the forest. Lying beside a spruce at the edge of the sparse woodlands, a hundred yards away, the bull elk stood alone, smelling the morning air, the same air I, his predator, was smelling.
I waited. He turned his back on me, grazing the late summer grass. He moved a step at a time, unaware that death was closing in downwind. I closed the gap and got an angle on his heart. I nocked the heavy, wooden broadhead, leaned into the bow and drew till my thumb touched the angle of my jaw below my ear. I sensed the trajectory of the arrow and loosed…
She gave me a small, smiling frown. “Harry?”
I blinked, smiled back, said, “Tell me about Cavendish. What kind of a man is he? Do you have much contact with him?” I sipped my martini. “What should I expect from him tomorrow?”
“Sure,” she said, “I see him from time to time. I get included more often than not in his meetings, very much as the junior member. He is highly intelligent. He will interrogate you,” she laughed, “in the nicest way, elegantly and politely, he will find out everything there is to know about you. He is shrewd, very shrewd. And he has X-ray vision. He is nobody’s fool.”
I was smiling with her. “X-ray vision?”
“I don’t know, it’s some kind of intuition. But he can see through people and read what’s in their minds. If you’re out to take him, he’ll take you first, I guarantee it.”
“Fortunately I am not out to take him.”
With my objective achieved, I settled down to enjoy the food and the wine, and the company. I was aware, as the night drew on, that I was perhaps enjoying it too much. But I silenced that voice and allowed myself to be drawn in to the pleasure of being with a woman who was genuine, sincere and, for want of a better word, good.




Six

Lunch the following day with Shauna Cooper was of interest. She took me to 1 Pico, on the beach, and treated me to an exquisite seafood lunch which I did not enjoy because I was growing tired of exquisite food and dining, and was hankering for either a hamburger in a sesame bun, or a haunch of something, roasted over an open fire under the stars.
Her proposals involved a gala dinner at the Beverly Hills Dorchester, with tickets starting at five thousand dollars a piece and special invitations going to certain Hollywood stars who were known to support similar projects, an invitation-only showcase of exceptional talent featuring Hollywood actors and actresses performing appropriate solo pieces and monologues, followed by a gala reception where a Hollywood celebrity would invite guests to contribute generously, and, finally, the pièce de résistance, a “Hollywood Hands Around the World Day” with a whole collection of events lasting from nine AM to one AM. These would include (but not be limited to) a gymkhana, an open-air concert, a celebrity soccer match and various other events to be agreed upon. The day would conclude with a celebrity cocktail party followed by a gala diner and a keynote speech given by either Leonardo DiCaprio or Al Gore. The event would be held, possibly, at Griffith Park.
I told her the third option was the one I wanted and to get on it right away. I needed it in place and happening within a month. She turned a little pale and reached for her wine. She stammered something about six months and I told her whatever it took, whatever it cost, I needed it happening now, and I wanted something to show Cavendish yesterday.
“I’m having dinner at his house tonight, and I want to tell him something that will make him smile. There are…very large sums of money involved here, Shauna…” I gave her a lingering look to go with the lingering words, as full of sinful promise as an early spring morning in Manhattan. She yielded to the sinful promise and said she would do everything in her power to make it happen. I was sure she would.
After lunch she hurried back to her office to start doing everything in her power, and I took a drive to Griffith Park. It is nestled among the Santa Monica Mountains, beside the Golden State Freeway, which borders it on the eastern side, and contains amongst other things the Los Angeles Zoo and Botanical Gardens at its northern edge, the Hollywood sign and the Cahuenga Peak. At its eastern end it contains a large lawn about a mile long and half a mile across, crisscrossed with pathways and dotted with trees. At the southern end is the merry-go-round.
I spent an hour or so strolling up and down, exploring the paths and the wooded areas, trying to visualize how the whole thing would play out. At the westernmost edge, where Griffith Park Drive climbs into the hills, I found a small meadow with dense growths of monkshood, a pretty flower not dissimilar to the bluebell. Using my handkerchief and a great deal of care, I collected a large bunch of them and wrapped them in my jacket. They were going to make things a lot simpler.
I was also trying to visualize Shauna’s day-long event. Not that I had ever intended to see it through, but I needed a clear vision with which to infect Cavendish when I spoke to him that night. Because I had a strong feeling it was going to be necessary eventually to bring Cavendish to Griffith Park, if I was ever going to kill him.
I wasn’t wrong.
Sheila called me to tell me Cavendish was sending a car to fetch me. She also told me it was black tie and if I came appropriately dressed it would make a good impression. “These things are important to him,” she told me.
I got back to my apartment at three. Took a run along the beach, spent a while training, had a hot, cold, hot shower and dressed in a Savile Row black evening suit and bow tie. His car, a vintage 1960s Rolls Royce Silver Cloud, pulled up at precisely six PM, and I watched the uniformed chauffeur climb out and enter the building. Just for the heck of it I waited on the terrace, sipping a martini till he rang at the bell.
When he did I opened the door.
“Mr. Bauer?” I said I was. “Mr. Cavendish sends his compliments. His car is at your disposal downstairs when you are ready, sir.”
I followed him downstairs, he held the door for me as I climbed in and we glided for about a mile along the Pacific Coast Highway, then turned up into Pacific Palisades. Cavendish’s house was on Corona del Mar. It was a vast, Spanish-style villa behind an eight-foot wall topped with a box hedge. The gates were wrought iron, watched by cameras on the wall above, directly opposite on the façade of the house and on the roof, and were presumably controlled electronically from inside, because the driver climbed out, showed his face to the camera above the gate and a couple of seconds later it started to roll back.
As we rolled inside and the gate closed behind us, I noticed there were two armed guards in Italian suits on the steps which led up to the front door. They watched us carefully as the chauffeur came around the hood and opened the door for me. As I climbed out they approached and the nearest one, a crew cut ex-Marine, spoke to me with that kind of formal courtesy which is somehow vaguely menacing.
“Please raise your arms, sir, while I check you for weapons.”
I held his eye for a count of three, then told him, “I am not carrying any weapons, and I am not accustomed to being insulted when I am a guest in somebody’s house.”
He frowned, confused and out of his comfort zone.
“I have to check you sir.”
“I don’t give a solitary goddamn what you have to do. I didn’t ask to come here, I was invited. If you’re not going to let me in because you think I’m some kind of damned terrorist, then you and your boss can go to hell!”
He was now visibly worried.
“Sir, it’s not personal. It’s Mr. Cavendish’s policy, everybody who comes here…”
“I am not everybody. I am Harry Bauer! And I was planning on investing over one million dollars in your boss’s foundation. I do not appreciate being invited here and then treated like some kind of common criminal.”
His pal was talking on the radio as he moved in closer. I kept on mouthing off.
“Let me ask you something. If the president of the United States came here, would you frisk him? If the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff came here, would you frisk him? How about former President Bill Clinton?”
His pal put away his radio and interrupted. “Sir? We meant no offense. It is just standard procedure. We have very tight security here, but somebody is coming to collect you and take you to Mr. Cavendish. Please, accept our apologies.”
I nodded. “Not your fault, soldier. You were just following orders.”
The Marine scowled at me and the front door of the house opened. Sheila came running out in a purple satin dress that hugged her body and her legs. She was waving her hands and calling, “Harry! Harry!”
I gave the Marine an insolent smile and asked him, “What are you doing this evening?”
His frown deepened as Sheila reached us and took my hands. “Harry, please don’t take offense. It is standard procedure.”
I frowned at her. “I am not armed, Sheila, but I am investing over a million dollars in this foundation and I expect my word to be enough. If I am going to be held as a liar and a criminal you can turn that Rolls Royce around and have it take me back home.”
“No! Absolutely not necessary! Come on, let’s go inside and I’ll introduce you to Charles.”
She took my arm and I let her guide me to the front door. The precedent had been set, and if I ever needed to enter that house with a weapon, I could do so without being frisked.
Through the door, in a spacious modern hall with huge, redwood rafters, a butler in a white jacket took my coat. Sheila linked her arm through mine and led me down a short flight of three broad, open-plan steps into a vast area with a walk-in fireplace, oxblood leather sofas and armchairs. Persian rugs were strewn on the floor and a redwood dining table the size of a small aircraft carrier stood to one side. It was set with white linen napkins, silver cutlery, fine, hand-cut Irish crystal and silver candelabras which were all enhanced by the irregular shape and high polish of the wood. On the left, sliding glass doors led onto a lawn and swimming pool.
I was no expert, but on the walls I was pretty sure I saw two Picassos, a Chagall and a couple of other paintings I could not identify. The room was also dotted with bronzes and sculptures that, to my uneducated eye, looked valuable.
Charles Cavendish was standing in front of the fire, in a white tuxedo and black pants, holding a glass of whiskey with two rocks gently diluting what had probably been a fine single malt.
Sheila spoke as we descended the steps.
“Charles, this is Harry Bauer, whom I was telling you about.”
His smile was what you’d call genial and he advanced across the room with his right hand stretched out.
“Harry, good to meet you. I get a lot of people coming to me with projects,” he paused to take my hand and pump it, “but few are as interesting or as well thought out as yours.”
He transferred his hand to my shoulder and guided me toward a chair.
“I can tell you that I am a bit of a recluse and I don’t often invite people to my house, but I was real interested to meet you. What’ll you drink?”
I had already returned his genial smile. Now I said, “Scotch, thanks,” and Sheila hurried to the drinks tray to pour it. She seemed to know her way around.
I sat in a large chesterfield beside the fire and Sheila, after placing a huge, cut crystal glass beside me, sat herself on the sofa. Cavendish stayed standing on the far side of the flames, watching me.
“Harry,” he said again, “I confess I am very curious. I have my finger pretty much on the pulse of things. I have eyes and ears just about everywhere that counts, but I have never heard you mentioned. You seem to have come out of left field…”
He paused. I glanced at Sheila and smiled, then turned my attention to Cavendish. “Is that a question, Charles?”
He didn’t falter. “Yes.”
“I guess, like you, I am something of a recluse. I have what you might call a checkered past that some might disapprove of, so I try to keep a low profile.”
“I see.” He sipped. “Anything I need to know about?”
I shrugged. “That’s a question for you and your attorneys. Any moderately competent private investigator can dig up the records. I was with the British SAS for eight years. I was not dishonorably discharged, but neither was I honorably discharged. I was asked to leave, and I did.”
“You were asked to leave?”
“Yeah, this bit is not a matter of public record, but neither am I that ashamed of it that I need to hide it. We were on an operation in Helmand Province, in the mountains. We captured a man who had been responsible for the massacre of an entire village. He had raped the women and the children, murdered parents in front of their kids, and the kids in front of the parents. We had witnessed the whole thing, but had been powerless to intervene and stop it.”
He nodded. “The SAS operates in small groups of four, if I am not mistaken.”
“That’s right. If we had had more firepower, maybe we could have done something. But all we had were our assault rifles, sidearms… There must have been a hundred or so of these animals, and they were well armed with heavy machine guns and grenade launchers. All we could do was watch and make a video and photographic record of what went down.”
He was frowning. “But you caught this man, and he was brought to justice. So why were you asked to leave? I don’t understand.”
I took a sip and felt the warm burn in my gut.
“We caught him in a cave in the Sulaiman Mountains. Through the grapevine we had heard that, in exchange for valuable intelligence, he was to be given immunity, a home, a new identity and a pension for the rest of his life. I wanted to execute the bastard right there, in the cave. The other guys in the team were undecided. At the last minute the CIA showed up and took him away, and informed my commanding officer that I had been about to murder Mohammed Ben-Amini, their prize. So the brass politely asked me to leave.”[2]
He pursed his lips and nodded. “You’re a man of conscience.”
I smiled. “I don’t know. Self-description always smacks a bit of narcissism. I was angry and disgusted by what I was forced to witness, and I still have trouble sleeping at night. The fact is that what I did was illegal, and what I wanted to do was very illegal. The Regiment was right to do what it did, and I was lucky to get off that light. So I try to keep a low profile, and do what I do through other people whose past is not as checkered as mine.” I gestured at him. “People like you.”
“That’s admirably honest of you.”
I glanced at Sheila and smiled at her. “If we are going to work together on this project,” I turned back to Cavendish, “I figure the least I can do is come clean about anything that has the potential to embarrass you in the future. I hope this isn’t a deal breaker.”
He laughed. “Not at all, not at all. In the first place, I can assure you I have had to work with people in the past who make what you did sound positively saintly, and in the second place I have a lot of sympathy with you. I think, in those circumstances, I would probably have done the same.”
I offered him a lopsided smile and tried to inject sincerity into it, while remembering that this was the man who had supplied the chemical agent phosVX—to that very Mohammed Ben-Amini—which he had used in turn to massacre the entire population of the village of Belandhawa, men, women and children, only a few months earlier.
“Thanks,” I said, “I appreciate that.”
He raised his eyebrows suddenly, as though awakening from a dream. “So! This extraordinary project of yours. From what Sheila has been telling me, this model, if we can make it happen, could have an extraordinary impact on local, micro economies. Tell me about it. Exactly what is your vision here?”
I took a deep breath, swirled my whisky around and took a pull. As I set the glass down on the arm of the chair, I said the first thing that came into my mind.
“I guess I drew on my experience as a special ops operative. Two things are imperative when you are a small group of four behind enemy lines. You have to be independent, and you have to be self-sufficient. The two are not the same, but they are intimately linked. You cannot be truly independent unless you are self-sufficient; and you cannot become self-sufficient, unless you are independent. They won’t let you.” I paused to sip my Scotch. “These people who are ignorant, hungry, infirm, dying, what they need is to become independent and self-sufficient. So the question becomes, not how can we feed and educate them? The question becomes, how can we teach them to create independent, self-sufficient micro economies?” I shrugged. “The answer is simple, we help them to build one, and let them learn from doing it themselves.”




Seven

He was quiet, swirling his whisky in his glass. After a moment he said, “Extraordinary. However, that simple phrase, ‘We build one,’ hides a multitude of questions, technical details, challenges and obstacles.”
He sipped and I said, “Sure.”
He swallowed and wasted no time in getting to the point.
“I mean, what are we talking about here? Are we establishing a socialist economy based on cooperatives? Or are we inducting them into a capitalist model of free trade and enterprise? Are we going to help them to set up companies that seek to make a profit, or are we going to encourage them to reinvest their profits cooperatively into the community?”
I had been nodding while he spoke. “My view is an unpopular one. There is a lot wrong with free market, capitalist democracy, but so far I am not aware of anything that works better. In my experience, when you start centralizing power, whether it be in Soviets, cooperatives, socialist states, capitalist super states—or supra states—or multinational corporations, people start losing their humanity and things start going wrong. My feeling is, keep it small, keep it human, and limit central control to the absolute minimum.”
“So, bringing it right down to basics…?”
“Companies. Private companies. We help them to set up private companies that can operate locally or grow, but which they control.”
His smile grew.
“I knew I liked you, Harry, from the first moment Sheila told me about you. Your ideas and feelings are perfectly in line with my own. But I have to say, my vision has always been limited to one school, where it was needed, one water purifier where it was needed, one hospital. It had never occurred to me to create an entire, integrated system…in which each unit helped support the others.” He gave a small laugh. “Of course, there has always been the issue of funding. You do appreciate that what you are proposing will not be cheap.”
“Yes.” I nodded. “I am aware of that. It all has to be costed, and I am hoping that you have the experience—and the team—to take care of that.”
“Oh, certainly.” His face said he was only too happy to do that. “We can take care of all that and present you with a fully researched and costed project. And, um…”
He made a question with his face.
“My contribution? I’ve been discussing that with Shauna Cooper of Angels Fund Raisers in Westwood. I am prepared to put up a million dollars, up front, as a contribution to the project.”
He blinked a few times. “Good Lord. You have that kind of disposable cash?”
I looked at Sheila, wondering how she would take what I was about to say.
“A man with my skills and my background can make a lot of money, fairly quickly, if he uses his brains. It’s all legal. You don’t need to worry about that.”
Sheila spoke for the first time. “That’s a relief!”
She laughed and I smiled.
“But I’m aware it’s not enough, not by a long shot. So I am organizing a very substantial fundraising event at Griffith Park. It will be billed as Hollywood Hands Around the World Day. It’s not really one event, it’s a whole collection of events, starting at about nine in the morning and continuing throughout the day until after midnight. A gymkhana, an open-air concert, a celebrity soccer match, home-baked stalls, barbeques…” I made an “on and on” gesture. “Hell, a farmer’s market! Why not? They’re dreaming up more possibilities as we speak. Most can run concurrently during the day, and those events will be open to the general public. In the evening there will be an invitation-only cocktail party for the great and the good, followed by a gala dinner for the even greater and better, at which you will give a short speech introducing either Leonardo DiCaprio or Al Gore, and they will give a longer speech encouraging everyone to write big, fat checks for the project. The event will be held, possibly, at Griffith Park. Obviously Angels’ PR department will be feeding this to the media. It should attract a lot of money.”
He had been standing all of this time, now he lowered himself into a chair. “That’s extraordinary, Harry. You don’t waste time, do you?”
“If you want to get things done, you have to act.”
The door had opened behind me and the butler had stepped in. He approached Cavendish on silent feet.
“Dinner is ready, sir. Shall I serve it now?”
“Yes! Yes indeed, Brown. I think we are all ready.”
He sat at the head, with me on his right and Sheila opposite me on his left. A cute maid in a blue uniform with a white lace apron and cap served us a salmon mousse with Spencer Gulf king prawns and avocado, while her friend, also cute in a similar uniform, served us with an ice-cold white Muga.
I nodded my head at one of the Picassos. “Is that an original Pablo Picasso?”
He smiled. “My insurance company wants me to put it in a vault somewhere, don’t they, Sheila?” He turned and smiled at her, like it was a private joke between them. “But I ask them, what is the point of owning a genuine Picasso, if you are never going to look at it? There is also the Chagall, which I love, and I have a Degas, a Mondrian.” He gave a self-satisfied chuckle. “I guess I am building quite a collection. And then there are the bronzes and the carvings. I have a couple of Bugatti, a Bonnard, a wonderful collection of three figures by Giacometti. There are others. I have a display room. Some other day I’ll take you to see them.”
I nodded. “That would be something. But I have to say I’m with your insurers. My mind goes automatically to security. Your collection must be worth millions. It wouldn’t be hard for a pro to raid this house and make off with your stuff.”
He laughed out loud, then wagged his finger as he stuffed his face with a dry biscuit covered in salmon mousse.
“It’s deceptive, Harry. Tell him, Sheila.”
She sipped her wine. “Oh, security is pretty tight, Harry. There is electronic surveillance throughout the house…”
I laughed. “Except the bathrooms, I hope!”
She laughed. “Except the bathrooms. All the entrances are covered by at least three cameras. Access can only be granted from the control room which is located in the cellar, and anyone attempting to scale the walls will find that not only has he been filmed in triplicate, but that film has been automatically relayed to the police. Plus, his presence on the wall will have triggered the alarm and the automatic lockdown of all the doors and windows in the house. Not only that, four Rottweilers patrol the pool and the lawn and the gardens around the house at night, as well as the garage entrance and the front garden, along with four armed men all of whom trained either with the SEALs, Delta or the Marines. Six more men guard the inside of the house.”
I had been listening carefully, working my way through the salmon and the avocado. When she had finished I drained my glass.
“I stand corrected. This is quite a fortress you have here, Charles. I am impressed.”
He nodded vigorously. “Oh yes! You might, just, get in.” He leered at me. “But your chances of getting out in one piece are very slim indeed.”
“I think I’ll just wait and hope that you invite me again someday.”
He leaned across the table and patted my arm.
“Be assured that I will.”
The first course finished, the cute French maids came and removed our plates and the white wine. They came back a little later with a roasted duck that smelled of cinnamon and allspice, and had roasted plums sitting around it. There were also dishes of buttered broccoli, small Vichy carrots and roasted potatoes.
Sheila continued with the white Muga, while Cavendish and I had a red Gran Reserva from the same bodega.
When we had been served, as I was cutting into a tender thigh, I said, “Charles, I want to ask you a favor.” I looked up at him. “And I really hope you’ll say yes.”
“Ask, by all means.”
“I’d like you to come to Griffith Park with me, to view the site. I am very hands-on, and I get things done fast and well, but that’s because I get involved. This is a major event, and I am going to put a lot of money into it, so I have to make sure things are done just right, according to the way I have envisioned them. It would be a big help for me, if you would come along, view the site with me and help me imagine it—visualize it.” I held my hand in front of my face, like I was looking at my thoughts in my grip. “Help me see it and make it happen.”
He dabbed his mouth with his napkin and sighed.
“I have to tell you, Harry. I very rarely go out in public. You may have noticed that I am very security conscious.”
“Yes, I’d noticed. Nevertheless, I would appreciate it if you would make an exception. This is a unique opportunity, and it has to be right.” I sighed. “I’m a New Yorker. The eight years I wasn’t in New York I was in London, which in many ways is a kind of sister city and the people have a similar kind of mentality. California, Californians…” I sighed, shook my head and laughed. “It’s a whole different ball game out here. You,” I pointed at him, “You will have the insight, the touch, the California feel, which I just haven’t got.”
The hook was baited and dangling in front of him. He was necessary, uniquely special, and his ego was itching to bite. He turned to Sheila. “What do you think, my dear?”
“I think he is absolutely right, Charles.” She gave her pretty laugh and turned to me. “Please don’t take offence, but you are anything but Californian. You are very intense, a little dark, and California is all about light, sunshine and magic.”
I clicked my fingers and pointed at her. “See? That’s what I am talking about, light, sunshine and magic.”
She turned back to Cavendish. “And you have all of that.”
He grew a couple of inches and produced a big Cheshire grin. He stretched out his hand toward Sheila, milking the situation for all he could get.
“Take Sheila! She’d love to go!”
“I have already told Sheila I want her on board for exactly that. But you, Charles, you have a wealth of experience, insight—wisdom, damn it! And there is no substitute for that. I want you there, looking the place over, giving me your thoughts and your vision! Nobody can do that for you.”
I figured he was immune to most things, but I was seeing firsthand he was not immune to flattery. He laughed, spread his arms wide and yielded joyfully to his own ego.
“All right, if it is that important to you. I’ll have a word with Tony, my chief of security, and see how we can arrange it. When do you want to go?”
I made a show of thinking about it. “Well, I’m meeting Shauna the day after tomorrow, to start finalizing the initial details, so, is tomorrow too soon?”
“Tomorrow…”
He faltered. I pretended not to notice and turned to Sheila.
“I have to say, I am leaning toward Leonardo DiCaprio rather than Al Gore. This is Hollywood, right? DiCaprio is going to be a much bigger draw, with essentially the same message.” She was nodding and I turned to Cavendish. “Do you agree, Charles?” Before he could answer I reached out and patted his wrist. “Say, that is a beautiful Rolls Royce, but tomorrow, if Tony gives us the green light, I’ll take you up in the TVR. It’ll blow your socks off. Not only is it a thing of beauty, it’s a thing of power. And that is something I know you appreciate.”
His Cheshire grin returned. Bombarded with information and flattery, he surrendered to the flattery and went with the flow. The rest of the evening we spent chatting amiably over sticky toffee pudding and fine brandy and whisky, and listening to Cavendish become expansive on the subject of himself. I was happy to listen and praise. I had accomplished the two things I had gone there to do, and I had a good feeling that the project was on course. At eleven thirty I looked at my watch.
“I hate to break this up, but I must go. I have a long and busy day tomorrow. Speaking of which, Charles, at what time shall I collect you?”
He grunted. “Let me talk to Tony and I’ll call you first thing in the morning. I imagine you rise early?”
“Between five and six most mornings. Bad habits are hard to kick. It’s the good ones that are hard to hold on to.”
“Fine. I’ll call you early, about seven.”
I pointed at him. “Don’t let me down, now!” I turned to Sheila. “You want to share a cab?”
She held my eye for half a beat longer than was necessary. “Sure, that would be nice.”
There was a cold glint in Cavendish’s eye when he said, “I can have my man drop you…”
“That’s OK, Charles. We might talk shop for five minutes before I let her go.”
He chuckled like a kindly grandfather and stood.
“Fine, fine. It has been a very interesting evening.” He took my hand. “And I look forward to our field trip tomorrow.”
The cab ride was short and the streets quiet and almost empty. We didn’t speak until we had left Corona del Mar and were snaking down toward the Pacific Highway. Then she gave me a shy glance.
“Well, what do you think?”
“I’m not disappointed. He is everything I had expected him to be. May I ask a personal question?”
She thought about it. “You can ask, but I can’t promise I’ll answer.”
“You seem to know your way around his house pretty well…”
“Purely professional. Lately I have been working with him at home, PA-cum-secretary, but nothing more. Is that what you were going to ask?”
“Yes,” I arched an eyebrow, “am I impertinent?”
Her cheeks colored agreeably. “Probably, but not unwelcome.”
We had reached the highway with the vast ocean on our right, a fat moon hovering over the horizon, and we were approaching the California Incline which would take us to my apartment. I said:
“You want a nightcap?”
She smiled and momentary amber washed her face before it slipped into shadow again.
“Do I have to wear it at your place or can I take it home with me?”
“Out of the question.” I shook my head. “You have to wear it at my place. It’s one of those pointed ones, with a pompom on the end. I think it will suit you.”
“Does it come with a nightgown?”
“Again, out of the question.”
She put her fingers to her lips. “I really shouldn’t drink.”
The cab pulled up outside my apartment block. I paid the cabby and we stood on the sidewalk watching his red taillights slip into the dusky half-light. She linked her arm through mine and pointed at the moon, with its vast fan of light on the black ocean.
“She looks smug.”
“Maybe she knows something we don’t.”
I led her down the path, through the trees, into the faded, Art Deco lobby and then into the concertina elevator. It creaked and wobbled and she rested her head on my shoulder. She whispered, “What am I doing? Is this a big mistake, Harry?”
We stepped onto the landing and I opened the door. I opened the door and as we kissed I listened to the apartment, moving the focus of my attention from room to room. I heard no sound inside. We came apart and I went in ahead of her, holding her hand. Through the terrace doors the moon was vast, its light tinged with turquoise, touching the furniture with hazy amber, making deep inky shadows in the corners and behind the armchairs and the sofa.
I snapped on the lights. The living room was empty. I closed the door and guided her to the sofa.
“Cognac?”
She nodded and smiled. “Will you be nice to me, Harry?”
“Very.” I kissed her, then went to the drinks tray and poured her a brandy. I handed it to her and whispered, “I’ll be right back.”
I checked the kitchen, the bedroom and the en suite bathroom. There was nobody there. But as I turned to return to the living room, Sheila was in the door, naked but for her glass of cognac.
“I’m a virgin,” she said. I picked her up in my arms. “Please be gentle,” she breathed. I placed her gently on the bed, and that was about the gentlest thing we did that night.




