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One

He came at me with a speed that was hard to believe. He didn’t kick high to the head. He was too good for that. He stamped with his heel at my knee and as I pulled back he lunged, drove his right fist into my floating ribs, drove a left hook into my kidneys, trapped my right arm with the back of his left fist and smashed his right fist into my jaw. I went down on my back.
He smiled down at me. “You’re improving.” He said it without irony. “But with you it’s either forward or backward. Sometimes you can go to the side, you know? Step left, block my elbow, cross to the ear.”
“It might help,” I said as I pulled myself off the floor, “if you didn’t appear to be in two or three places at the same time.”
He wagged a finger at me and grinned. “You know what Bruce used to say, Harry: you have to be like water, fluid, moving, adapting to the shape of your attacker. When he expands, you contract. When he contracts, you expand. Then strike! Pow!”
“Pow?”
He lunged at me again, his fist flashing too fast for the eye to follow. “Pow!”
By the time I had reacted he was already doing a little dance, relaxing his arms by his side and laughing. “In Jeet Kune Do, we are intercepting the attack. For that your hands and feet need to be fast, that’s true,” he tapped his forehead, “but your mind needs to be faster. Your imagination and your fists need to talk to each other, without your intellect joining the conversation.”
I gave a small laugh. “How do I do that?”
Again the finger. “Don’t think! Don’t think about my attack, feel it.” He began to dance around me, ducking, diving, and weaving from side to side. “When I expand…” He threw a right cross and as I leaned out of the way he threw a left, fast. I weaved again. He said, “Good, good. When I expand you contract. Feel the attack. Where is it coming from? Feel it and intercept…”
And there it was. I knew the kick was coming. I didn’t think, I knew, and my feet went on their own. They sidestepped and as he drew in after the attack I exploded forward, trapping his right wrist with my left palm and driving a right cross over the top to his jaw.
Unfortunately, by then I had started thinking again and failed to feel his left hand grabbing my right wrist, the cutting edge of his right hand to my throat and the sweep that knocked both my feet from under me and landed me on my back again.
“That,” he said, pointing down at me, “was much better!”
He gave me his hand and pulled me up, talking as he did so. “In war you must think very carefully, but combat is too fast. Your intellect has to shut up and take a back seat. Release the Dark Dragon. You know what that means?”
“No.”
“Allow your unconscious, your dark mind, to fight for you. See, hear, above all feel, but do not have that internal dialogue going.” He put his finger to his lips. “Shh…silence the mind. And when you feel your opponent’s attack, explode to intercept it. Allow your unconscious mind to design and lead the attack. That is the Dark Dragon.”
“Thank you, Zamudio Shifu, I will try.”
He laughed and slapped my shoulder. “You remember Yoda? ‘Try not! Do, or do not. There is no try.’”
I smiled. “From Master Yoda himself, huh?”
He pointed across the tatami toward the changing room. “Your telephone is ringing.”
I arched an eyebrow at him and crossed the floor at a run. My jacket was hanging on a peg on the wall. I pulled my cell from the pocket and saw it was Colonel Jane Harris, the head of operations.
“Yeah, Bauer.”
“Bauer, I have a job for you.”
“The brigadier said you were giving me some time off…”
“This takes precedence over everything else.”
“Yeah? Why? Says who?”
“You at home?”
“No.”
“Then get in that fancy car you bought yourself on the company card and drive to the Minneford Yacht Club, on City Island. There will be somebody waiting for you there. Do it now, Bauer.”
I crossed the gym back to where Zamudio was stretching.
“I have to go, Shifu.”
“Work?”
I nodded. I had known Zamudio for a long time and he knew what “work” meant. He crossed his legs into a loose half-lotus and wagged a finger at me.
“I do this in the gym, but you do this for real. I know when you are in the field, facing the reality of combat, you do not hesitate or think. You use the Dark Dragon. So why not in training?”
I smiled and shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe I have too much respect for you, Zamudio Shifu.”
I dressed, packed my sports bag and stepped out into the New York fall night. Valhalla Drive was dark and quiet. Two streetlamps were visible through the black foliage of trees I could not identify. And out over the water, half of a moon hung low in the sky, tingeing a straggly cloud with silver light. I slung my bag in the trunk of the Cobra and paused a moment to smell the air. It smelt like rain, maybe a storm, but not yet. Out, over the Atlantic. I climbed behind the wheel, fired up the massive 427 Ford big bore engine, heard the seven hundred and fifty horses pawing the blacktop and growled away toward the Bruckner Boulevard. I followed it east across the bay onto Shore Road, and then turned south down City Island Road, all the way to the yacht club.
I found a space to park and pushed through the white picket gate to walk down the path to the clubhouse. The air was rich with those sounds you only hear around boats: the rhythmic slap and clang of shrouds on metal masts, the hum and moan of the breeze through the rigging, and the lapping of small waves against hulls. I believed I could distinguish the sound of wooden hulls from steel and fiberglass, but I also believed I was kidding myself.
As I approached the door a shadow stepped out in front of me. The guy was big, maybe six-two, with powerful shoulders and a narrow waist. His bearing was military, but right now there was no menace in his movements. As I approached, light from inside picked out the features of his face.
“You Harry Bauer?”
“Who’s asking?”
“First Lieutenant Fisher, Marine Corps. Are you Harry Bauer?”
“Are you going to tell me your first name, Lieutenant?”
He frowned, like there was something wrong with me. “No, sir.”
“Then quit calling me Harry Bauer. I am Mr. Bauer, you’re Lieutenant Fisher. Now, take me to your leader, Lieutenant.”
He led me through an empty lobby where a reception desk stood in semi-darkness, up a flight of broad steps and onto a landing where plate-glass doors showed a darkened dining room. They slid open to admit us and I followed him among tables set with white linen to a brick arch that gave onto a comfortable bar illuminated by fat lamps on lamp tables, set beside heavy leather armchairs and sofas. The only occupants of the bar were Brigadier Alexander “Buddy” Byrd, Captain Jane Harris and a guy in a white jacket standing patiently behind the bar. The lieutenant let me in, closed the door and left. The brigadier smiled and stood, with his hand outstretched.
“Harry, very good of you to come. Can’t abide all this elbow-bumping nonsense.” We shook. The colonel watched impassively and offered me a nod when I greeted her, while the brigadier signaled the waiter.
“Macallan, double, straight up.”
She was drinking a gin and tonic. He had a Scotch. I sat.
“I thought you were giving me some time off.”
The brigadier sighed softly through his nose and watched the waiter’s hands as he delivered my drink.
“Heaven knows you’ve earned it,” he said, once the waiter had gone. “But something has come up which, not to put too fine a point on it, requires rapid and decisive action.”
The colonel spoke to the lime in her gin and tonic. “We have other operatives who could handle it, but the brigadier felt you were best suited.”
“I’m flattered,” I spoke to the colonel, then turned to the brigadier, “I am also very tired.”
“I know you are, Harry. I appreciate that. But as I say, this is an exceptional case.”
I took a sip of the whisky. “What makes it exceptional?”
He gave his head a single shake. “I can’t tell you.”
I leaned back in my chair and sucked my teeth for a second. Before I could speak, the colonel said: “This is not a hit, Harry. All we want you to do is go to Canada, collect somebody and deliver them to DC.”
I laughed out loud. The brigadier looked embarrassed. The colonel looked pissed. I said, “What, I’m a babysitter now? Haven’t you got a couple of tame cops on your payroll you can send?”
The colonel set down her glass on the table.
“If we are asking you to do it, you may assume it requires your particular skills. It is imperative that this person reaches DC safely. We have never undertaken a job of this type before…”
“No,” I said, interrupting her, “that’s because we specialize in assassination, not babysitting.”
The brigadier looked at me with serious eyes and spoke softly.
“Be quiet, would you, Harry? And listen to what the colonel has to say.”
I shut my trap and listened.
“You cannot know anything about this person, either when you go to collect them, or after you have delivered them. That will give you some idea of the importance of this person.
“When you depart for Canada you will be given the basic, minimum information you need to be able to collect the package and bring it with you.”
I nodded a few times, glanced at the brigadier, who pretended not to notice me, and turned back to the colonel.
“There is some basic information I am going to need now. If I don’t get it I won’t do the job. I am not putting my life and the client’s on the line in a state of ignorance.”
The brigadier said, “What do you absolutely need to know?”
“Is somebody going to try to hit the package?”
He looked at the colonel. She said, “We have removed the package from where they lived and sent them by a very circuitous route to a very remote place where nobody knows them. The move was conducted by professionals who knew what they were doing. The chances that the package is at risk are minimal.”
“So this person is being hunted, either to be abducted or killed, which?”
The brigadier said, woodenly, “Probably both.”
“Sir!” The colonel was scowling at him with her lips stretched into a tight line. The brigadier frowned. “He needs to know the score, Jane.”
She sighed. “There may be a couple of agencies looking for this person. Some will want them alive, others will want this person terminated.”
“The US Marshals, the Feds, they have a lot of experience and expertise doing this kind of thing. This is not my job.”
The brigadier grunted a noisy sigh.
“Harry, we are not putting you out to pasture. Personally I think you are at the height of your game. This is not a second-rate job. On the contrary, it could be the most important job we are ever likely to be commissioned. We need you to do it because you are the best. And I can personally guarantee you a handsome bonus at the end.”
He wrote a figure on a card and handed it to me. He was right, it was a handsome bonus.
I puffed out my cheeks with un-enthusiasm.
“OK, so tell me why you’re hiding the fact that it’s a woman.”
The brigadier laughed but the colonel looked mad. She snapped: “How did you know that?”
“Because you’re trying too damned hard. If it was a guy you’d say ‘he’ and be done with it. But you can only be trying this hard if it’s a woman.”
“Absolutely spot on.” He smiled. “You see, Jane? He doesn’t miss a thing.” He turned to me. “It is indeed a woman. We had preferred to give you as little information as possible until you were due to leave, for the safety of the person in question.”
“Have I got a choice?”
He spread his hands. “Well, in one sense, of course you have! But in another, no, not really. We need you to do this, Harry, and we will be very grateful. This woman must arrive in DC safe and sound.”
“When?”
“Day after tomorrow you depart her home in Canada. I have given DC approximately a week after that as a delivery date.”
“Day after tomorrow? So when were you planning on giving me the sensitive material?”
The colonel answered. “As soon as you quit being an asshole and accept the job.”
“Fine, I’ll do it. Who is she and where is she?”
“No name. She is a woman. She is staying at an address outside Calgary. You will be given the address when you leave New York. Not before. You will ask her no questions and you will avoid all unnecessary conversation. You will choose the most convenient route, and you will not inform us, but you will get her to DC no later than seven days after departure from her home in Canada. Any questions?”
“Yeah, how do I get into Canada. There are restrictions…”
The brigadier said shortly, “It’s been arranged.”
“What about coming back?”
“You’ll both be provided with American passports and documentation.”
“When?”
“It will be delivered to you tomorrow first thing in the morning.”
“You say it’s up to me what route we take?”
“That’s correct.”
“What if I want to come in from outside?”
The colonel snapped. “What do you mean? This is not a game, Bauer!”
“I know it’s not a damned game, Colonel! It happens to be my damned life on the line. What if I want to bring her in from Finland or Latvia, one of those low-risk countries.”
The brigadier spoke before the colonel could open her mouth. “That’s not a problem, Harry. Just make sure you give us time to make the necessary travel arrangements. Some countries can be pretty tricky at the moment. Did you have anywhere in mind?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I was just thinking aloud. What about weapons?”
“You can take your Sig and your knife into Canada, but I can’t guarantee you’ll be able to bring them back. Again, give me as much notice as you can.”




Two

The brigadier needed to pull strings at the border post where I was going to cross, partly so I could get in despite the COVID restrictions, and partly so they wouldn’t check me for weapons. But aside from that, he had insisted that I tell nobody, not even him, what route I was going to take into or out of Canada. That suited me fine, though he had also insisted that I keep all communication with him and Cobra down to zero, unless there was a real crisis—like I was dead or dying.
I had been given the package’s address at the last minute before I left my house at five AM. I took the Range Rover P525 V8 because I figured it would be less conspicuous than the AC Cobra—or even the VW Golf which I had given a serious makeover. It was going to be roughly two thousand, three hundred miles, almost five thousand round trip, and I thought I’d be glad of the comfort by the time I got there. She was in a small town by the name of Irricana, some twenty-five miles northeast of Calgary, at the foot of the Columbia Mountains.
I crossed the border at Blackpool and took the Autoroute 15 to Montreal. I like Montreal, especially in the fall. It has an old-world elegance you don’t find so often anymore in this hive-world of soulless, standardized pragmatism, especially in Europe. But on this visit I had no time to do anything but cruise through the broad streets and the mid-morning traffic, headed west.
I followed Autoroute 15 for about thirty miles, through the kind of lush, green landscapes that, if you’re on vacation, make you stop your car and get out to look and go “Wow!” And at Sainte-Agathe-des-Monts I merged onto the Trans-Canada Highway, settled back and relaxed. I still had about two thousand miles to go, two days of solid driving.
Just outside Mont Tremblant I pulled off the road into the parking lot of a Tim Hortons. There was a superabundance of lawn and trees, and the sky had that rich blue that comes just before the heavy gray of winter. I had lunch, filled a flask with black, sweet coffee and bought a couple of burgers and some chocolate to keep me going for the next eleven hours.
Canadian cops tend to be pretty human, but the speed limits are tight and strict. Sixty-two miles per hour is the maximum speed limit. If you’re out on open roads and the conditions are good, they’ll turn a blind eye to seventy-five, but if they think you’re putting lives at risk they’ll stop you and impound your car on the spot. So I was going to have to take it easy and not push my luck, and I did the next stretch of three hundred and forty miles to Kenogami Lake in five hours. By the time I got there and turned north, the sky was turning copper over vast pinewoods, and the road vanished up ahead, swallowed by the dense trees.
The next four-hundred-and-fifty-mile stretch would take me deep through dense forest and remote farmland in a large arc, north and then west and south to the tiny village of Nipigon, on the northernmost tip of Lake Superior. By then it would be about midnight and I would need four hours’ sleep after a long day.
That would leave me another seventeen or eighteen hours of driving the following day: three six-hour stints broken up by two short rest periods at roughly eleven AM and five PM, arriving at around eleven PM in the evening. I was going to get pretty sick of the Eagles, Credence and Led Zeppelin by the time I got there.
It is hard to follow anybody without being noticed on the Trans-Canada Highway. Aside from the fact that the traffic is too light for anybody to hide behind, the damn thing is fantastically long and straight, so you can’t really duck into a side street and come back out a little farther down the road. You’re going in a straight line on a practically deserted road, and that’s all there is.
I had kept my eyes on the road behind me, and on the sky, and I was pretty sure, as day one came to a close, that I did not have anyone on my tail. That was something, at least. Even so, when I arrived at the motel I paid cash at reception, parked the Range Rover out of sight behind the building and slept with the blind pulled down.
I rose at five, and by five thirty I was on my way again. I drove the first mile with my lights off, scanning the sky for choppers, but didn’t find any. At shortly after eleven I stopped at the Hell’s Kitchen on 18th Street in Brandon, and drank coffee and ate apple pie among a bunch of Hells Angels who carefully ignored me. Six hours later I stopped again at Piapot and had more coffee and pie at the Guesthouse & Saloon where extremely large men with hands like slabs of granite eyed me sidelong and spoke in quiet voices while they smiled wryly, like life had taught them just about everything worth knowing, and I had been wasting my time in the smoke.
Maybe they were right.
The next stretch of the journey took me into the night, past Medicine Hat and finally to the outskirts of Calgary. There, eleven miles past Strathmore, I took Exit 70 for Drumheller, where the road ran long and straight and dark, through endless fields where lights from distant farms winked, icy in the inky night. Until eventually the few, scattered lights of Irricana rose out of the blackness ahead on my left.
At an intersection with no signposts my GPS told me to turn left off the main road. Another mile through the darkness and I came to another intersection without signposts. This time my GPS told me to turn right. It was like the opposite of peeling off onion skins. I felt I was crawling ever deeper into layers of remote darkness. Another mile and a half, or a little less, and I found myself outside a cute, green and white house with a whiter picket fence and a green lawn in the front yard. Dim light filtered through the closed drapes. It was flanked, right, left and at the rear by tall trees that stood stenciled against a translucent sky with more stars than you’d think possible.
At the front there was a concrete drive and a garage door, but there was no car. So I pulled in and killed the engine and the lights. I sat waiting for a while, looking in my mirrors and from side to side for any movement. Nothing happened till the door opened and a male silhouette stepped out, bringing a momentary glow of yellow with him. He closed the door and shut off the glow, then walked across the lawn toward me.
I slipped the Maxim 9, internally suppressed semiautomatic from the glove compartment and laid it on my lap. I knew who this guy should be, but I didn’t know who he was.
As he drew closer I saw he had nothing in his hands. He leaned those hands on the roof over my window and grinned down at me. He was a Swede the brigadier had recruited from Delta.
“Zey giff me a pass wort, but I forgot zee fucking sing. What do you sink about zat?”
“I think you’re out of your mind, Jan. You should have let me get out of the car before you came out. I could have been anyone.”
“Oh, yah!” He laughed. “Zat is obvious, but I vos votching you all zee vey along zee road wiz zee telescopic night vision on my HK416. I knew it vos you, or you were dead meat ten minutes ago, my friend.”
I smiled. “OK, I should have known.”
“Vot is zee saying, Harry? Don’t teach zee old bitch to suck zee testicles?”
“No.” I laughed. “Don’t teach your grandmother to suck eggs.”
“Sank you, same thing.” He jerked his head at the house. “Zis one is a crazy bitch. Be careful. I don’t know vot Buddy is doing, but he is playing wiz fire. She is crazy as a box of frogs.”
He banged the roof of the car and walked away into the dark. A moment later I heard the engine of a car start up, then watched two red taillights fade into the black.
I climbed out, took my bag from the backseat and crossed the lawn to the front door. The porch light was on. I rang the bell.
The woman who opened the door had steady blue eyes. She had an oval face with a cupid’s bow mouth and straight red hair. She had all the features she needed to be a knockout, but somehow it didn’t work. There was an expression on her face that said she just didn’t care. She didn’t even care enough to not give a damn what you thought about her.
She said: “Yes?” and sounded considerably less human than Siri. After close to thirty hours driving, it wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I searched my memory banks for the password the brigadier had given me. I found it and said, “I wonder if you can help me. My car has broken down and I need to telephone to my son, Graham, who is an aeronautical engineer, to see if he can help me.”
It was, he said, a bizarre enough explanation that nobody was ever likely to say it, but normal enough not to raise suspicion if I should say it to the wrong person. That was the brigadier all over. He spent time thinking about that kind of stuff.
The woman’s face didn’t alter. Her blue eyes flicked over my features for a second or two, and then she stepped back, pulling the door open with her.
“You can call me Diana,” she said. “I will call you John. No personal questions and no personal conversation, please.” She said it as she closed the door behind me. “You must be tired from your journey.”
I nodded as I glanced around, taking her in along with her surroundings. The place had the feel of a comfortable safe house. The hall was about seven foot across, with a mirror and an umbrella stand and a door at either side, white walls and sage green wood. There was a staircase on the right and to the left of the stairs, twenty feet away, was a door I figured led to the kitchen.
There was no change in her, still no expression in her face or her voice. She was about five foot two, in jeans, Converse sneakers, a violet T-shirt and a lime green cardigan. She had her hands clasped in front of her belly.
I said, “Yeah, it’s been a tiring drive.” I was about to add that I could use a coffee and a sandwich but she cut in with, “So you won’t be much use protecting me tonight.”
I raised an eyebrow at her and took a step closer, so I was looking right down at her. She raised her head to meet my gaze.
“Diana, I don’t usually babysit women. That’s not my job. But not so long ago, after thirty-six hours without sleep, I killed eighteen men and then marched thirty miles through the jungle to an extraction point. All I needed then was a strong, black coffee laced with good Scotch whisky. And that’s all I need now, plus a couple of cheese and ham sandwiches. You think you can manage that?”
“I can manage that.”
“What about my bedroom?”
“Mine is at the back, overlooking the yard. You can…”
“No.” She frowned. It was the first expression I had seen on her face. I ignored it. “If anyone breaks in they are more likely to do it from the back of the house where they are less visible to neighbors. If they do try, better they find me than you when they come through the window.”
“Oh…”
She turned and made her way toward the kitchen door. I raised my voice slightly and said, “Oh, and, Diana?”
She stopped and turned back toward me. “Yes?”
“As to no personal questions or information, that’s a decision for me. If I think I need some information for our security or survival, I’ll ask you for it, and I’ll expect to get it.”
“That is not what I contracted for.”
I nodded. “Me neither. But it’s what we got stuck with. You want to get to DC alive and in one piece, you follow my rules.”
She watched me climb the stairs. Her blue eyes were the only part of her face that said anything. They said she wasn’t happy and she wanted to swap me for another model.
I dumped my bag, checked all the windows, washed my face and went back downstairs. The kitchen was dark. I checked the back door and the window. They were both locked. I checked the rest of the house and found her finally in the living room, watching the TV. There was an armchair drawn up with an occasional table beside it holding four cheese and ham sandwiches and a mug of black coffee. There was also a bottle of Johnny Bauer on the table.
I picked up the remote control and switched off the TV. She watched me sit and lace the coffee. I took a bite of the sandwich and said:
“Here’s how it works. Until I hand you over in DC, you never open the door and you never look out of the window. Never means never. If I have to go out for anything and I leave you at the house, apartment, hotel, motel, whatever, we will agree on a code. The way you opened the door tonight could have cost us both our lives. Don’t do it again.”
“The previous John told me it was you.”
“Don’t explain. If you explain it means you’ll do it again. Don’t do it. Ever.”
“Fine.”
“When we are outside you ride in back. If we are walking you stay close, never more than six feet away.”
“So much for social distancing.”
I looked for a smile; there wasn’t one. “Ideally beside me. In the house you will stay in the same room with me, never more than fifteen to twenty feet away, except when you go to the can.”
Her eyebrows rose. It was what she had instead of an expression. “What about sleeping?”
“It takes less than a second to kill somebody, Diana. The time I waste getting from one room to another is the time it takes a pro to slip in, kill you and get out. I am a barrier between you and your killer. You are in the bed. I am on the floor, under the window.” I studied her face a moment. I’d have got more information from studying the wall. “These are going to be a couple of very stressful days.” I pointed my finger at her heart. “Your safety is my jurisdiction. And if there are people whose purpose it is to kill you, then we cannot screw around with social niceties and sensibilities. We do it my way without quibbling. You don’t like that, that’s fine. I get back in my car and return where I came from, and you can call the Mannerly Security Agency in Mayfair.”
“There is no need for drama, John, and certainly no need for sarcasm. We’ll do it as you say.”
I sat back in my chair and took a sip of coffee. It felt good. We watched each other for a moment. I was aware that her attention never seemed to waver.
I took a sandwich, bit into it and asked her: “Who is trying to kill you?”
She shook her head. “No. And besides, all you need to do is protect me. You do not need to know anything about them.”
“That’s bullshit and you know it. For a start if I know who they are I might have some idea of how they are likely to strike. I can get some idea of what resources they have. And, more to the point, I need to know if I can kill them. If they are Russian mafia, Chinese secret service or Sinaloa, then the gloves are off. But if they are CIA or the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, then I have a bigger problem.”
She lowered her eyes and pursed her lips and sat like that for a while, looking at her two thumbs side by side. Finally she said, “They are not any official agency. The fact that you are taking me to DC to hand me over should tell you that. The people who are trying to find me and kill me are independent operators and have no legal or official standing.”
She was real hard to read. “You don’t sound so sure.”
“I am absolutely certain.”
“So why can’t you tell me who they are?”
“Because I don’t know. So there is no point in your insisting.”
I barked a single laugh. “That has to be a first. Somebody has a whole organization out to kill them and they don’t know who they are!”
“Nevertheless.”
“OK, so tell me what their beef is and I can work out who they are.”
“No.”
“I thought we had an understanding.”
“And so we have, but that is off the table. I made that clear to your company’s representative when we signed our agreement. The reason they are after me is out of bounds. It is enough for you to know that they want to kill me. Why they want to do that is of no concern to anyone except them and me.”
I sighed heavily. “So you say…”
Something approaching an expression made her eyes sparkle with anger.
“To paraphrase your own words from a while back, if that is not acceptable to you, you are welcome to get in your car and go back the way you came. It’s a red line and we do not cross it.”
I nodded once. “If I did that, how would you survive?”
“I probably wouldn’t, but the red line stays.”
“So you would sooner die than reveal why they are after you.”
I asked it flat, with no intonation. It wasn’t really a question. She gave a small shrug with her eyebrows. “Draw your own conclusions.”
I already had.