Eight

Next morning Cavendish phoned at seven to say I could pick him up at two, after lunch, but that his bodyguards would come with us in convoy. I told him that was fine and spent half an hour working out on the terrace. I had a shower and by eight I was making coffee and cooking bacon, eggs and mushrooms in the kitchen.
Sheila appeared at the door looking pale and worried.
“You look like you need a coffee. How do you take it?”
“Milk and sugar. I’ll do it.”
I gave her the pot and she fixed herself a cup. I was watching her carefully. She didn’t look happy. At all.
“You hung over?”
She gave her head a small shake.
“What then?”
“I have worked with Mr. Cavendish for almost three years now. I think he is a good man, and I am very loyal to him.”
“Good.” I laid bacon on her toast and laid a couple of eggs beside it. “What’s the problem?”
“He asked me…” she faltered. “He asked me to find out about you. He was concerned that he had never heard of you. He is a very cautious man.”
I frowned at her. “Are you telling me you slept with me on his orders?”
Her face flushed and suddenly her eyes were bright. “No! Of course not! That was all me and I hope to God it wasn’t a mistake!”
“Why would it be, Sheila? What’s got into you this morning?”
She put down the coffee pot. Her hands dropped to her side and she took a deep breath. “I am sorry,” she said. “I did something I should not have done and I feel terrible about it. I searched your room.”
I went cold inside but disguised it as annoyance. “You did what?”
“I searched your room. I know I shouldn’t have, but I did it out of loyalty to Charles. But, Harry, that’s not the point.” Her eyes rose to meet mine. “The point is, I found a gun, and a knife; a military-looking knife.”
I shrugged and shook my head. “So what?”
“Why have you got a gun, Harry?”
“For protection. I’m an ex special ops soldier, Sheila. I have enemies—dangerous enemies. I carry it for protection. Is that it? That’s what’s worrying you?”
“No.” She shook her head again. “I also found the file.”
I scowled. I was more mad at myself than I was at her. I had put the file in a drawer, but I had not locked it. The truth was, I had not expected her to come home with me. And I sure as hell had not expected her to search my room.
I set the frying pan down on the stove and sat.
“I am not happy about this, Sheila. I trusted you. I brought you on board on a project that could make your future, precisely because I did trust you. And this is how you pay me back?”
“Believe me, I feel like shit about it. But…” She spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “You still haven’t explained the file. Was he right to mistrust you, and ask me to find out about you? Why have you got a file on him?”
“I’ll get around to that all in good time. But let’s be clear about something first, Sheila. You told me that you worked for Cavendish because you admired his principles and his integrity—his morals. But what you just did betrayed all of the morals that you claim to admire. You didn’t just betray Cavendish and me; above all, Sheila, you betrayed yourself.”
I was surprised to find that I meant it, and that I did feel disappointed and betrayed. Cavendish and I could be bastards. We were already lost and on the highway to Hell. But not Sheila. She was worth more than that. Tears welled in her eyes and suddenly her nose was red, like she had a cold. She wiped it with the back of her hand.
“Fine! That’s true, and I am sorry! But, Harry, what about the file?”
I had been running through the file in my mind, wondering how much she had read and how much sense it would have made to her. She stared at me, appealing to me to salvage the image she had of me. I spoke cautiously.
“That was confidential information, Sheila. You were not entitled to read that file. That was a serious breach of trust. How am I supposed to trust you now, after this?”
“I didn’t read it! I saw it. I flicked through it. Please, what is this all about, Harry? Please explain it to me.”
I stood, walked away and stood staring out of the window. She hadn’t read it. She said she hadn’t read it. After a moment I turned back and studied her.
“You speak with admiration about Cavendish, and about what a cautious, wise man he is. In his caution and his wisdom he asked you to spy on me, and you think that is sensible and wise.”
“No! Not that! Just to find out what I could about you. Not spy!”
I arched my eyebrows and her face said even she could hear how weak that sounded.
“Would you like to explain to me, Sheila, what the difference is between him asking you to find out what you can about me, and my asking a private investigator to prepare me a file on Cavendish? In view of the fact that I planned to invest several million dollars in his foundation, isn’t making a background check a cautious, wise thing to do?”
Her mouth sagged.
“Do you think,” I went on, before she could say anything, “that if he had known in advance that I was going to make this proposal, he would not have put a private eye on me, to prepare exactly such a file as I have on him?”
Both her hands went to her open mouth and tears rolled down her face.
“Harry, I am so sorry. I feel so ashamed. I have spoiled everything. It never occurred to me.”
I shook my head. “It’s not your fault.” I went to her and put my arms around her. She rested her head on my chest, but didn’t hold me. I said, “It was wrong of him to ask you to do a thing like that.”
She looked up at me and her eyes were moist with tears. She mouthed the words, “I’m sorry” again.
I smiled. “Hey, no harm done.” I tore off some kitchen paper, kissed her eyes and handed it to her. “C’mon, dry your face and eat some bacon. You’ll feel better.” She sat and blew her nose. I sat across from her. “You know what? Even in the world of aid and charitable institutions, when you start talking about political power and really big sums of money, up in the millions, however good the people involved are, the lines between what is good and what is not good start getting blurred, and things start getting ugly.”
She nodded. There was something meek and innocent about the gesture, and suddenly I felt like a rat. She sat and looked at her food. “What were you hoping to find?”
I was about to lie, tell her I was hoping to find he was a good man, but I found I couldn’t. Instead I evaded the truth.
“I wasn’t hoping to find anything. I just wanted to know about him. Too many good men start out with integrity, and then slip into a ‘the end justifies the means’ mentality. They don’t realize that that is a bacteria which corrupts everything it touches.”
Her frown was one of curiosity.
“You really mean that, don’t you? And yet you were a soldier, special operations, you killed people. That story you told…”
“I’m not a Christian, Sheila. I have no religion. I believe in reality.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“I mean that I don’t believe in an ultimate judge who decides what is good and what is evil. I mean that I believe certain people are so corrupted, have become so completely evil, they should die. Men like Mohammed Ben-Amini.”
She shook her head. “But surely that is the same as the end justifying the means!”
“No. The crucial point,” I leaned forward, pointing my finger at her like a gun, feeling a strange, hot passion in my gut, “the thing you always have to remember, is that the means condition the end. The means are the process that creates the end.”
She made a smile that was more sad than humorous. “You’re a philosopher too?”
“No, I’m just telling you what I have seen. Things are what they’re made of.”
“I guess.” She sighed, stared back down at her breakfast again.
“I’d better go.”
“I’m sorry.” I was surprised, again, that I meant it. I frowned. “Are we OK?”
She attempted a smile. “Of course.”
“Sheila, there really was no difference between what he asked you to do, and what I’d had my private eye do. You understand that? I am on the level.”
She nodded. “I know. I just need to clean up, shower…” She shrugged. “You know, girl stuff.”
When she’d gone I called the brigadier from one of my burners to his secure line.
“Harry.”
“Sir, I think we have a problem. It might be a big one.”
“Details?”
“Sheila Newton. She spent the night and found the Cavendish file.”
“That was very careless. I am surprised.”
When the brigadier said he was surprised, that was about as damning a criticism as you were likely to get before he took you outside and had you shot.
“I know. She searched the room while I was making breakfast.”
“Always let them make breakfast, Harry. You should know that. Questions: Why did she search the room? How much did she read?”
“Cavendish was curious about me and told her to find out what she could and report back to him. So she searched my room. I had the file in a drawer. I hadn’t expected her to stay the night. She says she didn’t read the file, just skimmed it. I believe her. Her reaction was wrong. If she’d read it precisely she would have freaked.”
“What do you mean precisely?”
“She confronted me with the fact that I had a file on him, not with the fact that I had a contract to eliminate him. The way I see it, either she is a very sophisticated operative putting on a very convincing act as a naïve kid, or she’s a very naïve kid. If she was a naïve kid, and had read the file, she would have been hysterical and terrified. She wasn’t. She was just hurt and upset. On the other hand, if she was a seasoned operative, she would not have let me know she’d read the file at all.”
He was silent for so long I began to wonder if he’d hung up. Finally he said, “You have a point, but Harry, you have to be extremely honest with me, and with yourself. Are you becoming infatuated with this girl?”
I thought about it for a moment.
“No. I like her. She is genuine and sincere and I don’t like the fact that she’s got caught up in this business. She is way out of her league and she doesn’t deserve the crap that’s coming her way. But no, I am not infatuated with her.”
“Your assessment of her as naïve and genuine worries me. I don’t know if you are aware of it, but Cavendish uses her increasingly as a personal assistant. If she is naïve and inexperienced, one has to wonder why he would do that.”
“I don’t know, sir. Maybe precisely because she is naïve. She admires him and she won’t question what he does or what he tells her, or what he tells her to do.” I added as an afterthought, “Also, if she were more experienced, and saw through his front, she’d be in a position to demand a lot more money from him.”
He grunted. “What steps have you taken?”
“I told her it was a report I had commissioned from a private investigator. I told her it was normal procedure, and no different from what he had asked her to do with me. She seemed to believe me.”
“All right, we’ll take care of it.”
I felt a hot pellet of fear in my belly. “What does that mean, sir? You’ll take care of it how?”
“I don’t know yet. I’ll have to discuss it with my advisors.”
“You are not going to harm her.” It wasn’t a question.
“You know our policy on that, Harry.”
“Policies change, and if you view her as a threat…”
“Harry.” I stopped. He went on. “If we ever resort to that, it will be too late to save Cobra. Because Cobra is, by definition, the antithesis of that. We will take care of it, but if she is naïve and innocent, as you say, we will not hurt her.”
“If she is harmed…”
“Don’t say it. Don’t threaten me, Harry. I know how it is. Put it out of your mind. Focus on the job. Now, give me a progress report.”
I filled him in on what I had done so far, then told him: “I was pretty sure from the start that I wouldn’t be able to gain access to his house to do the job there. What I have seen of the house, and what I have learned about his security setup confirms that. So I’ll have to lure him out. Griffith Park seems a good location. I’ve persuaded him to come and view the site because I need his input for the fundraiser. We’re going there this afternoon. I thought about making the hit today, but if it has to look like an accident, today is too soon. I need to finish some preparations and I need to draw him away from his bodyguards. That won’t be easy. I need to gain his trust.”
“So your idea is to ensure everything goes fine today, and draw him out a second time.”
“Yes.”
“Let’s hope he goes for it. How do you intend to make the hit?”
“Wolf’s-bane, otherwise known as monkshood, mousebane, women's bane or devil's helmet.”
“Aconite.”
“Yeah, also that.”
“Interesting. How do you plan to administer it?”
“I picked a whole bunch of the stuff. I’m going to boil it down and distill it.”
“Distill it how?” I could hear the frown in his voice. “We don’t want to draw attention."
“No, don’t worry. You put the boiled extract in the freezer and every hour you peel off the frozen water. That concentrates the suspended chemical solids: less water, you get more solids per ounce of water, right?”
“I understand, Harry.”
“You can do the same thing with wine. You freeze your Château Rothschild and peel off the ice every hour. That increases the alcohol concentration. Do that four or five times and you have damn fine brandy.”
“Fascinating. I must try it. Getting back to the wolf’s-bane…”
“I’ll do it ten or twelve times, so the concentration of aconite will be very high. Then I’ll mix the concentrated suspension with flour to make pellets. Next time we go to inspect the site, I’ll have a diversion prepared.”
“Firecrackers.”
“Yes.”
“Homemade, of course. You don’t want the purchase to be traceable.”
“Of course. When they are detonated everybody’s attention will be diverted toward the hills and the trees. I’ll use a BB gun to put a couple of pellets in his neck. The pellets will break up on impact, his skin will be damaged but not perforated. The aconite will be absorbed into the bloodstream through the damaged skin. The amount will be the equivalent of forty milliliters. The marks will look like insect stings and by the time they get him to an autopsy there will be no trace left of the poison.”
“It will look as though he had a severe reaction to an insect bite.”
“That’s the idea.”
“And the BB gun?”
“Today I’m going to let him and his boys see the P226. The BB is an exact replica. When the firecrackers detonate it will be only natural that I draw it to protect him, just like his bodyguards. He won’t die for another six hours, by which time there will be no obvious connection with the detonations. When he dies, I’ll call off the fundraiser and return to New York.”
He was quiet for a while. Then, “OK, good, no more careless slips, please. We’ll clear up this girl’s misapprehensions.”
He was about to hang up. I said, “Brigadier.”
“Yes, Harry.”
“The colonel?”
“No news yet.”
“It’s too long.”
“I know. As soon as we hear something I’ll be in touch.”
He hung up and I went to the kitchen, where I pulled out a large pot, filled it partway with water and started boiling down the wolf’s-bane. I knew the brigadier well enough to know that he would not hurt an innocent person, but I also knew that there were other people behind him with more power and more authority. If they decided that Sheila was a risk to Cobra, or if they decided that she was not the innocent, naïve kid I thought she was, I was pretty sure they would not hesitate to eliminate her.
Like I had told her that morning, “the end justifies the means” was a way of thinking which invariably led to corruption, because the means created the end. When protecting Cobra became the end, then Cobra could become the very enemy it was fighting against. I remembered Master Zamudio’s words to me. “Do not look into your enemy’s eyes, lest you become your enemy.”
Had Cobra looked too long into its enemy’s eyes? Had I?
I stirred the lethal poison and wondered.
I didn’t eat lunch that day. I had a sickness in my stomach. At twelve I set about removing the slugs from a handful of rounds to make a few of what the brigadier called firecrackers, which I slipped into a soft leather satchel. At one I showered and dressed, took a stiff shot of Scotch and went down to the TVR. I listened to the growl of the engine and wondered if I was becoming weak, sentimental; wondered if I was losing…what? My edge? My killer instinct? My belief that I had the right to judge and execute my enemy?
I put those thoughts out of my mind, put the beast in gear, let it roar and went after my prey, to set the ground for the kill. The means, I told myself, did not justify the end. The means created the end. The means were murder. The end was death.




Nine

I pulled up outside Cavendish’s place on Corona del Mar and called him on my cell. He told me he’d be right out. So I opened the door and sat with my ass against the hood, with my black Wayfarers shielding my eyes from the midday California sun. After five minutes the gates rolled back and a black Dodge Durango eased out and positioned itself in front of the TVR, while a dark blue Range Rover followed it and placed itself behind me, effectively making it impossible for me to move unless they did.
Tony, the Marine I had spoken to the night before, swung down from the Range Rover and walked over to me. I watched him but I didn’t say anything. He asked me, “You armed?”
“Are you?”
“Always. Are you armed?”
“Sig Sauer, P226.”
“Hand it over. I shouldn’t let him get in the car with you.”
“Relax, I never shoot people while I’m driving. Especially when I am investing seven figures in their foundations. I know you don’t get paid to think, pal, but sometimes it helps.”
“You’re a wiseass and a big mouth, you know that?”
I smiled. “Yeah, I know that. Is it a problem for you, kid?”
“Yeah, it’s a problem for me when my boss is riding with you and you’re armed. I shouldn’t let him ride with you.”
“Thanks for sharing. Now go tell it to somebody who gives a shit.”
He was about to answer, but touched the earpiece in his right ear, listened and turned to signal to the other boys in the Rover. The doors opened and three guys in suits climbed out. The four of them converged on the iron gate, which slid back and Cavendish hurried out, slightly hunched into his shoulders. The four men escorted him to the passenger side of my car. There I opened the door for him and he climbed in. When I had closed it again, Tony the Marine stepped up close to me, so his nose was just inches from mine.
“Give me your piece.”
With the forefinger and thumb of my right hand I pulled back my jacket so the butt of the Sig was visible under my arm.
“Why don’t you try and take it?” His hand twitched and I interrupted the movement. “Put your hand inside my jacket and I’ll break your wrist, your elbow, your shoulder and your knee, all before you can squeal, ‘Mommy, help me.’”
His eyes narrowed. “You’re pretty tough, huh?”
“Nah, my grandmother was tough. She used to eat babies, bones an’ all. I’m just a real mean son of a bitch. Anything else, or can I get going now? Your boyfriend’s buggy is blocking my path.”
I watched the anger dilate his nostrils and narrow his eyes. I smiled with little warmth. “You want to explain to your boss why we’re stalled now, or after I break your arm and you lose your job?”
He made a noise like I wasn’t worth it and returned to his Range Rover. I climbed in behind the wheel and fired up the huge V8 Ford Cosworth. The RAM pulled away and the big brute snarled after it, like a fire dragon champing at the bit. The Range Rover pulled in behind us. I gave Cavendish a lopsided grin.
“Your boy isn’t happy.”
“Tony?”
“He doesn’t like the fact that I’m armed.”
His eyes went wide. There was a trace of alarm in his expression. “You’re armed? What for?”
“I figure if I’m taking you out of your comfort zone, to the park, if you’re doing me that favor because I asked you to, it’s my responsibility to keep you safe, right?”
He gave a nervous laugh. “I have a highly professional team…”
I shook my head. “Uh-uh, one thing you learn in the Regiment, Charles, is never to leave safety and security in somebody else’s hands. That’s why I have a file on you, too. Did Sheila tell you? You will never be safer, Charles, than when you are with me.”
And I looked him right in the eye and smiled.
We spent an hour at the site, discussing, trying to visualize where the concert would be, where the VIP tent would go, how the entire thing would be laid out and set up. He was one of nature’s organizers, and soon warmed to the subject. He had mild, gentle criticism for all of my suggestions, and I made a point of seeking his guidance and his advice on just about everything from acoustics and cocktails to the color of napkins. His bodyguards stayed close. I observed their protocols and led him steadily toward the foot of the hills, where the trees grew thicker and the incline steeper. As we walked he laid a hand on my shoulder.
“Harry, I am very fond of Sheila.” I made an expression of amused surprise with my face and showed it to him. He laughed and patted the shoulder where his hand lay. “I mean as a surrogate uncle, or father. I have no interest in her beyond that. I am happily married and I have two beautiful children. But as her mentor and friend, I do feel duty bound to ask you what your intentions are with her?”
I restrained a laugh. “I don’t plan to marry her, if that’s what you’re asking.”
He became serious. “I feared as much.”
“Seriously?”
He sighed. “The thing is, Harry, she is very young. I don’t just mean in years. I mean emotionally. She is extremely good at her job, but she is also very naïve and innocent. I’d go so far as to say that she is tender, and what to you may be a game, a bit of sophisticated fun, to her may be much more. I would hate for her to get hurt.”
“Are you warning me off, Charles?”
He frowned and shook his head vigorously. “No! Good heavens, no! Far be it from me to meddle in other people’s private lives. No, no, she is an adult and must fend for herself. But I know you are fundamentally a good man, and I am just asking you to be aware that, where life’s battle scars have given you tough skin, she is still very tender and fragile.”
I nodded. “Understood.”
“I believe she is going to call you this evening. I think…” He eyed me under his eyebrows. “I think she is rather taken with you.”
“Well, let me reassure you, Charles, I am rather taken with her, and the last thing I want to do is hurt her. Now, here…” I pointed at the path, where it wound up into the hills. “This path I would line with stalls showcasing local artisan skills. Everything from basket weaving to fine cheeses, beer, wine and organic beekeeping. The whole path—or this whole area—should be packed with stalls, all displaying the products of green, sustainable industries.”
He was nodding judiciously and pursing his lips, but I kept right on going.
“Because, Charles, the more I think about it, the more convinced I am that when we start building these small, sustainable companies in Colombia, and setting them afloat, where nine out of ten may become established as local suppliers of goods, one or two, here and there, might grow to be substantial enterprises that could operate on an international scale. And I have to tell you, I am not opposed to that. And I am not opposed to taking a small share of the profits, either.”
He chuckled. “I am glad to hear you say that, Harry. It’s all very well having high ideals, but it is important to keep your feet firmly on the ground too. It is the market that makes the world tick, and profit drives the market. Nothing wrong in making a little profit. Which is why I prefer to operate with companies—independent companies—rather than with charities and NGOs. You can get involved with a project like a company, you can influence and guide it, and help them attain heights they would never have dreamed of themselves.”
I made the face of admiration and smiled at him, like I was discovering a new friend and guide.
“That can’t be wrong, can it?”
“No, to be sure. That is not bad.”
He looked at his watch. “I like your idea, Harry. Thank you for bringing me here to see this. I have fallen into the habit of being locked either in my office or in my house. I sometimes wonder if I am becoming a little agoraphobic. It has been good to get out and be part of this creative process.”
“I’m glad.” I slapped him on the shoulder, smiling. “But I am not done with you yet. I have to go back to New York in a couple of days, and there are still a few things I need to go over with you tomorrow after I’ve spoken with Shauna Cooper.”
“Come to my place.”
I shook my head. “Here, Charles. Hands on, on the ground. Look, I’m seeing Shauna at nine thirty AM. We’ll be done by eleven. Let me collect you, we’ll wrap things up here and then let me buy you lunch.”
He laughed. “How can I refuse? That will be fine. Now,” he looked at his watch, “I must get back to my office, and I believe you have to prepare for a special night in, if I am not very much mistaken.”
I told him I was going to hang around a while, make some sketches and prepare for my meeting with Shauna Cooper the next day. I walked him back to the cars, discussing details, repeated that I would call for him the next day when I’d finished with Shauna, and, after they had climbed in and slammed the doors, I watched the two trucks drive off, back toward LA.
When they were out of sight I sprung the trunk of the TVR and pulled out a soft leather satchel which I hung over my shoulder. Then I headed back toward the tree line which we had left behind—the place where I had suggested the sustainable crafts stalls should be.
I walked past the spot and climbed up the slope for a couple of hundred yards, to where the parkland started to turn wild. There I found a secluded spot behind some walnut trees. I scrambled down and hid the bag containing the firecrackers under a mound of dry leaves, grass and twigs. There were a total of twenty rounds, some linked to go off in rapid succession, like bursts of automatic fire. The rest would go off singly, at short, random intervals. I connected the detonators and linked them to my cell. After that I made my way back to my car, taking a leisurely stroll.
Behind the wheel, cruising back to Santa Monica, I got to wondering about Cavendish’s comments on Sheila. After her behavior that morning, I wasn’t so sure she’d be getting in touch any time soon, unless it was to talk about the fundraising event.
That led me back to wondering, with a vaguely sick feeling, about the brigadier’s cryptic comment that he would “deal with” the problem with Sheila. There were not too many ways I could think of that he could do that. If she had not read the file, and I was pretty sure she hadn’t, she wasn’t a risk. If she had, I couldn’t see what options he would have to silence her, besides silencing her. Permanently.
But as it turned out I was wrong in my assessment of Sheila. When I got back to the apartment, as I was climbing out of the TVR, my cell rang and it was her. I answered as I stepped into the gardens that overlook the Incline and the Pacific Highway.
“Sheila.”
“Harry,” a short silence, then, “Are you mad at me?”
“No. Why should I be?”
“My behavior this morning. I’m so embarrassed. I’m afraid I behaved rather stupidly. Of course it’s normal that you’d have a file on Charles. Like you said, it was just the same as him asking me to keep an eye on you. I just overreacted. I hope…” She trailed off.
“Listen, don’t worry about it. I know you have a lot of respect for Charles, he’s your mentor and your guide. It’s normal you should feel protective. Did you tell him what happened?”
She hesitated. “No, well, not exactly. I wanted to think things over first. I just told him I had seen you had a file on him. Nothing else.”
“Well, if it’s any consolation, this morning I showed him my gun and I told him I had a file on him.”
“You did?”
“Of course. He didn’t like the gun, neither did Tony, his bodyguard, but he took the file for granted and told me he was compiling one on me.”
She laughed. “Are we good then?”
“If last night is anything to go by, I think we’re better than good. I think we’re great.”
I felt her blush down the phone. “Really! Harry! What am I supposed to answer to that?”
“Say you’ll have dinner with me tonight, and breakfast tomorrow.”
She was quiet for a while, then, in a small voice, she said, “All right. Yes, that would be nice. But, Harry…?”
“Yeah.”
“Let’s stay in?” She said it like it was a question. “I’ll bring over some groceries and cook us a meal. Is that OK?”
I felt a twist of something painful in my gut that might have been guilt. I forced a smile into my voice and said, “That sounds great. I’d like that.”
“Good, I’ll be there six thirtyish.”
“Six thirtyish? What time is that?”
She giggled. “Six thirty, or thereabouts.”
“I’ll see you thenish, then.”
She laughed again and hung up. I walked to the balustrade and leaned on it with my elbows. Directly below me was the California Incline, below that the highway, with it’s rows of Spanish villas backing onto the broad sands of the beach, and the vast ocean beyond. The cell was still in my hand. I looked at it a moment, then called the brigadier.
“News?”
“Yeah, we went to the park and had fun.”
“He’s buying it?”
“Looks that way. We’re going again tomorrow.”
“You have everything set up?”
“Yes. I took care of that this morning. This evening the girl is coming to cook me dinner.”
“The girl, Harry?”
“Sheila.”
“Is that wise?”
“I think so. I’ll slip her a Mickey Finn, make sure she’s not there tomorrow.”
“If you think there will be no comeback. She might become suspicious.”
If there was an implied question, I didn’t bother to answer it. Instead I said, “What are your plans?”
“Regarding the girl?”
“Yes.”
“We’re still discussing it. It’s not easy.”
“You won’t hurt her.”
“We’ve already had this conversation, Harry. I told you we won’t.”
I sighed. “OK, I’ll call you tomorrow, when it’s over.”
“Good. Be safe.”
I hung up and stood staring out at the sea for a while. After a couple of minutes I turned and made my way through the gardens and back to the road. A hundred yards away, maybe a little more, there was a dark blue Ford sedan parked. It seemed the Air Force were still interested in me.
I crossed the road at a trot and made my way up to my apartment. The lock showed no signs of tampering, and when I opened the door there was only silence inside, and the place showed no signs that anybody had been there. So I spent the rest of the day, until five PM, mixing a lethal distillation of aconite with wholegrain flour, rolling it into small pellets and laying them out to dry. Also, just for the sake of completeness, I took the Sig, put it in my drawer and put the BB imitation in my shoulder holster, ready for the next day.
By five I had collected the pellets into a Tupperware box and put them in the freezer, cleaned the pot with bleach and boiling water and turned the place back from a poison lab to a kitchen. I showered and shaved and dressed, and at five thirty, with an increasing sense of foreboding in my gut, I called Sheila.