Three

We ate breakfast at six AM, standing in the kitchen, while I made a flask of coffee and she made sandwiches. I was thinking ahead, trying to cover all the angles, without enough information to do it.
“Who set you up in this house?”
“You did.” She saw my frown and added, “Your boss, your company.”
I gave a single nod and started pouring the hot, black brew into the flask.
“How long ago?”
“The early hours of yesterday. About four in the morning. You people don’t sleep much. How come they didn’t tell you this?” She asked it looking at the butter she was spreading on her toast. I ignored the question and asked, “What about your phone?”
“What about it?”
“Did they check it? The GPS can be tracked.”
She still didn’t look at me, laying cheese, ham and cucumber on the bread. “The GPS is switched off. I did that myself when I… When all this started.”
I thought about it. She had been here twenty-four hours. Glass half full was they hadn’t found her yet. Glass half empty was, maybe they had and they were on their way.
“Where did you start out from?”
“No.”
“Give me a break. They may have tracked you electronically. I don’t know if they have access to helicopters, planes or bicycles! I at least need to know how much ground they have to cover to get here! They have had twenty-four hours to catch up to you.”
She put the sandwiches in a Tupperware box and closed it, glanced at me and put it in a bag. I could feel myself getting mad and tried to suppress it. Finally she said, “Forget it. I am not going to tell you where I came from or where this went down. I didn’t tell your boss and I am sure as hell not going to tell you. But I’ll tell you this. They’d have to cover a long distance to get here. It is not in this country. That’s all I am prepared to tell you.”
“The States?”
She shook her head. “Not this continent. If you keep asking I’ll stop talking.”
I stepped outside. It was just after seven. The dawn chorus had started: a wild cacophony of chatter in the trees. It was still dark, but the horizon had just begun to turn pale. I scanned the street, saw nothing and climbed into the Range Rover, then backed it up across the lawn, as close as I could get it to the front door. Then I went around, opened the back and she came out, hunched, holding her Tupperware boxes. She climbed in the back and lay on the floor, like I had told her. I locked the door of the house. All the lights were off. I put the keys through the letter box and went and got behind the wheel. I locked all the doors and, leaving the lights off, I pulled out of the drive.
I drove at forty miles an hour with the lights off. I kept my eyes on the mirror as much as I did on the road. The lights of the small town of Irricana winked and receded. Nothing blurred them or moved across them. It seemed nothing was following us.
At the first intersection I paused, scanned in every direction and finally turned left. I followed the road for a mile and came to the second intersection. The Trans-Canada Highway was now twelve miles south. I was retracing my steps from the night before, and so far I seemed to be alone. I leaned back.
“We’re clear. You can get up on the seat if you want.”
She clambered up, gathered her dignity and her Tupperware and sat behind the passenger seat. I said, “Still no lights till we get to the TCH.”
“Isn’t that the active component in cannabis?”
I sighed because I knew she wasn’t being humorous. “No, it’s the Trans-Canada Highway.”
I made the distance in slightly over twenty minutes, and as I pulled onto the highway, headed east, I switched on the lights, even though the sun was now a deformed, warping glob of molten fire on the eastern horizon. Before pulling out I had checked one last time, and by now I was sure that there was nobody following us, on the ground or in the sky.
After four hours we came to a rough truck stop on the right, and just past it an intersection. Right took me to Piapot, a mile south, where I had stopped a few hours earlier. I checked my watch. It was just after eleven and I figured we could use a rest and a bite to eat.
We moved along a straight road through gently rolling green hills and tall trees. There was something idyllic about the place. Harvest was in the air. Snow was coming in a couple of months. Here, you sensed, the seasons still ruled the year. Cottage roofs and chimneypots peered above hedgerows. There was a sanity to the place that had drained out of the rest of the world.
I heard Diana’s voice from the back seat and realized I had been thinking aloud.
“You believe that shit?”
I didn’t answer. At the end of the village I turned left onto what some wit in the town hall had called Pacific Avenue, and rolled past a pond and vast meadows dotted with copses. Eventually we came to the Piapot Guesthouse and Saloon and I parked beside a blue Volkswagen Beetle and climbed out.
Inside it was empty and quiet. It was a long room with wooden floors and wooden walls. A wooden bar took up the corner, and pictures and posters hung on the walls advertised musical events at the saloon. There was a guy behind the bar, leaning on it with his elbows. He had a short-cropped beard and dark hair. He was smiling, but there was a touch of insolence to the smile.
“I thought they weren’t letting you guys out till the pandemic was over. Seems to me half of the USA’s passed through my saloon this morning.”
“A hundred and seventy-two million people passed through your saloon this morning?” I climbed on a stool opposite him. “I hope you made a dollar on each one. You got any coffee?”
“I got coffee. I got damn fine coffee. Other dudes said it was the finest coffee they’d drunk this side of the border.”
“Well in that case we’ll have a cup each, and if you have any pie or something to accompany, we’d be grateful.”
“I’ve got pecan or I got apple. You can take your pick.”
Diana said, “We’ll have one of each and share, darling.” The last word was directed at me with a smile that was astonishing in its sweetness.
The guy with the beard disappeared through a beaded curtain into what I figured was a kitchen. While he was gone Diana squeezed my arm and breathed into my ear, “I’m going to sit at a table. You find out.”
I didn’t say anything and she went and sat down. The guy with the beard reemerged carrying a tray with pot of coffee, a jug of milk, a bowl of sugar, two small plates each with a piece of pie and two mugs that didn’t match. He put it all on the counter and said, “Where you gonna sit?”
I said, “I’ll take it from here,” and took hold of the tray. “So who were these other Americans? We’re here because we live in Montreal, but the border is closed as far as I know.”
I spoke as I carried the tray to where Diana was sitting.
“We’re all Americans, mister,” he said. “You’re a citizen of the United States, and I am a subject of the Kingdom of Canada, but we are both Americans, sir.” I glanced at him, wondering if he was going to give me trouble, but he was just smiling his insolent smile, and carried on talking. “They said the same thing as you. They lived here and were on a driving holiday. Seemed strange to me.”
Diana had poured me coffee and remembered how I had taken it that morning. I picked up the mug and had a sip, then tried the pie.
“That’s superb pie,” I said with my mouth full. Then, “Why’d it seem strange? I guess there are a lot of US citizens living in Canada.”
“No doubt you’re right,” he said, “but if you live in Montreal or Quebec, why would you go rent yourself a car in New York? I don’t think they’d let you into the USA in the first place, and I know for damn sure they wouldn’t let you back into Canada.”
I made an “I’ll be damned!” face and for good measure added, “Well that is kind of strange.” I turned to Diana. “Isn’t it, honey?”
“They are obviously on some kind of official business,” she said. “What’s odd is that they should lie about it.”
His insolent grin turned into a chuckle. “Course, I don’t know anything ’cause I’m just a country bum, but I think…” He trailed off, gazing at the door. “You know what I think? I think they were cops, hunting for somebody in Canada. And I think the Canadian government turned a blind eye: you scratch my back today, I’ll scratch yours tomorrow.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “Tell you the truth, I ain’t no friend of the cops. Especially cops from the US. No offense. I don’t see any reason why they should be hunting people over here where they ain’t got no jurisdiction.”
I nodded a lot. “None taken,” I said. “I agree with you. Were they asking questions?”
“Asked me if we got a lot of strangers passing through. Made me think of you. You passed through just yesterday, didn’t you? You were on your own then.”
“I did indeed. Did you happen to mention that to these men?”
He shrugged. “You know how it is. You remember something, and then, no sooner did you think of it than you forgot it again. I guess I forgot.”
I finished the pie and the coffee. Diana ate and drank in silence. She seemed to be oblivious to me and the guy behind the bar. I took my plate and my cup and put them on the counter.
“How many of these guys were there?”
“Four. They were dressed in leather jackets and jeans. But the way they had their hair cut, and the close shave, you knew they usually wore suits. Know what I mean?”
“I know exactly what you mean. Did they say where they were going?”
“Said they were going west, to Calgary.”
“I guess I owe you.”
He shook his head. “I’ll have a beer and wish you a safe trip.”
I paid up and we stepped back out into the mild midday sun. I didn’t say anything until we were back in the car, moving north toward the highway.
“New York, huh?”
I flicked my eyes at the mirror and saw her shrug.
“So what?”
“It’s not exactly another continent.”
“Again, so what?”
“Listen, Diana, you want me to keep you safe? You want me to get you to DC alive? I need to know who—and what—we are up against.”
“I have already told you as much as I can. Don’t insist anymore.”
“What do you mean, as much as you can? What’s stopping you from telling me everything?”
She didn’t answer and I glanced in the mirror again. There I caught her eye. She sighed.
“If I told you that, I’d have to tell you who they are. And I can’t do that.”
I let it go, but after a minute, when we came to the junction, as I turned on to the highway, I said, “Four guys who usually wear suits, a car rental from New York and they got across the border. That sounds like government officials or agents.”
“Not necessarily.”
“What do you mean, not necessarily?”
“It could be Mafia. It could be private security. Some of those private security companies carry a lot of weight. Some work very closely with the government and are qua-official.”
“Qua-official?”
“Yeah, look it up.”
I felt hot irritation well up from my belly and had to fight it down. “Is that who’s after you? A qua-official security company? I don’t believe it. Who’s paying their fee? Besides, I know all the goddamn private security companies in New York, and they don’t carry out assassinations!”
She was looking out at the passing landscape. She sounded bored. “I didn’t say they did, and I didn’t say they were after me. You said all that yourself. All I said was, you didn’t have to be a government agent or official to get across the border. Or to wear a suit.”
I scowled at the mirror. “You are one prime pain in the ass, Diana!”
“Yeah? Tell me something I don’t know, John.”
“How about you tell me something.”
She still wasn’t looking at me. She still sounded bored. She said, “Unlikely.”
“How the hell did they know you were here?”
“Maybe you have a leak.”
I thought about it, thought about the brigadier and dismissed the possibility.
“No. Not possible.”
“You’re the expert, John. You work it out. I just paid for protection. I didn’t pay to be interrogated or put at risk. So why don’t you just get me to Washington and quit passing the buck.”
We drove on in silence. My mind was racing. Everything was wrong and nothing was right. From the very fact of the brigadier giving me a job of this type—more than that—from the very fact of the brigadier accepting a job like this, down to the fact that the client was being taken to DC yet refused to talk about who she was fleeing from and why they were after her; refused even to give information that would save her life. It was all wrong.
People refuse to give information when they are trying to protect somebody. So who was she trying to protect? Was she trying to protect the people who were after her? That made no sense, and yet, what other reason could there be for refusing to name them?
And then there was the whole issue of why we were acting like US Marshals or Feds. We specialized in assassination, in taking out the trash. We did not protect witnesses or escort them into federal custody. The whole point of Cobra, was that we made that entire process unnecessary.
So who the hell was this woman? And who the hell was after her?
At just after two we stopped outside Regina for lunch and then pressed on another five hours through endless rolling green hills and woodlands, until at close to eight o’clock we came to the small town of Virden. There I came off the highway along Frontage Road and turned in to the Virden Motel. It was dilapidated, run-down and seedy. There was no asphalt parking lot, just an expanse of pockmarked dirt and puddles. I parked round back, where the vehicle was out of sight, and went to the main office to pay and collect the key.
There was nothing remarkable about the office or the bald, portly guy behind the desk. He was friendly and polite and when I told him I was a light sleeper and would appreciate a room that didn’t face the highway, he was more than willing to oblige. I collected the key and we made our way to the room. On the way I spoke quietly.
“You don’t need to answer me. You just need to think, and I know you can do that. There are just two ways they could have known where we were. One, they received information from somebody. In which case they will have to track us here, and I don’t see how they can do that unless they have exceptional resources. Two, they are tracking you electronically, in which case they will come tonight. If they do, then, after I have killed them, you and I are going to have a long, uncomfortable talk during which you are going to do most of the talking. Think about it while we wait.”




Four

I locked her in the room and walked across the forecourt to a Tim Hortons and bought two takeout burgers. When I got back to the room she was sitting motionless on the chair beside the bed, staring at me. I had the impression she had been staring at the door all the while I was gone.
I held up the package with the burgers in it.
“I hope you’re not a vegetarian.”
She blinked a couple of times but came nowhere close to an expression.
“That wouldn’t make a lot of sense,” she said. “Protein is most efficiently consumed as first-class protein from meat and cheese. Combining various types of second-class proteins to do the same job is not an efficient way of doing it.”
“That’s what I thought.”
I pulled out her burger and tossed it to her. She caught it one-handed and started to unwrap it. She spoke as she did so.
“I think it would be a bad idea for us to have sexual intercourse.” I stopped with my own burger halfway out of the bag. Several answers faltered and died before they reached my mouth. She bit into her burger and watched me while she chewed. “Those men are after us,” she said, “and I believe they are quite professional. Sex would leave you weakened and unprepared.”
I nodded. “Thank you.”
“I hope that doesn’t make you feel bad.”
“No. It doesn’t make me feel bad. It’s not a problem. How do you know they are professional?”
She was quiet for a bit, chewing and staring at the bed, until I thought she was refusing to answer. I pulled the drapes closed, sat in a chair by the window and ate, watching the desultory traffic passing along the highway through a crack in the curtains. A lot of it was big trucks, and occasionally saloon cars: twin glares in the growing dark, approaching from the distance, then resolving into double cones of amber stretched across the blacktop as they sped by.
“All I can tell you for now,” she said suddenly into the gloom, “is that they are highly trained, and highly professional.”
“Who trains them?”
“Don’t try to draw me into a conversation, John. It won’t work. I’ll talk to the relevant authorities when we get to Washington. Not to you and not before.”
I kept my answer to myself, inside my head, and turned my attention back to the sporadic flow of traffic. The darkness grew dense beyond the small pool of limpid light created by the motel, the diner and the bistro. It gave the highway, just beyond Frontage Road, the appearance of an eerie, desolate stage set.
After a while people began to arrive in trucks and cars. They either went to Tim Hortons, to the right of our room, or they pulled up outside the Farmhouse Bistro and Tavern, over on our left. I watched each truck and each car, and registered each man who climbed out of his vehicle.
Ten o’clock came and went, and the trucks and the cars started to leave in ones and twos and occasionally in threes, until the Farmhouse started to close down for the night. Then I said to Diana, “Brush your teeth and go to bed.”
“What?”
“You heard me. Brush your teeth and go to sleep.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“The chances are you won’t get much sleep tonight. We’ll probably have to move on before dawn. I need you awake and alert when the time comes. You won’t be either if you don’t brush your teeth and go to sleep, now. Don’t make me explain everything to you, Diana. Just do it.”
I turned to look at her. She was staring back at me and had a copy of National Geographic on her lap. “Do I have to drag you in the can and brush your teeth for you?”
She gave her head a single shake and went to the john. I turned my attention back to the traffic. A blue Ford Pickup moved onto Frontage Road and accelerated away. Quiet seemed to settle over the area, as though it were seeping out of the darkness itself. Above, the sky looked vast. One or two icy stars winked through the dull, amber glow from the spindly lamps on the highway.
I heard the rough, rapid strokes of a toothbrush, then the hiss of the tap. I heard the shower and rolled my eyes. If Cobra ever published a handbook for its operatives, I must remember to include a chapter on why not to take a shower when expecting an imminent attack by trained assassins.
The shower stopped and the hair dryer started. I called her but she couldn’t hear me because of the dryer. If I went to get her I’d have to take my eyes off the entrance to the forecourt. A small hot coal of irritation started to burn in my gut. Life and death, especially other people’s lives and deaths, are not things you should be flippant about. I’d have to put that in the manual too.
The bathroom door opened and she stepped out, naked and barefoot, wrapped in a towel.
I wasted two seconds looking at her, then growled, “Get dressed and go to bed. Don’t argue, don’t talk, just do it! Now!”
Ten minutes later Frontage Road and the highway had gone quiet and still, and behind me I heard the heavy sound of Diana lying on the bed. I heard a sigh, and shortly after that she started snoring softly.
I allowed myself to relax then. I did it systematically, beginning with my feet and working up through my legs, my back and shoulders and down through my arms. It’s easy to do and as good as sleeping or better. But the trick is to allow your body to sleep, while your mind remains awake. That takes practice, and practice was something I had had plenty of.
They came at two AM. They rolled in off Frontage Road, not too fast and not too slow. There was no emergency, neither did they seem to be looking for something. It was just two bright headlamps that rolled off the blacktop and bumped slowly across the pitted forecourt to come to a stop thirty paces from our front door. There it stopped, the lights died and a guy climbed out. The car was a dark Audi 4. The guy was average in size and build, but he was silhouetted against the highway so I couldn’t make out any more details.
He walked around the side of the building to where I knew the reception was. Five minutes later he walked back and leaned with his hands on the passenger side of the car, talking through the window. I jumped, shook Diana violently and hissed at her, “Get in the can and lock the door! Lie in the bath till I call you. Go!”
She was groggy and hesitated. I shoved her hard and pulled the Maxim 9 from my waistband. I shoved the pillows under the duvet, like a long sausage, returned to the window and heard the bathroom door close and the latch click. The guy had stood back from the car and the three passenger doors were opening. Three more men climbed out, all silhouettes against the glow from the lamps on the highway. But I could make out the leather jackets, and I could make out the handguns as they pulled them, screwed on the suppressors and cocked them.
They approached like they were walking into a store or a pub, no creeping or crouching. A pro doesn’t do that. It attracts too much attention. They stood either side of the door—two to one side, one the other, and the fourth put a round through the lock. The door swung open toward me and I watched his back disappear as he stepped into the room.
I could have taken him then. Two rounds through the door would have done it, but that would have left the other three. I had to let them come into the room and trap them there. I took one silent step so I was close to the door, with my back to the wall, and slipped the Fairbairn & Sykes knife from my boot.
They filed in and the first guy stood at the foot of the bed. The last to enter closed the door and stood no more than four feet in front of me. I held my breath as the first guy raised his weapon in both hands and started to fire. The dark room lit up as though with lightning and his semiautomatic spat phut! As it did so I slid my right foot forward and rammed the razor-sharp point of the blade into the back of the nearest guy’s neck.
His brain might have been going crazy, screaming at his body to shout, turn, run, fight—at his lungs to breathe and his heart to pump. But the lines of communication had been cut and all he could do was sway for the couple of seconds I needed to raise the Maxim 9.
Meanwhile his buddy had emptied five more rounds into the cushions under the quilt. I guessed these guys really did want Diana dead.
The guy with my knife in his neck sagged gracelessly to the floor, leaving me a clear field of fire. Nobody really noticed at first. When they did it was too late. The Maxim spat and the 9mm round punched a one-inch hole in the shooter’s left temple. It kicked a four-and-a-half-inch hole out of his right temple and sprayed his brains across the floor. There was a moment of extreme confusion. There were two guys now between me and the collapsing body of the shooter. As far as they were concerned the shot that had killed him had come from where the guy with the knife in his neck should have been, but wasn’t. There was only an empty space, because I had stepped to the side and gone down on one knee, into the deeper shadows.
They were pros and they were not slow to react. The guy nearest me swore violently and rushed at the place where I had been. He tripped over his buddy, with my Fairbairn & Sykes in his neck, and fell headlong into the wall. Meanwhile his pal was twisting and turning this way and that, saying, “What the hell! Pete! Get the fucking lights!”
I didn’t hesitate. I aimed for his middle and let off four rounds in rapid succession. He made a soft squeak and carefully got down on his knees and one hand, holding his belly with his left. I heard him say, “Oh, shit…,” and then he lay down.
There was a scrambling noise. I reached out with my left hand and switched on the light. Pete, the fourth guy, was lying on his back, scrabbling away from me. He had his left hand on the floor and his right was holding a Glock 19, waving it wildly while his feet pushed against his dead pal.
High precision is not the Maxim’s strong point. It is accurate, but not minutely so. Added to which he was waving his weapon about, making it impossible to aim at. But his elbow, though moving, was only moving half an inch this way or that. It was a split-second decision, but I put a round through his elbow. He dropped the Glock, went very pale and passed out. I took his bootlace and made a tourniquet just below his bicep.
After that I put out the light again and peered out through the drapes for a slow count to one hundred. Nothing happened. I went to the door and opened it, and stood listening for thirty seconds. There was no sound of sirens. I went back inside, put on the light and went to the bathroom door. I knocked.
“It’s me, John. How squeamish are you?”
Her voice came muffled. “Not. How can I be sure it’s you?”
I sighed. “I wonder if you can help me. My car has broken down and I need to telephone to my son, Graham, who is an aeronautical engineer to see if he can help me.”
After a moment the door opened a crack and part of her expressionless face, with one blue eye, looked out at me. I said, “We’re in a hurry. We need to move fast.”
She opened the door and stepped out, and stood looking at the bodies. I took a hold of her shoulders. “Take your clothes off. All of them.”
Her eyebrows climbed high on her brow. “Really?”
“Yes. Put on a pair of my pants and one of my shirts. For now you’ll have to go without shoes and without socks. Give me your cell phone.”
“What are you going to do with it?”
“Check it for bugs.”
She handed me her bag and as she stripped I dumped the contents on the bed. Her cell was an iPhone 11. I picked it up. “How long have you had this?”
She stood, completely naked, staring at me. “Six months.”
“Who bought it?” She was about to answer but hesitated. “Did you buy it personally at a store or was it bought for you?”
“It was bought for me.”
“By the people you worked for?” Barely perceptibly, she nodded. I swore softly under my breath and switched off the phone. “Get dressed,” I said. “Fast. My clothes. No shoes, no socks. Leave everything behind. Everything!”
“But my makeup, my clothes…”
“Leave it!”
As she dressed I retrieved my knife, gathered up her stuff and put it in her case, then carried it to the Audi outside. I dumped it on the back seat, took a pair of jeans and, using my knife, cut a long, thin strip. I opened the gas tank and fed in the strip. Once it was saturated to over halfway, I pulled it out again and fed it in the other way, so the whole strip was soaked.
I went back to the room and she was sitting in the chair again, staring at me in my clothes. They were very baggy. I noticed her makeup bag on the bed.
“No makeup, no lipstick, nothing.”
She nodded. “I get it.”
I rummaged through the bodies’ pockets and, to my surprise, found IDs and car keys. I put the IDs with Diana’s phone in my pocket.
The guy I’d shot in the elbow, Pete, was beginning to moan. Diana frowned at me. “You didn’t kill him?”
I ignored her and went to the bathroom, where I filled both tooth mugs with water. The first I threw in his face and, as he came round, blinking and spluttering, I propped him up and gave him the second to drink. When he’d finished the glass he stared up into my face.
“Bob, DJ…”
“The colleagues on your team are all dead, Pete.”
He frowned for a moment, then tears spilled from his eyes. All he said was, “God damn…”
“I didn’t kill you, Pete.”
He searched my face with wet eyes. “You?”
I nodded. “I was waiting for you.”
“How…?”
“That’s not important now. What is important is what happens to you next. If they get to you in time they can save your arm. Right now your wound is not life-threatening. You can still have a full life. You married, Pete?” The pleading in his eyes told me he was married. I said, “Kids?”
His mouth had gone dry again and he spoke with a thick tongue. “If there is any way… If there is some arrangement…”
I nodded and smiled like I was a bank manager granting a loan. “There is. I know who you work for, Pete. You were careless. You thought the target would be a woman alone. You thought you’d cruise over the border, track the phone and neutralize the target. You should have allowed for the possibility that she’d have employed a bodyguard.”
“But who are you?”
“You really don’t want me to tell you, do you?”
He shook his head. “No…”
“So now I need you to tell me two things: Why is the Firm hunting this target, and why does the Firm want her dead?”
His breathing was becoming shallow and his skin looked waxy. “We received orders. It was another cell, the Clandestine Service, who had identified a target. She was a top priority, which usually means a terrorist or somebody assisting terrorists. We received the orders, we were told it was maximum urgency and to execute without delay. By the time we got to the location she had moved. So we tracked her phone here and no way were we expecting to be met.” His eyes swiveled over my shoulder a couple of times. “I really need a doctor. Are we done?”
“Almost, but not quite. I have two more questions. First, where did the request come from?”
“A cell that has been operating in southern Europe for the last year.”
“Head of the cell?”
“I honestly have no idea.”
“OK, one last thing. Four guys for one small woman. This was more than just an execution. What else were you supposed to do?”
“We had to search…” His eyes went over my shoulder again. I saw the fear in his eyes and turned too late. The Glock exploded two feet from my head, shattering my eardrums and making me fall back and to the side against the wall. I shouted and clenched my hands to my ears. In the ringing, singing world, Pete lay with a neat hole in his forehead and the back of his head blown off. I heard myself shout again, far off, and looked up at Diana standing staring at me, with a semiautomatic held in both hands. There was still no expression on her face, but deep in her eyes I could see defiance and amusement, and a glint that said, Fuck you!
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I scrambled to my feet, levered the gun out of her hand and backhanded her across the face so she staggered and fell onto the bed.
I shouted, “What the hell is wrong with you?” but it sounded like somebody else shouting inside a giant Tupperware box. Diana’s face was crimson where she lay on the bed, and her eyes were bright with tears of rage. She shouted something but I couldn’t make it out. Then realized I had my hands clamped over my ears. A wave of nausea washed over me. I took away my left hand and heard a high-pitched ringing. But I also heard Diana screaming at me:
“I told you! I told you! No information until we get to DC! What part of no fucking information do you not understand?”
She kept the bed between us because she could see from my face that she was qualifying for a second backhander. I never hit women, on principle. But right then I did not see her as a woman. She was some kind of diabolical manifestation.
She heaved my bag onto the bed and pulled out the bottle of the Macallan. She poured a measure into a glass and handed it to me across the bed. I scowled at her for a good five seconds before I took the drink and downed it.
Doctors around the world will tell you that alcohol is the last thing you need when you are in shock. Those same doctors will tell you that if a 9mm Glock has just gone off two feet from your right ear, whisky won’t help. And that’s why I never go to the doctor, because half the time they don’t know what they’re saying and the other half they don’t know what they’re talking about.
After a second slug my heart had slowed and there was a gentle numbness to my ears. The high-pitched ringing was still there, and I still had the feeling somebody else was saying my words inside a muffled box, but I could just about ignore it. I grabbed Diana, took her to the Range Rover and bundled her in the back. Then I drove to the gas station at the bottom of the road. Diana didn’t speak. She just watched me in silence.
I was having trouble judging distance, and I still felt nauseous, but I managed to park at a pump, filled up the tank and also filled two five-gallon jerry cans that I keep in the trunk. While I was paying I bought a packet of Camels and a disposable lighter. Then I drove back to Frontage Road, a few yards from the Audi. I got out, crossed to the car with the two cans and doused Diana’s things on the back seat and left one canister on its side, gently spilling gas, with the door partly open. I spilt most of the other on the front seat and then made a trail to Frontage Road, put the sealed can back in the trunk and lit a butt. I took a drag for old times’ sake and dropped it on the trail of gasoline.
As I accelerated away to join the highway, in my rearview mirror I watched the trail of leaping blue flame reach the car. It reached up, danced, found the soaked back seat and the cabin full of fumes, and then there was the brilliant flash as they caught and another as the flames found their way into the Audi’s own gas tank.
Diana had turned in her seat and I saw the light of the fire dancing on her face and reflected in her eyes. Just for a moment there, she looked alive.
It was four AM by the time we arrived at Brandon. It wasn’t the first time I had been there. I had passed through a couple of times and knew the places to go, and the places to avoid. This time I was looking for the places to avoid.
I turned North onto 18th Street and in at the Canada Inns parking lot. It was practically empty at that time of the morning and I found a spot opposite the Hell’s Kitchen, where I had had coffee just a few hours earlier. I killed the lights and sat thinking. From previous experience I knew the place would probably be open “behind closed doors,” because one AM to six AM was when they really made their money, selling weed, hash and coke.
The Firm had been tracking Diana’s phone, which meant they either had her number or they had bugged it somehow. There was a fifty-fifty chance that on turning the phone off they’d no longer be able to track it. That meant there was a fifty-fifty chance they could, and I needed to lose the phone as soon as possible. The trouble with that was that it was, potentially, too valuable to destroy. Because neither the brigadier nor Diana would tell me a damned thing about what I was dealing with. So I had to assume that the cell phone contained vital information.
Given that I could not destroy it, and working on the principle of preparing for the worst, I needed to lose the phone that morning, and then disappear. And for anyone who has ever had to disappear, that means, first and foremost, acquiring untraceable cash. In the Hive World, credit and debit cards, and cell phone payments, leave a clear, distinct path that shows exactly where you have been and what you have done.
And then I needed to lose the Range Rover.
Right now, Diana was asleep in the back. She was going to be a pain in the ass and a liability every step of the way. But on the way into the lot I had seen a Ford F-250 that looked about twenty years old. I climbed out of the Rover and crossed the lot to where it was sitting. Peering through the window, I didn’t see an alarm light winking. I took my Swiss Army knife, opened the screwdriver and punched it into the lock. The alarm went off.
That was not necessarily a problem. Most people—even Canadians—ignore car alarms, especially if they stop soon after they start. I twisted, opened the door, reached under the dash and disabled the alarm. I waited five minutes. Nothing happened. So I climbed in, rammed the knife into the ignition, twisted and started the engine.
It needed gas, it had just a quarter of a tank, but other than that the truck seemed to be fine. I left the lights off, rolled up to the Range Rover and parked on the far side. After that I took my Swiss Army knife and removed the plates. A brief walk around the lot found me another truck of a similar age. It took me ten minutes to switch the plates and another five to put the new plates on the Ford. I checked through the window of the Range Rover. Diana was still asleep.
I shifted my bag to the Ford and shook Diana awake. She didn’t blink or ask, “Where am I?” She just looked at me with that same, expressionless face and said, “What?”
“Come, we’re changing vehicles.”
She followed without arguing, but muttered, “My stuff…”
“We’ll get you more. Lie down in the back and go to sleep.”
I didn’t bother removing fingerprints. The car was registered to me and minimal inquiry would show it was mine. Instead I left the door open and the key in the car. Human nature and logic dictated that within a few hours the car would be full of prints other than mine. I’d report it stolen when I got back.
I put it in drive, pulled out of the lot and crossed the empty, silent highway to the mall on the other side. The signs were illuminated in red and blue and white, but all the buildings were dark and silent, aside from one. The Hell’s Kitchen bar had its door open and light was spilling out onto the asphalt lot outside. There were eight or ten bikes parked outside. I could make out the soft pulse of music and there were people, guys and girls in denim and leathers standing about outside drinking, smoking and talking. I didn’t see many face masks.
From the back seat I heard Diana’s voice, sullen and sleepy.
“What are you doing?”
“Trying to save your ass,” I said absently. “Get out, we’re going to have a beer.” But even as I went for the door handle I saw what I had come for and said: “No, don’t move.”
A guy had stepped out of the bar onto the wooden porch. He had a blue bandana on his head, a goatee, a black T-shirt with the AC/DC logo on it and a black leather jacket. The guy’s name was Wolf. He was one of the main suppliers of hash, weed, heroin and cocaine in Brandon. I had established that much on my way to collect Diana. Go to the right bar, keep your mouth shut and your ears open, and you can pick up the essential, need-to-know information about who moves what, and who makes the most cash.
He stood talking to a small group of bikers, then went down the steps lighting a cigarette. He climbed on a Harley, kicked the starter and rolled out of the lot and turned left onto 18th Street. I gave him thirty seconds and went out after him. There was no traffic, and he would have had a clear view of me in his mirror. So I slowed and allowed him to pull ahead.
After half a mile he turned left into McTavish Avenue. By the time I turned in and passed the school, he was just a small, red light disappearing into the darkness. I accelerated and closed the gap in time to see him turn right into 24th Street, where he slowed and pulled into the front yard of the last house on the row. I rolled past and parked in the dirt lot next to the house. I looked over my shoulder at Diana.
“Don’t move. Stay out of sight. This won’t take long.”
I got out, locked Diana in the truck and walked around the wooden fence onto the biker’s lawn. His house was plain cream, with a gabled roof and five granite steps up to the front door. A window on the right showed no light. The one on the left showed traces of light from behind the drapes. I figured it was the kitchen.
I pulled the Maxim from my belt and climbed the steps.
I saw the drapes move on the window and a voice shouted, “Yeah! Who is it?”
I pushed open the letterbox and spoke through it.
“My lady needs some help, man. Barman at the Kitchen said you was the guy to see. She’s in a bad way. I don’t want her to die.”
There was a long silence. Then heavy boots on the wooden floor. The door opened an inch on the chain and a pale blue eye peered out at me. A voice like gravel in a grinder snarled.
“Who the fuck are you?”
“I need a fix for my lady, man.”
I tried to look anxious, like I was pissing my pants. “My name’s Dean. She’s in a real bad way. I think she’s gonna die. C’mon, dude. I can pay. I got money.”
“You look like a cop.”
“I’m not a cop! I swear! You want me to bring my lady? She can’t walk she’s so bad.”
As I spoke I brought the Maxim up and shot him in the leg through the door. He swore violently and staggered back. The second round took out the chain. I pushed the door open and stepped inside, closing the door softly behind me.
He was lying on the floor gripping his leg. His face was pasty and yellow, like candle wax. He looked up at me and there was a dangerous mixture of terror and rage in his eyes.
“Should have opened the door,” I said.
“Are you insane? Do you know…? Who the fuck are you?”
I hunkered down beside his knees. My first shot had gone into his thigh but the bleeding was not profuse. I pointed at the sodden, red hole in his jeans.
“You were lucky. Looks like I didn’t hit anything important. But you know what? Not inviting people in, asking a lot of questions, that kind of thing is going to get you shot again.”
“What the hell do you want?”
“That’s better, see? Right now, I don’t need to blow your kneecap. Let’s try and keep it that way. Now, once a month, I know that you cross over to Chicago in your van. I know you buy a stash of H, blow, grass and hash, and I know that has got to set you back a hundred K just for the blow and the H.”
“You’re full of shit.”
I looked into his eyes and knew that this guy was hard. I put the Maxim away and drew the Fairbairn & Sykes from my boot.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I haven’t got time to waste, and I am going to have to convince you that I am serious.”
There was real terror in his face. I knelt on his right wrist with my right knee and placed my left knee on his neck, forcing his chin to one side. I let him feel the razor edge of the blade on his thumb joint and said, “I am going to ask you once. Where is your money for your next buy?”
Gasping for breath, he half screamed, “Fuck you!”
I levered down with the knife. There was a sickening crunch and his thumb came loose from his hand. He screamed, thrashed and kicked his legs. But the thing with Canada is, it’s so cold in the winter all the houses are triple glazed and, like space, nobody can hear you scream.
He was sobbing and weeping and repeating, “Oh, God… oh God…”
I said, “That was a mistake. I am going to take each of your digits off, and then I am going to butcher you like a pig, till it’s just your head and your body, sitting here weeping and looking at your limbs piled up against the wall. I am a very, very bad man, Wolf. So don’t waste my time, because I have no time for you to waste. Where is your stash for your next buy?”
I pressed the knife between his index and middle finger. He went rigid and started quivering and screeching, “N…n…n…!”
I said, “Where’s your money?”
“In the bedroom! Wardrobe! There’s a false bottom!”
“You know what I’m going to do to you if I come back…”
He didn’t let me finish. “It’s there, man! I swear!”
I stood. He was bleeding badly from his thumb. If he tried to get away he wouldn’t go far. I crossed the living room. It was seedy and dull, with a TV and a 1200 CC bike engine in the corner. There were bike magazines and assorted trash lying around. I went through to the bedroom. It was dark, with the drapes closed, and a powerful smell of pot. I opened the wardrobe, pulled out the false bottom and found a sports bag. It was full of cash. At a glance I figured there was about a hundred grand there. I pulled it out and slung it over my shoulder. When I got to the hall, the pool of blood from his thumb was about three foot across and he looked like he was about to pass out. I hunkered down beside him. His voice was small.
“I need a tourniquet, man. I’m bleeding out. You got the cash…”
“You’re a parasite, Wolf. You played tough all these years, backed up by your Angels. But all you’ve ever done is feed off people who were weaker than you, sell drugs to kids, destroy lives and destroy families. I have no reason to give you a tourniquet. I have no reason to save your life. You know, the Buddhists tell you that your dying thought conditions the nature of your next life. I don’t know if that’s true or not. But my advice to you, right now, is to think about all the ways you could have had a more valuable life than you did.”
I stood and shot him in the forehead, and for a moment I hoped that the Buddhists were right.




Six

I wrenched open the rear passenger door of the truck and dumped the sports bag on the seat next to Diana. She frowned at it and then shifted her frown to me.
“What did you do?”
I slammed the door and got in behind the wheel, then pulled out onto 18th Street, moving south.
“Open the bag.”
After a second I heard the zipper and, “Jesus! What the hell did you do?”
“We need cash. We can’t use cards because they can be tracked. Drug dealers are an easy source of untraceable cash.”
“You’re out of your mind.”
I snorted. “Is that an objective assessment from a position of sanity?” She didn’t answer so I said, “Give me a hundred bucks.”
She handed it over and I stuffed it into my pocket. At the intersection with Richmond Avenue I turned east and after half a mile turned into the Co-op gas station. There I filled up, bought some water and fruit juice and a couple of coffees and took off east again. At the exit from Brandon I took the 110 north for five miles and picked up the Trans-Canada Highway again, and we left the lights behind us and plunged into the dark vastness that is Canada.
At just before six AM we bypassed Winnipeg on our left, and picked up the highway again just north of Deacons Corner, with the sky hinting at gray on the eastern horizon. Dawn came as we were entering the Whiteshell Provincial Park, with the sun rising blood red over the vast pine forests. We didn’t stop, then. We drove on with the sun climbing steadily to the midheaven through forests and lakes that seemed to stretch on forever.
Finally, at shortly before one PM we came out of the woods and into broad farmlands, and shortly after that we arrived at Thunder Bay. I didn’t stop there because there were too many people. Instead I turned north and followed the coast for about ten miles until we came to an un-signposted intersection where a small, wooden sign said there was a motel on the shore of the lake. I turned right and found a cute stretch of road with pretty holiday houses right on the shore, and among them a motel glorying in the unfortunate name, On the Beach.
We checked in for the day and the night, dumped our stuff in the room and went to buy Diana some clothes, look for a UPS office on Memorial Avenue, and the Hodder Tavern on Arundel Street and Hodder Avenue.
Along the way I noted the boats and yachts moored along the shore of the lake. Some were pulled up on the mud, others were farther away, anchored maybe a hundred or two hundred yards out on the dark water.
Diana had come up front with me. There was no longer any point in her sitting in the back. They were either still tracking us electronically, in which case there was no point in hiding her, or I had managed to throw them off in which case we were less conspicuous as a couple. She saw me staring out at the water and said, “What’s on your mind?”
“The border. It’s twenty-five miles out on the water, about eight to ten miles from Pie Island.”
“You’re crazy enough to want to swim it, or steal a launch from a drug trafficker…” She trailed off. I didn’t react and she said, “Jesus, you are actually thinking of stealing a boat.”
“Couple of hours and we are across the border, in five or six hours we can land in Michigan, just west of Houghton. That puts us two hundred and fifty miles, as the crow flies, from Minneapolis. Say three hundred by car. Three hours, four tops. If we don’t screw up, we could be in DC while they’re still looking for us in Canada.”
“What about the border patrol?”
“We won’t use a motorized launch. We’ll use a twenty or thirty-foot sailing boat. The chances of being detected are almost nil.”
“Can you sail a boat?”
“Of course I can sail a boat.”
“Of course you can.”
At the UPS office I sent Diana’s phone and the ID cards I’d collected from the four CIA officers to the brigadier for analysis. Then we went to the Hodder Tavern for lunch. I ordered a draught beer and a burger and Diana surprised me by ordering the same. We sat at a table in the half light of the afternoon and ate and drank in silence, with the TV in the background filling the silence. All they talked about was COVID, vaccines, shutdowns and social distancing. It was like there was no other news in the world. I was aware she was watching me watch the news and after a while she smiled. That made me look at her. It was the first real expression I had seen.
“You ever been hypnotized?” she asked.
I thought about it and decided I didn’t want to answer. I said, “Why?”
“When you hypnotize somebody…,” she paused, “I’m not talking about bog-standard, run of the mill hypnotherapists who just relax you and make you feel good. I’m talking about real hypnotists who know how to get into your unconscious, your autonomic system, and make changes.”
“OK.”
“When a real pro hypnotizes you, he is going to tell you three things that are true: ‘you’re sitting down, your eyes are closed, all you can see is darkness…’ OK?”
“Yeah, so?”
“And then he’s going to tell you something he wants you to accept. ‘All you can see is darkness, and that place you had as a child, where you used to go to be alone. You can begin to see that now, and as time flows slowly by, you see it ever more clearly…’”
“I get the idea.”
She tapped the right side of her head. “Your unconscious processes all four statements together, and accepts the fourth as a truth, just like the other three. He’ll do the same thing if he wants to give you instructions.” I was watching her and listening very carefully while I chewed. “He’ll tell you to do two or three things you have to do anyway: ‘Keep your eyes closed, breathe nice and steady, be aware of your body lying there, and as you are aware of your body, notice how it begins to relax, more and more deeply…’ Same thing. Your unconscious registers all four sets of instructions together. It obeys the first three because it has to, and the fourth because it is part of the package.”
“What’s your point?”
She shrugged a small shrug with very slim shoulders. “I’m just trying to have a conversation with you. Can’t we have a conversation?”
“Sure, I just don’t happen to believe that you ever do anything without a reason.”
“That’s a pretty harsh judgment. But I guess there is some truth in it.” She picked up her burger and made to bite into it. “I was just thinking,” she said, as she made ready to bite, “about this lockdown and the whole COVID phenomenon.”
“You don’t believe it’s real? I happen to know it is.”
“Oh, it’s real…” She nodded ponderously, gazing into my face. “It’s real. Just like the first three statements of the hypnotist are real: ‘You are wearing your mask, you are keeping a safe distance away from other people, you are listening carefully to your TV and your social media so that you know exactly what to do when you receive your instructions…’”
“Sure, and the destruction of the Twin Towers was plotted at Bohemian Grove. But your conspiracy theory doesn’t wash…”
She ignored me and kept right on talking, “…and your next instructions are that you will go and get yourself vaccinated. And as so many nice billionaires have donated so much money to creating that vaccine just for you, you will take it and accept it gratefully, and scowl disapproval at all those who refuse to take it. Because it is they who are making this world unsafe for everybody else.”
I shook my head. “What are you trying to tell me?”
“Nothing, I’m just making conversation. But the COVID pandemic is the best piece of social engineering I have seen in my whole life. Sixty years ago we were the most disobedient people on the planet. Now we all wear our masks, we all observe the safe distance and we all happily went out to clap at eight sharp every evening, like good little sheep on their way to the slaughter.”
“Yeah? So what’s the final instruction we are all being conditioned to take?”
“I already told you: take your medicine.”
I studied her face for a long time. She held my eye. Finally I asked her, “Is that what this is all about? COVID-19?”
She shook her head. “No, I was just making conversation.”
“Conversation…”
“About obedience. It’s what life on Earth is all about, right? Power. Psychology tells us all relationships are power relationships, and obedience is one of the foundations of power, right? Remember Chuck Klosterman?”
“No.”
“All relationships are fundamentally power struggles, and the person in power is always the one who cares the least. If you don’t do what I say, I will leave you. People who are afraid, people who are afraid to face the future alone, people who are afraid to face the unknown without strong leadership…”
“This is about COVID…”
“No, dumbass.” She said it with absolutely no feeling. “I’m telling you plain. It’s about power! Look at you and me. I am terrified to make the journey to DC alone. You don’t let the fear affect you, and you don’t really care much if I get neutralized on the way. You’re just doing a job. So that makes you the powerful one in this relationship. COVID is just another example, a parallel: the population of the Earth is in abject terror of an invisible killer that floats through the air and attacks silently and invisibly. Only venerable, ancient Oxford University, aided by the godlike Bill Gates, can save us. So we obey. But you can change the threat into infinity: Germans, Communists, Chinese, Islam, a virus, aliens… As long as people are too chickenshit to rely on themselves, and turn to those in power for protection and guidance, that small cabal of mega-nerds and billionaires will continue to rule the world. Democracy tried, but failed, because people are still sheep.” She gave a small laugh. “You can cry wolf as many times as you like. For the sheep, every time is the first time.”
I knew she was telling me something, but I didn’t know what, or, for that matter, why. I also found that, broadly, I agreed with what she was saying. I took a big bite out of my burger and chewed, speaking as I did so.
“So this is an area of research for you? You’re a social psychologist…?”
She made like an android and said, “No.” And then, after a second, “I’m a physicist.”
“A physicist?” My voice said I was skeptical.
“Physics is all about power. Nobody, absolutely nobody, knows what energy is in physics. Did you know that? We talk about energy all the time, and we know very precisely how most energy works. But not a goddamn soul knows what it is. Energy is power. You have fear on one side, weakness, and courage on the other, strength; you create a flow of power from a positive to a negative pole.”
I swallowed and took a pull on my beer. “Yeah, you said that. What branch of physics?”
There was a slight narrowing of her eyes. I realized she hadn’t lied. She was scared of aggression. She said, “Nanotechnology.”
I watched her expressionless face for a long moment, then said, “Engineering with the building blocks of the universe…”
If I was hoping for some kind of reaction I didn’t get one. She just said, “Precisely.”
“So why the interest in social dynamics and political power?”
She bit into her burger and while she chewed she held up two fingers. She spoke around her food.
“Two reasons. One, I have an IQ of one sixty and I find just about everything interesting, and two, those are the bastards who are hunting me and want to kill me. The best way to get power over somebody who has power over you, is to understand them intimately.”
That was true enough, up to a point. I gave a nod and said, “Those are the bastards who are hunting you and want to kill you. Feel like being more precise? Another part of power is that union forms strength.”
“And how do I know you are not with them?”
“You just witnessed me kill three of them.”
“Yeah.” She took a pull on her beer and waved the empty glass at the barman. He looked at me and I showed him two fingers. Diane went on. “‘Them’ covers a multitude of meanings. I know you’re not CIA. But just because I know who you’re not, it doesn’t mean I know who you are.”
I grunted. She had a point. “But if I wanted to kill you, I could have done it a dozen times over by now.”
“Sure…”
The waiter came over with a couple of beers and set them on the table, then left. She picked up her glass and regarded me over the edge. “But you also ask a lot of questions. You take a lot of interest in who I am and why these people are after me. What makes you so interested? You have a job. Do the job and shut the fuck up.”
She smiled, but it was only a pretend one.
I raised an eyebrow and smiled back. It was a real one. “It doesn’t work that way. I’m not fixing your plumbing. I’m saving your life and trying to stay alive while I do it.”
“So you say. On the other hand, maybe you’re earning my trust so I’ll tell you all about me, and then you’ll plug me full of holes.”
I sucked my teeth and pushed a piece of burger bun around my plate with the tip of my knife. When I was done doing that, I pulled off a quarter of my beer and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.
“I was just starting a holiday. My boss called me and said he had a job he wanted me to do. He wanted me to escort a woman from Calgary to DC. After some discussion, I agreed. That is all I know. The fact that there are men after you who want you dead, motivates me to want to know more about you, and why these people want you dead, but simply because that knowledge can help me to protect you. Aside from that, I have absolutely no interest in you at all.”
One eyebrow arched on an expressionless, porcelain face. “Thanks, I’m flattered.”
“Come on, Diana! Listen to what I am telling you!”
“Yeah, you’re a big harmless teddy bear who just wants to be loved, and you’d do anything to protect me. And maybe that’s true. It would be awful nice if it was true, but how can you prove it to me?”
I tipped my beer from side to side, thinking. “What made you go to my boss? How did you know about him in the first place?”
She looked like she was going to tell me to go take a hike, but hesitated at the last moment. “I didn’t.”
“You didn’t? Then what the hell am I doing here?”
“He approached me.”
We stared at each other for a long moment and at the end of it she smiled, a real smile. “That silence was the most believable thing I have heard you say. You were genuinely surprised.”
I shrugged. “Need to know.”
“You genuinely are a grunt sent to protect.” She threw back her head and laughed. For a moment it was strangely reminiscent of a parrot screaming, but then settled into a sound that was almost pretty.
I had an uncomfortable knot of anger in my gut that I couldn’t fully understand. I smiled in spite of it.
“I guess I am.”
She stuffed the last piece of burger in her mouth and washed it down with beer, then gave a small belch and said, “I tell you. It is a shame you’re here working, or I would ride you like a damned bronco this afternoon!”