Ten

She was at Pavilions supermarket on Montana Avenue. I told her to wait there for me and ran down to the TVR. I couldn’t put my finger on the reason, but there was a coil of anxiety in my belly that was twisting hotter at every moment. I ran across the road, pressing the key as I went. The lights flashed, I slipped behind the wheel, slammed the door and pressed the starter button.
I backed out of the lot at speed, heard brakes squeal behind me, ignored them and floored the pedal, headed west. The TVR will go zero to sixty in less than four seconds. I covered the four hundred yards to Montana Avenue in fifteen seconds, with smoke billowing from the tires. I fishtailed into Montana and slowed to a crawl as I followed the snarled traffic for the half mile to the superstore, steadily pounding the wheel with my fist.
As I pulled into the parking lot I was thumbing her number. It rang six times before she answered.
“Hi honey.”
Another twist of anxiety. “Where are you?”
“I told you, I’m at Pavilions.”
“Where? I’m out in the parking lot.”
“Are you serious? What did you do, fly?”
She laughed and I smiled through my stress. “Sort of. What aisle are you in? I’ll come and meet you.”
“Oh, do you want to wait in the café? I won’t be long.”
“No, I want to wait with you, and help you do the shopping.”
“That’s so cute. OK, I’m by the fruit and vegetables.”
I pushed through the crowd of shoppers and into the supermarket. I scanned the aisles looking for the fruit and vegetables. People were milling everywhere with their trolleys, like colliding streams, or rivers churning together. I couldn’t see her. I pushed in and elbowed my way toward a broad aisle where I could see a stack of dark green watermelons, and beyond it a display of bright yellow lemons. The crowd was thinner here, with people pausing to examine the produce. I looked around. There was still no sign of her.
I moved forward, slowly, scanning each face as I went. I was telling myself there had not been time for anything to happen. There had been no shouts or screams. There had not been an abduction or a murder—not an overt one, anyhow. But then, a Cobra operative would not be overt. For a job like this, he would be subtle, stealthy.
I moved toward the seafood section. Stacks of apples, red and green on my left, bright oranges beside them, two women poring over bananas, crates of melons like bloated toads, a guy in a black suit and a beard tapping one and listening to it, like he wanted to be admitted inside it. Two women and three kids with a couple of trolleys talking about divorce. I stopped and looked around.
Sheila was not there.
A sudden hot burn in my gut. A voice in my head said, “She’s not here.” I moved into the seafood section and I wanted to kill somebody. I was fighting down the conclusions, trying to ignore my thoughts.
Then a hard jab in my back and a voice whispered in my ear, “Freeze, turn around real slow, and give me a kiss.”
I turned very slowly, suppressing the flow of lava that was running through my belly and my limbs. She was grinning up at me from under a purple velvet peaked cap.
“Were you hiding among the plums?”
“That’s rude.”
“So is your hat. Are you done? I want to take you home and peel you.”
She smacked my chest softly. “Stop that, mister! Yes, I am done. Let’s go.”
We collected her trolley and made our way to the checkout. She kept glancing at me and finally asked, “Are you looking for somebody?” I made an inquiry with my face. “You’re staring at everybody, like you were searching for somebody.”
“Oh.” I grunted and smiled. “Bad habits die hard. Not looking for anyone.”
While she was paying I did my best to calibrate everyone within shooting distance. There was no one that stood out. But I reminded myself that good operatives never did, and Cobra only ever employed the best.
I took the bags and we crossed the short distance to the TVR with me walking beside her with my head swiveling from side to side like Robocop, or the Terminator. I stood in front of her, shielding her as she climbed into the car and put the groceries on her lap, so I would not have to delay, opening the trunk when we got there.
Halfway down Montana Avenue I swung suddenly into 6th Street and kept my eyes glued on the cars that came in behind me. There was none. So I swung left again onto Washington and left again onto 5th, and made my way back to Montana followed by angry honks. As I finished my maneuver Sheila spoke, and there was no humor in her voice.
“What are you doing, Harry?”
I laughed. “Keeping my skills fresh. You never know when you might need them.”
“Is there anything I should know?”
“Not that I’m aware of, Sheila.”
“Do you know you’re scaring me?”
“Then let’s get up to my apartment as quickly as gravity will allow. At least I can guarantee that nobody is following us. And besides,” I grinned at her, “did you know fear is supposed to be a great aphrodisiac?”
There was very little amusement in her voice.
“Is that what this is about? I wasn’t aware I needed an aphrodisiac. And for your information, affection and a martini are much more effective.”
“Got it.” I found a space across the road from the entrance to the block and parked. “Martini and affection coming up.”
I climbed out and rounded the trunk to her side as she opened the door. I took the grocery bags and helped her out, scanning the street as I did so. The blue Ford was still there. For a moment the presence of the Air Force gave me a vague, if misplaced, sense of comfort.
She stood and I locked the door. The lights flashed and bleeped in the growing dusk. I offered her my elbow and we crossed. Two cars entered the street from California Avenue on our right. I blocked her with my body and gently shoved her onto the path. The cars accelerated past, one after the other. My pulse accelerated, then eased.
Somehow I made it to the door before her, opened it, blocked her entrance until I had scanned the lobby and then let her in. She called the elevator while I stood facing the entrance. The elevator clunked to a halt and the doors hissed open. It was empty and I gently propelled her in. As it closed I positioned myself between her and the door and smiled at her. She wasn’t smiling back.
“What are you afraid of, Harry?”
“My bestial, primal appetites.”
She made a face which said that wasn’t funny. “I’m beginning to think this evening might have been a mistake.”
“Forgive me, in poor taste.”
“Why are you so edgy?”
“OK.” I sighed. “I’ll tell you inside while you cook and I make you a martini. Deal?”
“Deal.”
“Just humor me till then.”
She sighed. “OK.”
The elevator stopped and the doors slid open again. There was nobody on the landing. As I stepped out I handed her the groceries. “Hold these for one second, will you?”
She took them and I hunkered down to inspect the lock. It had not been tampered with. I opened the door and stepped inside. The living room was clear and so was the kitchen. She followed me through and I closed the door behind her. She was staring at me. I gave her a quick kiss and propelled her gently toward the kitchen.
“Make yourself at home. I’ll fix us some drinks.”
She came back to the door, still holding the two bags and wearing a smile that was wearing thin.
“I want an explanation for your behavior this evening, Harry.”
“You’ll get one, but don’t expect anything interesting, Sheila, or you’ll be disappointed. You want to be putting the things away? I’m going to wash up and get some ice.”
She disappeared into the kitchen and I moved fast and silent into the bedroom. There was nobody there and it looked undisturbed. I moved to the en suite and found nothing there either. Two strides took me back across the room. I still needed to check the main bathroom next door. I opened the bedroom door and stepped into the living room. I saw the sliding door onto the terrace and noticed it was open. For a fraction of a second I wondered if Sheila had gone out. Then a shattering pain split my head open, and as I staggered forward something brutally hard smashed into the back of my knee and threw me to the floor. The pain was hard to believe and for crucial seconds filled my world, making it impossible to think.
When I opened my eyes I saw the silhouette of a man framed by the light in the kitchen doorway. Sounds of cutlery and plates came to me. I struggled to get my breath, to regain control of my leg. I saw him raise an arm and I screamed to Sheila to run.
There was a violent crack, like a firecracker, and then another, and the silhouette moved inside the kitchen. I scrambled, trying to get to my feet, fighting to ignore the crippling agony. I fell, calling out to Sheila, sprawled facedown. Another crack, and the silhouette appeared in the doorway again, looking down at me.
He took three steps and stood over me. I knew I was going to die, and received the thought with gratitude. All I wanted right then was oblivion. But instead of shooting me in the head, he hunkered down, staring into my face. He had on a balaclava, but I could see his pale blue eyes, and the curly red hair of his moustache and beard. If he didn’t kill me, I would know him when I saw him again.
“You’re in over your depth, Harry,” he said. “Better run now, while you can. Things are going to get ugly.”
The accent was New Zealand or Australia.
“Why don’t you kill me?”
“I only kill who I’m paid to kill. I wasn’t paid to kill you.”
“Who paid you?”
He wagged his finger. “Tut-tut, you know better than that.”
“I’ll pay you. Name your price. Who sent you?”
“Unprofessional, Harry. Very unprofessional.” He stood. “My advice to you? Get the hell out of Dodge.”
He crossed the floor, opened the door and left, closing it quietly behind him.
I dragged myself to my feet and hopped, supporting myself against the wall, toward the kitchen. I knew what I was going to find. I could not bring myself to look at it, yet I knew I had to. I had to honor her, I had to be her witness. I had to look at her.
When I did I broke down and wept. I pulled my cell from my pocket and called 911. I told them what had happened, gave them the address and told them to alert Detective Frank Costello. Then I took a photograph of Sheila, where she lay on the floor, with two bullet holes in her chest and her face disfigured by a third to the back of her head. The floor was thick with her blood.
I sent the photograph to the brigadier with the message, “Did you do this?”
The phone rang almost immediately. I went back to the living room and lowered myself onto the sofa before I answered.
“Was this you?”
“You know it wasn’t.”
“Well, it’s one hell of a fucking coincidence, sir!”
“Are you hurt?”
“I don’t know. I have a concussion and I might have a broken leg.”
“Tell me what happened.”
Outside I could hear the wail of sirens. I said, “I can’t. The cops are on their way.”
“You called the police?”
“Yeah,” I snarled. “Right now I don’t know who I can trust! If you did this…”
“Harry!”
I hung up as I heard the cars pulling up outside. I struggled to my feet again, and again hopped to the front door. I opened it as Costello and two uniforms emerged from the elevator. There were boots tramping up the stairs too. Costello didn’t look happy. He scowled at me.
“What the hell happened?”
I jerked my head at the kitchen.
“In there. I got hit on the head. I think I also got kicked in the back of the knee.”
“Jesus!” He stood in the doorway, pulling on a pair of latex gloves, and said it like I disgusted him, but it was no less than he expected from a New Yorker. He shook his head and repeated, “Jesus…” He turned to me. “You do this to her?”
“Of course not.”
He looked me over. “Of course not? You want to tell me what makes that so obvious?”
I let the incredulity show on my face. The ME pushed in and behind him were the crime scene team dressed in white plastic suits. They jostled past me carrying their gear to the kitchen. When they’d passed I snarled at him:
“You want to get somebody to look at my head and my leg? And while you’re at it, maybe you can explain to me how I am supposed to have put three rounds in her while I was lying on the floor with a blunt axe in my head and a broken leg.”
He turned away. “Yeah, yeah. All I know is people who come to your apartment wind up dead.”
“Is that something you’re prepared to take to the DA, Costello? Because your man on the lawn downstairs didn’t come to my apartment.” I pointed to the bedroom. “My P226 is in the drawer in my bedside table. Check it, see if it’s been fired. See if it’s the gun that killed Sheila!” As I spoke I was acutely aware of the BB filled with poisoned pellets sitting under my arm. I went on, raising my voice. “Why don’t you check my hands for GSR?”
He stood watching the ME and the crime scene officers at work in the kitchen. “Don’t worry,” he said, without looking at me, “we will.”
I stood and hobbled toward the bedroom.
“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”
I stopped and snarled back at him. “The john. You want to come and hold my dick for me?”
He turned back to the ME and I hobbled on my way.
In the bathroom I locked the door and, struggling against the pain in my leg and my head, I pulled off my jacket and my shoulder holster. Suppressing a cry of pain, I climbed on the toilet and, using my Swiss Army knife I unscrewed the vent, pushed in the gun and the holster and screwed back the wire mesh. As I lowered myself back to the floor, I wasn’t able to hold back a cry of pain through gritted teeth. A moment later there was a sharp rap on the door.               “What’s going on in there?”
“My knee is killing me! Can’t you let me use the john in peace, for crying out loud?”
I dropped the lid and flushed the cistern and after a moment let myself out. I found Costello where I had left him, talking to the ME as the body was bagged and lifted onto a gurney. I watched the anonymous black bag wheeled past me and out to the landing. Every instinct in me told me I should go with her and protect her. Then she disappeared into the elevator and was gone.




Eleven

They had a paramedic check me for concussion and a broken leg. I had concussion but my leg was just badly bruised and swollen. Costello didn’t seem to give a damn about either fact and took me to Olympic Drive where they tested me for gunshot residue and took ballistics samples from my gun. After that he hauled me into a dingy interview room with a steel and Formica table and no windows, where he took my statement. When I was done he asked me, “Why do you have a gun?”
“I was in a special ops unit for eight years. I made a few enemies. I have it for protection.”
“What about that knife? What kind of knife is that?”
“Fairbairn and Sykes. It’s a military fighting knife, issued to me when I joined my regiment. I keep it for sentimental reasons.”
He scowled at me, like I was speaking a different language. “Your regiment?”
“The SAS.”
“They’re British.”
“Is that a question? George Washington was British too. What’s your point?”
He grunted. “The guy who fell into your front yard, you think he might have been one of those enemies you made?”
“I have no idea. I never got to see him, remember? All I saw was a broken body lying on the lawn.”
“Speculate for me. Is it possible?”
I shrugged. “Most of the enemies I made were either Arab or from Latin America. Taliban, Al-Qaeda, Sinaloa, Bloque Meta…”
“I get the idea. I’m asking you if you think these two incidents might be related. You have to admit, it’s a hell of a coincidence.”
“I don’t know what to tell you, Detective. I think I was maybe in the wrong place at the wrong time. This guy tonight was not after me. He hit me a blow on the head, then kicked me hard in the back of the knee. He could have killed me, easily. Instead he went to the kitchen. The light was on so he could see perfectly who he was taking out. He took his time, aimed, fired twice, then went into the kitchen and confirmed the kill.” I shook my head. “And then there was what he said to me. I asked him why he didn’t kill me, and he said it clear as day. ‘I wasn’t paid to kill you.’ Yeah.” I nodded. “You’re right. It’s a hell of a coincidence, a homicide and an apparent homicide in the same place within a couple of days of each other. One in my apartment, one just outside. But I’ll be damned if I can say what the connection is. If the first guy was after me, the second one wasn’t. If the first guy was after me, who killed him? I didn’t. And really—” I spread my hands and made a “pff!” sound. “What reason have we to think he was doing anything illegal at all?”
“What about this chick?” He examined the file in front of him. “Sheila Newton. What do you know about her?”
“Not a lot. She worked for the Cavendish Foundation and she was detailed to liaise between me and Charles Cavendish, developing a project in South America. We hit it off, we had dinner and last night she came to have dinner at my place, preparatory to a meeting with Cavendish tomorrow…” I checked my watch. “Later this morning.”
“Yeah, I’m tired too. Tough shit. So you were having an affair with her.”
“No.” I shook my head. “We slept together once, and she was probably going to stay the night tonight, but ‘affair’ is stating it too strong.”
“She have a boyfriend? Husband?”
“I have no idea. Like I said, we had only met a couple of days earlier. I really hardly knew anything about her. You want my opinion?”
“For what it’s worth, sure.”
“I think, one way or another, the target here is Cavendish.”
“Cavendish…”
“Yeah, this killer was there for Sheila. The way I read her she was young, pretty naïve and very committed to her work. Cavendish had taken an interest in her, was mentoring her. I don’t know anything about her private life, but I find it hard to believe she was into anything that would get her murdered by a hit man. On the other hand, if somebody is trying to send a message to Cavendish, killing Sheila, his personal assistant, is a pretty effective way of doing that.”
He grunted. “What about the John Doe on your lawn?”
“That’s not my lawn. It belongs to the block. You seem bent on the idea he was there for me. I don’t know why. But if somebody took out a contract on me, why the hell are they looking for me in LA instead of New York?”
“I don’t know. You tell me.”
I spread my hands and shrugged. “Well, OK, why am I here? To see Cavendish! I’m here to see Cavendish, Sheila was Cavendish’s personal assistant, the one thing that connects me, Sheila and her killer—and maybe the broken guy on the lawn, is Cavendish. So maybe he’s the target.”
He sat a while with a pencil in his fingers, turning it around and around. Finally he sighed.
“Yah…” It was a sound of disgust rather than agreement. He sat forward in his chair and dropped the pencil on his desk. “Don’t leave town, Bauer. Right now you’re not a suspect, but you’re a material witness, and I may want to talk to you again. Get the hell outta here.”
“Thanks a bunch.” I stood with difficulty and limped to the door. There I stopped and turned back to him. “By the way, I’m not sure whether you registered the fact in that busy brain of yours, Costello, but I was one of the victims in this crime.” I nodded once. “You have a good one.”
I hobbled into the dark pre-dawn of Olympic Drive and called Metro Cab. The taxi arrived in ten minutes. It was a short drive from the cop-shop to my apartment, but all the way there I kept turning over in my mind the same questions. What was the connection between the guy who claimed to be Air Force Twenty-Five, the guy who had murdered Sheila that night, Cavendish and Colonel Jane Harris? And if these people and these events were connected, then why did Captain Seth Campbell, allegedly of Air Force Intelligence, try to kill me where the man who had killed Sheila had no interest in killing me at all? And how could Sheila’s murder have any possible connection with the colonel’s abduction and murder?
Even if you postulated a leak at Cobra, the colonel’s abduction had not been used to deter the hit on Cavendish. And if a leak at Cobra had led to the attempted hit on me, then why had the second hit man ignored me and gone for Sheila instead? However I turned it around and however many angles I looked at it from, there was only one explanation that fit the facts. There had been two hit men, each with a different contract, each sent by a different person or organization. Captain Seth Campbell, or whatever his real name was, had been sent by the same people who had abducted the colonel. They had forced her to talk under torture and she had told them where I was, in LA.
The other hit man, the one who had spared my life so meticulously, who was so good and so well trained, had been sent by Cobra, with strict instructions to kill her and spare me. I wanted to find another explanation. I wanted badly to find another explanation, but as I looked out of the cab window, with the predawn blackness hanging over the Pacific like a sodden shroud, I could think of none.
I paid off the cabby and dragged my heavy, aching body up to my apartment. The kitchen floor was still slick with blood.
Sheila’s blood.
Impotence and rage mixed in my belly and I felt a wave of nausea overwhelm me. I limped to the drinks tray, poured myself a large whisky and drained the glass. Then I packed my stuff, booked a room at the Hilton Checkers and called another cab.
After that I called the brigadier. He didn’t sound happy to hear from me. He did sound sleepy. His first words were, “Do you need a lawyer? I’d hoped to hear from you before this.”
“I don’t need a lawyer. I am moving out of the apartment and into the Hilton Checkers. Your apartment is full of Sheila’s blood. You’d better send somebody to clean it up. And if you want to take that as a metaphor, that’s fine by me.”
“I told you that was not us, Harry.”
“Well the operative was damn good. And if it wasn’t you, who was it?”
“I don’t know.”
“I can only think of one motive, sir.”
“That doesn’t mean there is only one motive, Harry. It just means you can only see one.”
“Yeah, my cab is here. I’m going to finish the job in the morning. Then we’ll talk. Meantime, you’d better have a good look at your board of directors and see if you have a leak, and if somebody is issuing orders and you don’t know about it.”
“All right. I’ll do that.”
I sighed. “Good.”
“Harry, don’t make the mistake of walking away from your friends. We still don’t know where Jane is. We don’t know what’s happening to her. We don’t know if they have made her talk. That could look like a leak.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Keep your head, Harry.”
“I’ll try.”
“You’ll have to do better than try. There is a lot at stake here, and you could do a lot of harm.”
I couldn’t keep the bile from my voice. “You going to take care of me, too?”
“No, Harry, but you could cause the death of Colonel Jane Harris, if she is not dead already. I need you clear-headed and focused. I don’t need you going off half-cocked. Get some sleep. Get centered, focus your mind and get the job done. Then we’ll see what we can do about Jane.”
I sighed again. “OK.”
“And Harry?”
“Yeah?”
“That is not what we are about. Perhaps you haven’t really understood that till now. That is not what we are about.”
He hung up before I could answer. I stood looking at my cell for a moment, then went down to get my cab as the horizon started to turn gray in the west.
* * *
I had a pot of strong black coffee sent up to my room along with a plate of eggs and bacon and a box of the strongest painkillers they could find. I showered and shaved and changed my clothes, then had breakfast and took a handful of painkillers, washed down with coffee so strong and black you could almost carve it and eat it.
By eight AM I was almost human and I called Cavendish.
“Harry, I see you’re an early riser. I was just having breakfast. What can I do for you?”
“Yeah, I haven’t been to bed yet. I have some very bad news and I need to talk to you in person.”
“Oh.” You could hear the frown in his voice. “I hope you’re not planning to cancel the project…”
“No, nothing like that. Listen, I’m at the Hilton Checkers. I had to move out of my apartment last night. Can I come over now? We really need to talk.”
“Of course, Harry. Anything I can do to help, just tell me. Come on over, have some breakfast with me and we’ll talk.”
I thanked him, went down to the lobby and had my car brought round. Then I headed back toward the coast, to Pacific Palisades and Cavendish. I arrived at a little before nine. We went through the whole performance again of the cameras and the codes, and Tony trying to check me for weapons. As he approached me I told him: “I have a 9mm Sig Sauer P226 under my arm. Touch it and I’ll break every bone in your body. Now stop wasting my time and let me talk to your boss.”
There was more talk on the radio, only this time Sheila didn’t come out to solve the problem. Because she was lying, cold, gray and dead, in the city morgue. Another woman came out, she was tall and elegant in her fifties, in Levis and a checked shirt. She ignored Tony and advanced on me with the kind of smile you can only buy in California.
“Mr. Bauer, I am delighted to meet you at last. I am Karen Cavendish, Charlie has told me so much about you!” She took my hand, then linked my arm and led me toward the house. “We’re out back, by the pool. Charlie told me you’d had a bad night. I’ve told cook to prepare you some breakfast.”
I hadn’t wanted to meet her. I hadn’t wanted to meet any of his family. He was a monster and I didn’t want to humanize him. But I smiled through the dull pains in my body.
“Thank you, Mrs. Cavendish…”
“Karen, I insist. And I hope you don’t mind if I call you Harry. Such a friendly name.”
We crossed through the vast house, through the sprawling living area and out into a sparkling, turquoise, sunlit area of pool lawn and palms. They had a table out there, set with white linen, orange juice, tropical fruit, a silver coffee pot and toast in a basket. Cavendish stood as I approached and reached out a welcoming hand to me, his face furrowed with concern.
“Harry, my good fellow, you look exhausted! What on earth has happened to you?” He didn’t let me finish, but pointed to an empty seat set with plate, knife, fork, spoon and napkin. “Please, sit. I have ordered you breakfast. We normally breakfast on fruit juice and muesli, but I had you down as a first-class protein man.” He laughed out loud. “Come on, sit. They’re bringing you eggs and bacon now.”
He poured me coffee and I sat.
I looked at the cup a moment, then said, “Charles, I hate to have to tell you this, but Sheila was murdered last night in my apartment.”
He frowned like I’d told him I was the white bunny and we were going down the rabbit hole together. His wife took both her hands to her mouth and sat very slowly. Cavendish said:
“What are you talking about?”
“She called me, like you said she might. I suggested going out to dinner, but she said she wanted to cook something at my apartment. I said that was fine. She was shopping for groceries at Pavilions. I went to collect her and we drove back to my place. When we got in, she went to the kitchen and I went to the bathroom. When I came out somebody struck me on the back of the head, and kicked me in the back of the knee. I fell and saw him go to the kitchen. I tried to get up and go after him, but my leg wouldn’t respond and I fell. He shot her, twice in the chest, and once in the back of the head.”
He sank down into his chair, supporting himself with his hands on the table. “Poor child. She had so much promise. So young…”
“That poor sweet girl. Her parents…” It was Karen. She turned to me. “And poor Harry! What a terrible thing to happen. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now.”
I didn’t know what to answer, so I said, “Could I possibly have a shot of Scotch in that coffee?”
The pretty French maid brought me a plate of eggs and bacon and hurried away to get the Scotch. A lot of people lose their appetite under stress. It’s a fight-or-flight response of the autonomic system, designed to keep you light, and the blood flowing to your limbs instead of your digestive system. My autonomic system seems to think differently, and at times of stress I consume a lot of protein, probably on the basis that I am going to need it and I don’t know when I am going to get some more.
I devoured the eggs and bacon, and drank three cups of coffee laced with whisky, while the two Cavendishes asked me questions about the murder and the cops.
“What I can’t understand,” said Karen at last, “is what the motive was. Clearly it wasn’t theft, because he didn’t take anything.”
I nodded and wiped my mouth with the white linen napkin.
“He told me it was a contract. I asked him why he hadn’t killed me. He said, ‘I was paid to kill her. I wasn’t paid to kill you.’”
Cavendish sat forward, scowling. “He said that?”
“Clear as daylight.” I took a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “I don’t know how much you know about her private life, her family…” I shook my head. “I know next to nothing. We talked a lot, but she didn’t tell me anything about her background. I got the impression that all she really did was work.”
It was Karen who answered.
“She was from Nebraska. She came from a prosperous, God-fearing family. She was certainly never involved in anything like drugs or crime! Heavens! You couldn’t care to meet anyone more straight down the line, honest and moral. I cannot imagine that anyone would want to put a contract out on her. It makes no sense at all!”
Cavendish had been frowning hard at the pool. After a moment he turned that frown on me.
“Harry, I know you have had a terrible night, but there is a thought I have to share with you. I mean, is it possible…” He leaned forward, toward me, “Is it possible that you were the intended victim?” He silenced his wife’s protest with the palm of his hand. “I know he said he was paid to kill her, not you. But is it possible that she was killed as a sign to you? A message? Because, after all, you said yourself that you had made enemies over the years, dangerous enemies. Could this have been a way of saying, ‘We can get to you. Some things are worse than death’? Some of these people,” he added, “can be very subtle.”
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I stared at him for a long moment. “Who?” I said.
He spread his hands. “Who are your enemies?”
I didn’t answer, and Karen repeated the question.
“Who are your enemies, Harry?”
I was aware my heart rate had increased. I picked up my cup and drank before answering.
“I couldn’t name them, by name…” I trailed off, aware that I had chosen an odd phrasing. “I mean, there are a lot of them. You make a lot of enemies, when you’re out on operations…out in the desert.” I could hear my breathing, loud in my nose. “I don’t feel so good.”
Karen said: “Don’t worry, Harry, you’re in good hands. We’ll get you a doctor.”
And Charles was leaning forward, peering at me. “But there are some enemies you can remember, aren’t there?” His face seemed to be a fish-eye view, slightly swollen around the nose, tapering in at the top of his head. It was slightly comical but I tried not to laugh. He went on talking, “I mean, you remember Mohammed Ben-Amini, don’t you? Do you think it might have been him?”
“No.” I tried to stand, but the pool reared up in front of me and the sky spun around the palm trees. I slumped back in the chair.
“Not Ben-Amini?” It was Karen, sliding into view. “Why not, Harry? Why can’t it be Ben-Amini? Don’t you think you ought to be looking for him?”
“No, no…” I was beginning to feel distressed that they would be wasting their time. “Not Ben-Amini. He’s dead.”
Karen leaned closer, stroking my face.
“Ben-Amini is dead? Nobody knows that for sure, Harry. Surely he is just in hiding. The CIA took him in, didn’t they?”
“Yes, but I killed him. I killed the bastard with my own hands, and it was no more than he deserved.”
Cavendish was smiling at me. “Good man,” he said, “good man.”
Then there was nothing.
* * *
I woke up in a bed. I had a headache and I felt nauseous. It took a while for my eyes to adjust to the light. They were sensitive and painful. Gradually I was able to take in the room. There was a window on my right. The amber drapes were partially closed, but the window must have been open because the drapes were wafting slightly on a breeze. A glow of sunlight was filtering through, laying angular panels on the floor and on the bed. Set in the far wall, twelve or fifteen feet from the foot of the bed, were the sliding, wooden doors of built-in wardrobes, and over on my left was the half-open door of an en suite bathroom. Further over, just past where the built-in wardrobe ended, there was another door. It looked like the bedroom door.
I lay for a while, listening to the sounds that wafted in on the breeze: seagulls, voices—indistinguishable words—desultory cars, far off, more sighs than roars, garden sheers.
I pulled back the quilt and sat up. The room rocked. I felt cold, started to shiver and felt the blood drain from my face as my stomach lurched toward my mouth.
I made it to the bathroom just in time and emptied my two breakfasts into the bowl. I washed out my mouth and drank some water, and felt well enough to look around. On the sink there was soap, toothpaste and a glass with a fresh toothbrush in it. The cupboard contained what you’d expect: toothpaste, a spare toothbrush in a plastic pack, floss, mouthwash, a disposable razor and shaving soap. The shower cubicle had shampoo, soap, a sponge and a back brush. There were clean towels.
My leg was still hurting and I limped back to the bedroom. I pulled back the amber drapes and found bars on the window. I was on a second floor, surrounded by lawn and trees. About a mile away was the hazy ocean. Dotted here and there were large, sprawling houses, reached by tracks that wound through green countryside. It didn’t look much like Southern California. I wondered how long I’d been out. By the position of the sun I figured it was about five PM.
Same day? Who knew?
I searched for my clothes and found I didn’t have any. The wardrobe and the chest of drawers were both empty. Probably one of the most effective forms of imprisonment known to man, if the man in question gives a damn about being seen naked.
I went to the door and was surprised to find it open. I stepped out onto a short, carpeted landing with a wooden balustrade. On my right was a bathroom with a shower cubicle. The cabinet was empty. There were no towels or anything else that might suggest use.
Back on the landing I found two more bedrooms. The beds were unmade: bare mattresses and pillows with no cases. The wardrobes were also empty, as were the drawers in the tallboys. I went down the carpeted stairs, listening for voices. There were none. The house was quiet.
In the entrance hall there was a front door which was locked. Opposite the stairs were two rooms, a dining room with a large mahogany table, and a living room with cozy, cottage furniture, mahogany occasional tables, a sofa and two armchairs in calico with floral designs, an open fireplace and a heavy carpet with tassels over bare floorboards. There were sliding French doors onto a backyard with a big lawn and a row of dense trees at the end. The doors were locked, and a couple of good kicks suggested they were probably bulletproof.
The next room was a kitchen, with a round pine table, a giant fridge, a modern stove and oven and fitted, matching cupboards. There was a back door out to the backyard. It was also locked and reinforced.
I was Cavendish’s prisoner, at a guess somewhere along the Pacific coast between northern California and Oregon. A vague memory came back to me as I looked for coffee and things with which to make a late breakfast. Karen and Charles Cavendish, peering at me, asking me who my enemies were. And I had told them I had killed Mohammed Ben-Amini.
I long ago realized that regretting is a pointless exercise. You can’t change what’s done. The only thing you can change is now. And now is where your attention needs to be. Right now I was locked in a box with no clothes, and there wasn’t a hell of a lot I could do about that.
I thought about setting fire to the house and allowing myself to be rescued by firefighters, but I figured the odds were not good enough and the risk of suffocating and burning to death were too high. Waiting might be a better policy for the moment.
It was a given that if I had been provided with food and toiletries, it must be only a matter of time before the Cavendishes showed up and started asking me questions again. Above all they’d want to know whether I killed Ben-Amini as a personal vendetta, or whether I had been paid to do it. If their performance to date was anything to go by, they’d start out playing nice, probably make me offers I couldn’t refuse, and if I didn’t play ball they’d start getting mean. What I could do between now and then was to provide myself with a weapon, and decide on a strategy.
I found a rib-eye steak in the fridge. Found a frying pan and put it on to heat with a little sunflower oil. When the pan was screamingly hot I sprinkled the steak with coarse salt and dropped it in the pan, so that flames exploded up around it.
There were tomatoes, cucumbers and salad in the fridge too. I figured maybe they had rabbits. I didn’t want to deprive them.
I sat naked at the dining table and ate the steak. It settled my stomach and I felt better. It was as I was thinking about taking a shower and maybe turning a sheet into some kind of toga, that I heard the front door latch. I stepped out into the hall with the plate in one hand and the bone in the other, and stood sucking bits of meat from my teeth as I watched it open. It was Karen Cavendish accompanied by Tony. He looked at me in disgust, but I can’t say the same for her. She took me in with her eyes and smiled.
“I’m sorry about your clothes. We took them away to be laundered…”
I cut her short. “You may as well give them back. I don’t give a damn about walking into town stark naked. On the contrary, I see it as an advantage because it will draw attention and the cops will show up that much faster.”
Her smile took on a degree of subtlety. “Shame. Tony, go and get Harry’s clothes from the car.”
“I shouldn’t leave you alone with him, ma’am.”
She opened her bag and pulled out a .22 Smith & Wesson revolver.
“Don’t argue with me, Tony. I have him covered.”
I snorted a laugh you could call derisory and walked away from her to leave my plate in the kitchen. She followed and I heard her sit at the table behind me as I dropped the plate and the bone beside the sink.
“What do you want, Karen?”
“I want to know what you want with my husband and with the Cavendish Foundation.”
I turned, leaned my bare ass against the sink and crossed my arms.
“I already told you. I want to build communities in the Third World.”
She sighed and even rolled her eyes. “Come on, Harry. Let’s stop wasting time. How naïve do you think we are?”
“Not naïve at all would be my guess.”
“Sheila told us everything.”
“Yeah? What’s everything? That I had a gun, a World War II knife and a file on Charles? Big deal. Everyone in my position has a gun. And, do you really think I would make the kind of deal I was proposing without getting a private investigator to get me some homework to study? Now it’s my turn to ask you. How naïve do you think I am?”
“Harry, come on, we don’t have to be enemies.” Again the smile. “I’d like it if we weren’t.”
I returned the smile. “Yeah, me too, but I’m not the one poisoning drinks and locking people up without their clothes.”
The front door closed and a moment later Tony entered the kitchen with a paper bag containing my jeans, a shirt, socks and boots. My jacket with my cell, wallet and driver’s license was missing. So was the BB with the pellets. I decided to deal with that head-on.
“What about my jacket and my gun?”
She threw back her head and laughed. “Come on!” Her laughter subsided into a chortle. “Stop playing games, Harry. Is that your real name? We have all the aces, you’ve been caught out. Your safest policy by far is to come clean.”
I picked up my pants and pulled them on, then sat at the table.
“I tell you one, you tell me one. Deal?”
“No deals, Harry. You’re not in a position to deal. But I’ll agree to answer a question if you tell me who you really are, and why you’re here.”
I nodded. “I am Harry Bauer, exactly who I said I was. Why am I here? It’s pretty much what I told you, with a small difference.” I sat back in the chair and regarded her. “After I left the SAS I made a lot of money. Some of it I earned doing jobs, a lot of it I took from the targets I had. Today I don’t need to work. I have several fortunes in my own right, all tucked away earning interest in offshore accounts.”
Tony spoke up from his position by the fridge.
“You want to get to the point, Bauer?”
I stared at the tabletop for a moment. Then I raised one finger, without looking at him.
“One, that’s Mr. Bauer to you, punk.” I held up a second finger. “Two, keep your mouth shut until somebody tells you to talk.” I raised my eyes from the tabletop and scowled at Karen Cavendish. “Keep a muzzle on your poodle, Karen.”
She blinked at me, glanced some private message at him and looked back at me. “Go on,” she said.
“I started to get an itch that I wanted to do something with the money I was accumulating. But I am no sucker. Even if I was helping out the small guy, I wanted to increase my own power and my own wealth. So I did some research and heard about the Charles Cavendish model.”
She arched an eyebrow. Her voice was frigid. “The Charles Cavendish model?”
“Yeah. It was a phrase coined by a Mexican reporter,” I lied. “The Cavendish model is where you use aid to help open companies in Third World countries. You then invest money in them and use them as covers to enable you to traffic arms and other high-return commodities all over the world. The objective of that is not only to make a handsome profit on the sales, but the much more profitable granting of favors—especially petrochemical favors. I provide American arms to regimes who are not allowed to buy them directly, and in exchange I am granted favorable contracts and concessions in oil-rich countries.”
Her face became serious.
“You heard this from a Mexican reporter?”
“You’re surprised? You’re not the only charitable foundation to do it, you know? Others have done similar things. It’s slow, meticulous work, but if you are an investigative reporter, that’s what you do. You keep asking, ‘And who owns this company?’ Until you finally come to the big daddy.”
She still didn’t look real amused.
“So you wanted to follow the Cavendish model?”
I shrugged. “I did some research of my own to see if it was true, and I found it probably was. And it has always been my philosophy that if you’re going to do something, go to the experts. Why start from scratch when Charles was already doing it very successfully? So I thought I’d approach you with a handsome offer, invest a lot of money setting up just the kind of companies you like, and once you bit and said yes, I would ask for a share in the big profits.” I opened my hands, like I was holding two big dishes of pineapples. “A mutually beneficial proposition. We all win.”
“My goodness.” She shook her head. “You really are something, Harry.”
“Thanks. This was all a little unnecessary. You could have just asked.”
“That is, of course, assuming that you have told the truth. But you might be lying.”
I made a face of surprise and threw in a dash of confusion.
“Lying? So, if I was lying, what the hell would the truth be?” I laughed. “What do you think I’m after?”
She didn’t answer straight away. She let her eyes flit over my face, then relaxed back in her chair.
“I don’t know, and that’s what worries me. You’re not obvious and you’re not transparent. And that makes you dangerous.”
“Dangerous?” I snorted, like she was being ridiculous. “Maybe I was dangerous in Afghanistan, maybe I was dangerous in Iraq, Colombia… But in New York and Los Angeles I am not dangerous. Look.” I stuck out my hand, palm up, like I had my honesty laid out there for her to see. “Maybe you put your finger on it right there. The most challenging, dangerous thing I do these days is cross the road without waiting for the lights to change. This…” I shrugged. “It gave me a kick.” I laughed out loud. “I certainly didn’t expect to be locked up in a cottage while you investigated me!” She gave me a bland smile that said she was not convinced. I went on. “My turn now.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Why did you kill Sheila?”
It was a hunch. I wasn’t sure they had. I still had my money on Cobra, but if it wasn’t Cobra it had to be Cavendish. So I thought I’d try my luck. As it turned out, I struck it lucky.
Karen sighed. “Once she’d seen the file, she became a liability. She was a very thorough worker, always did her homework, and when she came and told Charles what she had found in your apartment, we both knew she was not satisfied with either your answer or ours. Perhaps if you two hadn’t grown so close so quickly it might have been different. But the risk was too great. She had to go.”
I had noticed that Tony had started smirking at me. I jerked my chin at him. “What are you smirking at, asshole? You didn’t do it.” I turned back to Karen. “Was it a private contractor, or part of your staff?”
“Mind your own business. What’s it to you anyway?”
I gave her the kind of smile that slips inside your bloodstream and turns it cold.
“He hurt my knee,” I said. “I’m going to kill him.”
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She gave a funny little laugh that bordered on the hysterical.
“That I’d like to watch,” she said.
“Yeah? I’ll see what I can do.”
More hysterical giggling, a glance at Tony. “He’s not exactly easy to kill.”
“So he’s staff. Good to know.” Her face became serious. I ignored it. “Introduce us. I’ll give you a spectacle you won’t forget.”
Her cheeks flushed. “Let’s just stay on task, shall we? There are two things I need you to clarify for me.”
“Just two? Shoot.”
“The BB gun.”
It had been too much to hope for that they’d left the gun in the holster. I had been expecting the question.
“What about it?”
She frowned, like my answer confused her.
“Why in the name of all that’s holy were you, of all people, carrying a BB gun?”
“Maybe for people like you, who are above the law, it’s normal for a guy to walk around carrying a gun. Maybe if I lived in Texas, Arizona or Wyoming I’d have a whole damned arsenal. But in New York carrying a gun is illegal except under very specific circumstances. And in California the same applies. It may surprise you, but I am not allowed to carry a gun either in New York or in California, and the last thing I need is to get busted for carrying a firearm. So I carry a very realistic replica instead. Most times, waving it around is enough to scare people off.”
She threw back her head and laughed out loud. “Oh,” she said with delight, “how the mighty are fallen. Big, tough, dangerous Harry Bauer, toting around a BB gun to scare nasty bad people away.” She laughed again.
“What was your other question, Karen?”
She chuckled a little more, then became serious. “Mohammed Ben-Amini.”
I gave that question the same treatment. “What about him?”
“You told us this morning that you had killed him.”
I made like I was thinking about it, staring at the top of the kitchen door.
“Yeah, I was kind of tripping. I don’t know what you gave me but it screwed me up. I always wanted to kill Ben-Amini. I fantasized about it. But the CIA took him. I tried to track him down when I got back to the States, but his trail was cold.”
She sat staring at me for a long while. I frowned and echoed her words from a little earlier.
“What’s it to you?”
“He was a client of ours. We did a lot of trade together.”
I sat forward and tried to convey excitement by imagining Gal Gadot walking out of the ocean toward me with hungry eyes and a small bikini.
“You know where he is?”
She nodded. “I know where he is.”
She took off the bikini top and smiled. I got intense. “What do you want for him? Name it.”
She smiled. “You’d kill him for us?”
“I’m not a hit man and I don’t need the fucking money. What the fuck are you playing at? I thought you said he was a customer of yours!”
“He was.”
“Where is he, Karen?”
“He’s dead. He was murdered, not far from here, at Salton Sea.”
I let Gal Gadot walk past me to a guy in a blue blazer and a cravat. I sat back in my chair and scowled. “Stop playing games, Karen. Do you know where he is or not?”
“You’re good, Harry. You’re very good. You’re very credible and I want to believe you. But somehow…” She stood. “Somehow I am not convinced. I’m going to talk to Charles. We’ll be back to talk to you together. Meanwhile, make yourself at home.”
I followed them out to the entrance hall. I could have jumped them there, as they were opening the door. But with my leg the way it was I didn’t fancy my chances with Tony. I made a tactical decision to wait, though I knew that when they came back, we wouldn’t be sitting around the kitchen table for a friendly chat. When they came back, they’d be bringing pliers, and probably the guy who’d kicked me in the knee and killed Sheila, who was so hard to kill.
She paused in the doorway, with the late sun on her face. She smiled.
“Don’t go anywhere.”
“Don’t worry, Karen. I’ll be waiting for you.”
The first thing I did after they’d gone was to inspect the house for cameras. I found one in the living room concealed in a lamp, another in the kitchen concealed as a ceiling light and a couple upstairs in the bedroom and the john. I smiled into each one as I pried them out and smashed them. The mics were harder to find, and I wasn’t so worried about them.
Once I had damaged, if not completely destroyed, their spying capability, I went into the kitchen and overturned the pine table. I wrenched off one of the legs, splintering the end in the process. There were no serious knives in the kitchen. They were all plastic picnic knives. The closest thing to an offensive weapon was an aluminum scoop, but it served the purpose of whittling down the splintered end of the table leg to form a nasty, jagged, sharp point. I left that by the front door and returned to the kitchen.
There I took a fork and bent the handle double so it fit in the palm of my hand. With the neck between my index and middle finger, and the prongs jutting out beyond my knuckles. I slipped that in my pocket and, after pulling out the plug, I set about dismantling one of the rings on the electric stove. Then I went and found all the lamps in the house, smashed them and took the wires. I connected them all together into a long string, connected one end to the dismantled ring on the stove and the other to the aluminum handle of the kitchen door. I left the stove unplugged and the door open.
Finally I filled a couple of pans of water and soaked the carpet in the hall outside the kitchen door. After that I made sandwiches and took them and a carton of fruit juice upstairs to the bedroom at the front of the house, there to watch and wait.
They didn’t come that day. As night fell I got blankets and wrapped myself in them in an armchair, and stayed by the window, sleeping fitfully and watching the lights through the night. They didn’t come that night either and I watched the dawn rise, with gray fingers reaching around the world to touch the western horizon.
I figured five AM was the least likely time for Cavendish and his wife to rise from bed, so I went down to the kitchen and got more sandwiches and fruit juice. Then I returned to the bedroom and allowed myself to doze fitfully for a couple of hours.
They finally came at nine AM. Two cars winding along the narrow road toward the house. That meant there could be up to six men, plus Cavendish and his wife. If I was going to survive, I would have to tax my knee as little as possible. If that gave out on me I was screwed. What I needed, I told myself, was to get just one semiautomatic from any one of the men. That would be the game changer.
I went downstairs and took up my position beside the door, with the sharpened, splintered table leg held in both my hands like a katana, with the right hand above the left. Outside I heard the crunch of tires on gravel. The engines died and the doors sounded like gunshots in the morning air. Then there was the tramp of feet and the murmur of voices. I heard the key in the latch and the door swung open.
A man in a suit with a semiautomatic in his hand stepped in. There was another just behind him, in the doorway. I didn’t wait or hesitate. I swung fast and hard, putting my hips and then my whole body into the blow. The splintered wood smashed into his face, crushing his nose and splitting his lips.
I used the force of the blow, as he staggered back, to make a small jump so I was blocking the doorway, then rammed the sharp, jagged edge of the splintered tip into his throat, and twisted savagely. Blood sprayed from the gaping gash and he fell back into the men behind him, dropping his weapon outside on the porch as he went down.
Now there were five guys, with the Cavendishes standing behind them: fourteen goggling eyes and seven gaping mouths. I didn’t give them time to react. I exploded forward and rammed the table leg at the nearest face, tearing at eyes and flesh with the splintered end. He screamed. I pulled the fork from my pocket with my left hand, rammed it up under his jaw, hooking into his soft pallet, and dragged him toward me. He stumbled forward, gurgling and screeching. A shot rang out and the ricochet whined under the ceiling. A voice screamed to be careful with Pete. I smashed the butt end of the table leg into what was probably Pete’s bleeding, blinded face, snatched his weapon with my right hand and blew a hole through his belly. Pete was in a pretty bad mess. I emptied two rounds into the mass of bodies outside the door and sprinted the four paces to the kitchen with my knee screaming in agony.
I slammed the kitchen door closed, sprang to the stove, plugged it in and slammed down the master switch. Then I turned and faced the door again. Outside there were voices yelling. One of them, the loudest, was Cavendish, with his wife rising shrill above him: “He’s trapped in the kitchen! Get him, for Christ’s sake!” Feet tramped outside. The handle rattled for a fraction of a second. Then the whole door rattled and a scream that was inhuman in its agony tore the morning in half.
I leveled the semiautomatic and put six rounds through the door. There was more screaming and bellowed orders to pull back. I pulled the plug from the stove, wrenched open the door and fired at four retreating shapes as they scrambled over the bodies by the door.
At my feet were two more men, one of them trembling violently. He had a bullet hole in his chest. I put another in his head and he found some kind of peace. I took his weapon plus the one lying in his dead pal’s hand, and headed for the open front door. That was when I heard the noise behind me, and a cold voice that said, “Freeze, Bauer.”
I stopped. After a moment Tony and another guy, stocky with a moustache, maybe Mexican, peered around the front door. Tony leered and they came in, crouching slightly, training their guns on me. Behind them came Cavendish and his wife. Cavendish was staring around him, at the four dead bodies. His face was drawn tight, his eyes wide with disgust and fear.
“You,” he said, shaking his head, “you’re an animal!”
“What’s the matter, Charles, you like to pay for it but you don’t like to see it? You like to sell the tools but you don’t want to see what they do?”
He didn’t seem to hear me. He shook his head again. “You’re not human.”
“Yeah? Well just thank your god that you had your boy come in the back door.”
“OK, that’s enough.” The voice came from behind me. The accent was unmistakable now. New Zealand. “Tony, get on the phone and get this mess cleaned up. You, Bauer, drop the guns and walk. Get in the front passenger seat of the Range Rover.”
I could have dropped, spun and shot him. But I didn’t like the odds, especially with Tony and his pal behind me. I dropped the guns. The voice behind me said, “Walk.”
I stepped over the now dead Pete and his dead companion, out into the California morning sunshine. My leg hurt, I knew I was probably going to die, but it felt good to be doing something that wasn’t eating exquisite food and seducing beautiful women. I stopped in front of Cavendish and stared deep into his eyes.
“You really fucked up, Charles. We had a good project, and we could have made huge amounts of money, and influence. You blew it.” Karen was frowning. I turned to her. “You too, Karen. You’ll have to go a long way to get a partner like me.”
The Kiwi’s voice rasped behind me. “Keep moving, Bauer. Don’t make me hurt you again.”
I turned, slow, and looked at him, and saw him clearly for the first time: curly red hair, a thin moustache and a short, curly beard. Pale blue eyes and freckles. I knew him, even though I had seen him only in the dark, with a balaclava.
“I’d have known you,” I said. “Anywhere. I’d have recognized you.”
He wasn’t interested.
“Save it. Keep moving. In the truck.”
I climbed in the passenger side and Tony and his last remaining pal got in the back. Tony leaned forward and put his lips close to my ear.
“I have a Glock 19 pointed right at the base of your spine. Give me an excuse, Rambo. Just give me an excuse.”
The Kiwi climbed in behind the wheel and slammed the door. I looked at Tony in the mirror. “Sorry,” I said. “You’re not my type. You’ll have to point your gun at somebody else’s ass, and hope for the best.”
The Kiwi chuckled. Through the windshield I saw Cavendish and his wife climbing into a Cherokee. It pulled away and we followed.
“You don’t remember me.” It was the Kiwi.
I looked at him a moment. “I remember you. I just told you.”
“Nah, not from the other night. From Basra.”
I shook my head. “No. You were in Iraq? Who with?”
“I was with Captain Walker’s outfit. He was a Yank too, like you. Crazy son of a bitch.”
“You were with the Regiment?”
“Man and boy. Taught me everything I know.”
“I don’t think so. We don’t kill innocent women or children.”
“Playing fields of Eton and all that, ay? I never bought into that. Lot of bullshit if you ask me. Life is life, death is death. There is no one life more valuable than another. Kill a soldier, you might as well kill a baby or an eighty-year-old woman. It’s a life.” He looked at me and smiled. It was a nice, friendly smile. “I have no illusions about that, Bauer.”
I frowned. “Well, I guess that makes you an especially disgusting kind of human being.”
“Does it? I wonder if you’d say that if I was dressed in saffron robes and had my head shaved. Either way, I’m not the sensitive type. So I’m not going to throw myself on my bed and cry.”
“Right. Are you going to kill me now?”
“As far as I know, old mucker, that is undecided. My instructions are to get you to the boat.”
“The boat?”
“Yes, we are going for a boat ride, see? During which Mr. and Mrs. Cavendish want to ask you some questions, out where nobody can hear you scream.”
“And your job is to make me scream.”
“I think we are going to take it in turns to do that. Nothing personal.”
“That’s a relief. I thought for a moment there maybe you didn’t like me.”
We rattled on down the road, following the Cavendishes, toward the small harbor, and the boat, where they were going to try and make me scream.
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The Eternal Hope was anchored half a mile off Avila Beach, the small village at the foot of the hills where I had been lodged at a guest house on the Cavendish’s estate. It—the Eternal Hope—was a sixty-foot, ultra-modern cruiser that looked like it had been molded out of steel and fiberglass, and equipped with deuterium fusion reactors capable of taking them to Alpha Centaury and back in time for tea. But it was not just ultra modern. It was ultra luxurious too. The state rooms had molded balconies, four-poster beds, chandeliers and walk-in wardrobes. The decks looked more like Mediterranean terraces and there was a Jacuzzi and a bar on every terrace. I even saw the turquoise glint of a swimming pool.
The yacht dispatched a large, wooden launch to come and collect us from Avila Beach. There were very few people present, and no opportunity presented itself for me to either break away or try to call for help. We boarded the speedboat with Cavendish and his wife riding up front and me in the back with the Kiwi, Tony and the Mexican. The launch reared and tore away from the beach leaving a trail of foam behind it. Two minutes later we were drawing up at the stern of the towering, white cruiser and Cavendish and his wife were climbing a staircase that rose from the boarding platform to the lower deck. The Kiwi smiled at me. “Don’t worry, cobber, if you die today it will be out on the high seas. Not here in the bay.”
I jumped on the boarding platform and climbed after Karen Cavendish. They were waiting for me at a small swimming pool beside a lounge with cream leather couches and armchairs. Cavendish had recovered some of his debonair suaveness during the drive and he gestured me to a chair. A man in a white jacket deposited a tray of bottles, a bucket of ice and some cut crystal glasses on the table and left us. Karen sat on the couch and the Kiwi, Tony and the Mexican sat at the bar nearby, watching us. Clearly, even though I was to be killed, I was considered part of the elite. At least, that was what I thought till Cavendish asked me, “How much do you think this yacht cost me, Harry?”
I ostentatiously stifled a yawn. “I have no idea, Charles. Was it on special offer? Secondhand from Yachting Weekly?”
“It cost me thirty million dollars.”
“Oh, had they run out of top-of-the-line models?”
“Don’t be facetious, Harry. To most people that would be enough to live the rest of their lives without ever having to work again. To me, it’s what I spend on a bit of fun. Are you in that league, Harry?”
“Am I in that league?” I threw back my head and laughed out loud. “Is that how you measure your league, Charles? Well, let me see. I am not sure. I’d have to add up all my savings and see.”
“You have a nice car, I could buy the factory just for the fun of it. You have a nice brownstone in New York, I could buy the whole street. You probably consider yourself a rich man, but I could lose ten times what you own in a morning, and it would not affect my wealth. Are you beginning to understand the gulf of power and wealth between us, Harry?”
“I have always understood the gulf between us, Charles. That’s why I came to you in the first place. Am I in what you call your league? No, but I want to be.”
“Good.” He nodded elaborately. “That’s good. Because I am going to explain to you right now what your options are. In my opinion, you are a disgusting, dangerous monster, and the world would be a better place without you. But we are not in paradise, we are on a lonely, dangerous planet where people like you triumph.”
“Thanks.”
“So, given the choice, I would rather have you as an ally than an enemy.” He gave a humorless snort. “Just look at what you did this morning.”
“Your Kiwi gunman stopped me just as I was getting started. So how do you figure we become allies, Charles? Right now I do not feel really motivated to become an ally with the man who drugged me, locked me up, stole my clothes and plans to make me scream later today.”
He nodded, and said quietly, “That’s understandable. Karen, why don’t you make us some drinks?” To me he said, “I liked your project. It had a lot of potential. It could still be done.”
Deep beneath us the boat began to rumble and vibrate. He gave me a thin smile and took a martini from his wife. She handed another to me and I sipped it.
“If you are trying to surprise me, Charles, you’re not doing a very good job. I know the project was good, that’s why I brought it to you. And I know you’re better off with me overseeing it, because you like to keep these projects at arm’s length. Your problem is you’re spooked.”
“I’m spooked?”
“Yeah, because Sheila told you I had a file on you and you overreacted. Instead of realizing that any cautious man, especially with a military background, would have a file on a prospective partner, you freaked out, killed Sheila, who was a valuable asset to you, and now you’ve abducted me, and you’re threatening to kill me too. Like I said, right now I’m not all that keen to be your ally.”
He grunted. “Well, that might change. The first thing we need to deal with right now, to clear this whole thing up, is to see the file. If it has all been a foolish misunderstanding, then a simple look at the file will clarify that, won’t it? So my first question to you is, where is the file?”
I didn’t bat an eyelid. “I sent it back to New York.”
“Why would you do a thing like that?”
I was aware we had started to move, turning slowly toward the ocean. From where I was sitting, I could see the land gradually moving away from us.
“I didn’t need it anymore. I had read it and assimilated all the information it contained. When I spoke to Sheila that morning, I was pretty sure I had convinced her there was nothing sinister about the file. But even so, I thought it was wise to remove it from her sight, so she wouldn’t get any ideas like reading through it.” I smiled at Karen and then back at Charles. “I think she might have been a little shocked at the sections on arms trafficking. It’s not quite the image she had of you.”
He thought about that a moment, then asked, “So, what is to stop you from blackmailing me, Harry?”
I made a face like I was thinking about it, then shrugged. “Nothing, really. Except that I think I can make a lot more money out of you if we collaborate. But for that you have to untwist your panties and stop killing people.” I gave a small laugh. “For crying out loud, Charles, you have a professional assassin on your staff!”
“Bill? Bill is just a bodyguard.”
“He didn’t look much like a bodyguard when he was killing Sheila in my apartment.”
He stared down at his thumb for a moment while he rubbed it, like he was trying to remove a stain.
“So, the file is not available, and even if you were to recover it, we would never know if it was the same file. So that door is closed. Let’s try another avenue. What are the pellets in your BB gun made of?”
Again I showed no surprise. “Whole wheat flour.”
Bill the Kiwi roared with laughter, sitting up against the bar. Charles chuckled.
“You thought you had killed four of my men, Harry. In fact you have killed five. Larry, I was fond of Larry. He was a good man. He took out the magazine to look at the pellets, he crumbled a few in his fingers, and eight hours later he was dead.”
“And you attribute that to the pellets why?”
“Come, Harry. Let’s stop playing games. You think I didn’t have a full tox screen run on him? Do you think I didn’t have the pellets analyzed? The pellets contained a very high concentration of aconite. You manufactured highly poisonous pellets, which you intended to shoot from your BB gun. That whole theater you performed about not letting Tony take away your gun, was so that we would be accustomed to you carrying your Sig Sauer. What was the plan?”
Bill the Kiwi spoke up.
“I’ll tell you what it was, Mr. Cavendish. He was going to take you to Griffith Park, wasn’t he? Yesterday morning?”
Cavendish screwed around in his seat to look at Bill. “Yes, that’s right.”
“He was going to cause a distraction in the woods, weren’t you, Harry? Probably some firecrackers, homemade, no doubt. When the firecrackers went off, everyone would draw their guns, including Harry, and everybody would turn to look up toward the sound of the supposed shots—and away from him. And that’s when he would have put two or three pellets into the back of your neck. They would naturally decompose on impact, driving the concentrated aconite through the pores of your skin and into your bloodstream. Six hours later you’d be dead, with no indication of how, except a couple of possible insect bites.”
Cavendish stared at Bill a while, then turned back to me. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes were bright with anger.
“Is that right, Harry? Is that what you were planning to do?”
I tried hard, but I couldn’t think of a single way out. I heard myself say, “No, of course not,” but it sounded hollow and empty.
He ignored my answer and shook his head. “Why? You stood to gain so much from our association.”
I hunched my shoulders and spread my hands. “You’re answering your own question, Cavendish. I obviously did not intend to kill you. Why would I? Those pellets were planted.”
Past his right shoulder I could see the coastline, now a thin strip fading into the horizon. I knew I was running out of time, and I had no plan. Bill got to his feet and walked toward the table. “There is one, perfectly good explanation. The whole story about setting up a new model for helping Third World communities was a front. We knew that anyway. But it wasn’t a front so he could start trafficking in arms. It was a front so he could get inside your defenses and kill you. He’s just a hit man. The question is, who does he work for?”
Karen Cavendish was nodding her head. Now she said, “Somebody with considerable financial resources.”
Cavendish held me with very cold eyes. “Whom do you work for, Harry?”
“Come on, Charles! This is ridiculous. This isn’t the movies. This is the real world. You’re letting this bozo fill your head with a lot of conspiracy theory bullshit!”
“I’m going to ask you one more time, Harry. Whom do you work for?”
“I work for myself, for crying out loud! I am a multimillionaire in my own right! You think I need to work as a damned hit man? I had enough of that in Iraq and Afghanistan…”
Bill cut across me. “Yeah, but you never really lose the taste for it, do you?”
“Like hell! Maybe for a psycho like you, Bill. But I had my fill and I was only too happy when I got out. Give me a champagne dinner any day over spit roast lizard and bodies decomposing in the desert.”
Cavendish stood and looked down at me. “You’re lying, Harry. I have given you two chances, and you lied to me both times. Just as you have lied and lied since you first seduced poor Sheila. I will get the truth from you, Harry, one way or another. But I shall get it.” He turned to Bill. “Take him below, with Tony and Oscar. You know what to do.”
“Now, come on, Charles!”
Bill produced a Sig Sauer P320 and smiled at me along the sights.
“We ready to go, Harry?”
Tony and Oscar closed in from the sides, each holding a firearm.
I set my martini down and stood. “Yeah, I’m ready.”
They led me through a grotesquely ostentatious lounge with Rococo furniture, silk walls, massive and elaborate gilt mirrors and crystal chandeliers. It looked like Sir Elton John had employed the interior decorators to the Saudi Royal Family and fed them LSD to get them loosened up.
They led me down the kind of sweeping staircase you might expect to see St. Peter skipping down to answer the bell on the Pearly Gates and we eventually came to a passage with a steel door at the end which, when opened, led out of wonderland and onto a cold steel staircase that clanged and clattered the way they are supposed to on ships. It led down into the bowels of the vessel, where the two vast engines powered the props. They led me along a walkway that clanged and echoed among the hum and grind of the motors, forward to a couple of small steel rooms that faced each other across a short passage. Bill unlocked one of them and shoved me inside. He followed me in and Tony and Oscar came in behind him. Oscar was holding a coil of nylon rope.
I looked around, hoping to find a weapon, but there was only a camp bed with a rough blanket on it, a steel and Formica table and a bentwood chair. Bill was grinning.
“Before you make a grab for that chair, Harry, maybe you should think it through. I need you alive, to answer some questions. But I don’t need you in one piece. I’m quite happy to blow your kneecaps off.”
He took a couple of steps closer, his hand relaxed, pointing the gun at my leg. His face was inviting me to try something. He took a hold of the chair and pulled it over to the door. There he sat, with Tony on his right and Oscar on his left. They were both leering.
“For me,” he went on, “torture has always come in three parts: anticipation, reparable damage, like needles under fingernails, cutting the flesh, burning, that kind of thing, and then irreparable damage. That’s stuff like cutting off part of your face, removing an eye, amputation. That can be pretty intense stuff.
“Now, your best victim is the chicken-shit coward who pees his pants just anticipating what you might do to him. He tells you everything you need to know and falls over himself to confirm it and prove it and cooperate with you. Not much fun for the interrogator, but quick results.” He laughed. “Now, I just know you are not going to be one of those.”
He paused and looked up at the ceiling.
“Then there’s the reparable damage. That’s the choice of the hero. He can claim he suffered a lot of pain before talking, and he has the scars to prove it, but he gets away with his looks intact, or maybe even enhanced.
“But the only people I have ever known to get to the irreparable damage stage, without cracking, are mothers. Mothers will go the limit.”
I nodded once. “Thank you.”
His eyebrows made a quizzical twitch. I answered their question.
“I wasn’t sure till now, but now you’ve told me that, I know I am going to kill you.” Bill laughed but I ignored him. I looked at Oscar. “First I am going to break your neck with that rope, Oscar. Then I am going to kill you, Tony. I’m going to shove that Glock where the sun don’t shine and blow what few brains you have out the top of your head. And then you, Bill. I’m going to break your neck with my bare hands. And that will be irreparable, just so you know what it feels like.”
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His pale eyes were almost expressionless, but I saw it. A fraction of a second of fear that every soldier knows. It’s the recognition that the moment has come, and death is close to you.
He didn’t lose his smile, but something in it changed. He wasn’t amused anymore, he was acting a part now. He jerked his head at me.
“Tie his wrists together, in front.”
I had little choice. While Bill and Tony covered me, Oscar bound my wrists, then slung the rope through a hook in the ceiling and, climbing up on the bentwood chair, he hoisted my wrists and tied a double knot, hanging on it to secure it.
Then the beating started. I knew that at this stage they would not want to kill me, or do permanent damage. At this stage they would just want to soften me up, a euphemism which meant cause so much pain that the victim will do just about anything to make it stop. But professional interrogators don’t normally ask any questions at this stage. They don’t want to give you a way out. They want you to feel this is going to go on forever, and there is nothing you can do to make it stop.
They didn’t punch me in the face. They slapped me, open handed, backhanders and open palm. They took it in turns to punch me in the ribs, in the floating ribs and in the belly. At some point I vomited. I made no effort to resist or to fight back. I knew all I could do right then was to ride it, absorb the pain and feed off it. I tried to focus my mind on something, anything, other than my body. I visualized my revenge: the hundred different ways I would kill Bill the Kiwi, Tony and Oscar. And then reminded myself I had told them how they were going to die, and I would be sure to make it happen exactly as I had told them.
I allowed myself to become delirious. I sank into a world where pain was the only reality, and I habituated to it and allowed it to carry me into dreams, fantasies and delusions. They probably beat me for no more than twenty minutes, pounding my body, and slapping my face. But it became a timeless nightmare, where everything hurt all the time. I didn’t beg. I accepted, and dreamed of revenge.
Eventually they stopped and left the small room, joking about how they needed a beer.
My legs were the least damaged part of me, but the pain in my wrists was hard to tolerate. So I forced myself to stand something like upright, and clutched at the rope with my fingers. I knew what I was going to do, but I wasn’t sure how. What I was sure about was that, if I was going to do it, it had to be now, because I was not going to recover. I was only going to get weaker, and more damaged.
My arms were numb with the lack of blood flow into them, and that would only get worse too. So I wound the rope around my fingers, knowing it was going to be agony, stood on tiptoes, pushed myself back and swung forward, lifting my feet off the ground. The pain in my wrists and fingers was like nothing I had ever experienced. I gritted my teeth and made an ugly, inhuman noise, swearing at myself to hold on a few more seconds. I swung back again and, tensing all my muscles, raised my legs and propelled myself forward. My feet hooked the bentwood chair and I dragged it back toward me.
I staggered onto my feet again and killed the need to shout out in pain. Then I hooked the chair again, more easily this time, with one foot and drew it close enough to climb onto it.
I was very unsteady and almost fell, but managed to slide the knot over the point of the hook. Then I climbed down and sat on the chair with my head in my hands, allowing the pain to ease out of my body, and above all out of my wrists.
After five minutes or so I stood, laid the chair on the floor with one of my feet on the bottom leg, grabbed a hold of the upper leg with both hands, and heaved until the wood splintered and the leg came away in my hands, with a long screw poking out of the end. I turned the stick around with some difficulty and gripped it with the screw shoved hard against the rope, and then started the slow, painful process of sawing through my bonds.
It took ten long minutes that felt like an hour. The rope was tough and each thread was a struggle. The screw scraped against the already raw skin around my wrists and cut the flesh until the blood flowed freely down my hands, making the varnished wood slick, so it was hard to keep a hold on the broken chair leg. But finally the last of the threads snapped and the blood-soaked rope fell to the floor. My arms throbbed and my wrists ached with raw pain.
I took off my shirt and tore away the sleeves, then wiped the blood from my hands and tied the sleeves around my wrists to stem the flow. I rested my ass against the table and breathed slow and steady. I was tired, my muscles ached and were slow to respond—and I hurt. I hurt everywhere.
I knew that sooner or later—probably sooner than later—they’d be back and I would have to deal with them. I’d have to do it fast and decisively. Master Zamudio came into my mind, smiling, relaxed and deadly. “The secret is to be explosive, Harry. You have to explode, bam! Bam! Bam! And it’s all over.”
I needed a weapon. The chair leg would do for an attack to the face, but for little more, and it was slippery with my own blood.
I took the rope, made a coil with it and laid it on the table. Then I picked up the table and set it beside the door. I had neither the strength nor the weapons for a knockout blow. Neither did I know in what order they would be coming in. I would have to improvise, but one thing was very clear. Each attack would have to be surgically precise, fast and definitive. My chances?
I smiled grimly to myself. The end must come to us all sooner or later. The chances of the end coming for me that day, I reckoned, were very high; up in the high nineties.
It came after half an hour. I heard the boots tramping along the steel floors of the engine room and felt the hot burn of anticipation. Tony and Oscar I knew I could take, but in the condition I was in, I knew Bill would be a problem.
I stood on the table beside the door with the coil of rope in my hand. The door opened and Oscar stepped in. I didn’t hesitate. I kicked him hard in the temple, and as he staggered I dropped in front of him, looping the rope around his neck. I yanked it tight as I landed and reached for the piece he had under his arm, expecting to see Tony and Bill behind him. But he was alone.
I grinned savagely, smashed my knee into his balls and as he went down on his knees I stepped behind him, pulled hard on the ropes and kicked him in the back of the neck. I felt his vertebrae crunch and let him slide to the floor.
I took his Glock and slipped it in my waistband behind my back. Right now the last thing I wanted was to make a noise that would attract unwanted attention. I stepped out of the small room, closing the door quietly behind me. The churning hum of the engines grew louder and I moved silently down the passage into the engine room. There was nobody there.
I inched around to the right of the two massive engines. There was a walkway and beyond the engine housing the walkway made a dogleg and funneled into another passage. This one was wide and I could see a door that stood open on the right. Warm light spilled out, and as I grew closer I could hear murmured voices and occasional laughter. I took a few steps and as I reached the corner of the dogleg I was able to distinguish the voices. Tony, Bill, another guy with a gravelly voice, like he smoked too much. He was talking the most and laughing at what he was saying. A fourth voice sounded South African, harsh and flat.
I sighed. I didn’t want to use the pistol. These deaths had to be silent. I couldn’t afford to have the whole crew descend on me.
I thought about it for a full three seconds, then I stepped up, kicked the door fully open, and stepped inside with the Glock held out in both hands. The room was larger than the one I’d come from. It had a makeshift kitchen, a large, round, glass-topped coffee table and some big easy chairs. Bill, Tony and the other two occupied the chairs. I growled, “OK, who’s first?”
Four pairs of very wide eyes stared at me. Bill and Tony were sitting on the near side of the table. On the far side was a man in his late forties, greased hair slicked back, sunburned skin and pale blue eyes. He had a cigarette in his mouth. Across from him was a man in his mid-thirties, tall, tanned, with floppy blond hair and a red goatee. I trained the gun on Bill. I knew the others would look to him for a lead. If the cannon was pointing at him he wouldn’t be giving a lot of leads.
“Drop your weapons.” For a moment he didn’t do anything. He glanced at the other three. I snarled, “I am at the end of a very thin tether, Bill, and nothing would give me more pleasure than to fill you full of holes. Drop your damned weapons.”
He pulled his Sig from under his arm and his knife from his boot, and dropped them on the floor.
“Now, lie facedown with your feet apart and your hands laced behind your head. Don’t worry, Bill. If you’re smart you won’t die today. I’m just making a point to Cavendish. Relax. Just stay cool.”
People tend to cooperate more when they believe they have a chance of living. He dropped, lay down as I’d told him, and I shifted behind him and trained the gun on the smoker.
“OK, pal. On your feet. You know the drill. Drop your weapons.”
He rasped, “I only got the Glock.”
I jerked my chin. “Drop it over there, where you can’t reach it.”
He stood, pulled a Glock from under his arm and tossed it across the floor.
“Now what?”
“Lie down next to him, head to toe.”
He grunted and sighed, like he was bored, but the fear was in his eyes. He dropped beside Bill. Spread his feet and linked his hands behind his head.
I said, “I don’t want to kill anyone today. But the first one to move, I shoot in the spine. Once I shoot one of you, I’ll have to shoot the rest. So be smart. I hope we’re clear. You!” I jerked my chin at the South African blond. “Weapons!”
He stood and dropped a Smith & Wesson M&P M2.0 on the floor and removed a bowie knife the size of a small machete from his belt.
I flicked my gun at Bill and the smoker. “Lie across them.”
He screwed up his face. “What?”
I aimed the Glock at Bill’s head. “You going to give me a problem? Do I need to kill this man?”
Bill yelped, “No!” and the South African held up both hands. “Take it easy. I’m lying down now. Take it easy.”
I snarled at him. “You take it easy, pal. I’m doing just fine. I already told you, nobody needs to get killed today. Let’s just remember that, and do exactly as you’re told.”
He dropped and lay down across Bill and the smoker’s backs.
I snapped, “Spread your legs. Hands behind your head. Lace your fingers. You!” I jerked my chin at Tony. “Drop your weapons. Understand this, the way I have these guys lined up, one slug kills two and immobilizes three. The odds have changed radically, right? Don’t do anything stupid and you get to go home to mommy tonight.”
He dropped a Sig Sauer P320 and held up his hands. “That’s all I got.”
“Good, now remove their laces, tie their ankles and their wrists. And I want to see those laces bite, Tony. Do it right and in two minutes you’ll be running upstairs to take a message to Cavendish.”
That got to him. He worked fast and efficient. I stayed close and saw that the bonds bit and hurt. When he was done I said, “OK, stand with your back to me, hands in the air, I’m going to frisk you. I don’t want you carrying a weapon upstairs.”
He stood and raised his hands, and I smashed the butt of the Glock into the base of his skull. As he crumpled I slipped my right elbow under his chin and gripped my right palm in the crook of my left elbow. Then I breathed death in his ear:
“Remember I said nobody had to get killed today, Tony? I lied.”
I squeezed hard, twisted and lifted and heard his vertebrae snap. Then I stepped over and picked up the South African’s survival knife. Bill was staring at me. His face had flushed red, but he looked more mad than scared. That wasn’t the case for the owner of the knife. Getting killed with your own survival knife is kind of ironic, I guess.
I didn’t like what I did next, but when you make a decision to survive, you can’t make it conditional, and you can’t be scrupulous. I made it fast and I made it as surgical as the conditions allowed. I cut deep into the sides of their necks, severing their jugular veins and the aortas. They bled out fast, and within seconds they were all dead.
I hadn’t fulfilled my promise to them, but hell, you can’t have everything.
I collected up the two Sigs and the Smith & Wesson. Then I went to the sink and vomited convulsively. When the convulsions were done I rinsed my mouth with water and stood gathering my breath and my strength, and trying to formulate some kind of plan.
I had to escape, but before I escaped I had to eliminate Cavendish, and make it look like an accident. Those were my instructions, and that was what I had to do. Slowly, by degrees, the answer started to form in my mind. I crossed the bloody room and stepped out through the door. The engines were churning and humming. Across the passage was another door, and I figured it had to be some kind of storeroom. I tried the handle. It wasn’t locked. It swung open and I looked into darkness. I felt to the right of the door, found the switch and turned on the lights. I smiled.
There was a large, walk-in fridge, and beside it there were crates of food piled high: fresh fruit and vegetables, cans of everything from tomatoes to artichokes. There were sacks of rice and flour, bags of sugar and salt—everything you could imagine, everything you would need to run a kitchen on a yacht of this kind. But what had dawned on me was that to cook you need fire, and to make fire onboard cruisers you need propane. And right there, against the bulkhead, were sixteen six-foot steel canisters of propane. A system of connected valve-caps linked them to a thick hose which rose up through the ceiling and presumably fed the galley and the bathrooms.
For a moment I thought of the colonel.
“Sorry, Jane,” I said softly. “This time it’s the only way.”