Seven

We made our way back to the motel and I allowed myself a good eight hours’ sleep, from three in the afternoon until eleven that night. I was aware that I was exhausted, and I was also aware that there was a very good chance we had thrown off her pursuers, at least temporarily. And the fact that nothing happened during the hours we were sleeping reassured me that I was probably right.
At eleven I walked out into the forecourt and had a look out at the lake. I smiled because there wasn’t a lot to see. Lights dotted the shore from the houses that lined the lakefront, and reflected in brilliant threads along the small waves. But out on the deeper water I could see only two lights. They were the warning lights suspended from the masts of the sailing yachts. There was no glow from the cabin, or from the cockpit or the deck.
I went back inside. Diana was up and in the shower. I packed a bag with essentials, including some takeout we’d brought with us for lunch, and carried it out to the truck, which I had parked outside our door. Then I spent ten minutes wiping all the surfaces clean of any prints, inside and out.
Finally I went inside and found Diana dressing.
I said, “Jeans, boots or sneakers, and something warm. It can get cold on the water.”
“I know, John. I don’t need to be mothered.”
“Good, when we get to the water, you take the bag on the back seat and you carry it to the dinghy while I conceal the car. Wait for me at the dinghy. Do not move. Is that clear?”
She blinked a few times without expression, then said, “It’s not complicated, John.”
I sighed and checked my watch. It was midnight.
“OK, help me wipe down the surfaces. I don’t want any trace that we were here.”
“I am not on any databases.”
“Bully for you. Now get cracking.”
By half past midnight we were done. We climbed in the truck, taking care not to leave prints, and rolled out of the motel parking lot, headed north along Lakeshore Drive. I knew exactly where we were going, because I had spent most of the day eyeballing the houses, making a note of which ones had dinghies and which ones were locked up and uninhabited. The ones that ticked both boxes were of special interest. There were a few—these were mainly holiday homes and the season was coming to an end. One such was on Ishkibbible Beach Road, separated from the highway by a pinewood. There was a row of maybe twenty waterfront houses, each with a boathouse. Slightly over half seemed to be occupied, but the two I had selected were not. One of them, the one on the right as you approached, had a wooden rowboat moored to a jetty. To the left of the house there were two boathouses, and beyond them another house, which appeared to be empty. But what had proved an added bonus was that to the right of the house there was a flat slope that fed right into the water, probably used for extracting larger boats, or launching them.
I pulled up on the slope, ten or fifteen feet from the shore and killed the lights, but left the motor running.
“Take the bag from the back seat, go get in the rowing boat on that pier.” I pointed. “Wait for me there.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I need to put the truck somewhere it won’t be found for a while.”
She looked scared, but she climbed down, pulled the bag from the back seat and crossed the darkness toward the jetty. There was a crescent moon low on the horizon, laying pools of liquid silver on the water here and there. I watched her hurry past the house, glance at it a couple of times and then make her way along the jetty toward the boat. As she climbed in I put the truck in drive and floored the pedal. I must have hit the water at forty miles per hour. A wall of spray leapt up in front of me and to either side. I had the windows open and water crashed in over the seats, soaking my legs. I kept my foot on the pedal as long as I could feel the rear wheels biting, and I could see the heavy bow wave rolling in front of me.
Next thing, I was still moving forward, but I was aware I was sinking, too. I tried to open the door, but the pressure of the water from the outside was still too great. The truck sank another couple of inches and water started gushing through the open windows in a heavy, steady stream. The truck stopped moving forward and started to sink fast. I grabbed a hold of the window and started to pull myself out. But before I could get my shoulders free, we had slipped below the surface. I hauled myself out, kicked hard against the suction of the truck and broke the surface.
I could just make out the dim form of Diana on the boat. She was releasing the mooring and, as I struck out toward her, she sat at the oars and started rowing toward me. Thirty seconds later I was dragging myself out of the creamy, moonlit liquid and rolling into the boat. In silence she vacated the oarsman’s seat and settled in the stern, while I took up the oars.
It was a hundred yards to the thirty-foot cutter that was lying at anchor in the deeper water. With each pull of the oars the few, scattered lights of Ishkibbible Beach receded a little farther into the night. We didn’t talk. The only sounds were the dip and squeak of the oars and the lap and slap of the black water against the hull of the wooden boat.
Every so often I looked over my shoulder to see if I was on target, and pretty soon the ghostly, misty white shape of the sailing yacht began to emerge from the dark. After a little more than ten minutes we were pulling up to the stern of the cutter, and Diana was staggering, with our bag, up the steps and into the cockpit while I held the dinghy steady.
Ten minutes later I had killed the light on the mast, released the spinnaker and weighed the anchor, and we were inching around for a heading south and east toward Pie Island and the US border. Once we were under way, and I was sure we were invisible from the shore, I hoisted the mainsail, close hauled for the small breeze, and we began to shift, skipping and slapping across the small waves.
Diana found some coffee and some rum in the galley and fixed us a drink each. She also heated up the takeout we’d got at lunch and we had a late dinner. After that she brought up some blankets, put one across my shoulders and laid a couple on the decking, where she lay down with a pillow under her head and went to sleep.
For a couple hours it was peaceful, and overhead the sky was filled with a billion stars you never see if you live in New York. What little moon there was, was rising and casting a long, liquid silver path across the blackness. She was smiling as she did it, because we both knew that beautiful as the path was, once you took your first step, you sank into a cold, wet death.
At just after four AM we rounded the southwest tip off Isle Royale. We were now outside Canada and into the USA. It was still dark and the gray breath of dawn had not yet touched the horizon. What we had ahead of us now was three hours of open water, heading south by southwest until we hit the south coast of Lake Superior.
It was as Pie Island began to recede on our port side that I first noticed the lights. There were two of them. They first appeared as one, a few inches above the horizon. For a while it remained motionless, but I didn’t recognize it as any planet and wondered if it was a satellite. Then it began slowly to split, and each of the two lights began to grow larger, and I knew it was a couple of light aircraft, or maybe choppers. I thought about changing course to avoid being seen, but they were approaching too fast. I wondered if they were Coastguards, but the Coastguard don’t operate that way. They would send a launch to intercept us. They might be DEA, but the DEA would be operating with the Coastguard, and I could not see any launch approaching. I glanced over my shoulder at Pie Isle Royale and thought about making a dash for it. But the shore was a good ten to fifteen minutes away, and if these birds were after us, what we had was seconds.
And it was just thirty seconds later that they roared past, almost overhead, a Grumman 111 Albatross and a chopper I could not identify. The chopper skewered us with a spotlight and swung to a halt dead ahead, flattening and tearing up the water with its downdraft. Meanwhile the Albatross did a slow, cumbersome turn, aiming, I figured, to come up behind us. Diana covered her head, then scrambled below.
The chopper was head-on, blinding us with its light. But if it wanted to shoot us, it would need to be sideways on. I looked over my shoulder and saw the Albatross banking again, lining us up. That was enough. I didn’t know what the hell they wanted to do. It would have been easy enough to rake us with machine-gun fire and send us to hell. They obviously had other plans. Whatever they were, I didn’t intend to make it easy for them. I pulled my Sig from behind my back and put four rounds into the middle of the spotlight. It went out. The chopper did a little dance, like it was going to pull out of the way. But that didn’t fit with my plans at all. I didn’t pause. I dropped a couple of inches and emptied half my extended magazine into where I knew the pilot was sitting. That was ten rounds and I guess some of them found him, because the chopper’s dance became a little more wild. It bucked and swerved, then tilted sideways and pitched into the lake, sending a huge wave crashing into our bows.
Two seconds after that I heard a smack and a roar and the Albatross thundered overhead, twenty feet above our mast. And suddenly I knew what they were doing.
As the plane banked to my left I turned and looked back. There were two plumes of luminous spray in the moonlight, and as the drone of the plane faded, so the high buzz-saw of the Zodiacs reached my ears. They were catching us fast and I could just make out four men in each one as they slapped and sped over the black water.
Then, as they separated and came up on either side, just behind us, I saw the flash of automatic fire and the air was alive with the rattle of two assault rifles. Rounds hissed and popped in the air around me, snapped and whined off the cabin roof and tore into the sails and the rigging.
I dropped on my face, scrambled for the shelter of the cabin and rolled on my back with the Sig in my hand. The yacht lost speed and next thing they were pulling up either side, and clambering onboard. There were eight of them, in black battle dress with balaclavas and automatic rifles, and all eight of them were trained on me. One of them spoke.
“Drop it!”
I had a choice. Die protecting Diana, knowing I was going to fail, or live to fight another day—or at least later that same day. No contest. I dropped the Sig and raised my hands.
“Where’s the woman?”
That was asking too much. I made a face that asked who had the family neuron that week. “Maybe she’s in the Jefferson Room in the west wing. This is a thirty-foot yacht, Colonel. Where do you think she is?”
He froze for half a second and a couple of his boys glanced at him. He jerked his head and four of them went below. That left four in the cockpit with the boss staring at me hard.
“Who are you?” He asked it as the screaming started inside. He seemed not to hear it. I gave him my best wiseass face and said, “I don’t know. I’m going to India next week to find out.” I sensed rather than saw his eyes narrow behind his balaclava and added, “I think I’m a person who smiles a lot and says ‘namaste.’”
He took a small step and kicked me hard in the thigh. The fact that I knew it was coming didn’t lessen the pain any. I bit back the pain but heard somebody swear violently. Maybe it was me.
The son of a bitch bent down, picked up my Sig and threw it over the edge. I heard it splosh and felt it sink irretrievably into the cold, wet dark.
“So we know you’re a wiseass. Why did you call me colonel?”
I shook my head and spoke, trying to ignore the pain. “You going to kick me again if I tell you the truth?”
I wriggled into a better position as I spoke, resting my back against the side of the cabin. He snapped, “I’ll kick you if you don’t, but it won’t be in the thigh. Stop moving!”
I stopped. “OK! You move like a man of action, but you haven’t the flexibility of a man of twenty-five. The way you give orders, you’re used to command and authority in the field. You and your men are obviously professional, so I figure you didn’t get stuck at captain or major. Colonel was a fair guess.”
“Like I said, a wiseass and a bull-shitter. Do you know me?”
I hadn’t a bull’s notion who he was, but I figured this might be an opening, and I had just about nothing to lose.
So I said, “Maybe. But obviously you don’t know who I am.”
“But you’re going to tell me, now, in fifteen minutes, in half an hour… I’m not in a hurry.”
The slowing thud of an airscrew told me the seaplane was approaching on the water and was coming to a halt. Down below Diana had stopped screaming, but was cursing in colorful detail. A grunt appeared in the doorway beside my head.
“We have her,” he said.
I played for time. “You’re not CIA, that’s for sure.”
“Really? What makes you say that?”
I ignored the question and went on. “You’re not SEALs either. You might be Delta but I don’t think you’re military at all. I think that boat sailed. I think you are private sector, guns for hire.”
“Maybe I don’t give a good goddamn what you think.” But he didn’t kick me again. Instead he sat on the gunwale with his elbows on his knees and pulled a bowie knife from his boot. “Who are you?”
I decided in that moment that I had to kill them all, so I said, “Harry Bauer.”
“I never heard of you.”
“No, I know.”
“But you know who I am?”
“Probably, with the balaclava on at night, it’s hard to be sure.”
“What’s your outfit?”
“I keep a low profile and I work for myself.”
“Yeah? Let’s say for now that’s true, which it’s not. Who were you with before?”
“The SAS.”
“Figures. You moonlighting with the woman?”
“I’m helping her get home. What do you want from her?”
He snorted a small laugh. “You still think you’re getting out of this alive, with information?”
“Positive mental attitude, Colonel. Sometimes it’s all you’ve got.”
“It’s sure as hell all you’ve got, Bauer.” He turned to the guy on his right. “You, go down and assist.” He stood and turned to the other two grunts. “You two keep watch. Kill this joker and put him over the side. Weigh him down with an anchor or something. I don’t want a floater.”
He didn’t give me a second look. He ducked into the hatch and I heard his feet clunk down the steps. There were two guys in front of me, both in black battledress, both with balaclavas. The one on my left pulled a Glock 19 from his leg holster and cocked it. Then he took careful aim at my head.
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“Can I at least die on my feet?”
I knew they had been special forces. There’s an understanding between Western special forces. We all know death will probably come early for us. What most of us want is to go with some dignity. Nobody who has spent his life fighting, wants to die on the can with his pants around his ankles.
He glanced at his pal, who gave a small nod, and I stood. And as I stood I stumbled on a small swell, staggered forward and slipped the Fairbairn & Sykes from my boot. It took less than half a second.
It took another half to lever the barrel of his Glock down and ram the knife into the side of his neck. I heard the crack of his pal’s pistol as I stepped behind the dying man and let him fall against me. His body armor took the double tap, pushing me back a step. I still had a hold of his Glock. With both my arms over his shoulders, I took aim and plugged his pal twice in the face. With half his head missing, he took half a step back and keeled over backwards into the deep, wet darkness, with a bizarrely peaceful “splosh.”
Inside I could hear Diana speaking. Her voice was level and calm, but there was an edge of tension to it. I couldn’t make out the words but I heard the colonel’s voice loud and clear.
“How many fucking shots do you need to kill a guy lying on the fucking deck?”
I shouted back, “Taken care of, sir!”
His voice came back from below. “Taken care of?”
He muttered something and Diana started talking again.
“…you’re going to have to wait, like everybody else.”
“You don’t understand, sugar. My client doesn’t wait.”
“Well that’s tough shit, Rambo, because waiting is all there is on the fucking menu!”
There was a short silence, then the colonel’s voice, distorted by an ugly smile.
“I could strain the metaphor, sweet cheeks, and start talking about tender cuts, and other, more exotic, delicacies. You need to take on board, sweetheart, that your NPP is going one place and one place only.”
“No! You need to start understanding that the NPP stays with me and does not leave my side until I am ready to let it go.”
There was a grating noise which I realized was a laugh. I inched closer to the hatch. I heard the colonel lower himself onto the bottom step.
“You are not a woman of principle, Helen.”
“Oh, hey, you know my name. I am in shock and awe. Do you know what color panties I am wearing?”
The reply was savage. “No, sister! But we can soon find out!”
“So Mendez told you my name. So what?”
“Just shut up and listen! Some people stand up under torture. They are rare. I knew one in Mexico. They tortured him all night. Sometimes he would pass out with the pain and they would throw water on him to wake him up, then they would start on him again. You know what they wanted from this guy?”
“Amaze me.”
“All they wanted was for him to say his mother was a whore. He wouldn’t do it. As the sun rose that morning, he died.”
“So what?”
There was a short pause. “You are not that guy.”
“Have you lost your fucking mind? Do I look like a Mexican man to you? Of course I am not that guy!”
“Jesus Christ! Boys, we just walked into Alice in fucking Wonderland! I mean that he was a man of principle! You are not! You are a scavenger, a parasite, a weak, spineless, gutless thief who is only interested in her own well-being! You will not last thirty seconds under torture!”
There was another, longer silence. I inched a little closer, wondering what the hell I was going to do. I had evened up the odds a little, but it was still six well-trained, well-armed professionals against one unarmed man and a crazy woman.
I heard Diana’s voice again. The voice was cold and hard, and it left little doubt that she was serious.
“I would rather be lynched with my own intestines than have you and Mendez benefit from my work and cut me out.”
There was a rustle, like the colonel had shifted his position.
“Maybe that’s true, but you are a trader and a negotiator, and you would rather make an arrangement that sees you in a mansion in Beverly Hills with a pool and a harem of pool boys than spend your last hours being serially raped and bleeding to death in the middle of Lake Superior.”
“What do you want?”
“I want the NPP.”
“It’s never going to happen.”
“We’d better stop posturing, sister, and get down to negotiating.”
“There is nothing to negotiate, Rambo. You go back to Spain and you tell that asshole Mendez he can kiss my ass.”
His voice was quiet. “You’re out of your mind. You know I have to take you with me.”
I peered over at the Albatross. With modified tanks it might make it to Europe. Spain would be a stretch, unless they refueled in Nova Scotia and the Azores. I wondered if they planned to bind and gag her in the cargo bay. It seemed like a reasonable plan. I also wondered how many people there were left on the bird. I figured a maximum of two. Eight guys was already a big team.
I tried to pierce the darkness with my eyes. It looked like there was a modified sliding door open on the left side. They must have launched the Zodiacs from there and left it open. That suggested one guy was left, the pilot.
I was pretty low on options. I slipped over the side, ducked under the water and swam the distance between the disabled yacht and the side of the plane. I came up for breath once, but kept it quiet. At the hatch I pulled myself in by degrees and lay a moment, allowing the water to drain off me. From the cockpit I heard the rustle of paper. I stood and took three silent steps to the hatch. There was one guy. The stereotype demanded he should be reading soft porn, but he was reading an aviation magazine. For a split second it made me regret what I did next.
I stepped in, saying, “Hey, gimme a hand, will you?”
While he tried to process a situation that made no sense at all, I delivered a left hook that left him groggy and groaning, and while I did that I slipped the blade down behind his left collarbone. Death was quick, peaceful and relatively painless.
Getting him out of the chair was not easy, but I managed to drag him to the sliding cargo door and lower him into the water. I went in after him and swam, a little faster and a little less careful, back to the yacht. I’d been gone maybe a minute and they were still arguing inside. As I crawled up the transom steps I could hear Diana speaking more quietly now, more businesslike.
“But what can you offer me as a guarantee? You’re not stupid and you know sure as hell that I’m not. And you know that there comes a point when I hand over the stone that I become a very vulnerable non-essential.”
He didn’t answer and after a moment she started talking again.
“You can torture me till the fucking cows come home. I know that my only passport to safety is that I have the NPP and you don’t.”
A heavy sigh. “Look, Diana, I have orders. Either take it, or torture you until you tell me where it is…”
I took two pulls and dragged myself to the nearest rifle lying beside the two boys I’d killed earlier. An M4 carbine. I could hear Diana laughing.
“You’re a mercenary. You are not a soldier. There is a difference, you know? And I know what the difference is. So do you. Soldiers follow orders. Mercenaries follow the money…”
I inched to my right and dragged my sodden body six inches closer to the hatch, staying flat and trying not to sniff. What I could see was very limited. There was a black, left shoulder at the bottom of the stairs, on the right. I could see the colonel’s head directly ahead of me. He was sitting at the table and he had removed his balaclava. His hair was gray, but smudged with black. Diana’s hands were on the table, laid flat side by side. And beyond the colonel’s head I could see the legs of another soldier. That left three unaccounted for, who were obviously standing around the cabin.
I lined up the shoulder. I figured I had enough of his shoulder blade to take a chunk of his left ventricle. Then, half an inch up and to the left and take out the other guy’s inside thighs. He would bleed out in seconds. The colonel would stay with Diana, which was OK. I wanted him alive. They were too good to try and storm the steps, but they might try it giving each other cover. That would be OK.
I lined up the shoulder again and took out his left ventricle. The colonel glanced toward the steps, but by the time he’d taken in what had happened I had torn out the far guard’s groin with a controlled burst. The last thing I saw was the colonel leaping across the table.
By then I had snatched up the second rifle, an SA80, and scrambled along the deck to the back and left of the hatch. Fire rained out of the opening as they stormed the exit, yelling and shooting. The first one emerged, swinging his weapon left to right from his shoulder; the other two were behind him on the steps. I double tapped him in the neck, and as the other two scrambled around to try and get me, I opened up and emptied the magazine into them.
I dropped the M4, slung the SA80 on my shoulder and returned to the cockpit. I peered down the steps but could not see either the colonel or Diana. I shouted.
“Colonel. Think about it. I want you alive, right?”
“Bullshit!” The disembodied voice exploded and there was real fear in it. I smiled.
“You’re scared and you’re not thinking. You guys have been having a real interesting conversation. I see where this is going. You’re going to set up a nice, cozy association, while I rot at the bottom of Lake Superior.” I laughed. “I don’t think so. I just took out eight of your men, Colonel…”
I paused, letting him do the math. “Eight…?”
“I took a swim, fed your pilot to the fishes. The plane is drifting now. So we need to make a deal fast.”
It was Diana who answered. “What kind of deal? He has a gun to my head right now.”
“I’m going to come down the steps, Colonel. You come out and stand where I can see you. Then we can start to deescalate this situation. We all three want this thing, but it seems to me that we can benefit as much as an association as we can as individuals—maybe more. So let’s talk. Are we in agreement?”
There was a protracted silence, then, “Yeah, OK. I’m coming out with Diana. Shoot and she dies too…”
“There is not going to be any shooting, Colonel. We are going to negotiate.”
“Negotiate what?”
“I heard enough to know I want in. Your team is dead. Try to take me out and you’re more likely to die. Factor me in, and we might just pull this off.”
I was halfway down the steps and he slipped into view. He had Diana in front of him and his Colt 1911 pointed at her head. I smiled.
“We have a Lake Superior standoff. Two guns and a woman who is essential to the outcome. We need her, Colonel, and she needs at least one of us. The plane is drifting. Leave it too long and the only place the Zodiacs will get us is into deep trouble. The clock is ticking and we need to get out of here.”
“OK, talk, what do you suggest?”
“We have two objectives. First, we all three want the NPP.” They both frowned, narrowed their eyes. Did I know what the NPP was? But no suggestion that I was wrong. I kept going. “But we also need Mendez off our backs. Diana is essential because only she knows where the damn thing is. You are essential because you can get us to Mendez without arousing suspicion. And you need me because nobody knows who the hell I am, and I can take out Mendez without arousing suspicion.”
It was Diana who answered, after a few seconds’ thought. “And then?”
“And then the three of us sit down and work out how we guarantee each other’s safety, and exploit the NPP. We each commit to the group, we each support each other, and we all know that if any of us betrays the other two, there will be a consequence.”
The colonel snarled. “How the hell do we do that?”
“Mutual blackmail. A joint, sealed document left with an attorney. One of us goes down, we all go down.” I could see them hesitating. “The upside is that as long as we stick to the plan…” I smiled at Diana. “How fucking rich can we get, Diana?” There was no mistaking the greed and the hunger in her eyes. “I have a hunch there is enough to go three ways, and more than that. I think if we stick to this association, we might actually live long enough to enjoy it.”
There was a hint of a smile and a trace of respect on the colonel’s face. “They train you hard in the SAS, huh?”
“Yeah, they train us pretty hard.”
“Those were hard men you took out, all special ops and experienced pros.”
“What can I tell you? I’m the meanest son of a bitch in the valley. We going to stand here talking while the Albatross drifts ashore, or are we going to do this?”
His Colt wavered in his hand. “What guarantee have I right now that you won’t kill me the minute I drop my gun?”
“The same guarantee I have that you won’t. I need you so I can get close to Mendez. You need me because Mendez doesn’t know me and will not be on his guard with me.”
He nodded. “OK… I’m in.”
I looked at Diana. Her eyes were burning holes in my head. I said, “Diana, you’re in.” It wasn’t a question; there was no interrogative inflection. She nodded. “OK, I’m in too.”
I smiled and allowed myself to relax a little.
“Good. Colonel, you will please holster your Colt.” I slung the SA80 off my shoulder. “I will set my weapon down, and the three of us will get in one of the Zodiacs and go after the plane.”
I put down the rifle as the colonel holstered his semiautomatic, and I offered him my hand.
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His handshake was firm and strong. I gave a slight pull and smashed a left hook into the tip of his jaw. His eyes rolled in his head and he sagged back across the table, then slid between the table and the bench.
Diana was giving me her expressionless stare.
“You’re some kind of freak,” she said. I measured the jab carefully and punched her gently on the tip of the jaw. She looked confused, her eyes lost focus. She tried to take a step on jelly legs and fell to the floor.
I worked fast. I took the colonel’s bootlaces and tied his wrists tight behind his back. Then I took off his boots and tied his ankles together. He still hadn’t recovered consciousness, but Diana was beginning to moan. I went to the steps and took the laces from one of the guys there. I used those to tie her wrists and ankles too, and cut a sleeve from one of the black sweatshirts to make a gag for her. When I was done I poured a pan of cold water over her. She gave a high-pitched intake of air and lay rigid, blinking at me. While she was blinking, I fitted the gag.
Then I dragged the colonel onto the floor and poured a pail of water over him. He came round more slowly. I’d given him my best shot. When he tried to move, then saw me looking down at him, realization started to dawn and with it rage.
But it was impotent rage.
It was the same rage I could see in Diana’s eyes as she saw what was coming. I sat on the bench at the table. Diana was on the floor on my right, propped against the wall. The colonel was on the floor in front of me, with his head by the steps, and one of his dead men’s bare feet just a few inches from his face.
I picked a Glock from one of the bodies and laid it on the table. “If you prefer,” I said, “I can use your good, American .45. It will do the job just fine.”
Then I pulled the Fairbairn & Sykes from my boot. I held it up for him to see. “It’s been busy tonight. I guess you probably prefer the bowie. I prefer this guy. It’s more surgical, cleaner. Sometimes a brutal weapon like the bowie can actually numb the nerves and dull the pain. The FS won’t do that.”
“What the hell…”
“Now, here’s the thing, Colonel.” I pointed with the knife at the bodies on the stairs. “I have proved to you that I am effective. But there are a lot of men like that, who will draw the line at torture—I mean serious torture. Sure, any tough guy can do a bit of waterboarding. But when it comes to amputation, that kind of stuff, a lot of men will draw the line at that, even hard men. So the quandary for a man like me, who draws no lines at all, is, when trying to persuade a man like you, do I need to prove first how far I am prepared to go? Because, you see, I need you to believe that I will do what I say I will do.”
He had gone real pasty. There were beads of sweat on his brow and his skin had a yellow tinge. When he spoke his voice was thick.
“You don’t need to prove anything to me. I have seen all I need to see tonight.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. What do you want? I am not loyal to any flag. I work for money, and I have no intention of being tortured for…” He hesitated. Diana started screaming through her gag. He looked me in the eye and said, “For Frank Mendez.”
I nodded, like the name was vaguely familiar.
“Frank Mendez, Francisco Mendez, why is that name familiar to me?”
“He’s the field officer for the NCS in Andalusia.”
Diana was screaming and kicking her feet. I looked at her and she was displaying signs that could not be faked. They came direct from her autonomic system. I reached over and pulled off her gag.
“What have you got to say, Diana? Why can’t I know about Frank Mendez?”
She stared at me with wide, wild eyes. It wasn’t a glare. It was a lot more than a glare. I fitted the gag again and turned back to the bound man.
“So, Colonel, maybe you should tell me why Frank Mendez wants Diana dead.”
“He doesn’t. He wanted her brought back to Spain.”
“Back…”
“Yeah. I don’t know the details, but she was collaborating with him in acquiring the NPP. Then she suddenly went AWOL…”
“And he alerted the boys back home in Virginia.”
“I don’t know about that…”
“What he didn’t realize then was that she had actually, physically, taken the NPP. He thought she was looking for a competing buyer who would either pay more, or force him to pay more. That’s why he told the New York team it was OK to kill her.”
“I guess, maybe, I don’t know. But she did take it, and she ran.”
“That was when he called on you. He didn’t want her killed anymore, he wanted her brought back so he could find out where the NPP was, and two gets you twenty he wanted Langley kept in the dark. He must have wanted her pretty bad to hire such a big team.”
The colonel nodded. “He did, he wanted her bad.”
“And you were his go-to man for this kind of operation.”
He nodded again. “I’m well connected…”
“Don’t threaten me, Colonel.”
He closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. I thought for a moment. I didn’t need to think long.
“You know what this NPP is?”
His eyes snapped open. He watched me for a moment. Finally he said, “Some.”
I glanced at Diana. Her eyes were wide and she was glaring at him.
“So what is it?”
She started screaming and thumping her feet on the floor again. He was thinking fast, trying to find an angle that might save his life.
“It’s a nano-particle processor.”
She went quiet. I looked at her. She’d closed her eyes.
“It processes very small particles of what?”
“I don’t know. Electrons, protons, that kind of stuff.”
“How does it process them?”
Now he looked scared. “Come on! I’m a soldier, a mercenary. I don’t understand that shit. I know it’s cutting edge. More than cutting edge! I know it has a military application. I know it has a price tag that would have the three of us living in fucking clover for the rest of our lives. And our kids and their kids too. I’m talking Forbes Five Hundred. Your plan was a good one. You shouldn’t fuck up now.”
I nodded, still watching Diana. She was breathing hard and still had her eyes closed. I couldn’t decide if it was despair or relief. He’d either told me the truth, or he’d lied.
I said, “So what about Mendez?”
Her eyes opened.
The colonel asked, “What about him?”
“Where can I find him?”
She started shaking her head, making negative noises, screaming, “EEEE-EEE! EEEE-EEE!” which I took to be DC.
The colonel said, “Cadiz, in southern Spain. Calle Virgen de la Palma, number six, above the Bar Casa Fernando. That’s the field office. I don’t know where he lives.”
“The plane…”
“It’s got modified tanks. It will get us to Flores, in the Azores. I have a pal there. He’ll refuel us… It’s a seven-and-a-half-thousand-mile journey, thirty-six hours flying time. We can…”
“It’s fueled up now?”
“Yeah, she’s ready to go.”
I stood, then knelt beside him. With the Fairbairn & Sykes I cut his bonds, then slipped the Glock in my belt behind my back.
“Call your pal in Flores. Tell him to expect Mr. and Mrs. Jones and refuel the plane for them. You’ll pay for the gas and I’ll refund you.”
What little color he had in his face drained away. “What about me?”
“You work for me now. I need you to take a message to Langley, then get a regular flight to Jerez.”
His face cleared. “You’re with the Firm…”
“Don’t ask questions. Call your pal.”
He pulled a cell from his pants and made the call.
“Paolo, bom dia! Listen, change of plans, pal. Two friends of mine, Mr. and Mrs. Jones, they’ll be bringing in the Albatross. I want you to look after them. I’ll pay, like always…” He laughed. “I sure do, pal. I’ll see you in a couple of weeks, don’t you worry. Ciao, Paulo. You look after yourself.”
He hung up and spread his hands. I said, “Who’s Paolo?”
“Head of customs at Flores. Flores is tiny. You want to run anything in or out of Europe, first step is Flores, and Paolo is my man.”
“OK, good,” I pointed at Diana, “help me get this package onto the Albatross. I’ll put you down with a Zodiac near Copper Harbor, from there you make your way to Virginia. I’ll give you instructions, names and addresses of who to contact. I’ll see to it that you’re paid.”
“What about the NPP? You need me…”
I nodded. “Don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten that. That’s why you’re not dead.”
He nodded, hesitated, then nodded again. “OK.”
Between us we carried Diana, kicking and screaming as best she could, trussed like a turkey, out to the Zodiac. There she kept thrashing, only now she was more like a hooked marlin. The anger that had been smoldering in my gut for the past hour suddenly got the better of me and I grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and the seat of her pants and hauled her upper body over the side, and dunked her head in the water as far as her shoulders. I counted slowly to ten, by which time her kicking had become almost spasmodic. Then I hauled her out. She gave a small, screaming gasp. I grabbed a fistful of her collar and dragged her sodden face to within a quarter of an inch of mine. I spoke very quietly.
“Your stupid games have cost twelve men their lives in the last twenty-four hours. That means I do not like you. What is worse, your stupid games have almost cost me my life, which means I really don’t like you. A contract is a contract, Diana, but my life is not going to be the consideration for that contract. So wise up, because if I have to neutralize you to save my own life, believe me, I will. Get a grip and quit acting like a spoiled brat.”
I gave her a shove and she fell on her back with a small gasp. I jerked my head at the colonel. “Take us to the Albatross.”
The bird had drifted a couple of hundred yards and as we moved across the water toward it I eyed the colonel. Finally I said, “I was eight years with the Regiment. Iraq and Afghanistan mainly, but also Syria, Djibouti, Yemen, Libya. We were loaned out a couple of times too, Mexico, Colombia…”
He nodded. “I was nine, almost ten years with Delta. We had close ties with the Regiment. But we had a disagreement, Delta and me. They said I was overzealous in some of my methods. They also objected to some of my commercial activities. I sold weapons and I guess I wasn’t too fussy about who I sold them to. Then a village in Somalia was massacred by jihadists. They tracked them down and killed most of them, but they traced the weapons they were using back to me.”
He shrugged. It was an oddly sad gesture. Like he was looking at his own dead humanity. He wanted to care, and didn’t know why he didn’t. The dinghy slapped over the small waves and the dim fan of luminous spray spread out behind him.
“I don’t see that what I did was any worse than what the Clinton, Bush and Obama administrations had done before me, selling weapons to the Saudis, right? We follow the money, do the job that has to be done.”
We pulled up beside the plane, and he helped me to wrestle Diana into the cargo bay. She had gone quiet since her dunking. I rolled her to one side, into the shadows, and turned back to the colonel. He was still in the Zodiac and looked up at me.
“You want to pull the dinghy in?”
I pulled the Glock. “No.” I saw him swallow. His hand moved toward the Colt in his holster at his side. I ignored the movement and went on. “The thing you never understood, Colonel, is that it is not up to politicians to hold us to their moral standards, or we would all be like you, cutting each other’s throats and feeding off each other’s carcasses. It is up to us to hold politicians to our moral standards. The way I see it, Colonel, you are responsible for the deaths of the men, women and children of that village, and probably many more. That makes you trash.”
It was an odd moment. His hand fell away from his holster, as though he agreed with me and had resigned himself to a punishment that had been too long coming.
“Just tell me something,” he said. “You’ve seen a lot of death, like I have. Is this it? Do we get a second chance? Or do we just go to hell? Or Valhalla?”
I had often wondered. All special forces guys wonder at some point. I didn’t know the answer, but I said, “I think we get another chance.”
“Who are you?”
“I take out the trash. Compose yourself, and take my advice. Promise yourself you’re going to do it differently next time.”
He nodded and closed his eyes. I made it quick and painless, through his forehead. Maybe it was more than he deserved, but I wasn’t there to punish. I was there to clean up.
I slid the bay doors closed, then hunkered down beside Diana.
“I am going to let you sit in the copilot’s seat. This is going to be a long flight in a very noisy, uncomfortable plane. You are going to behave and do as you’re told. Or I am going to put your lights out and you are going to spend the entire thirty-seven hours trussed like a turkey in the cargo bay.”
She didn’t respond in any way other than staring at me through stringy wet hair. I cut her loose and she ripped the gag from her mouth and slammed it on the floor of the plane.
“You are in so much trouble, mister! I am going to make sure you…”
I wasn’t in the mood and I cut her short.
“Keep giving me attitude, Diana, you’re going to spend the most memorable thirty-seven hours of your life. Now shut up, strap yourself into the copilot’s seat and let’s get the hell out of here.”