Sixteen

I limped back into the common room and checked the dead bodies for cells. I found Tony’s iPhone. It still recognized its master’s face and opened up for me. I scrolled through his address book and found Bill. I tried the number and heard it ring in Bill’s pocket. I fished it out—it was a Samsung Galaxy—and slipped it in my own pocket. Then I went into Tony’s settings and set up an alternative appearance for myself so I could open his cell without having to cut off his head and carry it around with me.
Next I prized off the back of Bill’s Galaxy with the South African’s bowie knife, made a few minor adjustments to the battery and carried it back to the storeroom with me. I set it on the valve casings and pulled myself up and knelt beside it. There I set about cutting through the hose with the bowie knife. It was hard, slow work but I eventually cut a deep gash in the thick hose and the gas started gushing out. I held my breath and widened the gash until it was a big, gaping hole. Then I jumped down, left the room and closed the door.
Now what I needed was for the gas to build up, and I figured that would be a minimum of twenty minutes. so I allowed myself a ten-minute rest out in the passage before retracing my steps to the upper deck.
I opened the steel door and stepped into the long, carpeted corridor I had been brought through earlier. There was nobody there. I stayed hunkered down, motionless, for a full minute, listening, but there was nothing to hear but the now subdued hum of the engines.
I moved quickly to the steps and climbed them to the main deck, with the P320 held in front of me in both hands. The staircase swept around in a spiral and I moved up with my back against the wall, slow and steady, listening. There was nothing to hear.
I came finally to the head of the stairs. There was a broad expanse of shiny parquet flooring, a passage to the right and a passage to the left. Straight ahead walnut doors stood open onto a lounge with cream leather sofas and plate-glass windows overlooking the ocean. There were no people there. But beyond the lounge I could see the terrace where I had been sitting before. Cavendish was there with his wife. She had her left side to me and he his back. A white cloth had been laid on the table and they were eating what looked like a lobster. Beside the table there was an ice bucket with a green bottle in it.
I moved quickly through the doors and moved to my right, trying to find the blind spot between Cavendish and his wife. I hunkered down and crouch-ran behind the couches till I came to the wall beside the door to the terrace.
Now I could hear their voices. Cavendish was on the phone.
“Spare me the details, Feliciano. I don’t want to know what you did to her. What did she say?”
He was silent for a while, listening. A couple of times he sighed. Karen said, “What’s he saying?”
I saw him raise his hand and shake his head.
“Well, can’t you be more persuasive? Use some technique. I thought you were supposed to be an expert in this.”
He listened a little longer and asked, “Well, what do you mean by permanent damage?” and a moment later, “No, no, I don’t want her maimed or killed, I told you that from the start. Waterboard her, threaten her, do whatever it takes, but I do not want her physically damaged or killed. That’s final.”
He hung up. Karen poked some lobster in her mouth and spoke around it.
“I really don’t understand the problem. She spoke at the beginning. Why can’t they persuade her to go on speaking?”
“I don’t know. That woman is hard to fathom at the best of times.”
She chewed and stared at him for a while. “Charles, how risky is this? Have you gone too far this time?”
“Don’t be stupid. You know we haven’t. We couldn’t let it slide any farther. Whatever she was doing had to be stopped, and that was final.” He wagged his knife at her like an admonishing finger. “And Bauer had been on several people’s radars for some time already.”
She made a soft grunt and forked more lobster into her mouth. He went on talking.
“Ismael was watching him, Orozco had him in his sites, not to mention central intelligence. The man is a liability!”
“But the Pentagon, Charles! It’s too much. This is getting out of hand.”
“Nonsense, Karen. It had to be done and you know it.”
I had heard enough. I got to my feet and walked out onto the deck. Karen Cavendish made a violent, noisy intake of breath and put her hands to her mouth. Cavendish turned to face me and his eyes bulged.
He said simply, “No,” and struggled to his feet. Karen said, “You can’t be.”
I put my hand on Cavendish’s face and shoved him back in his chair. Then I sat opposite him with the P320 in my lap.
“What are you talking about?”
He swallowed a few times. His chest was rising and falling fast. All he could think of to say was, “Bill, Tony…”
I snapped, “Dead. And the other two. All dead.”
“But how?”
“Because I am the meanest son of a bitch in the valley, Cavendish. Now answer me a couple of questions. You’re operating on a skeleton crew, right?” He nodded. “A handful of guys you can trust to take a man out to sea, kill him and dump his body.”
His eyes narrowed like he’d bit into a lemon. “We weren’t really going to…”
“Can it. It’s too late for that. Who were you talking about just now?”
“Nobody…nobody you’d know…”
“Bullshit. You abducted her because Sinaloa and Bloque Meta contacted you about me.”
“No!”
I barked an ugly laugh. “Ismael? Orozco? They came after me in Puerto Rico, and the Company came after me in Panama. They were all pissing in their panties trying to find out who the new kid on the block was. But anybody who got close wound up dead, so they turned to you with your contacts in the White House, the Capitol and the Pentagon. They’d keep supporting your arms trafficking operations, but in exchange you had to find out who that son of a bitch Harry Bauer was working for. Am I close?”
He was shaking his head, blabbering, “No, Harry, not at all…”
Karen blurted out, “Charles, I told you it was too dangerous!”
“Shut up, Karen!”
I ignored them both. “So you abducted Colonel Jane Harris to make her tell you about me.” He didn’t answer. He swallowed. “Why? What made you abduct her? What made you think there was any connection between us?”
He glanced at his wife. She blurted out, “Everyone who knows Jane knows she has no social life. She lives for her work. Yet she had been seen a few times dining with you. There was a rumor in DC that she was seeing a millionaire playboy in New York.”
I shook my head. “No. That’s not enough.”
Cavendish answered. “It had also been noted that Jane went absent prior to certain hits. The hits always seemed to fit into a certain category…” He trailed off. “Friends in the intelligence community started watching her and observed that you and she had some sort of relationship.”
“Friends like Raymond Hirsch?”[3]
“Yes… Are you going to kill us?”
I shook my head. “No, the time for that has passed. Give me your cell phone.” He handed it to me and I slipped it in my pocket. “Now stand up, both of you.”
They stood. Karen spoke in an unsteady voice.
“You said you weren’t going to kill us.”
“And I’m not.”
I jabbed her firmly in the tip of the jaw and she went down like a piece of expensive chiffon. Cavendish gaped at her prone form and then turned his gape on me. I smacked him in the jaw too, a little harder. He didn’t go down like a piece of chiffon. He went down like a sack of shit.
After that I sprinted up the stairs to the bridge and stepped through the door. There were two men in white naval uniforms sitting on leather seats that looked like they’d been stolen from the set of Star Trek. The were both staring out at the horizon. The captain was telling a story, smiling and occasionally chuckling.
I said, “Hi. I’m the guy you’re supposed to dump overboard out on the high seas.”
They both swiveled around and got to their feet. The captain said, “Call Bill.”
I said, “Bill’s dead.” His mouth worked but made no sound. I said, “So’s Tony, and the two other guys. We never got formally introduced so I don’t know their names. But they’re both very dead right now, like Tony and Bill.”
“What do you want?”
“I want you to lower the launch for me.”
“Lower the launch?”
“Yes, Captain. Is that especially hard to understand?”
They glanced at each other. The captain said, “What about us? What will you do with us?”
“I don’t want to kill anybody else, pal. The Cavendishes are unconscious downstairs. I haven’t killed them. All I want is to go home, and for them to leave me alone. I have enough information on me to guarantee that. So you won’t be doing them any favors by calling the Coast Guard. Now, if you don’t want me to blow off your kneecaps, lower the launch.”
From where I was I could see it, suspended over the rear of the yacht. The captain turned to his first mate and nodded. His mate pulled a lever and the launch started to descend toward the water. When it touched down on the waves I stepped up to the captain and smacked him in the jaw. He went down and the first mate roared and came at me. He tried to grab me by the collar with both hands. Maybe he was planning a head butt. I slammed down on his elbows with my forearms and smashed my right fist into the tip of his chin. He followed his captain to the land of Nod. I stepped over him, pointed the yacht dead west and cranked the engines up to full power.
Then I ran, scrambling down the winding steps, trying hard to ignore the many pains in my body. I sprinted through the lounge, onto the back terrace where Cavendish and his wife still lay unconscious. There I jumped aboard the launch, disconnected the lines and watched the huge yacht power away toward the horizon. When it was a good half mile away, I called Bill.
The explosion was huge. Not like the explosions you see in the movies. There was no vast fireball—not at first anyway. It was just a loud, hard smack in the air. The whole yacht seemed to shudder and the walls to expand, and all the plate-glass windows erupted in a shower of glass that sprayed, sparkling across the water. Then for a second there was absolute stillness before the whole, massive structure started to crumble and implode. I guess that was when the fuel tanks ignited, because the next thing there was a massive roar of flames that blew a gaping hole through the two top decks, sending red and blue flames and billowing black smoke high into the air.
I stayed long enough to see the boat subside and start to sink beneath the water. Then I hit the starter and got the hell out of there. As I crashed across the waves I called Cobra. A woman’s voice said, “International Solutions, how may I direct your call?”
I gave her my code and my name, and waited while I was put through voice recognition. Then:
“Whom do you wish to speak to, Mr. Bauer?”
“The brigadier.”
“Putting you through.”
A second later the brigadier’s voice came on the line.
“Harry, what have you got?”
“You told me once we don’t run rescue missions.”
“Yes. It’s not strictly true, but that is the policy. Why?”
“I’m fifty miles due west of Avila Beach. That’s about a hundred and sixty miles northwest of Los Angeles as the crow flies. I need a pickup, fast, before the Coast Guard spot me. After that, sir, you and I are going to have a talk.”
“Is that a threat, Harry?”
“I’m not sure yet, sir, but I don’t believe in coincidences. And I have just come upon one hell of a coincidence.”
“I see. Well, we have a seaplane on its way. It’s coming from approximately forty-five miles to your northeast. Set a course to meet it and you should have a visual on each other in about ten or fifteen minutes.”
I swung the wheel, creating a wall of spray on my right.
“Sir?”
“Yes, Harry?”
“Were you ready for me? Did you know I was going to be here?”
“It was one of a number of possibilities. We’ll talk when you arrive.”
He was as good as his word. Twelve minutes later I saw the Grumman Goose coming in low. It circled me, I confirmed to the brigadier that I had a visual and it came down three hundred yards to my portside. I powered the launch over to the rear hatch, where a guy in his fifties with long hair, a beard and jeans was waiting for me. I wiped my prints from the boat, took his hand and he hauled me up.
“Welcome aboard. Make yourself comfortable and we’ll get you ashore in no time.” He winked, slapped me on the shoulder and propelled me toward a table with a couple of leather seats. “I’d offer you a drink, but by the time we’re airborne we’ll be coming down again, so I’ll leave that to Mr. Big.”
“Thanks.” I sat at the table and suddenly felt the weariness drain through me. “Where are we going?”
A nameless place three and a half miles south of San Simeon, couple of bars, couple of restaurants, couple of houses. Passing tourist trade. Nobody asks too many questions. You hear me?”
He said all this from the cockpit door. I told him I heard him and he winked at me again and took the bird leaping across the waves and up into the sky. I sat back and closed my eyes, tried to still my mind, but my rescuer had not exaggerated. Ten minutes later we were descending toward the coast. I wanted nothing more than to eat a large hamburger, down a cold beer with a large whisky chaser and then sleep for twelve hours straight. But I had some tough questions for the brigadier that had to come first. I had the feeling, not for the first time with Cobra, that I had been played and used. I had been in the army long enough to know that sometimes that is the only way you can get things done, but it still made me mad. Especially when it came from the brigadier.
We touched down in a fountain of white spray, the engines growled and whined and we began to slow, then taxied steadily toward a long, wooden jetty that thrust out into the waves from the beach. Through the porthole I could see the brigadier standing, waiting, in beige chinos and a burgundy polo shirt. Beyond him I could see a racing green Morgan, and I just knew it was his.




Seventeen

It wasn’t the kind of car you just drove. It was the kind of car you motored in. It was a convertible two-seater that looked like something out of the 1920s, with sweeping runner boards and big mudguards, but it had two hundred and eighty horses under the hood and could shift from naught to sixty in five seconds. The trim was all walnut and leather.
We cruised down the coast to the village of San Simeon and pulled in at a blue, clapboard cabin on the beach with a white picket fence and a white garage door which yawned open as we approached.
“We were lucky to get this,” he said as he killed the engine and engaged the handbrake. “The alternative would have been the Best Western, which given the state you’re in,” he paused to look me over, “might have been a bit of a problem.”
I scowled at him from the depths of my pain and exhaustion. It was a deep scowl. I reached in my pocket and pulled out Cavendish’s phone. I showed it to him and snarled. “The last conversation on this phone was with the person who is holding the colonel.” His eyes widened. “You track that number, or get a GPS fix on it, and we find out where she is.”
He reached out his hand and I placed the phone in his palm, but I didn’t let go.
“You’d better not be playing me, sir. This is too much of a coincidence.”
“No.” He shook his head, took the phone and climbed out of the car. “Have a shower, Harry. You’ll find fresh clothes up there. I’ll get you some food and we’ll talk it through.”
I nodded and followed him into the house.
It was an open plan living room, dining room and kitchen all in one, with a breakfast bar and sliding glass doors onto a patio with a gated fence that gave onto the beach. A wooden staircase led to an upper floor where there were three bedrooms and a bathroom.
I climbed the stairs, shedding clothes, and stood under the hot shower for a long time, allowing the powerful jets to soothe the aching bruises and wash away the pain with the shampoo and the soap. Finally I gave myself a five-minute blast of cold water to wake myself up, then toweled myself dry.
In one of the bedrooms I found, as the brigadier had told me, a fresh pair of jeans, a shirt, socks, boots and a jacket.
When I got downstairs the brigadier had made a pot of coffee, he’d fried some English pork sausages, bacon and eggs and piled it all on a couple of hunks of whole wheat toast. My stomach told me that was all a damned good idea. I sat at the table by the glass doors and we ate in silence for ten minutes. When I’d finished I drained my coffee and leaned back.
“You knew the colonel was being watched.”
“Yes.”
He stood, went to a sideboard and pulled out a bottle of the Macallan and two tumblers. He set them down and spoke as he poured. “She became aware of it in Washington. I won’t tell you how because that is need to know. Suffice it to say that she learned that certain parties within the Central Intelligence Agency were becoming curious about her. We knew that those parties had links to both Sinaloa and Bloque Meta, as well as Islamic groups in the Middle East. We also knew that these were the very same people who had been taking an interest in you. Clearly there was a real risk that they would start to talk to each other and start putting two and two together.”
“Cavendish told me they had noticed the colonel had a playboy boyfriend in New York.”
“Yes, that’s what we heard, or words to that effect.” He arched an eyebrow. “I had no idea the two of you had grown that close.”
“Neither had I.”
“Be that as it may, we were aware that something had to be done, and as we investigated it became clear that Cavendish, with his connections in DC and also among the cartels and the Islamic groups, had become something of a linchpin, garnering and using intelligence from these otherwise disparate groups. And the more we investigated, the more we discovered about him, and the crimes he had been associated with. That was when we decided to eliminate him. Unfortunately we were a little late.”
“There is something I don’t understand.” He poured more coffee. I spoke as he poured. “If they were made suspicious by the fact that she and I had had dinner a few times, why did she suggest we have dinner when she instructed me on this job?”
“That’s not as strange as it may seem, Harry. They were watching her. They were watching you too. If you had met secretly or furtively, if you had changed your behavior in any way, that would have suggested to them that we knew. It was essential you both behave exactly as though you had no idea you were on their radar.”
“I can see the logic, but it got her abducted.”
“Yes, we had people in place, but she insisted we be discreet so as not to alert them. That discretion meant our men were not close enough to intercept her abductors.” He paused, and for a moment looked haggard. “She knew the risks, Harry.”
“Screw that, sir. She should not have been allowed to take that risk.”
He stared at the table for a long moment, then raised his eyes to meet mine.
“You think I feel any differently, Harry?”
I grunted. “I guess not. They are waterboarding her. The only limitation on the torture was that Cavendish wanted her alive and, in his words, undamaged. He wanted, again in his words, no irreversible damage done to her. But now Cavendish and his wife are dead, she could become a liability to them. They may decide to go all out on the torture and then kill her.”
“I know. We are tracing that number as we speak.”
“I want to be there.”
“You will be.”
I took a pull on the whisky. “I have another question. If they were suspicious of me and my relationship with the colonel, why the hell did you send me in instead of somebody else?”
“Because nobody else would have got inside.”
“What are you talking about?”
“We were counting on two facts. First, nobody was really one hundred percent sure that the Harry Bauer the colonel was seeing was the same Harry Bauer who seemed to be linked to the hits. The death and funeral we arranged for you seems to have sown some degree of confusion. The perception they had of you was that of a playboy millionaire, so we decided to play on that. And I may say you played your part to perfection.
“The other fact was that Cavendish would be very curious on being approached by you. He would want to know what you were about and if you were for real. That virtually guaranteed that you would get close to him.”
“That explains why he reacted so violently when he discovered I had a file on him.”
“I’m afraid so, and poor Sheila paid the price.”
“Couldn’t you have briefed me on this from the start?”
“In retrospect perhaps we should have, but the colonel was against it. She felt it would have compromised you emotionally, and your performance would have been unnatural. It was vital to the plan that you approach Cavendish in the most natural way possible. He was an intelligent man and he might have seen through you.”
“He did.”
“But only after you’d got close enough to kill him. I know it’s tough, Harry, but this is what we do.”
“You rented this place. You had the plane ready. How’d you know I’d be here?”
“It wasn’t so hard. When you disappeared and he moved out suddenly in convoy to Avila Beach, and we saw he had the yacht here, it was a fair bet he’d try to take you out and dispose of you. We were assembling a team to go and get you.”
I nodded. “You were a little slow. So what now?”
“Now we find out where Jane is, and you go and get her.”
“How long will that take?”
“Not long, but long enough for you to sleep.”
I nodded. “Yeah, OK. I need to sleep.” I stood. “Thanks for the food.”
“You did a good job, Harry. I’ll call you as soon as we get any news.”
I climbed the stairs to my room and collapsed on the bed, and was instantly consumed by the blackness.
* * *
When I woke up it was to the thud and sigh of waves on the beach. The window was dark gray and the drapes were bulging slightly as they moved on the sea breeze. For a moment I struggled, unsure where I was, or when. I came up on one elbow and images and sensations came to me: the yacht, the blood on my wrists, the bowie knife slicing into their necks, one after the other as they panicked and struggled.
The massive, hard smack of the explosion and the shower of sparkling glass above the sea. I sat up and was aware of a shadow in the doorway.
“Harry…?”
“Sir, what time is it? How long have I been sleeping?”
“You slept through the night. It’s six thirty.”
“Shit…”
“You needed the rest. Have a shower and get dressed. I’ll make the coffee. I have news.”
He snapped on the light. I shielded my eyes and heard him turn and tread down the stairs.
I had a cold shower, dressed and met the brigadier in the kitchen. There was no eggs and bacon this morning. I sat at the breakfast bar and he put a demitasse in front of me with a basket of toast.
“They’ve tracked the phone.”
“Where?”
“New York.”
“Son of a bitch.”
“Two eighty-eight, East 151st Street, in the South Bronx. It’s a seedy old house opposite the Governor Smith athletics field.”
“How soon can you get me to New York?”
“I can get you to Los Angeles in two hours. I have an air taxi on standby to take you directly to JFK. I’ve hired you a car at the airport. Your TVR is on its way to New York as we speak.” He pointed at the dining table where there was an attaché case. “There you have a P226 Tacops, I know you favor that gun, and a Fairbairn & Sykes. You may need them. I certainly hope so.”
“Yeah, me too.” I drained my cup. “We’d better get going.”
He drove fast and with skill through the dawn and the early morning. The car, with three hundred horsepower and an aluminum body with no weight to speak of, shifted like a bat out of hell with a hornet up its ass. It was a two-hundred-and-forty-mile drive, and two hours and ten minutes after we left the house, we were pulling in to LAX.
He walked me to the air taxi office where I checked in and he signed papers. On the way I paused to buy a Swiss Army knife. My own was probably at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean by then, and I had a feeling I was going to be needing one. After that he hustled me through VIP security channels with a pass that got him a lot of respectful nods and salutes. Finally, after a couple more passages, we got out on the tarmac and he walked me at a brisk pace to the steps of the waiting Gulfstream G650. There he shook my hands.
“Harry.” He hesitated a moment. Hesitating was something you didn’t often see him do. “Harry, I have no doubt you’ll find her. I hope you find her in time. But, whether you do or not…” He stared me hard in the eye. “Punish them. Punish them for what they have done to Jane, punish them for what they have done to so many people. Make an example of them, so that others like them will think twice before trying this again.”
I nodded. “I will, sir. You know I will.”
The flight was somewhat less than five hours and we touched down in Teterboro Airport in New Jersey at six thirty PM. I picked up a cream Chevy Malibu from the car rental and floored the pedal out of the airport and east along Route 46. By the time I hit the freeway the traffic had grown heavy and we moved frustratingly slow, like a sluggish river, across the George Washington Bridge and under the tip of Manhattan onto the Alexander Hamilton Bridge, and finally into the Bronx. I took Exit 24 and turned onto Jerome Avenue. The traffic there was no better and we crawled down to the Yankee Stadium and took a left onto East 161st.
It finally loosened up as I turned south onto Concourse Village and then Morris Avenue. There I hit the gas again and the tires complained as I swung into East 151st, and again as I pulled up outside number 288.
It was a dirty, three-story redbrick that had once been painted beige, and all the beige paint was now peeling off, leaving big, ugly patches of weathered brick, like the building had scurvy. There were three sash windows on the upper floor. One had a cracked pane of glass, the other two had brown blankets hung over them instead of drapes. The second floor had only two windows. Both were closed but they were so thick with dirt you couldn’t see through them.
The ground floor had a barber shop which looked like it had been closed for a long time. A steel roller blind concealed the door and the window, and was covered in soulless graffiti spelled out in letters that nobody could read.
Beside the roller blind there was a beige, chipboard door. It would probably not have withstood a decent kick, but I wasn’t keen to attract attention. So I took my brand-new Swiss Army knife from my pocket, pulled out the screwdriver and rammed it in the lock. I turned and it opened. A sudden hot jolt burned in my belly at the thought of what I was going to find up there. The colonel—Jane—or what was left of her.
I stepped inside.
I was in a narrow entrance hall with a steep flight of stairs, a threadbare carpet and peeling paint on the walls. At the top of the steps there was a narrow wooden door. I made my way up carefully, treading on the outer sides of the steps, but it made no difference, they creaked anyhow.
By the time I got to the door they had made so much noise that I stopped being careful and rammed the knife into the lock again, opened the door and stepped in with the Sig in my hand. There was no one there to greet me.
I was in a small entrance hall carpeted in threadbare green. Straight ahead there was a bathroom. The door was open, the seat was up and there was a dirty towel on a rail. To my left there was a short passage with a closed door. As I approached it I saw the passage made a dogleg into a living room. I opened the closed door and switched on the light. There was a dirty, rumpled bed, soiled clothes on the floor and a brown blanket nailed over the window. No people.
I stepped out and made my way round the dogleg to the living room. There were a couple of brown, vinyl armchairs, a coffee table littered with takeout containers, ashtrays and beer cans, and a black, vinyl sofa with a fat guy lying on it in bare feet, jeans and a string-sleeved vest. One hairy arm projected out and there was an empty bottle of tequila on the floor. He was snoring heavily, but occasionally he went silent, like he’d stopped breathing. Sleep apnea. Those guys are really hard to wake up.
Across the floor there was another door. I went and opened it. Another bedroom, as filthy as the first, soiled underwear on the floor, a powerful stench of stale cigarettes and another fat guy lying on his side in the bed.
It’s a myth that a cushion muffles the sound of a gunshot. The only way to muffle the sound of a gunshot is with a suppressor. So I dropped the Sig back in my holster, stepped quietly up to the guy snoring in the bed, placed the tip of the Fairbairn & Sykes over his jugular and leaned hard on it. It slipped in smooth and easy. His legs kicked and jerked and his hands twitched. He made a spluttering, gurgling noise, and then lay still.
I withdrew the knife, wiped it on his vest and returned to the living room. There I put away the knife and pulled out the Sig. I sat on the coffee table, just opposite sleep apnea’s face, and placed the muzzle of the gun at the tip of his nose. Then I gave him a gentle shake.
“Hey, grease ball, wake up.” He opened his eyes and I leered at him. “Good morning.”