Ten

It was a seven-thousand, five-hundred-mile flight all told.
Thirty-seven hours at a cruising speed a little over two hundred miles an hour. The colonel had submitted a flight plan via Flores in the Azores to Cadiz, but even so I kept the Albatross low and avoided bleeping on any radar screens until we were out over the Atlantic. I hadn’t counted the money in the hold yet, but I was pretty sure my original estimate was about right at a hundred grand, and I wasn’t keen to get hauled in with a hundred grand in stolen drug proceeds and a stolen plane whose owner was going to turn up pretty soon on the shores of Lake Superior.
So I followed his flight plan back into Canadian airspace, out of the Gulf of St. Lawrence and the southern tip of Newfoundland. That took seven hours, and it was a bright morning, with the sun sparkling on a vast, black sea by the time we left the American continent behind.
That was when I called the brigadier to give him the good news.
“Where are you? Are you alone?”
“No, I am not alone. I am climbing to twenty thousand feet over the North Atlantic, east of St. John.”
He was quiet for a surprisingly long time. Eventually all he said was, “I see. With whom?”
“Our client, Diana. She is sitting next to me in the copilot’s seat, immersed in the view.”
A loud sigh. “What are you doing over the North Atlantic? Please don’t say, ‘Flying east.’ I want to know why. The understanding was that you would bring our client to Washington.”
“Yeah, see? That’s the risk when you keep your operatives in the dark about important information.”
His answer was quick and sharp. “What information?”
“How about the fact that the CIA are after her? When I arrived, they sent a four-man hit squad. That was then modified, and a nine-man team of mercenaries came after us, with instructions to take her back to Cadiz, in Spain, alive. And how about the minor detail that the ball everyone is chasing is an NPP. You know what that is?”
He grunted. “It’s theoretical. It can’t be made with current technology.”
“Then maybe your client has been working at Roswell or White Sands and she’s received some private tuition from the little green men, because Field Officer Frank Mendez sure seems convinced that she has one.”
“No.”
“What do you mean, no? I have killed thirteen men in the last twenty-four hours! They weren’t hunting a theory, sir!”
He sounded impatient. “Well, she’s duped the CIA. It’s not impossible to do. It has been done before. What do you hope to achieve by going to Cadiz, apart from to eat superb fish and drink excellent wine at bargain basement prices?”
It was hard to keep the anger out of my voice. “Actually, sir, those two items were not on my agenda! I plan to find Mendez and put his head under the wheel of my rental car until he tells me what the hell gives with this dame, whose name is not Diana! And what the hell an NPP is!”
He sighed again. “Dame? Good lord. An NPP is a nano-particle programmer, and, as I have already explained to you, they are currently impossible to make. And it is a good thing too, because it would usher in a nightmarish world. However, thankfully, the technology simply does not exist. Your orders. Have you got a clear mind?”
“Of course.”
“Pay a visit to Mendez at the field office. Put Diana up at the Occidental. You’d better pose as a couple. Where are you refueling?”
“Flores.”
“Of course, the Azores. Are you dealing with Paolo Santos there?”
“I think so. Head of customs on the island. Bent as a four-penny bit, as you would say.”
“That’s him. He’ll hand you some documents. They’re good. You’ll be Mr. and Mrs. Ethelbaum… Peter and Louise.”
“Jesus, sir! Can’t we just be Brown or Smith?”
“Far too suspicious. After all, who on Earth would choose the name Ethelbaum?”
I didn’t tell him what I thought about that. I just said, “Fine.”
“So once in Cadiz, leave Louise at the Occidental and go and visit Mendez. Explain to him that there is no such thing as an NPP, that they are impossible to make with modern technology, and that he is to cease harassing her.”
“What if he tells me to go to hell? The CIA has just lost four men that he requested to go and hit her…”
He paused a fraction of a second, then said, “Explain it to him in a way he will understand, Peter. Then go and have dinner. It’s one of my favorite towns, Cadiz. I recommend the Taberna del Tío de la Tiza, absolutely superb. Then fly back directly to DC the following day.”
I sighed. Eight years in England, and I still couldn’t get used to the way they did things. All the clinical, ruthless efficiency of an android with the cozy good manners of Miss Marple.
I said, “I hear you.”
“Do you mean you understand me?”
“Yes, sir, I mean that I understand you.”
“Good. Keep me posted, but only where necessary.”
Diana had shifted her attention from the ocean outside the window to me. “Who the hell was that?”
“I have no idea.”
“He was British.”
“No kidding.”
“You work for the British?”
I felt a sudden pulse of anger and turned to her. “Who do you work for, Diana? Do you know how many times I have put my life on the line to save your skinny butt?”
Her face flushed. I ignored it and went on. “Thirteen times in the last twenty-four hours!” I pointed back, into the fuselage. “And those men I have killed, they were not daemons or monsters, they were men with wives and children, and I killed them to save your life! Why?”
“I can’t tell you…”
“No! I’ll tell you! Because you are too dumb, too self-involved, too vain and too damned stupid to realize that in order to help you I need your help!” I drew breath and charged again. “Those men did not need to die! If you had spoken to me, just given me the damned basics, those men could have lived. They died so that you could play your stupid games!”
She was silent and the plane droned on, seeming to crawl slowly over the sea far below, while Newfoundland slipped steadily behind us. Eventually she said, “I don’t work for anybody.” She looked down at her hands in her lap. “If I have made mistakes, I am sorry. And if people have died who didn’t need to die, I am sorry too.”
I glanced at her. There was still no expression on her face, but she managed to make that seem sincere.
“Mendez was determined to kill me. Those four men he sent after me, you saw what they did. They were professional assassins, and they had no compunction about killing me.” She raised her eyes to look at me. “I’m not exactly Rambo, and I have absolutely no experience in this kind of thing. I am just trying to survive.”
“OK,” I growled. “This is all very moving and tender, but how about we get down to brass tacks. Why does the CIA want you? More to the point, why does Frank Mendez want you?”
She cleared her throat and gazed back out of the window. I couldn’t keep the sarcasm from my voice. “What? Are you dreaming up a convincing story?”
She didn’t smile. She shook her head.
“No. Frank Mendez does not work for the CIA—not strictly. He is a field officer in the National Clandestine Service. He was detailed to investigate a laboratory in the Sierra de Malaga, where very advanced research was being carried out with a very low profile.”
“What kind of research?”
“It was a collaboration between the University of Malaga, which is desperately underfunded, the Centro Andaluz de Nanomedicina, which is equally underfunded, and the Mohammed ben Amini Memorial Foundation of New York, which has enough money to bankroll a whole new nation.”
I had gone cold and could feel my skin prickling on my arms and on the back of my neck.
“The Mohammed ben Amini Memorial Foundation?”
She frowned at me curiously. “Yeah, why?”
“I knew a Mohammed ben Amini once. He had a nickname. They called him the Butcher of Al-Landy.”
“I don’t know anything about that. All I know is that the foundation was providing the money—and plenty of it—for the research into very advanced nano-technology. Naturally, any products they came up with would become the property of Nano-Systems, a corporation owned partly by the Spanish government, partly by the University of Malaga and partly by the Centro Andaluz de Nanomedicina. Those three accounted for forty-nine percent of the shares. The other fifty-one percent belonged to the Al-Nabiin Corporation.”
“Cute.”
“What is?”
I listened to the drone of the engines for a while, letting my mind reach out and explore. After a while I said, “Al-Nabiin, it means the prophet in Arabic. In Islam there is only one prophet—”
“Mohammed.”
“Islam is nothing if not clear. There is but one god, and Mohammed is his prophet. So what was your connection with this research?”
She puffed out her cheeks. “It was a complicated setup. Really, UMA—the University of Malaga—mainly took care of recruiting talent and presenting a respectable, Western front, so to speak. The Centro Andaluz de Nanomedicina were tasked with the medical application of the systems that were developed. And those systems were developed by a pretty much independent team that worked in virtual isolation near a tiny mountain village called Álora, high in the mountains behind Malaga. That lab was known simply as Nano-Systems, or Systems, and precisely what they did only they knew.”
“They and the Butcher’s heirs and assigns.”
“I guess.”
“And you worked for Systems.”
“You guessed it.”
“And by the sounds of it, Frank Mendez did more than just observe. He got involved. And when you did a bunk, he and his pals at the foundation thought you had only taken the information that was in your head, and as long as it was in your head, they could safely neutralize you. But then they realized you had taken something more, notebooks, disks, drives—or a prototype known as a stone. And whatever it was you had, had to be recovered before you were killed. That was when he sent the second team.”
“Got it in one.”
“What were you at the lab?”
“Junior research assistant. That’s why they always say, never trust a junior research assistant.”
“Is that what they say? So what is it exactly that you took?”
“Your testosterone buddy already told you. I took an NPP. A nano-particle programmer.”
“Which my boss tells me exists only in the theoretical world of theoretical physics.”
She sighed and raised her hands like she was beseeching the Good Lord to give her patience. “OK, to even begin to understand this, you need to go right back to Heisenberg.”
“Back to Heisenberg? I have never been to Heisenberg.”
She shifted around in her seat. Her eyes now seemed to have some life in them. “OK, everything is made of atoms, right?”
“I’m with you so far.”
“Good, now, atoms are made of particles, right?”
“Electrons, protons and neutrons.”
“That is a really old way of looking at it. Basically all particles are of one of two types, fermions or bosons. Fermions, which have spins with half-integer multiples, and bosons, which have spins in integer multiples like plus or minus one, two, three and so on…”
“You already lost me.”
“OK, forget that…” She sat and thought for a moment, looking out at the glittering path the sun was laying across the Atlantic.
“Let’s approach this from another angle. We have these particles, never mind what they are called or what group they belong to. The important point is that all atoms are made up of these tiny, indivisible particles. OK?”
“Yup.”
“These particles come together to form atoms, atoms cluster into molecules and molecules cluster into either cells or inorganic structures like crystals. Still with me?”
I nodded. “So far.”
“So, logically, all matter is made of these subatomic particles. Yes?”
I thought about it a second and said, “Yeah, obviously.”
“So what are they made of?”
I stared at her a moment, shrugged again. “I don’t know. Energy?”
She laughed. It wasn’t a nice laugh. “What, thrust? Traction? Momentum? And if you’re thinking of electricity, electricity is made of electrons, not the other way around. So come on, what are these things made of?” She thumped the steel walls of the cockpit with her fist. “This solid, steel door is made of these things. So what are they made of?”
I shook my head. She went on.
“Heisenberg tells us that these particles, the building blocks of reality, these tiny things that make up Mount Everest, and I quote, cannot be said to ‘be’ in any meaningful sense of the word! Do you get that? They cannot be said to be in any meaningful sense of the word. Rather, he says, they are the possibility of being!”
I shook my head again. “I can’t process that. That doesn’t make any sense to me at all.”
“Well, Mr. John, Peter Ethelbaum, if you want to have any remote idea of what the NPP does, you had better start bending your mind around the idea that everything in this universe is made up of the possibility of being. And what the NPP does is to program those possibilities. How? Well, because quantum particle-waves are pretty much waves of information about what might be, we can input information that collapses those waves into actual, concrete matter.”
“You are saying they made a machine that can make something out of nothing?”
She laughed like a crazy parrot for fifteen seconds, tossing her red hair, pulling up her knees and tucking in her elbows. Then she stopped and stared at me for a moment longer and started laughing again. She did that a couple more times and then relaxed and said, “I guess it would look that way to you. Basically, it takes wave-particles that are in superposition, or potential superposition, and collapses them…” She stopped. “But then there are interference patterns.” She sighed, shook her head and flopped it back against the headrest. “Simplest explanation. The NPP programs quantum particles so that they cluster together to form atoms and molecules, i.e. matter.”
“Jesus Christ…”
“Right?”
I stared out at the sun, climbing through space toward the midheaven. I stared at the storm of photons it was raining down on the vast blackness of the North Atlantic, at the glittering golden path it laid across the cold, dark depths, where a billion life forms crawled and slithered and slipped through the ocean. My mind ached and I shook my head.
“It’s not possible. We are nowhere near that level of technology yet. I don’t believe it’s even possible.”
“You’d know, right.” I turned to look at her. The sarcasm wasn’t just in her voice. It was mocking me from her face. “You’re the expert in physics…”
And I knew that, unlike Heisenberg’s particles, the NPP was not just the possibility of being. It was a horrible, monstrous reality.




Eleven

It was an exhausting, back-breaking flight: another six and a half hours after we had passed Newfoundland. Diana slept most of the time, but when she didn’t I put the plane on automatic pilot and told her to wake me if anything happened. Nothing much happens in the sky, aside from clouds and occasional UFOs, so I was able to snatch about four hours. Day waned and night crept in, and at eleven PM the tiny lights of Flores began to glitter ahead in the midst of an ocean of blackness. The radio crackled and I began our descent toward Santa Cruz.
I skirted the island and came in from the south, touched down just past the cliffs to the west of the town. The runway was a full mile. And only slightly longer than the main town on the island. I slowed and, following the instructions over the radio, I taxied to the hangars north of the terminal building. Most of the buildings were dark. Only the runway and one of the hangars had any lights.
There, I stuffed two grand in my pocket and we climbed out of the sliding bay doors and were met by a truck. Two guys wearing masks climbed out, nodded at us and started filling up the Albatross. I looked around, wondering if we should go to customs and ask for Paolo. I was preparing to ask in rusty Spanish where I could find him, and hoping that my Spanish was sufficiently like Portuguese to be understood. But as it turned out it wasn’t necessary. A couple of bright headlamps appeared in the open hangar doors and accelerated toward us. Thirty seconds later a military Jeep pulled up beside the bird and a small man with beige chinos and a pencil moustache climbed out. He had a mask hanging like a cup under his chin.
“Mr. and Mrs. Ethelbaum?”
“Mr. Santos?”
“Paolo, please. Any friend of Colonel Gilbert is my friend also. And I have received calls also from your friends in Washington. Please! I am so delighted to have you here on our lovely island. I am just so sorry that you must move on so soon.”
I wasn’t sure what to say, except that I would not say no to four hours in a bed. But he was already reaching into the back of his Jeep, where he pulled out a black attaché case and handed it to me.
“Mr. John Milton of the Pentagon asked me to hand this to you personally. It was delivered by special courier just a few hours ago. Here are the keys and you can see that the Pentagon seal is intact.”
I took the case and the keys. “Will you excuse me just a moment?”
I carried them to the hood of the Jeep and opened the case. In it there was a large manila envelope from which I shook out two passports, one for Diana and one for me, in the names of Mr. and Mrs. Ethelbaum. There was also a black AMEX and a Visa and a driving permit valid for Europe as well as the USA.
I stuffed the two grand in the envelope and put it in my pocket, then returned to Paolo Santos and handed him the envelope.
“A small token of Uncle Sam’s gratitude. I wonder if there is any way somebody could arrange some food and coffee for us. We still have another six hours flying ahead of us, and we stupidly left our supplies back in Canada.”
He nodded, smiling. “I understand. Actually, I have brought you two Happy Meals with extra big burgers. You see, we have a jet from Virginia landing in just a couple of hours. One of those…” He hesitated just long enough to give it extra meaning. “Hush, hush official diplomatic flights. I don’t know what they want here, but they especially requested that we stop any flights from taking off until they arrive.”
I felt Diana go very still and I wondered for a fraction of a second if I would need to kill him. But he smiled.
“I don’t know what authority they think they have to make such a request, but sometimes it is best to play along with such people. However, it is I think advisable that you are gone when they arrive. You are, I believe, headed for Senegal?”
I smiled at him. “Guinea-Bissau, then on to Monrovia. Listen.” I put my hand on his shoulder and guided him toward the Albatross. “I do a lot of traveling back and forth, and good friends are sometimes hard to come by…”
He nodded, then shook his head. “That is so true, for my part I try to be a good friend to those people who are good and honest with me.”
“That is the impression I got from you, Paolo. So, if you will allow me, quite aside from Uncle Sam, I would like to express my own personal gratitude to you. And maybe if we are this way again, with a little more time, we could have dinner and catch up.”
“That would be a great pleasure for me. A great pleasure.”
We had come to the plane and I hopped in and grabbed the sports bag. I opened it so he could see it. Diana was standing next to him, smiling at him. I pulled out twenty thousand dollars, counted it out and handed it to him. His eyes were wide as he took it.
“This is very important to me,” I said. “I hope we can continue to do each other favors in the future.”
He glanced over his shoulders and stuffed the money into his various pockets.
“I will certainly do everything in my power to ensure that it is so. Ah!” He raised a finger. “Your Happy Meals!”
He hurried back to the Jeep and I looked down at Diana.
“What are they tracking?”
Her gaze drifted from my face. “There are only two possibilities left.”
“Name them.”
“I have a chip in my body, or they are tracking the NPP.”
I grunted. It was what I had feared. Paolo returned with two paper bags. As he handed them over I said, “I need one last favor from you, Paolo.”
“Name it, my friend.”
“Magnets. At least four. From the speakers in a plane, or a car…”
“Yes, of course, we have them, in maintenance.” He turned to the boys at the pump and rattled something at them in Portuguese. One of them shrugged, climbed in the Jeep and headed back toward the hangar.
“Jose will bring you the magnets. If there is nothing else, I shall leave you to carry on your way. I advise you to take off just as soon as Jose and Matias have finished.” He became grave and shook his head. “It is not safe for you.”
I offered him my hand but he raised both of his, laughed and said, “Ah! Elbows! Elbows!”
So we touched elbows, but as he turned to Diana she shook her head and said, “Nós todos vamos morrer…cedo ou tarde.”
He gave a small shrug, with his head on one side. “Melhor depois, não?”
She shrugged and turned toward the plane. We watched her climb in and I offered him an apologetic smile. He said, “She told me we all have to die sooner or later. I said, better late, no?”
“I guess that’s women: late for everything except somebody else’s funeral.”
“Dames!” he said, and laughed.
I nodded. “Yeah, dames.”
The headlamps emerged from the hangar again and sped toward us. Paolo turned and we both watched the Jeep arrive and come to a halt a few feet from us. Jose handed me a bunch of magnets wrapped in newspaper and returned to help his pal, Matias, who was up on the wing filling the bird and checking the oil.
Paolo nodded at me and slapped my shoulder. “I hope to see you again, my friend. Take care.”
I watched him drive away and climbed into the plane after Diana. She was sitting on a wooden bench that ran along the side of the fuselage, looking at her thumbs. I stood looking down at her and said, “They’ll follow us to Cadiz, they’ll find you at the hotel or at the restaurant, and if they don’t they’ll follow us to DC, or New York or Timbuktu. And there is an endless supply of them. They breed like cockroaches. For every one you kill, ten more crawl out of the gutter, and they just keep coming.”
“I know.”
“We can’t outrun them.”
“I know!”
“Where is it?”
She looked up at me. “You can’t take it away from me.”
“I’m not going to…”
“It’s all I’ve got.”
“I’m not going to take it away from you, Diana. There is just an outside chance that if we surround it with magnets it will disrupt whatever system they’re using to track it.”
She thought a moment. “I guess so.”
I waited. She stared at me. “Where is it, Diana?” She didn’t answer. She just stared at me with her expressionless face. “Are you scared the magnets will damage it?”
A small shake. “No.”
“So?”
“You mustn’t destroy it, or take it away from me.”
I frowned. “I won’t.”
“I think you’re a man of your word. Will you promise?”
“Yes, I promise. But we have to do this, or they will find us.” I gave my head a shake. “How come you didn’t think of this?”
She sighed and her shoulders sagged. “It was all kind of spur of the moment. The opportunity presented itself and I took it. I thought your boss would be quicker. Course,” she shrugged, “he didn’t know I was being tracked.”
“Where is it, Diana? You can hang on to it. Keep it wherever you want. But we need to disrupt the signal.”
She reached inside her blouse, inside her bra, and pulled out a sleek, black object that looked like an iPhone, only slightly fatter. I stared at it.
“That’s it? That’s the reason thirteen men have died?” I pointed at it. “That?”
“Don’t be fooled by its size. A virus can be a lot more deadly than an elephant.”
I grunted and made a perfunctory search of the fuselage until I found the tool kit. It was contained, as I expected, in a large metal box. I made a space in the middle, placed one of the magnets there, laid the NPP on top and placed the remaining magnets around it.
“Most of these tools will become magnetized,” I said. “It should do the trick.”
She gave a listless nod, then rose and took the tool kit into the cockpit, and slid it under her seat. Shortly after that, Jose and Matias gave us the all-clear, and we taxied to the runway, picked up speed and thundered back, up into the black night.
Once we were airborne I switched on the automatic pilot, stretched my arms and legs and yawned.
At one point I opened my eyes and saw bright lights below, peppering the black ocean. Diana glanced at me and smiled. “Angra, Sao Jorge and the neighboring islands.”
I nodded, closed my eyes and went back to sleep.
When I opened them again there was nothing on the horizon but a blood-red sun leeching into a pale sky, flecking the ocean with gold and fire. There was no land, no islands, no boats. Nothing but blood and fire. I had a pain in my neck, my back hurt and I was hungry. I looked at the clock on my phone and saw it was seven AM. It would be nine AM local time when we got to Cadiz. I stretched. All my joints crunched. I looked at Diana. She had her eyes closed. The toolkit was in the same place under her seat.
“We’ll be there in an hour or so,” she said. “Then what?”
I rubbed my face with my hands. “Where are those disgusting Happy Meals?”
She reached down beside her seat and pulled out the two paper bags, handed me one. The coffee was black, weak and cold. I drank half of it and bit into the huge burger, which was also cold. Through a full mouth I said, “We check in to the Occidental as Mr. and Mrs. Ethelbaum. You watch TV while I arrange a meeting with Frank Mendez. When I’m done we fly to DC.”
“That simple.”
“The plan is not complicated. The execution might be.”
“Yeah,” she said and opened the paper bag. “The execution might be.”
“Who else knows about this, aside from Frank Mendez?”
She pulled out the coffee and sat staring out of the side window for so long I thought she wasn’t going to answer. But suddenly she took the top off the drink and said, “A couple of people. I doubt you’d know them, unless you’re interested in nano-technology or medicine. Dr. Sandra Orceda, of the Quiron Hospital in Malaga, and Professor Omar Arian, who is the director of the foundation. I doubt very much that the loss of the NPP has gone beyond those two. In fact I am pretty sure Sandra doesn’t even know the NPP exists yet.”
She hesitated a moment, frowning at her drink.
“A lot of people have died. I never intended this massacre to happen. I just wanted to get this technology into hands that I trusted a little more than the ones it was in.”
I scowled. “What’s your point? If I hadn’t killed those men they would have killed us.”
“I know that.” Her tone was placating. “I know that and, though I may not always seem it, I am grateful to you. It is hard for me to express my feelings most of the time. What I am saying is, I know you have to terminate Frank, but Sandra knows nothing of this, and Omar, once we are in DC and the stone is in the right hands, he will negotiate and sue for peace. There is no need to kill them.”
“You seem pretty sure of that.”
She shrugged. “They won’t have much choice, will they?”
I didn’t answer straight away. When I did I said, “I don’t know. I don’t know anything about them. From the very start I have been kept in the dark at every turn. Maybe we can take out Mendez and they won’t know anything about it until it’s too late. Or maybe they have Mendez under a twenty-four-hour watch. For all we know the first thing Paolo did when he got back to his office was call Professor Omar Arian and tell him we were on our way. Or maybe he called Frank. I don’t know a damned thing except that there are people who want to abduct and torture you to get the NPP, and kill me while they’re at it.”
She was quiet a moment. Then she said, “OK,” and sighed. “OK, I am going to trust you. I want to help.”
I studied her for a long moment, then nodded. “Good.”




Twelve

The port authority in Cadiz were very interested in why we were there, who owned the plane and why we were flying it. I explained at length that we were friends of Colonel Gilbert and we had thought it would be a gas to fly the old crate from Canada to Flores and then Cadiz, but we most certainly would not be flying it back. They checked the plane from top to bottom and from nose to tail, and found nothing that incriminated us in any way, as we had ditched most of the drug money—everything we couldn’t stuff into our pockets—a hundred miles out to sea.
By noon they let us go and we took a taxi to the Occidental, on the Avenida de Andalucia. It was a big, classy modern hotel on a broad, sunny avenue. The pretty girl at the reception desk looked at us a little squeamishly when we went to check in, but we had already booked the room and paid for it over the phone, so there wasn’t a lot she could do about us except give us our keys and pray we would soon have a shower and a shave.
I asked her to have a bottle of the Macallan sent up to the room along with a bucket of ice. The buttons showed us up, opened the curtains, showed us the bathroom, accepted fifty bucks as a tip and scrammed.
When he closed the door I started to unbutton my shirt and kick off my shoes.
“I’m going to shower,” I said. “Then we’ll grab a couple of hours’ sleep. Shops open again here around six, so we’ll go buy some luggage. Then I’ll drop you back here and go visit Mendez.”
She had dropped on the bed and was lying staring at the ceiling. “I should shower first.” She spoke without looking at me. “I’m a woman.”
“Bull.” I started peeling off my pants. “You’ll take an hour to do what I’ll do in ten minutes. When I’m done you can spend all afternoon in there.”
I walked into the bathroom and turned on the hot water in the shower. From the bedroom I heard her voice calling, “You are such a sexist, misogynist prick!” She said it without much heat and somehow it made me smile. I climbed under the hot water and stood for a good thirty seconds just letting it pound my head and face and ease away the stress in my muscles. When I opened my eyes to reach for the shower gel she was standing at the cubicle door. She had no clothes on, but she was holding the gel and the shampoo in her hands. She also had a disposable razor.
She stepped up close to me, so the hot, steaming water started splashing her face too. She put everything but the gel on the shelf, then pushed her red hair back over her shoulders and poured some gel in the palm of her hand. She made it foam and rubbed it all over my stubble. Then, slowly, carefully, she started shaving me.
When she was done she poured more gel into her hands and started washing my chest. I figured the very least I could do was reciprocate.
At five thirty we showered again, dressed in our worn, used clothes and went shopping on the company credit card. We bought leather suitcases and expensive clothes to fit our profile. I also bought three burners: one for Diana and two for me. We got most of what we wanted from the Corte Inglés department store, changed in the bathrooms there and dumped our old clothes in the trash in the street. She helped me to choose pants and a jacket, and fussed just enough to make it nice. And I pretended not to notice that she cleaned up pretty good, until we stepped out into the early evening sun and I hailed a cab.
The copper sun was making long shadows out of the palm trees and there was a feeling in the air of a city gearing up for the night, a feeling of superb fish dishes and excellent, chilled wine, terraced restaurants and the sea lapping and sighing in the near distance. It was a good feeling and it was dangerously intoxicating.
I stood and looked at her as I held the taxi door open, and it was like I was seeing a different person for the first time. She was cute, and in the light, cream silk dress her legs were more than nice to look at.
I said, “You have legs.”
She climbed in gracefully and said, “Thanks for noticing.”
I got in beside her. “They’re hard to miss.”
“Are you flirting with me, Mr. Ethelbaum? That is not done among married couples.”
I told the cabbie the Occidental and smiled comfortably at the woman beside me. “I never was good at obeying rules. I’ll drop you at the hotel, make sure you’re safe and go and look for Mendez. I won’t be long. Once I’m done I’ll come back and get you and we’ll go out to dinner.”
She went quiet, looking out of the window at the passing city streets, the broad avenues lined with palms and the blue sky, still bright in the evening light.
“Are you going to…?”
“I don’t know. And it’s best you don’t know.”
“It’s all a bit crazy, isn’t it.” She still didn’t look at me.
“Maybe it seems that way, but it’s a story as old as humanity. Violence is the commodity that enables power.”
Now she turned to stare at me. “Violence is a commodity?”
I frowned. “Isn’t it the commodity you just bought? What did you think you were getting when you bought my services?”
She shook her head, frowning hard. “Protection!”
“Yeah?” I laughed. “And how am I supposed to protect you, by talking sense into them? By making them aware of their feminine side?”
She looked away, at the crowds, each muzzled with a blue and white mask, each breathing their own carbon dioxide, each hiding their expression from the world.
“I had never thought of it like that,” she said. “Violence as a commodity…”
“Well that’s what it is, Lois, and every power system on Earth, from the legal justice system and family hierarchy and discipline to international politics, depends on that one commodity. If you ain’t got control of the violence, you ain’t got shit.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
“You know I am, Lois, darling. That’s why you stole the damned thing in the first place. There may be a few people vaguely interested in the medical applications of this technology, but the real interest, and the real money, comes from its military application. Whoever owns that device, controls the application of violence, and holds the world in his hands.”
“Or her hands…”
She met my gaze with level, cool eyes.
“Or her hands,” I agreed.
“I had never thought of it like that,” she said again. “Violence is the source of all power. Even if it is only the threat of violence…”
I gave my head a single shake. “The credible threat of violence. The threat alone is not enough. It has to be a credible threat. It was the idea underpinning the Cold War, and it’s the idea underpinning law and order to this day—‘do as we say, or else.’”
We stared at each other for a long moment. Then she asked, “How far can it take you?”
“All the way.”
I paid the cab and saw her up to the bedroom. I checked on the NPP and it was still in the wardrobe, in the box that had contained my new shoes, still packed in its magnets.
“Stay in the room. Don’t go out. Don’t open the door to anybody. I’ll leave the ‘do not disturb’ sign on the handle. Don’t answer the phone. If anything happens that you don’t like, or worries you, call me. I won’t be long.”
The NCS field office at Calle Virgen de la Palma was about two miles from the hotel, but I didn’t want to take a cab to that address. Field offices have a way of making contacts in taxicab offices because they are a rich source of information about people who come to and leave a city. Instead, I took a cab to the Mercado Central, a weird, oblong market square where you can buy fresh everything from noisy stalls that all smell of fresh fish. The market is what architects like to call neoclassical, which to my mind is an oxymoron and simply means an uninspired architect took a beautiful, classical design, sucked all the soul out of it and made it ugly.
The market is set in an old square with a huge, Doric gate and real classical columns forming a colonnade on four sides, under which there is a plethora of bars and restaurants, giving the place the kind of feel markets probably had in that very place, three thousand years ago, or more. For reasons of my own, I like to believe that the ancient isle of Ithaca, home to Odysseus, was not in Greece or Turkey, but in Cadiz, and as I took the pleasant evening stroll through the old town, through narrow cobbled streets lit by wrought-iron streetlamps, past ancient heavy doors onto tabernas, and cobbled squares under tall palms, I indulged my fantasy that I was treading the same ground that Odysseus trod in remote prehistory, at a time when tin, not oil was the big commodity, and Troy, the principal purveyor of that mineral, had grown too big for their boots, so that Agamemnon, the Bush of his day, had decided to use that other, principal commodity, violence, to break the upstart kingdom of Priam.
It was less than ten minutes from the old market to Calle Virgen de la Palma. The streets were crowded and bathed in warm light from the bars, restaurants and cafés. I made my way down the Calle Pastora, among the tall, heavy buildings and found myself outside the Casa Fernando, a bar in a dilapidated 18th-century building with peeling ochre paint, wrought-iron balconies on the second floor with tall, narrow windows and Persian blinds painted green.
The bar was closed, behind a wooden door that would not have looked out of place in a medieval castle. Next to it, at number six, a second, similar door stood open onto a marble-floored entrance with blue and white tiles decorating the walls. Beyond the entrance was a patio, tiled in a similar style, with a fountain in the center and close to a million potted geraniums and carnations. It should have been elegant, and in a faded, dilapidated way it was. You got the feeling that back in the day, when Cadiz was growing rich selling sherry wine to the Brits, this house, right by the port, probably belonged to a prosperous merchant. But two hundred years later it had been divided up into shabby apartments.
I stepped into the patio and found, on my right, a flight of stairs that led to a galleried landing that encompassed three sides of the patio. I climbed the stairs and stopped outside a door I figured gave on to an apartment just above the bar downstairs. It was a pine door stained mahogany and had the digits 6A on it. I knocked. Nothing happened so I knocked again. I heard quiet movement inside and knocked a third time, louder and harder.
“I’m here to talk to Frank! Let me in!”
After a moment the door opened and a girl who was probably twenty, though half that age in her head, opened the door three inches and peered out. She managed to be pretty and uninteresting all at the same time, with dark hair, a perfectly oval face, pretty lips and black eyes that were windows onto a shopping mall. Her body was about right, but nothing more than that.
“What?”
I said, “Who the hell are you?”
“Maria…”
“Where is Frank?”
“Is out.”
“Let me in.”
She wasn’t about to make it hard. She stepped back, holding her fingertips over her breasts as I pushed the door open and stepped inside. I closed the door and saw a small, galley kitchen straight ahead, a dark bedroom on my right and a bright living room on my left with the door standing ajar. I stepped to it and looked in.
There were tall windows that were open onto a small balcony with a wrought-iron railing. There was a threadbare sofa and an armchair, a coffee table and a TV, and opposite the door a wooden table with four chairs.
I looked back. Maria was watching me.
“When will he be back?”
“Tonight. I don’t know what time he comes.”
I went to the bedroom. Her hands flicked toward me, then retreated as she gasped.
“No, he no like for people go in bedroom…”
I smiled at her. “I’m his friend. We work together. He’s like a brother to me. Understand?”
She nodded and there was a flicker of a smile in her eyes. I pushed into the bedroom. There was a large IKEA bed, unmade. By the window there was a desk with a computer, a notepad and a jar of pens. I thought about it, then turned back to Maria.
“You live here?”
“Yes, some time.”
I sat at the desk and wrote a note for Mendez:
Colonel Gilbert gave me a gift before he died, a cute talking doll. She didn’t talk a lot to start with, but then I found the right buttons to press and now she won’t stop. I’m not big on quantum physics, Frank. I’m more a relativity man. I prefer to be relatively rich to being relatively poor. I don’t want to make this complicated. Let’s meet and talk numbers, and you can have the doll, the little black box and all. Call me.
I wrote down the number of one of the burners and handed the note to Maria.
“Very, very important that Frank gets this. You know where he is?”
She shook her head. “No.”
“Can you find him?” She frowned like the linguistics were getting complicated. I said, “Encontrar. Puedes encontrar Frank?”
“I can try.”
“Good. Wait in the living room.”
She went to the living room and I searched the bedroom. His Glock was not hard to find. It was in the drawer of his bedside table. It took me less than a minute to pop the firing pin and put the pistol back where he’d left it. I stepped out of the room and went to the living room where Maria was rolling herself a joint.
She smiled at me. “You want a smoke?”
I shook my head. “No. Go find Frank. Give him the note.” She stood, grabbed a small, Andean bag and came toward me. I didn’t move and she had to stop, looking up at me with a face that had never made it past seven years old.
“Listen to me, Maria. It is really important that you get this note to Frank. When you have given it to him, you call me, OK? You call me when you are alone. Cuando tu sola, llamar me, comprende? Then I give you one thousand dollars.”
I repeated it several times until I was sure she understood. Then I put my finger to my lips. “But no tell Frank, because he takes your money.”
By now she was smiling and nodding. “OK, I going finding him. I give him note. When I alone, I calling you, I have giving note to Frank.”
“Good girl, go quickly now.”
She left. I gave her a minute and then followed. When I got to the big, stone entrance I stood for a moment, leaning in the doorway, looking up and down. I didn’t see anybody who seemed interesting, so I made my way back toward the market square, where I got myself a taxi back to the hotel.