Eighteen

You wouldn’t expect a guy that big to move that fast. He lunged off the couch, grabbed the barrel of the Sig with his right hand and swung a wide, clumsy hook with his left while wheezing stale tequila and tobacco all over my face. I leaned back and the hook passed a few inches in front of my face, but he kept coming. Crimson-faced and grunting, he knocked me off balance and carried me sprawling to the ground. He scrambled to a sitting position on my belly, trying to pin my arms under his knees and pummel my face at the same time. He’d have been better doing one thing first and then the other. He was fat and his belly didn’t let him get a good position. So he had to go up on his knees and lean forward to deliver his punches. I took a couple of grazing blows to the face, but I managed to cover myself with my left arm and drive my right fist into his lower belly.
That hurt him, so I grabbed the collar of his vest, dragged him down and drove the next punch into his floating ribs. Then I slipped both arms around his right side, flipped my hip and heaved, and he fell against the sofa.
Like I said, he was fast for such a big guy, but I was faster. I scrambled out from under and was on my feet while he was leaning on the sofa, pushing himself up. Next thing he was shouting for help in Spanish, “José! José! Ayúdame!”
He made to lunge at me again, using his weight, but I exploded forward in a low sidekick and smashed my heel into his knee. He screamed in pain and I followed up with a roundhouse to the same spot and heard the joint crack. He fell to the floor and I went and retrieved my weapon from where it had fallen. I slipped it under my arm and returned to where he was lying, whimpering José’s name. I rolled him on his back and pulled the Fairbairn & Sykes from my boot. He looked at me with big moist eyes and sobbed.
I said, “What’s your name?”
“Feliciano, please don’t hurt me. I dunno what you want. You don’t need to hurt me, man.”
“Your friend, José, is dead. I cut his throat.”
He began to sob like a child, shaking his head and repeating, “Please, man, you don’t gotta kill me. You don’t need to kill me, man.”
“You’re right.” I nodded. “I don’t need to kill you. I don’t want to kill you. But I might need to torture you. Because I need information.”
He was wild now, shaking his head. “No! No, no, no! Don’t do that!”
“You going to give me my information? I can cut your fingers off…” I showed him the knife. “Your toes, I can even cut your leg off at the knee, where it’s broken…”
I placed the blade above the broken knee and he screamed like a woman, pushing out both hands toward the blade.
“Please, man! Please! Just tell me what you want! Just tell me, anythin’, man! Anythin’!”
“Where’s the woman?”
He froze. “The woman?”
I let the razor-sharp tip of the blade rest on his knee. It pierced the skin and he started his frenzied screaming again.
“That’s your last warning, Feliciano. The next time I am going to drive this blade right through the joint. Do you understand me?”
“Si! Si! Si!”
“Don’t bullshit me, don’t try to play me, and don’t answer my questions with questions of your own. Now, there was a woman here, right?”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“What did she look like?”
He was sweating profusely now. He’d gone a sickly gray color and he was trembling.
“Blond, thirties, good lookin’.”
“Do you know her name?”
“He call her the colonel.”
“Who did?”
“The boss, man, I am not so good. You gotta help me, please.”
“Who’s the boss?”
“Guillermo, I don’t know the boss. We never see the boss. We talk to Guillermo. He tells us, he pays us, maybe you need talk to Guillermo, man.”
His pupils were dilated and I could tell he would soon become delirious.
“OK, Feliciano, I just have one more question and we can get you to a doctor. OK?”
He clawed at my arm. “Thank you, man! Thank you! God bless you!”
“Where is she?”
“They took her. They took her away.”
“Who took her?”
“I dunno, man. He was a Yankee. We call him Billy. ’Swhat he said to call him. Just Billy.”
“Where did they take her?”
His face creased up with pain and he clutched at his knee with both hands. His voice was thin, like it was being squeezed out. “Please, man. It hurts so much! Please…”
“Where, Feliciano? Where did they take her?”
“Spain! They took her to Malaga, Spain. I don’t know exactly where. They gonna take her to Saudi Arabia or some shit. Man, you have to help me! Please!”
I pulled out my cell. “OK, I’m going to call an ambulance. Just tell me how long ago she left.”
“Yesterday. Just yesterday. Now, please mister! I’m beggin’ you...”
But he could see in my eyes what was coming next. He covered his face with his hands and started to sob again. I shifted my position and drove the long, slim blade through his jugular and the carotid artery. He jumped and made an ugly quivering motion with his body, stretching out his arms and his fingers. He grunted and gurgled a couple of times, then sighed and became peaceful.
I rinsed the knife with water and bleach in the kitchen, wiped away any fingerprints I might have left and made my way down to the car. There I called the brigadier.
“They took her to Spain.”
“Dear God…”
“There were two guys, Mexicans. I took them both out. One of them spoke to me before he died. He said a Yankee called Billy took her to Malaga, in Spain. I don’t know exactly where, but for my money Billy has to be Captain Bill Hartmann, and two gets you twenty he has taken her to Raymond Hirsch.”
“Based on what?”
I stared out at the dark street.
“Based on the fact that there are still people in the CIA who want me and want to know who I work for. This whole business started when I snatched Mohammed Ben-Amini from Captain Bill Hartmann’s friends at Central Intelligence, and then killed him[4]. Raymond Hirsch was detailed by those same friends to capture me in Puerto Rico or Panama and extract from me exactly that information. The same information they are trying to get from the colonel right now. This has Hartmann and Hirsch written all over it. But now they are collaborating with Sinaloa, and, according to Cavendish, with Bloque Meta and Islamic groups too. He described himself as the linchpin that was holding them together.”
He grunted. “We have a big problem, then.”
“It’s worse, according to this gorilla, they plan to take her to Saudi. Cavendish wanted her interrogated, but not harmed. Now he’s dead, if they take her to Al-Qaeda, there is no limit to what they might do to her. She’s not just a United States Air Force Colonel, she’s a woman too.”
“I’m aware of that, Harry.”
“They took her yesterday. We are really short of time.”
“I’ll get you booked on an air taxi to Malaga. I am going to talk to Araminta…[5]”
“Your tame CIA agent?”
“She is far from tame, Harry, as you well know. She is immensely useful to us. She will know where Hirsch is right now. Grab an overnight bag and get yourself to JFK. I’ll call you as soon as I know something.”
I hung up and sat for a moment looking at the limpid, yellow light of the streetlamps filtering through the leaves of the trees. Did they know yet that Cavendish was dead? How good was the communication between them? How good was the cooperation? The CIA had mediated to take the colonel from two Sinaloa boys to the Middle East. Did the CIA know Cavendish was dead? They must at least suspect it. Would they inform Al-Qaeda? Or would they hold on to the colonel, keep her for themselves and then blame her abduction on one of the other two? With Senator Linchpin gone, the groups might start to fall apart.
I fired up the car, telling myself there was nothing to be gained by speculating, and headed home, for East 128th Street.
When I got there and parked I saw a dark blue Cherokee parked outside my door, with a black Audi RS5 parked in front of it. I climbed the stoop and examined the lock. It showed no signs of tampering, but that didn’t mean much. I let myself in, closed the door behind me and pulled the P226 from under my arm. Then I stood and listened. I didn’t hear anything and I moved to the living room. Light filtered from the lamps outside and picked out the sofa, the armchairs, the fireplace. It laid mellow amber, distorted shapes on the carpet, among the shadows. The silence was dense. The room was empty.
I turned toward the kitchen. Somewhere in my peripheral senses I could feel somebody breathing. The first flight of the stairs was empty, but I moved past it to the kitchen. I left the lights off. Dim light leaned in through the kitchen windows, draped across the pine table and the silver sink. There was nobody there.
Upstairs then.
I went to the foot of the stairs with the Sig held out in front of me in both hands. I leaned my back against the wall and started to move up. At the front of the house, overlooking the street, was my office. I eased open the door and stepped inside. Streetlight, dimmer up on the first floor, filtered in, dappled by the leaves of the trees outside, their shadows playing on the white walls. There was my desk by the bow window, a dark hulk in the gloom. There was the chesterfield armchair, the sofa…
The bulk of the body sitting on the sofa was almost invisible in the darkness. It sat motionless. I stared at it for maybe half a second, and then the violent blow struck me in the face and the head, knocking me sprawling to the floor. I landed painfully on my back and instantly two flashlights blazed in my eyes, blinding me momentarily. A boot smashed painfully into my thigh, another into my side, and next thing a heavy body sat on me, pinning me down, wrestling with my arms to remove them from my face.
I saw the flash of a large steel blade and wrenched my arm away as cold steel brushed my sleeve. Instinctively I grabbed at where I sensed the wrist was and a large, hard fist smashed into my face. The pressure on the knife hand increased and the fist smashed into my face again. Maybe two seconds had passed since I was hit. Too long. I still had the Sig Sauer in my hand. I shoved it in the general direction of where my assailant was sitting, found solid resistance and pulled the trigger as the third punch landed.
I heard a stifled cry of pain, bucked and heaved the dying body off me and scrambled away. Without thinking I aimed at one of the flashlights and fired again. The flashlight smashed and I heard a violent curse. Then everything was movement and crashing through the darkness. I took a large step and hit the light switch.
Three men standing. One bent double holding his wrist, another with his hand under his jacket, staring at me. The third, Captain Bill Hartmann, in a dark suit with a dark coat, scowling at me. On the floor on my right, a fourth man in a suit, bleeding out on the floor.
I shot the guy with his hand in his jacket, just to be on the safe side. The slug hit him square in the chest and he slumped to the floor without ever knowing he’d been killed. I tasted blood in my mouth and scowled at Hartmann.
“You came here to kill me, Hartmann?”
“I got tired of chasing you. I figured if you’re dead, who cares who you worked for. Right?”
“Did Hirsch approve this?”
“Fuck you.”
“Have you gone rogue?”
“Maybe you didn’t hear me the first time. Fuck you!”
“Is that going to be your answer to all my questions?”
He turned to his last remaining man and smiled, like he was being real clever. “Seems he don’t hear so good.” His man looked worried. He was right to. I shot him through the forehead and he went over backward like a felled tree.
Now Hartmann looked worried too.
“I’m going to ask you one more time, Hartmann. Have you gone rogue or are you under orders?”
He sneered defiance at me. “Neither.”
“You better start making sense pretty soon, Hartmann. I haven’t much time and I have less patience. Are you here under orders from the Company or not?”
He barked an ugly laugh. “You are so far behind I can’t even talk to you. You haven’t a clue. You haven’t even got the right language so I can talk to you. There’s a New Order, hadn’t you heard? The Company? That’s Cold War ancient history, Harry. The Company got left behind. This is the Corporate Intelligence Agency!” He laughed out loud. “The Camara Illuminata Americana!” He laughed some more. “Confused? Well let me tell you something, pal.” He started walking toward me, stabbing at me with his finger. “You got a lot of people who want to know who you’re working for, but I don’t give a shit. And I don’t need to give a shit, you know why? Because things don’t work the way they used to.” He wagged his finger. “You haven’t got a clue! There are agencies within the government structure you have never heard of, and every day we are more powerful and we have more control, and every day the old institutions become weaker and more decrepit. Am I under orders from the CIA? Ha! No, sir! The CIA, the Consolidated Imbeciles Agency, works for me!”
“You finally lost it, huh?”
“You stupid piece of dog shit.” His voice was rich with contempt. “If you had the faintest…”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah! Spare me the melodramatic bullshit, Hartmann. You finally cracked and you went rogue. You and Hirsch. What have you been doing, surfing the dark web, reading all the conspiracy sites and popping zits together? Your operation is not authorized, just like Hirsch’s operation in Panama wasn’t. You got obsessed with me because I killed Ben-Amini, you’ve misappropriated Agency funds to finance your personal, obsessive agenda and you roped Hirsch into helping you. Well you blew it, Hartmann. You lost your grip, you went too far and now you’re going down.”
“You really think you can take me down?”
“Where does your authority come from?”
He shook his head. “You couldn’t begin to understand.” He shrugged. “Smoke-filled back rooms where even the president is not allowed to go. Especially the president.”
“So you can’t tell me.”
His smile was complacent. “No, Harry, I can’t tell you.”
“Then you’re no damn use to me.” I put a round right between his eyes and he died with a stupid, complacent smile on his face. I often think about the Buddhist idea that your dying thought conditions the nature of your next life. Maybe Hart would be born as a Cheshire cat. Or a particularly fat slug.
I called the brigadier.
“Captain Bill Hart was here with a couple of boys. They tried to kill me.”
“Are you all right?”
“I’ve collected a few more bruises for my collection. Otherwise I’m OK. That’s more than can be said for these bozos. You need to send some cleaners over.”
“Hartmann?”
“He’s gone to the great Central Intelligence Agency in the sky.”
“That’s a shame. It would have been interesting to talk to him.”
I grunted. “I’m not so sure, sir. His brains seemed to have gone south. He was spouting a lot of BS about the New World Order, how the CIA had been superseded and decisions were being made in smoke-filled rooms where the president was not allowed. It was pretty crazy stuff.”
“Everything unfamiliar seems crazy, Harry. The Third Reich was like something out of the most extravagant science fiction when it struck. China and the Soviet Union, when looked at objectively, are quite insane. If you knew some of the antics our political elites get up to at the Bilderberg meetings and Bohemian Grove, you might not be so dismissive.”
I shrugged. “Maybe you should brief me more thoroughly. He was a liability and he seemed to be talking crazy, so I shot him.”
“Fine, I’ll send a crew over. They’ll let themselves in. You get yourself cleaned up and get to JFK. Go to the Fly World desk. The air taxi is waiting for you.”
OK, I’m on my way.”
I stepped over the bodies, had a quick shower, dressed and threw a few things in an overnight bag. Then I made my way down to the car, thinking about Bill Hartmann and his crazy claims, which the brigadier said were not so crazy.




Nineteen

It was a six-and-a-half-hour flight and we touched down in Malaga airport at four AM New York Time, which was nine AM local time. I made my way through passport control, picked up my rental Mustang and slung my bag in the trunk. I climbed behind the wheel and called the brigadier. He answered straight away.
“I spoke to Araminta.”
“What did she say?”
“She had to look into it, but she came back to me earlier tonight.” I glanced up at the blue sky and thought of him sitting in his office in his pajamas with one light dispelling the gloom around his desk. “She said he’s got an apartment in Benalmadena, its an apartment block called Los Patos, at Number 3, Calle Torrealmadena. His apartment is number twenty-four. From the satellite photos you have plenty of parking space there…”
“Gotcha. I’ll check it out.”
“You’re booked in at the Vincci, not far from there, at Antonuio Machada Avenue, number 57. On the seafront.”
“Very nice. I’ll keep you posted.”
It was a ten-minute drive from the airport up into the sierra to Benalmádena, and another five minutes down from the hills, winding through a curious town, built from nothing in the 1980s, that tried too hard to be pretty and only ever made it to odd. This was wannabe California without the oil or the gold, and wannabe Hollywood without the movies. All it ever achieved was a vague lookalike. Though it beat me why any place would want to look like LA or Hollywood.
I wound among villas that really were Spanish, but tried to look like the Hollywood idea of what a Spanish villa would look like, down avenues lined with palm trees to a beach whose sand was gray and brown, rather than golden. A couple more turns brought me to Calle Torrealmadena, with a broad parking lot down a flight of worn steps on the right, and a large apartment block in blue and white on the left. I cruised up the narrow road, made the circus at the top and came down slow again. I pulled in to the side, killed the engine and checked my watch. It was ten AM.
I had options. Go up to his apartment, knock on the door, beat him to within an inch of his life and ask him where the colonel was, or sit on the place until he came out and follow him so I could gather intel and develop a plan of attack.
The second option was clearly the correct one, but I didn’t know how long the colonel had. Hell, I didn’t even know if she was still alive; and besides, beating Raymond Hirsch to within an inch of his life appealed to me.
I got out of the Mustang and walked sixty feet to the blue, wrought-iron gate of the building. A woman in shorts and a straw hat was approaching from the inside. I made a show of checking my pockets for my keys. She opened and held the door for me. We smiled and said, “Hola,” at each other in accents that were clearly not Spanish, and both went on our merry ways.
The block was a maze of tiled passages and small plazas, with two large swimming pools at the center. I made my way up a spiral staircase to the second floor and found apartment twenty-four. I rang the bell, then knocked. There was nobody there. I pulled the Swiss Army knife from my pocket, rammed the screwdriver in the lock with a thump of my fist, let myself in and closed the door softly behind me.
Any hope of finding the colonel there evaporated immediately. There were three rooms. On the right was a bedroom, straight ahead was a bathroom with a small shower cubicle, and to the left was a long narrow room with a couch and a dining table on the right and a sink and hob on the left. At the far end was a balcony.
I scrounged around for ten minutes, hoping Hirsch had gone out for breakfast and would soon come back, but he didn’t, and I didn’t find anything of any use. So I went back down again, climbed in the Mustang and sat thinking and drumming the wheel.
Five minutes after that, as I was about to press the starter and head for the hotel, a Seat Ibiza turned into the road. It stopped outside the entrance to the block and, after a moment, Hirsch got out in a cream linen suit. He slammed the door and stood leaning on the roof, talking through the window. I had the soft-top down, but he hadn’t seen me. I slid down in my seat and hoped the sun reflecting on the windshield would obscure me from view. I could hear a murmur, but no words.
Then he stood erect, slapped his hand on the roof and said, “OK, pick me up at four. See you then.”
He turned and went through the blue, wrought-iron gates and the car drove past me, made the small circus and past me again on the way back to the main drag along the seafront. I didn’t recognize the driver.
I fired up the big V8 and went after him. He turned right at the ocean along the Carretera de Cadiz. I followed, with the sun and the sea air on my face, and the great sweep of the gleaming Mediterranean on my left. After half a mile he slowed and came off the main drag onto the Avenida del Sol. We passed a string of terraced cafes and restaurants and I let him get ahead, like I was looking for somewhere to park. I saw him turn into the Avenida de Europa and followed at a sedate pace. And as I turned in, I saw him take a right through a set of elaborate red iron gates set in a redbrick wall with big iron spears set along the top. The gate was set under a big arch which bore the legend, Le Jardin d’Eden, and had a figure of a golden apple at the top.
I cruised past, frowning. A nightclub. I got an ugly, sick feeling in my gut and backed up to have a closer look. There was a driveway to a sprawling villa half concealed by palms and shrubs. I could just make out a pool, and a sign by the gate said it was a nightclub that opened from five PM until it closed.
I took a photograph and sent it to the brigadier, then called him as I pulled away and headed back to the Carretera de Cadiz, and my hotel.
“You’re calling too often, Harry.”
“I know, but these are exceptional times, sir. I found Hirsch. He was delivered to his apartment by a man in a Seat Ibiza who is going to pick him up again at four PM.”
“What’s this photograph?”
“I followed the guy who picked him up to this place. I figure it’s a nightclub-cum-brothel. I can’t make a lot of sense from it. I need to know who owns this place and what ties they have with either the Company, Sinaloa or Al-Qaeda.”
“It could be money laundering. I’ll make inquiries and get back to you.”
I went and checked in to my hotel, had a shower and then drove to Malaga to buy myself a tuxedo. While I was trying it on the brigadier called.
“The Garden of Eden is part of the Golden Apple group of luxury, gentlemen’s boutique hotels, where all needs are catered to. The group belongs to a consortium, amongst whom are Yuri Petrovich—”
“Russian Mafia.”
“Yes, mainly drugs and white slaves. Ali ibn Fayad, Alfonso Guerra and Mohammed Binladin. There are others, but these are the ones of interest. Fayad has been known to finance Al-Qaeda operations, Alfonso Guerra’s firm of accountants in Mexico is notorious for laundering money for both Sinaloa and Bloque Meta, not to mention other Colombian and Mexican groups, the Binladins, aside from their one prodigal son, are pillars of the establishment and close friends of the Bushes, but the Five Eyes have been watching Mohammed closely for some years now and the private consensus is that he supports various terrorist groups.”
“This is the place. I can feel it.”
“The Spanish Policía Nacional suspect it is a hub for white slave traffic, but they can’t prove it. Girls are snatched from the former Soviet Union, especially the Ukraine, hooked on heroin and inducted into their new profession in the Garden of Eden, and then the best ones are shipped on to the Middle East.”
I spoke half to myself. “So they have brought her here because the local authorities have already been bribed to turn a blind eye to what goes on at the club, and one more blonde is bound to go unnoticed. Meanwhile, they can keep her locked in a room while they either interrogate her, or ship her out to the Middle East.”
“It’s a lot of assumptions, Harry, but it is probably correct. I think at the very least you’d better go and have a look.”
“I am buying a tuxedo as we speak.”
“I hope it’s not one of those cream ones you Americans favor, Harry. They really are only acceptable in the tropics, you know.”
“I’ll bear that in mind.”
* * *
I stepped into the Garden of Eden in Benalmadena without a plan. It was a reconnaissance mission which I was open to developing into something more. I was aware that my approach was contrary to every basic principle I had been taught in the Regiment. But we were running out of time fast, and I had to do something.
I had showered and shaved, and dressed in the kind of cream tuxedo the brigadier thought was vulgar, unless you were in the tropics. But I figured if Rick didn’t mind in Casablanca, why should I give a damn? I had asked around and been informed that the Garden of Eden was the most expensive, exclusive club in Benalmádena, frequented by politicians, Russian Mafia and Arab princes. The management’s idea was that by charging prices nobody could pay, it would keep out the riff-raff and attract billionaires who liked to talk about how much they paid for things. I climbed the steps to the front door and peered in.
The place looked tacky and cheap, and I’d seen better pole dancers in Texas roadside bars. A guy dressed in a purple general’s uniform with more gold braid than Colonel Gaddafi bowed and asked me if I needed valet parking. I told him my chauffer would pick me up and he bowed again and asked me to have an enjoyable evening. He made it sound like it really mattered to him. I gave him fifty bucks just for being so good at being fake.
I found the saloon and pushed in. The room was heaving with expensive people above whom naked girls danced. The mix of voices and music was deafening. I made my way to the bar where an Australian kid in a purple waistcoat leaned forward and shouted, asking me what it would be. I said it would be a martini dry, and, for the hell of it, I told him to make it shaken, not stirred. While he was shaking it, I told him, “A friend of mine, Bill Hartmann, from Washington, said the Garden of Eden had the sweetest girls in Benalmádena. What do you think?”
Like most young Aussies, he spoke in questions. “Personally? I think the sweetest chicks are Kiwis? But that depends what you’re looking for.” He poured the drink and dropped an olive in it. “If you’re looking for a wild night on the town, then maybe you need to talk to Jamil? I’ve heard his girls will give you a night you’ll never forget. But he is exclusive and expensive, even by our standards?”
“Yeah?” I sipped the martini. It was good. “Expensive isn’t a problem. Where can I talk to Jamil?”
“Take a seat. I’ll see if he’s around.”
He didn’t take long to show up. He was in the kind of evening suit the brigadier would have approved of. He sat next to me at the bar, selected a Balkan Sobranie from a gold cigarette case and lit it with a gold Cartier lighter. I felt glad I wasn’t him. He watched me a moment with expressionless black eyes and said, “You say you are friend of Captain Bill Hartmann?”
“I wouldn’t go that far. We’ve met. We were introduced by Charles Cavendish. You know him?”
He nodded. “The billionaire club is a small one. I know Charles.”
“I told him I was coming to Benalmádena on business. He said Bill could put me in touch with some girls who wouldn’t be worried by my…special tastes.”
That made him smile. “Special tastes are expensive.”
“Yeah, that’s not a problem.”
“May I ask what line of business you are in, Mr.…”
I put an ironic smile on my right cheek. “My name is Smith. John Smith. And what I do pays far too much for me to talk about it. Are you going to introduce me to some nice girls?” I held up my Amex Black and added, “I’d like to tell Charles you were very accommodating.”
He spread his hands. “Any friend of Charles’s is a friend of mine. Please…” He gestured with his hands toward the back of the club. I followed him through the press of dancing, laughing bodies to a door padded in burgundy leather. He opened the door onto a silent stairwell with a burgundy carpet and wood-paneled walls. At the top of those stairs we came to another leather-padded door where Jamil punched a code into a pad.
The door swung open and we went through into an elaborate, over-luxurious lounge, like something out of decadent, pre-war Berlin. He closed the door behind us and pulled a tasseled cord. He said, “Drink, Mr. Smith?” I shook my head. “I’ve had a drink. Now I’d like to indulge my special tastes.”
A tall blonde in an expensive red cocktail dress came in from a passage to the right of the room. She smiled at me but didn’t say anything. Jamil said, “Our purpose is to give you a night you will never forget, Mr. Smith. What, exactly, are you looking for?”
I said, “I like to get pretty physical.” I looked at the blonde for some reaction. There was none, but she held my eye. I said, “But I don’t want some whore who’s been around the block sixteen times and gets bored. You understand me? I want something fresh.” I turned back to Jamil. “Bill told me you had…,” I paused for effect, “new girls on a regular basis. I want a girl who has never experienced this. I want to see real fear in her eyes.” I held Jamil’s eye. “I’ve seen real fear, Jamil. I know what it looks like. And I know a fake. Can you deliver?”
He smiled. “Oh, yes, Mr. Smith, we can deliver. We have, as you say, new girls who have never experienced this.”
I grinned. “Came over thinking they were going to be secretaries, huh?”
“Something like that, yes.”
He glanced at the woman and she said, “Please follow me.” She led me down a corridor which led down to the left. It was a dogleg with half a dozen doors. She led me to the last one. Just beyond it was a saloon where several men in suits were sitting with women. A couple of tough guys in double-breasted suits sitting at the bar watched me go into the room. The woman said to me, “Please wait. Your girl will be here in a moment.”




Twenty

The room was luxurious in a way the brigadier would have called vulgar. It was all reds, purples and pinks—and overstuffed. There was a big bed, a drinks cabinet and a bucket of ice with a bottle of Moet in it. I poured myself a Scotch single malt and waited. After a couple of minutes the door opened and a pretty young girl stepped in. She was maybe twenty, blonde and slim, with a nice figure. She was wearing the kind of chrome bikini Conan the Barbarian might have approved of. She looked terrified, and it was real.
I said, “Hi, sweetheart. What’s your name?”
“Whatever you want it to be.” She said it like she had memorized the phrase. She sounded Russian, or East European at least. Up till a few weeks earlier, she had been naïve and young. Now she was old and scared. Her voice trembled when she spoke. I said, “What did your mother call you?”
She struggled a moment with her feelings and said, “Blanka.”
“Come here, Blanka.”
She winced and stepped up to me. I took her face in my hands and asked her in a whisper, “Tell me the truth, are we being filmed or recorded?”
“What…?”
I bent to her ear like I was biting it. “I am going to get you out of here, but I need to know, are we being filmed or recorded?”
I felt the hot breath from her lips on my ear. “No, privacy guaranteed. No cameras.”
It wasn’t much of a guarantee, but it was as good as I was going to get. I let her go and smiled at her. “Sit on the bed with me. You want a drink?”
She was trembling. She said, “Yes…if you want me to…”
I went to the drinks cabinet, poured her a whiskey and handed it to her. She took a sip and flinched. I sat beside her. “I’m a cop,” I said simply. “In a few minutes this place is going to be crawling with armed policemen. All of the management will either be killed or put in prison for the rest of their lives. But not you, if you help me, I can help you. You understand?” She nodded. I went on, “Tell me something, you need papers?”
She nodded a small, terrified nod. “Yes.”
“I can arrange that for you. But first I need you to help me, OK?”
Se had stopped trembling. She spoke in a small voice, “OK.”
“I need to know, Blanka, a girl who was brought here yesterday, blonde, about thirty-something…”
“Not girl like me.” She shook her head. “Woman, she is locked in room, not come out.”
“That’s her. Where is she?”
“She is other end of club, when you come in?” I nodded. “There on right, near office. Madam is stay with her.”
I nodded. “That’s good. Now, how much muscle is there? Is it just the two guys at the bar, or are there more?”
“Just two tonight here…but others downstairs.”
I took a pull on my whisky and thought. “How many like you, Blanka?”
“Like me?”
“Yeah, who don’t want to be here.”
“One or two. Most girls are professional. But I think I am coming to work as maid in hotel. Like me only one or two.”
“OK,” I nodded, “I am going to need you to be strong. When I leave this room all hell is going to break loose. When that happens I need you to run, get the other girls like you and get the hell out of here—through the lounge, down the stairs and out through the club. Run for your life. Go to the parking lot. There is a white convertible by the gate. A Mustang. You wait in the Mustang. I’ll come for you.”
I knew I was making a mistake. I knew I could not improvise like this. But I also knew I could not leave this kid in the hands of these bastards. When I left, she left with me.
I got off the bed, went to the door and wrenched it open. The two thugs at the bar looked over. They were both big. The one on the right had a big blond moustache and big hair. The one on the left had no hair and a mouth that had been cut with a razorblade. I strode across the saloon toward them and, when I was three steps away I said, “You work here, right?”
The big hair was on his feet, looking confused. “Yah,” he said. “What is your problem?”
I pointed back to the room. “You want to come and explain to this girl that the client is never wrong, and that I am the client?”
They looked at each other a moment and grinned. I followed them into the room and closed the door. They stood towering over Blanka, looking down at her. Big hair said, “You want me to hit you, Blanka?”
It was the last thing he ever said, aside from an ugly, juddering hissing sound as I drove the Fairbairn & Sykes into his fifth intercostals. He stood on tiptoes and juddered while his pal wasted two precious seconds frowning at him. During those two seconds I took a long step with my left leg and smashed my right instep into the bald guy’s balls.
Maybe he had been castrated. Maybe he was some kid of special case. Any normal man would have curled up and died. This guy winced, then came at me swinging both fists in wide arcs.
I ducked under his fists and lunged forward, driving my right fist into his solar plexus and my left into his floating ribs. That stopped him long enough for me to pull back. He looked unhappy, but he was gearing up to come at me again. One of the golden rules of Jeet Kune Do is, finish it fast. But this guy had no intention of going down any time soon. He charged and I sprang forward in a scissor jump and smashed my right heel into the tip of his jaw. His eyes rolled up into his head and he dropped like a sack of potatoes.
I removed my knife from Big Hair’s back and turned to Blanka. She was in shock, looking at the two bodies on the floor.
“Blanka, go to your room, get dressed and prepare to leave. Do it now.”
She shifted her gaze and stared me in the face.
“Go!” I said, “Go now!” I pulled her up and shoved her toward the door. “Go!”
I reached inside the bald monster’s jacket and found his piece. I pulled it and walked back into the bar. There I let off ten rounds, three into the ceiling and seven into the bottles of spirits behind the bar.
Pandemonium erupted. The girls ran screaming for the corridor. The men fell cowering to the floor, covering their heads. I snatched a green plastic lighter from a table, grabbed a paper napkin, set fire to it and dropped it behind the bar. It ignited the cocktail of whisky, cognac and rum and big, colorful flames leapt up. The barman in his burgundy waistcoat emerged screaming.
Now I was hearing shouts from the corridor. I headed for the shouts, shouldering my way through milling, screaming, half-naked girls, back toward the entrance lounge. Every door I came to I kicked in, half-hoping to see the colonel, shouting to the occupants, “Get out!
Get out! Now! Run!”
They were all converging on the entrance. I was following, shouting, “What the hell are you waiting for? Go on! Get out of here!”
Then I saw Jamil and the woman, scrambling their way through the mob. She looked pale and he had his hands to his head. I pulled the Fairbairn & Sykes from its sheath at my ankle. Jamil was walking toward me, his eyes were wild, his hands held out. “What is this? What are you doing? What is going on?”
I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have anything to say to him. I grabbed his collar and drove the blade deep into his heart. One it was lodged I gave it a twist and pulled it out, to allow his blood to flow freely. He gaped, but not for long. His life ebbed fast and there was one less parasite on the planet.
The Russian woman was backing away, with both hands held up in front of her. She was maybe ten feet away. It was an easy throw. Nobody ever looks as startled as they do when they have a blade buried three inches into their forehead.
The door was open and there was nobody left alive to control the mass of panicking girls and clients. Somebody down the hall was shouting, “Fire! Fire!” and the press through the door was a massive free-for-all.
I walked past them and took the corridor from which the Russian madam had appeared when I had first come in. There were six rooms. I kicked open the first four. They were empty. As I went for the fifth I heard the voice behind me.
“How the hell are you still alive, Bauer? I am going to kill you tonight, and you are going to stay dead! We finish this here, tonight.”
I turned. “Hirsch. Where is she?”
He came at me like a puma. It was unexpected. He was fast and strong. He was in the air and his right leg flashed. The pain was impossible to describe and I felt myself smash against the wall behind me. I tried to support myself on a small lamp table, but it couldn’t take my weight. It overturned and I went down after it. My head was ringing. I couldn’t stand and I couldn’t see straight. I felt his knee press on my chest and his left fist grab my collar. I knew what was coming next and when I felt him tense, I let gravity pull my head to the side. His fist smashed its deathblow into the wall and I heard him curse. He stood, gripping his hand and swearing.
Through the haze of pain I reached out and grabbed the broken lamp. I levered myself to my feet and went at him as he was reaching in his jacket for his piece. I rammed the lamp straight into his face. He staggered back, covering his eyes. His gun was in his hand. I could not give him a second to react. I leapt forward and rammed again, stabbing at his eyes. He screamed and I did it again and stamped on his knee for good measure. He bellowed with pain. I lunged forward, grabbed the barrel of his gun and levered it out of his hand. He smashed his left fist into my ribs and as I backed up he lashed out with his right foot in a high kick that grazed my face.
Then he leapt into the air, spinning and lashing out in a flying back kick. I managed to weave and roll, but his heel caught the edge of my jaw and I staggered. He landed feet wide, knees bent, and delivered two power punches to my belly. I doubled up, retching, but the only thing in my head was Don’t let go of the piece! His right uppercut smashed into my nose and I went down on my back. As I hit the floor, he jumped with both knees up. He was going to slam down into my chest with both heels and I was going to die.
I didn’t aim. I screamed with rage, thrust the gun in his direction and blasted ten 9mm slugs into his body. He collapsed in a bloody heap on my legs, and I put three more slugs in him where he lay.
I dragged my feet from under him and painfully got to my feet. I pulled my fighting knife from the madam’s skull, slipped it in my sleeve and limped down the passage to where the last two doors stood closed. I opened the first. It was a bedroom, like the others, and like the others it was empty.
So I opened the last. There were carpeted stairs leading up to another level. I dragged myself up. There was no door at the top, just a landing that expanded out into a large, open space. There was a desk, a sideboard and there were a sofa and two armchairs arranged around a coffee table. Two glasses sat on the table.
Charles Cavendish rose to his feet. He looked as evil as I felt. Beside him the colonel sat motionless, expressionless. Cavendish said, “Bauer? Who the hell are you? What do you want?”
“Cavendish?” I must have looked like spawn from hell. I could taste the blood from the gashes on my face trickling into my mouth, and it was making my belly burn. “I killed you, you son of a bitch.”
He was shaking his head. “You killed my wife. You destroyed my yacht. But I came round, I got in a lifeboat and I was blown free. I knew you’d come here. You want your colonel, well, here she is.”
I took three long strides and backhanded him. He staggered and fell across the sofa, blood trickling from his nose. I leveled the Sig at him. “This time you stay dead, Cavendish.”
The colonel kind of curled up on herself, covering her ears and squeezing her eyes shut. The movement was so weird and out of character it worried and distracted me. It worried and distracted me for a second too long.
Cavendish seized the moment, rushed at me and smashed his glass into my face. I raised my hands instinctively and felt the glass shatter against the gun and cut savagely into my chest. I fell back and crashed to the floor.
The colonel had not moved but she was screaming, “Go, Harry! Go! Go! Please just go!”
I scrambled to get to my feet and saw Cavendish, bending over a briefcase. He removed a gun which I recognized as a Sig Sauer P226. He aimed it at me and pulled the trigger. Something smacked into my chest, twice, and Cavendish stood, smiling at me.
“Don’t worry, Harry. It’s not aconite, but it is the gun you so helpfully provided. This recipe is based on curare. It is very fast-acting. Within a few seconds you are going to find it very hard to move.”
He loomed over me and pushed me. I couldn’t resist and fell on my back. He knelt and slid some kind of package, like a cushion under my head.
He was saying, “It’s a paralyzing agent, as I am sure you know, but this one is not lethal. Not like the concoction you prepared for me. This one will wear off in about ten minutes. Sadly,” he laughed, “in seven minutes this incendiary bomb will go off under your head. It will burn slowly but very hot to start with. Then it will explode. It will of course destroy any evidence of our having been here, and all the evidence the police need to associate the foundation with this operation. It will also provide you with an extremely slow, painful death.”
He stood. “Unfortunate for the patrons and the management, but the insurance will pick up the tab, and the hotel had become a little too hot to handle.”
I shifted my eyes to look at the colonel. She was staring at me and weeping. Cavendish kept talking.
“You thought you could sneak in and kill me, and stop our operation, but you are so, so wrong. Nothing can stop us now. It is too late. This is just the beginning of the New World Order. It would have been useful to find out who you work for from your own lips, but I have no doubt the colonel will be able to tell me all I need to know.”
He crouched down beside me and leered into my face. I tried to call out. But I hadn’t the strength and only a soft moan came from my throat. Panic thrashed inside me, but I couldn’t use it. I frantically wanted to live and feel, but it was like I was dead inside. I looked into his gloating eyes and felt the cold steel of the fighting knife on my fingers. With the tiny strength I had left I took the knife and pushed it into his belly. It was so sharp it barely required any strength. It slipped in and he tottered a couple of steps, then collapsed.
I lay in stillness, trying to cry out to the colonel. I saw bodies move, hurrying, heard feet shuffling. I saw the colonel being pulled to her feet by anonymous men in black suits. They took her past me and down the stairs.
The device was hard under my head. My heart was pounding high and hard in my chest. I needed to get to the colonel. I didn’t want to die like this, numb, unable to fight. I could not die like this, allowing them to do what they were doing to break the colonel into submission. I battled furiously inside to overcome the paralysis, but I couldn’t. My body was not my own. From the corner of my eye, I could see the digital timer. There was a minute and fifty seconds left. My heart was pounding hard, but I couldn’t feel, and I couldn’t move.
A minute and twenty seconds, nineteen, eighteen... There was a figure standing over me, motionless. I tried to shout, to call out, but all I could produce was a soft murmur in my throat. The figure moved away and disappeared. Panic gripped me, churning my insides, but still I couldn’t make a sound, nor a movement.
A minute and five seconds.
Fifty-nine seconds and hands gripped my ankles. Then I was sliding along the floor, the device was left behind me. I rolled down the steps and somebody ran and clattered beside me. Then I was being dragged again, through a door, and suddenly there was thick, billowing smoke. I saw a flash of white-hot light reflect off the wall and a few seconds later the walls shuddered. Hands grabbed at my shoulders. I grunted and realized there was some feeling in my fingers. Somebody heaved at me and I tried to stand.
Then there was an arm under my shoulders, and a voice in my ear. “Come on! Fight, for Christ’s sake! Stand!”
The smoke was getting thicker and I started to cough. I tried to stand. My legs buckled. I tried again. He’d said ten minutes. Only seven minutes had passed. But then Harry Bauer was the meanest son of a bitch in the valley, right? I heaved, roared and pushed with my legs, and managed to get to my feet. Arms wrapped around me, holding me up, guiding me toward the door and the stairs. Behind me searing flames began to roar.
We squeezed through the doorway and began to stumble down the steps at a half-run. I whispered, “Alice…”
She said, “Shut up. Don’t talk now. For Christ’s sake just run!”
We burst through the door at the bottom of the stairs and plowed into the heaving bodies and the blasting music. The club was heaving. Nobody knew. Nobody had the faintest idea. We pushed and elbowed. Slowly my strength was coming back, but the noise and the airlessness were splitting my head and making me feel nauseous. I searched for the entrance in the gloom. It seemed a million miles away, a small amber rectangle dancing in a swarming, sweating mass of crazed people. In my ear Araminta’s voice kept repeating, “One more step, one more step… Come on you old bastard, just one more step,” and then we were at the door and out into the blessed, cool night air, staggering through the parking lot toward a car.
“No,” I said, “the Mustang. The girls. We have to help them.”
She sighed and dumped me against the side of a cream Range Rover. “Your girls made off with your Mustang about twenty minutes ago, Galahad. Now get in the damned Range Rover before I whip your ass.”
She heaved me into the passenger seat and folded my legs in after me and closed the door. After a moment of silence the driver’s door slammed too and Araminta was by my side. The engine growled and we pulled out of the lot, turned left to the main drag and then merged with the traffic. Behind us flames started to lick out of the top floor windows of the Garden of Eden, and screaming crowds began to spill out of the doors. But I didn’t see any of that.
I looked at Araminta. “He got away, and he took the colonel.”
“You did your best. Try to get some sleep. We’ll try and intercept him at the airports.”
I shook my head. “There is something wrong with the colonel. I need to see the brigadier.”
“The brigadier is on his way.”
Slowly feeling was coming back into my limbs. I reached in my pocked and dragged out my cell.
“Harry!”
“They took her.”
“Where?”
“I don’t know. Cavendish is dead.”
“I know that, Harry. Are you hurt?”
“No, now he is really dead.”
Araminta took the phone from my fingers.
“Sir, he is badly hurt. Cavendish was not dead, he is now. The colonel has been taken.”
She was quiet for a while, driving and listening to the phone. Then she said, “OK, I’m on my way.”
I looked at her and frowned a bleary frown. “Where?”
“To the brigadier’s villa in Marbella.”
“What for?” I asked stupidly.
“To patch you up and send you off again. Something is badly wrong with the colonel, Harry, and you have to bring her home.”
I nodded. “There are things I don’t understand.”
“Yeah? Like what?”
“Armitage,” I said. “Campbell, and she wouldn’t move. It was like it wasn’t her…”
“Close your eyes,” she said as we pulled onto the freeway and headed west toward Marbella. “Wait for the brigadier to debrief you. He’ll tell you what you need to do.”
I didn’t close my eyes. I kept them focused on the dark road ahead, and as the lights raced toward us, my mind drifted into dreams, dark dreams.
The colonel was gone. Jane was gone.
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One

“Vengeance is mine,” he said, and Araminta dropped with a splosh into the turquoise cool of the swimming pool. “I will repay, saith the Lord. Romans, chapter twelve, verse nineteen.”
I glanced at the brigadier, then returned my gaze to Araminta’s liquid form warping like a fish beneath the water in the brigadier’s Marbella villa. I spoke absently.
“You’re quoting from the Bible?”
“Deuteronomy, the Fifth Book of Moses, originally from the Jewish Torah, but also the Old Testament. Judaism, Christianity, Islam, all branches from the same monotheistic tree. I was brought up an Anglican, obviously. I have since become more of an agnostic.” He sighed and gave a slow, reluctant shrug. “There is something of an evidential issue. But, that said, there is much in the Bible that is worthy of thought and reflection.”
I watched him while he spoke. Wondering what he was driving at. “Yeah?”
“You may be familiar with the maxim in Budo, ‘Look not into your enemy’s eye, lest you become your enemy.’”
I nodded. “Sure.”
“‘Vengeance is mine’ runs along similar lines. The idea is that vengeance belongs to God, not to man. Once you seek revenge, you have looked too deeply into your enemy’s eye, and you risk becoming the very thing you seek to punish.”
Araminta erupted from the water, blowing fine spray from her lips, and pushing her wet hair back from her face. My words were for the brigadier, but I was watching the sun reflecting off her wet skin.
“Where does that leave Cobra?”
“That is precisely the point I am trying to make to you, Harry. We are not about vengeance. We are about cleansing. When you take the rubbish from your kitchen out to the bins in the street, you should not hate the rubbish, or wish to punish it, because you would become emotionally and mentally unstable. It is the same with what we do. In order to decide who is ‘good’ and who is ‘bad,’ you need to be a god, an ultimate moral arbiter or judge. Humans are not up to that standard, but we can decide who is a detriment to human society, by a series of objective criteria. Cavendish had to go, not because he was ‘bad’ and we hated him, but because he had committed acts that meant he was harmful to human society. Harmful, in simplistic terms, means caused more pain than pleasure.”
I arched an eyebrow at him. “Seriously?”
“Very seriously. We are mere human beings, Harry. We are the accidental custodians of this planet, and until either a fiery chariot or a flying saucer settles in Parliament Square or on the White House lawn, it’s up to us to make the best decisions we can, based on objective criteria. How do we base our decisions on objective criteria?” He raised one hand, palm up, like he was showing me something. “Pain is harm, pleasure is good.”
I sighed. “If I had time for philosophy I am sure I could pick holes in that. I might ask you something about how sadists and masochists fit into your argument. But I haven’t got time for philosophy, and in any case I have a feeling you are telling me that when I go and bring the colonel back, I should not indulge in wanton revenge against those who took her.”
“A suggestion. You may not believe it right now, Harry, but you are extremely vulnerable at the moment, physically and emotionally. As Yoda would have it, you could easily be drawn to the dark side. Your job is not to seek revenge, but to clean out the trash.”
I watched Araminta backstroke across the pool with her eyes closed to the sun. I sighed.
“Do you believe that?”
“Just because it is difficult, Harry, doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”
I grunted. “Well, sir, if it’s all the same to you, I am going to leave the philosophical, moral high ground to you, and when I get hold of the people who have taken the colonel, I am going to make sure that anyone who hears the story of what happened to them, will think very, very carefully before doing anything similar again.”
He arched his eyebrows and nodded. “I should hope so. But that is not revenge, Harry. That is just doing a thorough job. Take out the trash, and make sure the house remains clean. We do not kill to avenge, we kill to clean.”
Araminta pulled herself out of the pool and stood glistening and looking desirable in the sunshine, pulling her hair back from her face. Across the lawn, in the shade of the patio, a man in a white jacket with white gloves on stepped out through the sliding glass doors. He approached us and, as the brigadier turned toward him, he said, “Señor, the lonch is ready. Will the señores eat out here, or going inside?”
Araminta answered as she wrapped her head in a towel like a turban.
“We’ll eat out here, Sanchez. And I’ll have a Beefeater and lime first.”
He bowed, giving his head a little sideways twist, which made it somehow less servile, and he withdrew back into the shade of the house. Up in one of the palm trees a parakeet laughed at him. It was a harsh, ugly laugh.
After that Sanchez and a couple of cute Spanish girls with long black hair, big brown eyes and voices about as harsh as the parakeet’s went about setting up a table in the sunshine beside the pool, while Araminta sat and browned herself behind large, tortoiseshell sunglasses.
“Who’s dead?” she said suddenly, then answered her own question. “Captain Bill Hartmann, your arch enemy in the Ben-Amini affair[6], he’s dead. Raymond Hirsch, apparent leader of the ‘Find Harry’ department of the CIA, he’s dead. Captain Seth Campbell, alleged Air Force Intelligence, but according to my research a CIA officer, probably attached to Hirsch’s ‘Find Harry’ team and, indirectly, working for Cavendish—” She paused a moment, having lost herself in her overly long sentence, then shrugged and said, “He’s dead too.”
I shook my head. “What I don’t get is, if Cavendish wanted me alive so he could interrogate me, why’d he send Campbell to kill me?”
She raised a hand to wag a finger at me. “I said indirectly working for Cavendish. As I understand it, after Panama[7] Hirsch didn’t really care much who you worked for. I think he bought your story that you were independent. One way or the other, he came to the conclusion that your employer was not the problem, you were. Hirsch and certain elements in the CIA collaborated with Cavendish—Cavendish pulled a lot of weight, but ultimately it was a collaboration—and Hirsch wanted you dead. Cavendish wanted to interrogate you but Hirsch was clear, he wanted you dead.”
“So Hirsch sent Campbell to kill me in defiance of Cavendish.”
“Defiance is probably putting it a bit strong, but yeah, pretty much.”
“And Colonel James Armitage?”
“Nothing to do with Central Intelligence or Cavendish. He is legit 25th Air Force.”
“Is he still interested in me?”
She shrugged, with her face still turned to the sun. “Irrelevant. He wants the colonel back, and you are going to bring her back, right?”
“Right.”
Sanchez had set the table with a white linen cloth, white linen napkins, silver cutlery and an ice bucket with two bottles of very cold white wine in it. Now he emerged carrying a huge paella pan full of sizzling yellow rice, mussels, prawns, squid and chunks of chicken. The girls followed him in a kind of improvised procession bearing olive oil, vinegar, salt and pepper, and baskets of fresh-baked spongy white bread. The brigadier smiled at me.
“You need building up, old boy.”
I smiled, more ruefully than happily, and we moved to the table. As I sat, Sanchez was dishing up the paella for Araminta.
“I’m built up,” I said to the brigadier, though it wasn’t strictly true. “What I need is to get out and start doing something constructive. I’ve been locked in here for a week.”
Araminta accepted the plate from Sanchez and glanced at me.
“Quit griping, you were a wreck when I brought you here[8]. If you’d gone after the colonel in the state you were in, you’d have been dead inside twenty-four hours.”
I leaned sideway to let Sanchez load up my plate.
“You’re right,” I said, and nodded. “But that was a week ago.” One of the cute maids poured wine. When she and Sanchez had left I went on. “I feel OK and we need to start doing something. We can’t just sit around…”
I trailed off and shoved a forkful of yellow rice into my mouth. The brigadier wagged his fork at me.
“Just because you are convalescing, it does not mean that we are sitting around scratching our posteriors.”
Araminta snorted a short laugh, glanced at me and grinned.
“Posteriors. That’s like asses in English. ‘Git your posterior over here, boy! Boy, I is gonna whip your posterior!’”
I smiled, but the brigadier ignored her and went on.
“Jane is not as easy to move as you might think. Within the defense and intelligence communities she is relatively high profile, so moving her around requires a high level of control and secrecy, and that itself, ironically, leaves a large footprint. We have been watching the ports, maritime and aerial, the railway stations and roads. There has been no sign of her until now.”
Araminta stopped with her fork halfway to her mouth. I said, “Until now?”
“I heard this morning. We are fairly confident the colonel was seen, at about seven AM, boarding a yacht at Puerto Banus.”
I scowled. “Why are you telling me now? Why didn’t you tell me at the time?”
He raised an eyebrow at me that could have frozen lava. “Because I don’t have to, Harry. I am telling you now because it seems to me to be the appropriate time. The agent who saw her knew the colonel well and he reported that he was confident it was her.”
“Was she OK?”
He nodded several times as he picked up his fork again. “Oh, yes. She was unaccompanied and boarded the yacht of her own free will.”
There was something cold and hard in the way he said it. My scowl deepened. I asked: “What yacht?”
“The Bucephalus.”
“The who?”
“The Bucephalus is a luxury superyacht which belongs to Gabriel Yushbaev, a Russian billionaire with links to both organized crime and, some thirty years ago, the KGB. His worth is estimated by Forbes to be approximately nineteen billion US dollars.” He gave a thin smile. “He is one of the few men in Russia to have benefited from the Covid crisis. Some people have benefited, you know?”
“No kidding.”
“The Bucephalus has not left port yet, though sources tell us it is due to leave very shortly.”
I felt a hot jolt of anger in my gut. “Sir, if you had told me this morning…”
Araminta interrupted me, wiping her mouth with her napkin. “What? You could have driven down there, killed everyone, blown up the yacht and dragged the colonel home by her smoking hair?”
The brigadier winced. “Thank you, Araminta.” I sighed and started eating again. He went on, “The thing is, Harry, whether I had told you at seven AM or whether I tell you now, it makes little difference, because all we can do at present is watch. Araminta has a point. All we could do right now is storm the boat, and aside from having cutting-edge security and heavily armed guards, it is also under the protection of the Spanish authorities. And we don’t really want to get into a conflict with them.”
I laid down my fork. “So what do we do? We can’t just sit back and watch.”
“Clearly.” He gestured at me with an open hand. “What do you suggest?”
“Do we know where the yacht is headed?”
“Yes, its first port of call is Ano Koufonisi, in the Cyclades islands, about a hundred and thirty miles southeast of Athens. After that it seems they carry on to Istanbul, and after that they may enter the Black Sea, but we don’t know for sure.”
I frowned. “So not the Middle East. If they are handing off to Al-Qaeda, they’re going to do it in Istanbul.” They glanced at each other, but remained silent. I said, “What?”
Araminta took a deep breath and sipped her wine.
“The picture has changed, Harry.”
I felt hot anger rise up in my belly and fought to control it.
“What do you mean, the picture has changed?”
“Well, for a start the behavior you described.”
“What behavior I described? What are you talking about?”
“The way she reacted to you in Le Jardin d’Eden,[9] that was abnormal behavior, Harry. And the way she failed to help you, even after you had stabbed Cavendish. She just left you lying there, Harry, and when those men took her away, she didn’t put up a fight. But most of all, the way she boarded that yacht this morning, unaccompanied, of her own free will…” She paused, shrugged and drew down the corners of her mouth. “That is not the colonel I know. I don’t recognize that person.”
“Are you saying you suspect the colonel of being a double agent?” I looked at the brigadier. “You know her, sir. Are you saying that?”
“No, what I am saying, Harry, is that her behavior is out of character.”
“But there has to be an explanation!”
“Of course there has. Clearly, but we don’t know what that explanation is, so we can’t make any predictions based on it. All we can say is that from what we have observed, the colonel is behaving in an atypical, unpredictable way. We don’t know how far that atypical behavior will extend.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re driving at.”
Araminta answered. “What I am driving at, is that we cannot be sure anymore whether the colonel is going to be handed off to jihadists or not.” She looked at me with something like pity. “Harry, we don’t even know for sure if she is a prisoner anymore. All we know is that they have got her, and we want her back.”
I frowned at them like they were crazy. “You want me to kill her?”
“No!” It was the brigadier. “Certainly not. I want you to find her, get her and bring her home. That is all.”
I ate in silence for a while. I grabbed a piece of bread and tore it in half to mop up the saffron rice.
“Suppose I bring her home and we find she’s a double agent?”
The brigadier raised a finger. Swallowed and sipped his wine. “In the first place, it is clear from the success rate of our operations that, if she is a double agent, she was turned very recently. It stands to reason that if she had been turned earlier, not only would a percentage of our operations have been compromised and failed, but also Cavendish and his associates, not to mention the CIA, would not have been at such pains to find out who you were and who you worked for. They would merely have had to ask her. She didn’t inform them and from what we can tell, so far she still hasn’t.”
I nodded. “That’s a good point.”
“The second point is that we need to know why she has turned—if indeed she has. Is it money? Is it blackmail? We simply don’t know, but we need to know.”
Araminta had been busy wiping her plate clean with bread. Now she stuffed a piece in her mouth and spoke around it. “But her weird behavior remains unexplained. We need to know what is going on. We can’t just ignore it.”
I nodded. “OK, point taken.”
She shook her head. “No, I don’t think you do understand, Harry. This is not about blame. This is about predictability. You were going to die, and she sat there and watched. She did nothing.”
“You said that.”
“So what I am saying now is, when you try to bring her home, you don’t know how she is going to react. She might turn on you. She might alert her…,” she hesitated and made inverted comma signs with her fingers, “‘captors.’ So you need to be ready for that.”
“I get it. She is unpredictable right now, and I have to be ready for that.”
“So—” The brigadier reached out and helped himself to more rice and prawns. My own plate was still half full. He handed the serving spoon to Araminta with an inquiring lift of his eyebrows and she made an affirmative, “Mm!” and took it from him.
I sighed. “So the question is, how do I get aboard that damned boat?”