Thirteen

I was tempted to follow the brigadier’s advice and take Diana to the Tío de la Tiza restaurant, but I knew that when Frank called, I would have to either leave her unprotected, or bring her back to the hotel. So I opted for a tranquil night in at the hotel. I arranged a car rental at reception, called her on her burner and told her I’d meet her in the dining room.
The dining room was modern, shiny and gray, with marble floors and highly polished wooden tables with rush placemats and stiff linen napkins. I took a seat and ordered a dry martini, and for the heck of it told him I wanted it shaken, not stirred. The waiter, in a burgundy waistcoat, nodded gravely and went away to fetch.
As I was taking my first sip, Diana walked in. I had to pause and look carefully. The nondescript, expressionless woman from Irricana, east of Calgary, was nowhere to be seen. Lois Ethelbaum was a knockout. She looked like a million bucks all wrapped for Christmas, in dark green silk that hugged her like it never wanted to let go, and a slit up her right thigh that promised the impossible and made you believe it. Her red hair was pulled back with a black velvet bow, leaving a cute fringe, and her lipstick was an outrageous shade of red.
I stood as she approached.
“What did you do with Diana from Irricana?”
“I cannibalized her. It’s the kind of girl I am.”
“Good to know.”
Two waiters rushed to help her sit down and offer her a drink. She asked for a Bombay Sapphire and Schweppes with lime, not lemon, and a third waiter brought us a couple of menus that had been bound in old Bible covers.
As the brigadier, Alexander “Buddy” Byrd was paying, we started with two dozen oysters and a bottle of ice-cold Mumm Brut. She pleased me by ordering a sirloin steak rare with a simple salad. I said I’d have the same, and a bottle of Marques de Riscal Gran Reserva to accompany the meat.
The waiter went away and she sipped her G&T.
“Is it done?”
I gave my head a small shake. “I am waiting for a call. You want to know what I did with Diana from Irricana?”
She raised her eyebrows. “I was there, remember?”
“No. I disposed of her, along with Colonel Gilbert and his pals, in Lake Superior.”
She thought about it for a while. Eventually she gave a soft grunt.
“I’m not sure about that, Peter. I love the misinformation angle, but, unless I am mistaken, for that to work, you need to keep Frank alive.” She sipped her drink and set the glass down very carefully. Then she met and held my eye. “And I want him dead.”
I smiled. “Oh, we have change on multiple levels.”
“Not at all. This is me, always has been. I am a scientist, which means I am empirical from the tips of my toes all the way to the top of my head, and then through and through. I am not sentimental and I have no illusions about the law. If somebody is out to kill me, then I want that person dead. Problem over.” She gave one of her rare smiles and wagged a finger at me. “Don’t pretend you are not the same.”
I had to agree there was some truth in that, and my face told her so.
“Perhaps similar would be more accurate.”
She raised an eyebrow and chuckled, then rested her chin on her hand. “Yeah, you keep your sentimental side hidden, but I have spotted it from time to time.”
“You have? Next time you see it tell me, I’ve been searching for it.”
She gave a pretty laugh, then went quiet for a moment, staring at the tablecloth while the waiter brought the oysters and the wine waiter set a bucket of ice by our side and opened the bottle of champagne. He poured, bowed and went away. As far as she was concerned, he might not have been there. Maybe she was right. Maybe I had my sentimental side. Even if it means shooting them, I like to treat human beings like human beings.
She took an oyster and let it slip down her throat, licked her lips and sipped her champagne.
“You’re not CIA, you are definitely not FBI because you haven’t once called me ma’am. You talked about the British so you could be MI6, but I don’t think MI6 agents have behaved like this since Roger Moore.”
I set a shell on the plate and offered her a lopsided smile and did my best Sean Connery impersonation.
“I’m from the James Bond Eshcort Agenshy, Mish Ethelbaum.”
“Funny. I would give serious money to know who you work for.”
“That makes two of us. Change the subject. This one goes precisely nowhere.”
She sighed. “All right, what are you going to do with Frank?”
“I am going to feed him misinformation, and when he has passed it on I am going to arrange for him to visit his friend Colonel Gilbert.”
“How long is that going to take?” She sucked another oyster into her mouth. “Not that I am not having fun, but if you recall, I am supposed to be in DC.”
“It is hard to be precise, but I would hazard an educated guess that by tomorrow evening we will be comfortably ensconced in the first-class lounge of a seven-four-seven, headed for DC.”
“Seriously? That soon?”
“You’re the quantum physicist, Lois, you know how fast information can spread.”
We finished the oysters without talking much more. The empty dish and the champagne were cleared away and the bottle of Rioja was placed on the table. The waiter gave me a drop to taste and I told him it was fine. He went away and the sirloins arrived.
That was when my burner rang.
I told her, “Excuse me,” and answered the phone. “Yeah?”
“Head
south out of Cadiz on the CA 33. You’ll come to a long spit of sandy beaches on your right that connects Cadiz to the mainland. After a little more than a mile you’ll come to a turning on your right that leads to a parking lot. A little beyond it you’ll see a restaurant. Ignore the restaurant and walk down onto the beach. I’ll see you there in an hour.”
“Yeah, sure, that sounds great, but listen…” I paused, waiting.
“What? I’m on the clock, friend.”
“Sure, I know, but that’s a kind of lonely place. You understand that this is not the kind of thing you can fix with a pair of pliers and a strong stomach.”
“Yeah, I figured that much.”
He hung up. I shrugged. “He didn’t have the call traced. He’s winging it and flying solo.”
“How do you know he didn’t have the call traced?”
“Because I made it easy for him, but he was in a hurry to hang up. He was scared he was being traced. He thinks I might be Uncle Sam.”
She cut into the meat. It was rare and I saw the tip of her tongue dart out and lick her lips. Then she asked, “Is that good?”
“It might be. I have an hour to get there. We’ll finish this and then you’d better have your dessert in your room.”
Five minutes later my phone rang again. I knew who it was.
“Is Maria.”
“Hello.”
“I give him the note. Now I am alone.”
I told her where to be and when and hung up again.
Diana raised an eyebrow. “I’ll wait for you to get back and we can have dessert together. I fancy something with lots of cream.”
I stared at her a moment. She didn’t look up from her meat until she stuffed a chunk in her mouth. Then she smiled at me as she chewed.
After a moment I cut into my steak and said, “Well, that thought will keep me warm through the long, cold minutes we are apart.”
Jesus!” she said. “See? Sentimental. It’s just biology, Peter. Just biology.”
“Do me a favor, Lois, will you. If we have dessert together, and it involves cream. Try to look just the way you look now, but don’t open your mouth.”
She shrugged. “OK.”
Shortly after that I took her up to our room, told her I would not be long, and went down to collect the rental car. It was one of those nondescript French or Italian bubbles that all look the same. I met Maria and paid her, and refused a further invitation to smoke a joint with her, and then followed Frank Mendez’s instructions and cruised down the broad, brilliant Avenida Ana de Viya, enjoying the balmy sea air. I followed on to the Avenida José León de Carranza and at the intersection bore right along the seafront. Soon the buildings fell away and all I could see was the white sand and the black ocean with its luminous, rolling spray. Then the sand started to rise into tall dunes peppered with gnarled and twisted bushes, and the light of the city began to fall behind me. After a minute or so I saw a turnoff to the right that led into a parking lot, and a hundred yards farther on a large, white building which was brightly illuminated.
I pulled into the lot, killed the lights and the engine and climbed out. The dunes were high at this point, rising to maybe eight or ten feet. Through them there was a wooden walkway that led down to the beach. I followed it.
The tide was out and the waves, rolling and crashing onto the smooth, wet sand, looked very far away. The moon had not risen yet, and the dunes blocked out most of the light. I found myself listening with care to each and every sound.
Pretty soon the dunes leveled out and I was on a vast, flat white beach. That stretched for several miles north and south. Behind me and to the north, maybe a hundred yards away I could make out the noises of the restaurant, music, voices, and a few dim lights. Aside from that all there was all around me was gloom, and the sigh and thud of the waves.
Then I sensed him. I didn’t hear him or see him. I was aware of him, maybe fifteen feet away in the shadows of the dunes. His first words to me were, “I have you covered. Do anything weird and I’ll blow your heart right out of your chest.”
“And say goodbye to ever laying your hands on the NPP. Did they tell you it suddenly went invisible last night?”
“Who the hell are you?”
A sudden rush of anger made me snarl. “Fuck you! Come out of the damned shadows where I can see you. And don’t ask me stupid damned questions, Mendez.”
A darker patch of gloom began to move and after a couple of steps resolved itself into a man. He was short, maybe five ten, with broad shoulders, short legs and thick, curly black hair. He was dressed in what looked like an expensive, silk suit and had his Glock semiautomatic in his right hand. His face was nondescript made ugly by his expression. He said, “You from the Firm?”
“Nope.”
“Who are you?”
“Nobody.”
He hesitated, then snarled, “So you’re no fuckin’ use to me!”
He thrust out the gun and pulled the trigger once, twice, then frantically four or five times to the castrated “click” of a dull striker.
“What the…?”
“Put your weapon away, Frank. Nobody’s going to get shot here tonight.” He hesitated a moment, then let his arm fall by his side. I spoke again. “Now come a little closer, where I can break your fucking arms if you go for a weapon again.”
He came a little closer, until he was standing on the wooden walkway. He was beginning to look nervous because he knew he had lost control of the meeting and he didn’t know what to do about it. I didn’t give him much help.
“You ready to listen, Frank?”
“I’m listening.”
“I’m going to tell you exactly how it is. You lost the programmer. She took it from you and I took it from her. Now I have it. Don’t talk. Try to shut up and do something smart for once in your stupid life. You screwed up, Frank. You fucked up. You did it all wrong and you lost the NPP. Now I have it.
“Along the way I killed the four guys you got Langley to send along. You heard about that yet? I don’t think you’re flavor of the month in Virginia right now. Then I killed your nine-man team out on Lake Superior. Colonel Gilbert said to tell you hi. He said that just before I shot him between the eyes in his Zodiac. And then I shot the girl.”
“You shot her? She’s dead?”
I laughed an ugly, brash laugh, playing the part. “Yes, Frank. When I shoot people, they tend to become dead.”
“Describe her.”
“Screw you! Average, redhead, small, pretty if you put makeup on her. Expressionless and crazy. She got on my nerves. She had the damned NPP stuck in her bra and she talked a lot of shit about particles and molecules. But the most interesting thing she said was that there wasn’t a government on Earth who would not pay a billion dollars for that little bay.”
“She’s dead?”
“I said she’s dead! Yes, she’s dead, Frank! Pay attention! And I have the NPP. Have I got your attention yet?”
“Yes. What do you want?”
“There are things I want, Frank, and there are things I do not want. I do not want a lot of complications and a lot of people chasing me around the world trying to kill me. So I am prepared to give you the device at a bargain basement price. Then you can take the hassle and the risk, and you can join the Forbes Five Hundred. My advice? Sell it to Bill Gates.”
“Where is it?”
“Man, you are stupid.”
“What do you want for it? How much?”
“Five hundred million.”
“You’re out of your mind!”
“Wrong answer, Frank! Wrong answer! What do you think? Do you think maybe there is one of my old SAS pals lying in these dunes with a sniper rifle trained on your skull? At a guess, what do you think the odds are? Now, with that in mind, what fucking use do you think you are to me if you can’t get me the fucking money?”
My voice echoed down the empty beach and I wondered for a moment if I was overdoing the part. But it seemed to me that the more I yelled and the more I swore, the more submissive he became. When he spoke, his voice was trembling.
“How can I get a hold of five hundred million dollars?”
I sighed and shook my head. “I have the most valuable thing on the planet in my possession and I can’t get a miserable five hundred mil for it? You have hackers! Hack the European Commission’s accounts! Do something! Swing it!”
He was becoming frantic, which was what I wanted. I wanted him with tunnel vision, totally focused on recovering the NPP. He was saying, “I could maybe raise two hundred and fifty, but I need time…”
“Tonight. Beg, steal, borrow. How much can you raise tonight?”
“Maybe a hundred and fifty… But by tomorrow, maybe another…”
“Ah, shut the fuck up, you piece of chickenshit! You know the Woodstock Bar on the seafront?”
He nodded. “Yeah,”
“Be there in one hour. Bring a laptop. You’re going to make a transfer to a bank in Belize. It’s an operation you should be familiar with. You’d better bring enough, Frank, or I walk out of here and you will never see me again. But you,” I pointed at him, “will be having some very long and interesting conversations with those nice men in Langley.”
I turned and walked away, smiling to myself. I didn’t return to my car. I stepped off the wooden walkway into the cover of the dunes and lay down beside a bush. He didn’t take long to follow. He was walking slowly, with his cell to his ear, speaking in a hushed voice.
“You have to help me out. No, no! You’re not listening. Helen is dead. He killed her at the same time as Tom… Tom Gilbert, yes. They’re already finding the bodies at Lake Superior. He is some kind of SAS assassin. I have no fucking idea who he works for, but he is a serious problem. He has the stone and he wants at least two hundred mil for it, tonight! I know he’s insane…”
That was the last thing he ever said. I smashed my knuckles into the back of his neck. He dropped the phone and I caught it as he went down. He hit the ground facedown and I stamped hard on the same spot where I’d hit him, to confirm the kill. Then I spoke into the telephone.
“Hang up. I’m going to send you a WhatsApp. Then you and me are going to talk numbers.”
The phone went dead. A cool breeze wafted in off the sighing, pulsing ocean. I found the last number he had dialed and sent a WhatsApp with the number of my burner. After that I took a photograph of Frank Mendez’s dead face on my burner and walked back to my hire car. Then I drove back to the Occidental, where I had a cream dessert waiting for me.