Two

“So what do we know about the yacht?”
Sanchez was clearing away the plates and the girls had brought a big cheese board, a bottle of cognac and a bottle of whisky on a tray, and a pot of coffee. The brigadier cut into the stilton and balanced a piece on a cracker.
“We have photographs, and we are trying to get hold of the plans. It’s not easy. It is seventy-five feet long, has three decks and a bridge, two state rooms, four suites and an undefined number of cabins. It has a small cinema, two dining rooms and four lounges. Access is from a rear boarding deck. It has a skipper, a first mate and a crew of six, as well as two barmen, six maids and a butler. Then there are two engineers and Yushbaev’s security team who number four. All of whom are drawn from Russian elite special forces. HQ is drawing up a file as we speak.”
“As we speak may be too slow.”
He shook his head as he poured whisky into my glass and then his. “There is too much at stake to go blundering in all guns blazing, Harry. We need discipline and method.”
“Sure.” I sipped the whisky and felt it warm me inside. “But discipline and method won’t be worth a damn if the colonel disappears into the Russian steppes or the Middle East.”
He smiled at me, and after a moment said, “So we need to be disciplined and methodical, quickly.” He turned to Araminta. “Would you go to the office, please, and bring the file, such as it is right now, for Harry to peruse it? Call Pleasantville while you’re at it. Hurry them up and see if they have anything more.”
“Sure.” She stood. “Don’t eat all the cheese.”
I chewed on a dry cracker and a piece of stilton and watched her go inside.
“Could I paraglide in once it’s at sea?”
“Drop from a plane?” He made a doubtful face. “It would be hard to do without alerting the crew and the security team.”
“Couple of air to surface rockets to the bows of the ship to distract them. I land on the stern and look for the colonel.”
“No.” He sipped his whisky. “You are thinking like a soldier rather than an assassin. In the Atlantic or the Pacific you might pull it off. In the Med you are never quite far enough either from shipping or somebody’s coast guard. Those waters are intensely patrolled, by the British, the Spanish and the Italians. Not least because of the number of people attempting to sail across from Africa. The boat would be swarming with officials before you could get close to her.” He shrugged, “And then you’ve got the other problem.”
“Extraction.”
“Exactly. How the hell do we get you out of there?”
“OK, drop me with a submersible…”
“Too slow, those superyachts are fast.”
Drop me ahead of it. I’ll intercept it. I place magnetic mines along the waterline. I pull myself aboard, take the colonel, blow in the side of the yacht, take a lifeboat and get the hell out of there.”
“Having damaged the other lifeboats.”
“You have someone pick us up in a seaplane.”
“Not bad. But very risky, and no plan B. If you miss the intercept, you’ll be stranded in the middle of the Mediterranean with egg all over your face.”
I stared at the glare of the reflected sun above the turquoise pool. I knew he was right and I knew I had to control my impulse to just do it. Who Dares Wins was our motto, but it belied the meticulous preparation and attention to detail that went before the daring. The wild berserker that lies at the heart of every SAS blade was only allowed to come out when all other avenues were closed. Then, if and when that happened, his opponents had a real problem on their hands. But the time for that had not come yet. I said:
“Then I intercept them at Ano Koufonisi. How do I get there?”
“Fly to Naxos. Hire a yacht there. It is only twenty to twenty-five miles from Naxos to Ano Koufonisi. If you average eight knots you should be there in about three hours or less.”
I nodded, then smiled. He had obviously already thought it through and had it prepared. “Can you get a boat at this short notice?”
He returned the smile. “It’s already booked, the Apollonis, a rather nice fifty-foot Hans 540E. She’ll give you eight to ten knots.”
“Should be fun. You’ll be tracking the Bucephalus and you’ll let me know where and when she drops anchor.”
“Of course. I’ve booked you in at Charlotte’s House, a boutique hotel near the beach at Koufonisia, the capital of the island. It’s not much of a capital, a cluster of holiday houses and a couple of restaurants. There is no car-hire there, but I spoke to Charlotte and she said she could arrange a Jeep for you.”
We sat in silence for a while eating cheese and sipping whisky. Eventually he said, “What’s your plan?”
“Get onboard, kill everybody, sink the yacht, bring the colonel home.”
“Good…” He turned as Araminta emerged from the house with a fat file in her hands. As she sat he said, “The island is roughly circular, with Koufonisia located at its southernmost point. Curiously it is not a natural harbor, though a port has been constructed there and is, on the face of it, the most likely place for the Bucephalus to drop anchor.”
Araminta had been leafing through the file as she spoke and now placed a satellite picture of the island on the table. She pointed at it.
“Here, about a mile and a half from Koufonisia, is Pori Beach, the only natural harbor on the island. It happens to be nice and sandy too, with perfect transparent waters. There is no village, but there is a kind of small tourist resort nearby, Finikias, with a couple of private villas and a hotel on the beach. That’s the other place he might drop anchor.” She shrugged. “It’s more private and secluded, and if he needs anything from town, it’s less than five minutes in the launch.”
“Pori Beach would make life a lot easier for me.”
“For sure, and in the Jeep, if you put your foot down, you could be there in five or ten minutes.”
“The million-dollar question now,” said the brigadier, “is, how are you going to get onboard?”
I drained my glass and refilled it. “Our starting point is, either they invite me, or I intrude. The chances of their inviting me are remote. So I am not even going to entertain the idea. Which means I have to intrude. I can intrude in one of three ways, secretly, under false pretences, or I can storm the yacht.”
Araminta raised an eyebrow at the brigadier. “A one-man storm. If it were anybody else, I’d laugh.” She turned to me. “How d’you plan to do that?”
“Swim out at night. Plant magnetic mines forward on the hull. When they detonate, I come aboard aft on the landing platform, move fast to the cabins, kill Yushbaev, find the colonel and leave on the launch. I’d need an assault rifle with a grenade launcher, a P226, a knife...”
“Extraction?”
“I take her to my yacht, then rendezvous with a seaplane. Fly to Rome and pick up an air taxi to New York.”
He stuck out his lower lip and raised his eyebrows. He looked at Araminta. “Sounds good to me. Any comments?”
“It’s not exactly subtle and surgical. It will attract a lot of attention. The yacht will not sink into the cold, dark depths of the Atlantic. Those are shallow, transparent waters. It will sink eight or ten feet into clear, warm water. When they investigate the frogmen will find not only the pieces of mine on the seabed, they will also find bullet holes and casings, not to mention the bodies of the,” she glanced at me, “doubtless numerous victims shot to pieces by Captain Devastation here.”
I sighed. “Gabriel Yushbaev is known to have connections with the Russian mob. There will be no way to trace whatever they find back to me or Cobra, and it will be assumed that he was attacked by a rival mob. Going in ninja will be much more difficult, require much more preparation and greatly increase the risk element. Not only that, it will put the colonel in greater danger than is necessary. I have to kill everyone on that yacht as quickly and efficiently as possible. That means mines, assault rifle and grenades.”
The brigadier nodded. “I agree. Whom do we have in Greece who can provide the hardware?”
Araminta suppressed a sigh. “Nikki Supplies, Athens.” She turned to me. “Make a list. You’ll need night vision goggles. If you’re going all out you might want some C4, ammo…”
“I got it,” I interrupted her as I wrote down the things I’d need. “How soon can I be out of here?”
“Tomorrow afternoon. There’s just one thing.”
“What?”
“Yushbaev has a representative in Marbella who takes care of business for him in Spain. He’s not a Russian, he’s a Spanish lawyer by the name of Segundo Lopez. You want to find out where Yushbaev is headed after Koufonisi, this guy will know.”
“If I ask him, first thing he’s going to do is call Yushbaev and tell him I’m after him.”
She shrugged and squinted up at the sky, pursing her lips. I looked at the brigadier. He shook his head.
“It’s a tricky one, Harry. I can’t advise you. We don’t condone killing people who are not targets, unless it is in self-defense.”
I turned to Araminta. “This guy, Segundo?” She nodded. “Is he just a lawyer on a retainer, or…?”
She was shaking her head before I’d finished. “No, no, no. This guy manages Yushbaev’s affairs here. He is not just a legal advisor. He is Yushbaev’s agent. That means when Yushbaev isn’t here, Segundo Lopez is Yushbaev.”
I turned back to the brigadier. “There is too much at stake to pussyfoot around. I need to talk to this guy and get what information I can out of him.” To Araminta I said, “Where can I find him?”
“It’s easier if I take you.” Then she frowned. “Are you up to this? A week ago we weren’t sure you’d make it through the night.”
“I’ll make it through the night. You can put me in touch with this guy?”
“I know him. I’ve been observing him for some time on behalf of the Company.”
“The CIA are interested in him?”
“Of course, they’re interested in Yushbaev, and Yushbaev’s point of entry into Europe is Segundo Lopez, via Marbella. So we have met at cocktail parties, events and a few real estate negotiations.”
“You have his ear?”
“Up to a point. If I tell him I have a deal for him, he’ll be interested enough to meet me.”
“OK, tell him it has to be today because I’m going back to the States tonight.”
She pulled out her cell and the brigadier stood. “I’ll leave you to it.” He hesitated. “I don’t need to tell you that once you have asked him the question…”
I nodded. “I know. But if I need to choose between this asshole’s life and the colonel’s, I don’t need to wade through a lot of philosophical angst to reach my conclusion.”
“Let me know when you’re ready and I’ll see you to the plane.”
He walked toward the house. He must have been sixty-five if he was a day, but he was tall and strong and moved with the ease of an athlete. At the end of the table Araminta was saying, “Hey, Segundo, my man! How’s it hangin’?” She listened a moment and laughed. “Man! That’s gotta be painful! Listen, tío, I have a good friend here, he’s telling me about a sweet deal and right away I thought of you.” She listened and laughed. “You bet your sweet ass I’m getting a commission. Do I look stupid? But believe me, you are going to like this, and so are your people. You know what I am talking about. This is the Persil deal to end all… You don’t know what Persil is? Ariel? OK, Ariel. Yeah, yeah, washing powder. So this is the Ariel deal to end all Ariel deals.” She looked at me, sighed and rolled her eyes. “It’s a detergent, Segundo, a detergent. And it washes whiter, get it? You do the laundry with it…Jesus! Yeah, yeah, you got it. You wash money with it. That’s it…good boy.”
I laughed quietly and she went on.
“So, listen. Here’s the deal. This friend of mine has some land just above Sierra Blanca, roughly where the Quinta Golf Club is…?” She listened for a moment, sighing again. “No, shut up, Segundo. I haven’t finished. See, this friend of mine has secured a permit to build a casino on that land. Now, what he wants to do is sell the land to, say, some wealthy Russians, with a caveat in the contract which allows him to reinvest that money into building the casino on that land… Well maybe some other kind of partnership would be of interest to him, but we won’t know that unless we talk. But, Segundo? Don’t you even dream about cutting me out. I want my commission, capisci?”
She winked at me and made like she was listening. Then started shaking her head.
“Nah, that won’t do… Because he’s flying back to the States this evening… So shoot me! I heard about it this afternoon and the first thing I did was call my good friend Segundo. But hey, if you’re too damned busy to spare half an hour to talk, don’t sweat it. I’ll go and talk to Angeles… Oh,” she laughed, “Suddenly you have time, hijo de puta? Yeah, yeah. OK, half an hour. No, no, we’ll meet at Calle Albinone, at the Huerta del Fraile. You know it? Good, be there. Half an hour. And Segundo? This guy has to catch a plane, OK?” She hung up. “Let’s go talk to Segundo.”
“What is the Huerta del Fraile?”
“The Friar’s Orchard. It’s a big chunk of wasteland on the outskirts of the city. It used to be an orchard, now it’s just waiting for the market to pick up so somebody will buy it.”
“And that’s on Albinone Street?”
“Yup, and on the other side of Albinone Street is a pine forest, about half a mile long and a quarter of a mile across. It’s the basically the beginning of the Sierra Blanca, the mountains at the back of Marbella.” She held my eye a moment. “Don’t worry, it’s a good place for a quiet chat.”
“What about his car?”
“I’ll get in his car with him. He’ll like that. You follow. When the track starts to get rough, we stop. You have your talk. When you’re done we leave him in the car with a used condom and a call girl’s number in his wallet. The number will be out of use and untraceable.”
“Where do you plan to get a used condom?”
She frowned. “Oh, well, I thought maybe you…” I scowled and she laughed. “It’s part of the CIA’s basic tool kit. Didn’t you know?”
“You done?”
“Don’t be silly, stupid, we leave a half-opened condom on the seat beside him. We don’t want to go leaving DNA all over the place, do we?”
“You’ve done this before, I can tell.”
She gave a small shrug with a tilt of the head. “Yeah, we tend not to blow things up so much, you know? We’re a little more subtle, a suppressor, a knife, bit of misdirection… You know the kind of thing.”
“Ninja.”
She snapped her fingers and pointed at me. “Ninja.”




Three

The sun was growing hot and there was a buzz of cicadas over the olive groves that Araminta had called the Huerta del Fraile. I climbed out of the Cherokee and leaned against the hood, staring down the potholed blacktop, waiting for Segundo Lopez to appear. The passenger door slammed and Araminta appeared walking with her arms crossed and her eyes squinting slightly behind black Wayfarers. I nodded toward the woodland that started immediately at the side of the road on our left.
“Is that it, in there?”
“Yup. A little farther down there’s a dirt track that leads in among the trees. About two hundred and fifty yards in there is a small clearing. A car could roll down there and be lost to view, maybe for a few days.”
“You got the whole thing figured out already?”
“Yeah, well, while you were sleeping the sleep of the undead, some of us were working.”
“So if you had this all figured out already, how come the brigadier didn’t mention any of it?”
She looked at me like she wanted to slap me around the back of the head. “You still asleep, Harry? In case you hadn’t noticed, Segundo Lopez isn’t Lex Luthor. He’s a bad man, but he is not guilty of crimes against humanity. So Cobra cannot get its hands dirty with his blood. This is operational, like Bill Hartmann or Hirsch. We do this, not Cobra.”
“So you didn’t tell the brigadier.”
“That’s why he got up and left.”
I nodded. “OK. Your man is late.”
“He’s Spanish, the Spanish are always late. Spain will arrive late to Judgment Day. The world will be full of smoldering embers and brimstone, and there will be forty million Spaniards looking around, shrugging and saying, ‘Que pasa? Guo’ happening?’”
“You weren’t like this in Puerto Rico. You were different.”
“That was an act.” She grinned. “I did my homework. I knew what you’d like.”
The sound of a car made us look down the road. A cream Range Rover approached and stopped a few feet in front of us. The door opened and a short man in a blue suit swung down. He had a yellow bow tie with dark spots on it, and blue-black hair going slightly bald on top, like a monk who’d left his order, and his tonsure was growing back. He strutted toward Araminta with a big grin on his face and his right hand held out.
“Araminta, Araminta! You gonna make me crazy!” He laughed and looked at me. “Always in the last minute! Womens! Womens are always like this! Last minute!” He held out his hand. “Segundo Lopez, at your service.”
I took his hand and pumped it enthusiastically. “Good to meet you, Segundo. We have a pretty sweet deal here.” I pointed up in the direction of the woods. “Right up there. But I am going to need some help to pull it off. Araminta says you’re my man.”
He spread his hands wide, hunched his shoulders and grinned. “We gonna talk! Tell me what you want. I tell you if I can do it.”
Araminta pushed off the Jeep and slapped Segundo on the shoulder. “You can do it. Let’s go have a look. You and me’ll go in your Range Rover.” She turned to me and winked. “You follow on behind.”
Segundo was nodding. “Yeah, OK, OK.”
I followed them and after about fifty yards they slowed, pulled off the road and started bumping and rolling up a narrow track among tall pine trees, wild shrubs and ferns. We ground through the dappled shade, lurching over rocks and channels gauged into the dry, red earth by rain and wind, and scorching heat. After four or five minutes the Range Rover slowed and pulled off the track, in among the trees, and stopped. I pulled in behind it, blocking the exit, and swung down from the cab. Segundo was climbing down too, and Araminta was walking around in front of the hood. Segundo had his back to me and was saying, “We cannot do this over a map in a bar?”
Araminta was shaking her head, pointing south, through the trees.
“Are you kidding me? Down there you’ve got Marbella and Puerto Banus…”
She didn’t get any further. I slammed my right fist into his kidneys, took a hold of his collar and kicked his feet from under him. He landed hard on his back and I heard his lungs go into spasm. I pulled my knife from my boot and knelt on his chest. He gripped at my leg, struggling to breath. I showed him the knife.
“Segundo, listen to me. This is really very important for you. Today can end like any other day. Tonight you can have a drink with your friends, have a large whisky and think, ‘Man, that was an intense morning. I’m glad it’s over.’ Or tonight you can be in hospital, on life support, having reconstructive surgery. Or, Segundo, you can be dead in the next minute or two.”
He’d been shaking his head since “reconstructive surgery;” now he started saying, “No, no, please, no.”
I ignored him. “This is a truly important moment in your life, Segundo. You have many roads ahead of you and you must choose the right one. Do you understand me? Do I have your absolute attention?”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“Now, here is what you need to know so you can go home in,” I glanced at my watch for effect, “five minutes, if you’re smart. Don’t lie, don’t try to bullshit me, don’t try to be clever. OK? That’s the don’ts. Now the dos. Do answer every question quickly and precisely. Do tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. Do remember that honesty is your path out of this crisis you are in. Understand?”
His breathing had eased. He swallowed. “Yes.”
I started with a test question. “Where is Gabriel Yushbaev going in his yacht?”
He swallowed again, hard, and I knew what was coming.
“He is going to a Greek Island, Ano Koufonisi.”
I gave him three full seconds because I didn’t want to do what I knew I had to do. I glanced at Araminta. She trod on his wrist and I drove the knife through the back of his hand. The scream was the kind of thing that haunts your dreams for the rest of your life. I pulled the handkerchief out of his jacket and stuffed it in his mouth until he’d stopped. Then I pulled the knife out and wrapped the handkerchief around the wound.
“I knew you were going to do that,” I said. “I hoped you wouldn’t, but I knew you would. I told you, Segundo: the whole truth. But that’s only part of the truth, isn’t it? I gave you time. I gave you three whole seconds to continue. But you hoped you’d get away with just Ano Koufonisi. Now you don’t get to go straight home in five minutes. Now you have to go to hospital instead. And it only gets worse, every time you try to trick me or lie to me, it gets worse. So let’s try again, and get it right this time. Where is Gabriel Yushbaev going in his yacht?”
He was breathless, pale and sweating, almost incoherent. “First he is go to Ano Koufonisi. There he is stay a few days. He was not decided, maybe after he is go to Istanbul. He is going to stay in Istanbul a few days. Not decided yet. And then he will go in Black Sea, to Divnomorskoye, on the coast of Russia.”
I nodded. “Good, that’s good. Now, why? What’s he got there?”
Segundo’s bottom lip curled in and he began to sob. “I have a lot pain. Please, if I tell you this he will kill.”
“I understand your problems, Segundo. It’s tough, I know. So answer me and we can get you to a hospital, fast. As to Gabriel killing you, let me assure you he won’t, because he will be dead long before he can kill you. My advice? Talk to the Guardia Civil, offer to cooperate with them in exchange for protection, because Segundo, your days of helping the Russian Mafia are over. Now, last chance, what has Gabriel Yushbaev got in Divnomorskoye?”
He said simply, “The girls. They bring them from Poland, from Ukraine, other places, Belarus, Turkey. They keep in a big house he have there, in the forest. The girls are stay in luxury, all the time parties and drugs, marijuana, cocaine, heroin. Until the girls is dependent, then he sell them to the clubs.”
“Have you been there?”
He nodded. “Yes. Once, when he contract me. He have drugs there, also. He bring from Turkey, from Caucasus, and from his house he distribute. The house is not a house.”
I scowled at him. “What are you talking about?”
“Is a palace. It is big, very big, many rooms, three swimming pools, gardens, land, forests…” He trailed off. “Is a palace.”
I nodded, glanced at Araminta and sucked my teeth for a few seconds.
“OK, here’s the million-dollar question, did Yushbaev talk to you about Colonel Jane Harrison of the United States Air Force?”
He went a sickly pale color. “I really want help you, maybe he use different name. Maybe you tell me what she look like.”
“He never mentioned her?”
“I never hear the name.”
“A blonde woman, thirties, good-looking. She’s been with him these last few days.”
“American?”
“Yes.”
“Jane?”
“Yeah.”
“Yes, she been with him. I don’t know she was military. They come to my office couple of times. We go for lunch.”
“She had lunch with you and him?”
“Yeah. We have lunch.”
I looked up at Araminta and searched her face for something that would tell me I was wrong, that there was some simple explanation. There was nothing there that said that. I looked back at Segundo.
“Was there anything about her, anything that struck you as…” I faltered, not knowing what it was I wanted to ask him. He stared at me, curious even in his terror. After a moment he said, “She not talk much. She was quiet, you know? Serious.”
“What was their relationship? Did they give any indication of what their relationship was?”
He looked distressed. “I don’t know. I suppose they were lovers. I didn’t talk with her. I really need a doctor, mister. I done what you ask.”
I could feel Araminta’s eyes on me. I stood and said, “Get up.”
The report was loud, flat and ugly. His head smacked hard to the side and remained motionless, though his feet and his fingers twitched. There was a neat, scorched hole in his left temple, but lots of blood and gore were oozing out the other side of his head, saturating the dry earth.
I scowled at Araminta. She didn’t let me speak.
“Get a grip, Harry. What were you going to do, invite him home for tea?”
“No,” I growled, “I was going to take him to his office and collect all his files on Yushbaev. Now you’ve made that impossible.”
She took a step closer. The toe of her boot pressed against Segundo Lopez’s shoulder. She poked a long finger into my chest.
“Get this into your head, Harry. You are not the FBI, you are not the CIA. You are not out to investigate or uncover crimes. You have one function and only one. You take out targets.”
I curled my lip and snarled, pointing down at the dead meat at her feet.
“Yeah, but he was not a target, remember? And he could have been useful.”
“Just stay focused on the job, Harry. Come on, let’s get out of here.”
I took his cell phone, and we turned the Jeep around and rolled back down the track toward the road. As we lurched back onto the blacktop she said, “I’ll go in tonight and get the files. I’ll get the CIA’s Marbella office to hand them over to the Spanish Ministerio de Justicia.”
I didn’t answer for a while. I knew she was right and I had faltered when I shouldn’t have. Segundo Lopez was a son of a bitch who had earned whatever he’d had coming to him. But I had got squeamish and almost endangered the operation. I wasn’t about to tell her that, though.
“You know I’m entitled to the spoils of war, right? Now I’ll have to take it directly from Yushbaev.”
She snorted. “Right, I’m pretty sure you’ll manage.”
“Yeah, I’ll manage.”
Back at the villa we found the brigadier in his office. I handed Segundo’s cell over to him but before I could tell him what we’d learned, he held up a hand.
“That’s fine, Harry. Let me have a chat with Araminta. You’d better pack. I want you in the air before this evening. I’ll come up and see you in a moment.”
I climbed the stairs feeling unreasonably mad that he wanted to debrief us separately, and packed a couple of cases. By the time I was done he knocked on the door and stepped in.
“We’ve cleared your gun and your knife, provided they go through in the case. How did it go with the lawyer, Lopez?”
He sat on the bed and I leaned my back against the window frame.
“He’s going to Istanbul and then Divnomorskoye, on the Russian coast of the Black Sea. He has some palatial house there where he keeps women he has kidnapped from Turkey, Belarus, the Ukraine, Poland and places along the Caucasus. Lopez had been there. Apparently the girls live in luxury and he gets them hooked on various drugs—coke, marijuana and heroin were mentioned. Once they are totally dependent on him, he sends them out into the world, to the clubs he supplies.”
“That is a very expensive way to get prostitutes.”
“That’s what I thought. It reminds me of the Hashishim. Maybe he’s modelling himself on Hassan-I Sabbah, only he’s using women instead of male assassins. First he gets their loyalty and obedience, then he uses them.”
He made a soft grunt. “A bit farfetched. We’ll have to see. Anything else?”
“Yeah, along the same theme, Lopez said Yushbaev went a couple of times to his office accompanied by an attractive American blonde in her thirties who didn’t talk much. They also had dinner together and the blonde came along. Her name was Jane.”
“That is very worrying. Have they got something over her, or was she, as you suggest, planted in the US Air Force long ago by Yushbaev?”
“It seems unlikely, because we have never been compromised with the Russians or Yushbaev himself…”
“But then we haven’t trodden on Russian toes until now. But note how the moment we went after Cavendish, Yushbaev took the Colonel back.”
“Did he? Cavendish told me they had been watching her because of her association with me. It looks to me like the Cavendish consortium took her because they wanted to know who I was and who I worked for, and Yushbaev snatched her from the consortium when he realized I was going after her. She was the bait to catch me.”
He sighed. “Perhaps. There is no way of knowing for the moment.” He paused. “Are you ready?”
“Yeah.”
He nodded. “What happened with Lopez? Araminta says you hesitated.”
“I didn’t hesitate. I was debating whether he would be more useful alive. I thought his files on Gabriel Yushbaev could be useful. I also wanted to screw some money out of him.”
“Good.” He said it absently, like he was thinking about something else. “Good thinking. Well, it seems the CIA will take the files and hand them over to the Ministry of Justice here in Spain, and perhaps you can screw some booty out of Yushbaev before you eliminate him. Will you deal with him in Greece or follow him through to Russia?”
“As we planned, on the yacht.”
“Araminta is worried that you are still convalescing. She’s not convinced you’re ready.”
“That’s why there are no women in the Regiment, sir. They worry too much.”
He smiled. “Perhaps you’re right.” He stood. “I’ll give you your stuff and last-minute briefing in the car.”
“Good.” I grabbed my cases. “Let’s go.”
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