Fourteen

I didn’t go up for my cream dessert. I called and had her meet me down in the lobby. I parked out front and went in to wait for her. She emerged from the elevator looking a little confused, with fear and hope fighting for supremacy in her eyes.
She came up close, put her palms on my chest, searching my face, and gave me a wifely kiss.
“What’s this about?”
“About?” I smiled. “We had our dinner interrupted. I thought it would be nice to go out for a nightcap.”
“Oh…” Her eyes were still searching. “Is that OK? Is that advisable?”
“Sure. Why not?”
I led her out to the car and we got in. We cruised in silence down the Avenida Juan Carlos I, which was the main drag of the modern part of the town, and turned in to the seafront at Calle José García Agulló. There I parked, practically on the beach, one hundred yards from the Woodstock Bar, and we took a table on the wooden terrace of the Arsenio Manila, a mere fifty yards from, and within clear sight of, the Woodstock.
I ordered a dry martini and a gin and tonic for Diana. I was learning to read her various types of expressionlessness, and the one she was wearing right then meant she was beginning to get mad.
“Is it OK if I order my own drinks? Or at least check with me what I want? Maybe I don’t want a gin and tonic now.”
I gave her a bland smile and asked, “Have you earned that right? The right to independence?”
It was interesting. She remained just as expressionless, but two bright pink patches appeared on her cheeks.
“Excuse me?”
“I asked if you had earned the right to independence, the right to order your own drinks and food.”
She shook her head and her eyes were bright with anger. “You think you know me, but you don’t know me. You don’t know what I have done. You don’t know anything about me.”
“That’s why I’m asking, Helen. Is it Helen? Or is Helen another one of the fake yous who hide behind your expressionless face. Do you remember who you are? Do you know? Did you ever know?”
“What is this, pop-psychology hour on the Peter Ethelbaum Show? Is it Peter? Or is it John?”
“That’s the name you gave me. I was born Henry. Nobody liked it, so by the time I was one and could field strip a Heckler and Kotch, I had become Harry. Since then, I have always been Harry.”
She looked taken aback. “Harry…”
“That’s me.”
“It doesn’t suit you.”
“So what have you done, Diana, Lois, Helen, to earn the right to order your own drinks?”
“How is that any of your goddamned business?”
“It might be. Have you got the stone with you?”
She went very still. “In my bag. Why?”
“Masked with magnets?”
“It’s in a small carton, with forty fridge magnets taped to it with duct tape.”
“Give it to me.”
Her extreme stillness became almost unearthly. “What are you going to do?”
“I am probably going to receive a phone call in a little while. Then a man, perhaps some men, are going to go to that bar over there. Don’t look! Smile like I am being witty and charming.”
I reached in my pocket and pulled out the burner, found the photograph of Frank Mendez and placed it on the table in front of her.
“The men who might turn up, will be his bosses.”
She picked up the burner and stared at the photograph for a long while. Eventually she gave a small, private smile and handed it back.
“Thank you. You’re amazing.”
For a fraction of a second I wondered what it would be like to be told you were amazing for the music you composed, or the philosophy you had developed. But I suppressed the thought and took back the phone.
“He was talking to them on the phone when I killed him. He was telling them I had killed you. They heard me break his neck. Then I sent them my phone number. I am expecting them to call. When they do, I want to be holding the stone. You are too vulnerable.”
“But when they see me…”
“What? They’ll recognize you?”
If it’s Omar…”
“You guys were on first name terms? I thought you were just a lowly lab assistant.”
Her voice became a hiss. “He mustn’t see me!”
“Aren’t you flattering yourself a bit?”
“All right!” She said it through gritted teeth. “I was a senior research assistant! Fine! You caught me out! Bravo! The important point here is that he might recognize me, and he mustn’t!”
“Give me the stone.”
She shook her head and as she did, the phone rang.
“Yeah?”
“I believe I have a message from you.”
The voice was cultured, Eton and Oxford, with a gentle, Arabic modulation to it. It was a voice accustomed to luxury and privilege, accustomed to getting what it wanted when it wanted. This might actually be fun. I looked Diana in the eye and said:
“You know the Woodstock Bar, on the seafront?”
“Of course.”
“If you want to buy what I have to sell, then be there in half an hour. And, Omar? Come prepared to make a grown-up bank transfer. I broke Mendez’s neck because he insulted me by offering me a hundred and fifty million. Please hold the line a second.”
I sent him the picture of Mendez and put the phone to my ear again.
“Please, Professor Arian, take that as a sincere token of my desire to do serious business with you.”
There was a brief silence, then, “You have the stone? How do you know my name?”
“I have it in my possession, and I have it masked. That’s why you haven’t been able to track it for the last couple of days. As to how I know what I know, well, you’ll just have to guess and imagine.”
“What about Helen?”
“What about her?”
“Is she dead?”
I gave a brief laugh. “Let me think back. The list is pretty long. There were four CIA officers from New York. That was before you realized she had actually taken the stone. Then there were no less than nine mercenaries led by Colonel Thomas Gilbert. That was a good night’s work. And just after I had got the stone from Helen, I put a shot through his forehead. Her, I cut her throat, loaded her with junk from the Albatross and dropped her in the lake.”
He was quiet for a while. I could hear him breathing and he grunted a couple of times. All the while I was holding Diana’s eye. Eventually he said, “But, you must understand. In the first place, the kind of figure you are looking for, you can’t just come up with that in a few hours. And, what guarantee have I that having paid you…”
I cut him short. “Well that’s very sad, Omar. I’m sorry you feel that way…”
“No, wait!”
I smiled at Diana and received a reluctant rictus in reply.
“What for, Omar? All I am getting is a lot of bullshit and verbiage which I am really not interested in. It is a very simple choice you need to make. Meet me at the Woodstock Bar in half an hour, twenty minutes, and be prepared to make a very substantial transfer to Belize, or don’t. If you do, you walk away with the stone in your hands. Why? Because the one thing I do not want is to complicate my life. How uncomplicated do I want it? Well, I was kind of thinking Forbes Five Hundred uncomplicated. If you can do that, that’s great. If you can’t, somebody else can. I’m pretty sure I can rustle up some Russian friends in Marbella and Puerto Banus.”
“OK, OK, take it easy. Let’s stay calm and take things easy, one step at a time…” I heard a deep breath. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes, with my secretary and my accountant. I am sure we can sort something out. Let’s just please keep calm.”
“That’s fine, Omar. But just be sure that your secretary and your accountant aren’t built like quarterbacks and have big bulges under their jackets. Try to play me, mug me or snatch it from me, and you will never see the stone, and I will kill you in a way that would make most sane people vomit copiously. Not tonight, not tomorrow, but the day after, maybe. Or in a week or a month. So, you know, behave.”
“It is pointless asking who you are, I suppose.”
I gave him a sample of cut-glass upper-class English from England that I had learned at the Regiment and said, “As you say, dear chap, utterly pointless.”
“How will I know you?”
“You won’t. I’ll know you. And in case you have some Chicago gangster idea of mowing me down from a passing car, just remember the SAS always work in teams of four.”
“You’re bluffing.”
“Yeah, most probably. Shall we find out?”
Another sigh. “No. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
I hung up and Diana and I sat staring at each other. Finally I said, “The clock is ticking. And, to be perfectly honest, I have no compunctions about standing up, giving you a right hook, taking the damned stone from your panties or your bra, or wherever the hell you have it right now, and going back to the hotel. Something tells me you won’t press charges with the cops.”
“You son of a bitch.”
“Yeah, thanks, but like I told you in Canada, I am trying to save your life.” I reached across the table with my open hand and said, “Give it to me now. We’re out of time. Give it to me or I’ll take it by force.”
She glanced around, then reached inside her bag, pulled out a slim carton and handed it to me.
“What happens now?” she asked. “You throw me to the wolves? Are you going to hand me over and let them torture me to death, while you relax and enjoy the good life?”
I slipped the carton into my inside pocket and arched an eyebrow at her. “You don’t learn fast, do you? Shift your chair around so you’re sitting right next to me and you can bury your face in my neck and shoulder when they arrive. My guess is he’ll be punctual, and he’ll be here in the next ten minutes.”
She shifted her chair so she was sitting practically on top of me, and placed her head on my shoulder, so she was almost completely hidden in shadows. She whispered in my ear.
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m not sure. I have to say I am pretty curious about how high they’ll go.”
“They could ambush us and kill us.”
“I don’t think they’d risk it.”
“You’re overconfident. You have no idea who you’re up against. We should run and get the hell out of here.”
“Run?” I shook my head. “Do you know, Helen, why you can’t spend your whole life running?” She groaned, rolled her eyes and looked away. I answered anyway. “Because that is not living.”
“Amazing. You should write inspirational self-help books.”
“Yeah, well you can spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder. I don’t plan to.”
Five minutes later a black Mercedes S Class pulled into the road and parked outside the Woodstock. The driver got out and opened the back door. Three men in suits got out and stood looking around. After a moment one of them spoke, gestured at the bar and they went inside. I turned to Diana.
“Go inside. Order two drinks. I’ll be right back.”
She stared at me aghast, and it struck me it was the first time I had seen a genuinely intense emotion on her face.
“You have got to be kidding! Do you know how negligent that is?”
I nodded. “Shut up and go inside.”
I stood and made my way fifty yards along the sidewalk to the Woodstock. I stepped through the door and stood looking at the three men in suits sitting in the corner, in brown leather armchairs and sofa. They hadn’t been given their drinks yet and they were looking around nervously.
I approached them, pulled over a hardback chair, and sat next to a saturnine, skinny guy in his sixties whom I figured was the accountant. He stared at me, then stared at the guy opposite him, whom I figured was Omar. He was completely bald and had a gray goatee. His charcoal gray suit was exquisite and his black shoes had a high-gloss shine.
The third guy had shiny black hair, very black eyes and dark pouches under his eyes. He was in his thirties and he was the one with the attaché case. I pointed at the bald guy.
“Omar?”
The distaste in his face was palpable. He said, “Professor Arian.”
I smiled. “You know? I would call you that if I had any respect for you. Have you come prepared to pay?”
“I have come prepared to pay.” He gestured at the little guy. “Salim Masih, my secretary, will take care of the payment, and Abdul Kouri, my accountant, will oversee it. You see I am serious. But however much you threaten me, I am not going to pay without some guarantee that you have the device, and that you will give it to me. But…” He shook his head and both his hands to emphasize the totally negative condition of his statement. “Not me, not anybody. The sums of money you are talking about, nobody is going to part with that kind of money just on your say-so!”
I barked a laugh. A waiter stepped up with three bottles of Coca-Cola and three glasses with ice and lemon. He distributed the drinks and looked at me inquiringly. I said, “Scotch, no ice,” and he went away.
I said to Omar, “So I hand it over to you, you take it, shoot me and run.”
He shook his head and the little guy with the attaché case sat forward.
“Ten percent now, we have sight of the object. Half tomorrow in a hotel room of your choice, which you will tell us about ten minutes before the deal. Then you and I…,” he pointed at me vigorously and then at himself, “hold the device while the transfer is made, then you let go of the device and we all leave.”
I nodded a few times like I had my doubts. “Sounds like the makings of a plan. I don’t like hotels, especially hotels I don’t know. But I will message you a place. I will be alone, but make no mistake, I am very dangerous and I will be armed. There will be the three of you and your chauffeur. If you try anything at all, there will be very serious consequences for all of you.”
We all stared at each other and nodded. I pulled the carton from my pocket and Omar sat forward, rubbing his mouth with his fingers. I slid open the carton and removed the packing tape and the magnets, and held up the NPP for them to see. Omar looked at his secretary and snapped, “Salim!”
Salim nodded and opened the attaché case. He reached inside and came out with what looked like a small remote control. He pressed a button and a blue, translucent circle appeared on the black stone. There was a collective gasp around the table and I snarled, “OK, that’s enough of that!”
I wrapped it in the magnets and the packing tape again, put it back in the box and slipped it inside my pocket. Then I handed the secretary a card with the Belize bank account details on it, and watched him rattle at his keyboard for a minute or two. Finally he glanced at Omar, Omar gave him the nod and he hit enter.
Fifteen seconds later my phone pinged. I pulled it out and looked at the message from my bank in Belize. My head swam for a moment but I tried not to show it.
“OK,” I said. “I’ll see you gentlemen tomorrow at noon. I’ll let you know where.” I stood. “Enjoy your Colas.”




Fifteen

I found her sitting at the bar. There were a couple of guys eying her up, but when I came in they ceased and desisted and I climbed on the stool beside her. I smiled, like I was trying to build a bridge across a deep divide that had become obsolete.
“Mind if I join you?”
“Bit late for that, Mr. Ethelbaum.”
I signaled the waiter and told him a Macallan, no ice. Then turned my smile on Diana again.
“It’s almost time for real names. What will we do when I am not trying to drown you and save your life by turns?”
To my surprise she burst out laughing. It was loud enough for a couple of people to turn and look. It was also a pretty sound. And when she stopped laughing, the look in her eye was also surprising. It said she liked me. I hadn’t seen that look very often in my life.
“You know, John, Mr. Ethelbaum, Harry…whatever your name is, I could almost grow fond of you.”
“That’s almost a nice thing to hear.”
“Before we start planning a future in the green Midwest with a white picket fence and gloriously happy hours making apple pie, why don’t you tell me what happened with Omar and his pals?”
The barman placed my drink in front of me with a bowl of peanuts.
“He just transferred a sum of money to my numbered account in Belize. It’s the kind of sum that Bill Gates would spend on rewiring his house, but most other people would retire on and secure their family’s future for generations to come.”
I pulled out my cell and showed her the message from my bank. I saw her pupils dilate, but then she frowned.
“You haven’t given it to him?”
I shook my head and spoke as I put my phone away.
“That is just a statement of good faith. We meet tomorrow at a place of my choosing, I hand over the device, and they pay me the other ninety percent.”
“It’s a trap.”
“Probably. How could they raise that much money that quickly?”
“I don’t know what their backing is. But I do know that if this thing is weaponized, whoever has it, wins the game.”
Her eyes flicked over my face under contracted brows. “And knowing that you’re willing to hand it over?”
I took a sip from my whisky and followed it with a pinch of peanuts.
“That’s an assumption. I never said that. My commitment is to hand you, and it, over to the people in Washington. That’s the job I am paid to do. Whatever spoils of war I pick up along the way, those are for me.”
Her eyebrows arched. “That’s a hell of a lot of spoils. Especially considering the stone is mine.”
“Is it? I don’t know that. I don’t know anything, remember?”
She sighed and gave a smile that was on the exhausted side of tired. Then she quoted me. “It’s almost time for real names…”
“Where we go, and what happens next, after this moment, depends one hundred percent on what you do and what you say.” I picked up a fingerful of peanuts and dropped them into my mouth, waiting for her to say something. She didn’t, so I pressed her. “I have enough money accumulated that I can retire right now and live like a king for the rest of my life. And if I ever have any kids, their kids will be able to do the same. I don’t need the other ninety percent, and I’m not sure I even want it. But what I do want, within my limitations as a man, is to do the right thing, according to my own rights. To do that, I need to know who you are, what you are doing, and what you want.”
She snorted at the floor and glanced briefly at my face.
“Is that all? Why didn’t you say so?”
It was a facetious question and I didn’t feel like giving a facetious answer. So I waited. She drained her glass and signaled the barman for another. After a moment she narrowed her eyes at me.
“Harry? Is that real?”
I nodded. “Yeah, Harry.”
“Well, Harry, I am exhausted. I come from a long line of Scandinavian Protestants who go all the way back to the first Puritan Scandinavians who settled here way back when. We are stoic, pragmatic, long-suffering and we never show emotion. But I am spent, burnt out and exhausted.”
“It’s been a tough few days.”
“You mean for me. You look fresh as a…” She snorted. “I was going to say as a daisy. But clearly that’s ridiculous. More like fresh as a fifteen-foot saguaro cactus.”
“Not really. I’m pretty tired too. I’m not a Scandinavian Protestant, but where I grew up in the Bronx you didn’t show pain or weakness, or you were dead.”
“Well, anyway.” She turned her glass around a few times on the bar. “I am Helen Johansdota, of Iowa. We came from Iceland via Norway.”
She reached out her hand, staring with pursed lips at the hand instead of me. I took the hand and shook, smiling on the ironic side of my face.
“Harry Bauer. It’s good to finally meet you, Helen.”
She smiled and shook her head. “You’re a piece of work, Harry Bauer, but you are too soft—no, not soft, too good. You’re going to get hurt.”
“I’ll get by. So how did you get involved with Omar?”
She drew a deep breath, hesitated, went to speak and sighed, looking me straight in the eye.
“OK, you deserve the truth. I was not a research assistant. I was head of project. I graduated with maximum honors from Caltech, was then given special leave to do my PhD in firmions and how the Pauli exclusion principle generates the potential for space and time…”
I raised a hand. “Grunt here, totally lost already.”
“Sorry, OK, so I did a PhD in theoretical quantum physics. Along the way I discovered that I had an IQ in the very high one-sixties.”
“Like Einstein.”
“Thereabouts. My thesis was controversial, upset a lot of people, but attracted a lot of attention from the kind of dot-com billionaires who don’t really care for conventions and hallowed grounds. Just as the predator’s first question is, ‘Can I eat it?’ their first question is, ‘Does it work?’ If it works, they’re interested. If it will make them richer even than they already are, they want to own it. So my thesis attracted the attention of Ethan Booysen. He owns a couple of dot-com banks, a couple of social media platforms…”
“I’ve heard of him.”
“But his real passion is space. He was obsessed as a kid by Star Trek and he believes our future lies on Mars. He wants to terraform Mars and then go beyond this solar system and spread a human empire across the galaxy. That requires two things.”
She paused and looked at me like I was going to try and guess what they were. I shrugged. She spread her hands like I had missed something self-evident.
“You need to be essentially immortal, or at least live for millennia, and you have to be able to meld with machines, especially cybernetic systems.”
“That’s science fiction.”
She gave a short, very dry laugh. “Have you had a look around recently? Kirk and Picard would be pretty freaked out at some of the technology we have now, Harry. Science fiction is not science fiction anymore. Listen…” She leaned forward with one elbow on the bar and pointed a finger at me like a gun. “Science fiction is becoming increasingly fantasy, because there is nowhere left for it to go. The science is all either real or theoretical and being developed. What’s left is magic. Cybernetic systems are a reality today, and the technology exists theoretically to prolong human life indefinitely. All we need is to develop nanotechnology a little further, and we are there.”
“And as far as Booysen was concerned, you were the girl to do that.”
“Yes.”
“And he installed Omar Arian to oversee the project.”
“Yes. I am not sure how much Ethan knew about how the project was evolving. Most of the time his head was either on Mars or at NASA trying to thrash out joint projects.”
I nodded and sipped. “And…?”
“It began to dawn on me, even if Ethan wasn’t seeing what was developing under his nose, I was.”
“And what was developing under your nose?”
“You have to be careful these days…”
“Not with me you don’t. Come on, Helen, spit it out.”
“The project was mainly funded by an Islamic foundation.” She took a deep breath and thought for a moment. “The Mohammed ben Amini Memorial Foundation of New York. They covered most of the research and development. Ethan Booysen supplied the next biggest chunk of support, and it was understood he was responsible for seeking out the talent. But as time went by, and the project began to show real signs of progress, I became aware that the representatives of the foundation, and particularly Omar, were trying to take possession of the research and the project. To such a point that I actually tried to alert Ethan, and I began hiding vital pieces of research from Omar and his colleagues. He actually installed a couple of researchers to spy on me, but I blindsided them and eventually had them sacked.”
She took a long pull on her drink and set the drink down carefully on the bar. She licked her lips with the tip of her tongue.
“In the end things got pretty hairy and Omar called me into his office and threatened to have me removed from the project and all my contributions reattributed, as though I had never been there. You can imagine that I was furious. I promised I would toe the line but immediately called Ethan. We met for coffee and agreed on a plan. I would take the stone and all the relevant research, would irreversibly corrupt the research which was contained in the computer networks at the foundation. He supplied me with a micro-pen to do that. And he also made arrangements for me to be taken care of and taken to safety in DC.”
“So where is the research?”
“The stone is, as well as a programmer, a kind of massive hard drive that operates on a binary system based on quantum principles. All the essential research is encoded into the NPP.”
I nodded for a long while, looking at my drink. Then I shook my head and gave a small laugh.
“Maybe, if we had both known a little more about each other from the start, things might have gone a little more easily.”
She nodded. “Maybe.” We sat in silence for a while and then she frowned hard and looked at me with an uncertain smile. “So, what are you going to do tomorrow?”
I held her eye for just one second, with no expression. “Take their money and kill them.”
She fought back a smile and said simply, “Oh,” and after a moment, “and what will you do with the money? Like I said, the NPP is mine. Sure, Ethan and the ben Amini Foundation provided funds for the research and development, but I made it. It was my creation…”
I smiled. I don’t think it was a nice smile. “You feel entitled…”
“Hey, don’t say it like that. I’ve worked damned hard for everything I have…”
“I don’t doubt it. But you know how it is. Taking from a thief is not theft.”
“Yeah, and you also cannot steal from yourself.”
“I’m not going to quibble with you. I’ll give you half of everything we get out of Omar tomorrow. Then you and Ethan can go and become billionaires together.”
I gave it just enough edge and she raised an eyebrow and smiled.
“Now hang on there just a minute, Mr. Ethelbaum, is that the little green-eyed monster I see lurking on your shoulder?”
I tried to look like a man who isn’t hiding anything. “You were my wife for a few hours. Now I have to give you up to another guy who’s had everything given to him on a plate, just because he’s a genius and has all the right connections.”
She was grinning and there was genuine pleasure in her eyes.
“What on Earth makes you think there is anything between me and Ethan?”
“The way you call him Ethan, for a start, the way your eyes go dreamy when you talk about him…”
She burst out laughing and I laughed with her. “I don’t believe this! The great Harry Bauer, the most ruthless, brutal killing machine on the planet, is not just in love, but jealous too! Watch out, Ethan Booysen! You have real trouble coming your way!”
We sat in silence for a while, just staring at each other and smiling. After a moment she reached out her left hand and took hold of my right.
“You really think we could make this work? I mean, this is just crazy!”
I shook my head. “I have no idea. I never really plan that far ahead. But the kind of money we are going to have tomorrow afternoon will sure as hell help!”
“My God, you’re insane, but I kind of like it.”
I jerked my chin at her. “Is there anybody?”
She shook her head emphatically. “No, never. It was always my work, and men just got in the way. I had a few female suitors too, and I tried, but that didn’t work for me either. Women are just as needy as men, sometimes more. So I kind of put it on a shelf and focused on work. What about you?”
“No. A long string of one-night stands, casual hookups. You can’t be seriously involved when you’re in this kind of work.” We were quiet and then I shrugged. “But now I can retire, live off the interest…” I trailed off and then narrowed my eyes at her. “So, Helen, the billion-dollar question…”
“What?”
“What happens to humanity after we get to DC? What happens to the world when you hand that device over to Ethan Booysen?”
She bit her lip and looked away. “Way to spoil a romantic moment, lover boy.”
“It’s a pretty important question, Helen. And we are just a few hours away. I can’t say I trust the Federal Government or its various departments a hell of a lot more than other governments in the world. And I can tell you straight out that the thought of that device in the hands of the CIA or the Pentagon makes my blood turn cold.”
She spoke quietly. “I know. But all we can do is trust them and have faith that they will make the right choices.”
“That’s all the two of us can do, have faith that the Pentagon will make the right choices?” She nodded, then shrugged and nodded again. “That’s all we can do, unless you want to go to war with the USA itself!”
“Boy,” I said, “we really are screwed then!”




Sixteen

It was a bright, sunny, Atlantic morning. There was a brisk breeze out of the west and enough of a swell to send the repeated shower of spray across the bows. At eight that morning I’d phoned Atlantian, a small firm on the Paseo Marítimo that hired out sailing boats. I’d been there before and they knew me. I told them I needed a forty-foot sloop or a cutter for that morning, and that I was prepared to pay above the odds. Javi’, the owner, told me no problem, I could collect the boat from the Royal Yacht Club at the Paseo Almirante Pascual Pery.
Then I phoned Omar on the burner.
“Yes.”
“You got somebody who can sail a boat?”
“Yes.”
“You got a boat?”
“Of course.”
“You, your secretary, your accountant and the skipper of your boat, you meet me four nautical miles northwest of Cadiz, two and a half miles south of Rota, at noon sharp. I’ll be in a forty-foot cutter, you know what that is?”
“Of course.”
“Your skipper drops you off and goes home. I take you back to port.”
A short laugh. “But how…?”
“No negotiating, no deals, no talk. I can sell this baby anywhere I like from London to Seattle without moving from my armchair. We do the deal my way or you can go to hell.”
A heavy sigh. “Fine, we’ll be there.”
So at eleven AM that morning, after running some errands in town, we were making a nice six knots tacking into the wind, headed for the rendezvous. I was at the helm, with the mainsail close hauled, casting a shadow over the cockpit. It was warm, maybe ninety degrees, but the sea breeze beating in off the ocean made it seem cooler. Diana was sitting in the cockpit, looking out at the immense sweep of the sea. In her hand she had a cold beer. After a moment she turned her big, black glasses on me and asked, “How far is it?”
“Not far, a couple of miles, but we’ll sail around for a bit to make sure we’re alone.”
“Why would they choose a place like this? We will be completely at their mercy.”
I smiled. “Because it’s inconvenient, you can see for miles around if anybody is approaching, and water makes it very difficult to eavesdrop. It interferes with electronic listening devices. Also, out on the high seas it’s a bit like outer space,”
She stared at me a moment. “What do you mean?”
“Nobody can hear you scream.”
She gave her head a small shake. “You’re out of your mind. You know what I have observed in you?”
“I guess you’re going to tell me.”
“You get away with the crazy shit you do because you are prepared to go that extra ten percent where most people back down. But one day you are going to meet someone as crazy as you are…”
“I already have, and more than once.”
She looked curious. “And?”
I smiled. “They went too far.”
She gave a small snort, then surprised me by asking, “What are you looking for, Harry? What is it you are prepared to go so far to find?”
I didn’t like the question and I scowled. “I don’t know. It’s different every time. I want to do the right thing, stop the parasites and the sadists, and the tyrants…” After a moment I asked, “What about you?”
She shrugged. “An ally.” She looked down at the beer bottle in her hands. “Somebody to stand shoulder to shoulder with contra mundum. The world is a bad place. They’ll hurt you out there if you let them. It’s good to have an ally.”
At eleven thirty we had come to the spot. I lowered the sails, dropped the anchor and scanned the horizon for other boats. There was nothing as of yet. So we unpacked some bread, cheese and ham we’d brought with us, and a couple more cold beers. Twenty minutes later I saw what I had been expecting: two motor launches approaching fast from the east, from Cadiz.
When Diana saw the two boats she looked at me with wide eyes. Her fear was palpable.
“Two boats?”
“I know.”
“You said one!”
“They brought two.”
“But Harry! They’ll torture us and take the stone!”
“No they won’t.”
She clutched my arm and grabbed at my shirt collar. “Harry! I can’t take torture! I’ll talk. I’m not strong like you!”
I raised my voice. “You can’t tell them where it is and neither can I!”
“What are you talking about?”
“We don’t know where it is.”
“What?”
“I posted it to my attorney in New York.”
Her jaw dropped, not figuratively but literally. “You posted it…?”
“DHL, actually.”
“You’re out of your mind! Do you know what they are going to do to us?”
I nodded. “Do you?” I didn’t wait for a reply. “Go below. You’re supposed to be dead, remember?”
“I am,” she said, looking out at the two launches in the distance. “Not supposed to be, I am.”
The two launches divided. One slowed and approached our portside, while the other described a wide circle, slowed and came up alongside on the starboard. That launch had four men in suits. Two of them were holding AK47 assault rifles. All four had that military look.
On the port side were Omar, his secretary, his accountant and the skipper, who also had that military look and was wearing a pistol on his hip. We rafted up and Omar and his two boys came aboard. I pointed to the second boat.
“That is not just rude, it’s in bad faith and in direct violation of the conditions of our meeting.”
Omar grunted and waved the back of his hand at me. “You know very well that contractual agreements can only be made when both parties agree. I did not agree and told you so. I am not going to put myself at your mercy on the high seas with no protection. It is absurd. Are we going to sit or shall we just stand here all day?”
I nodded. “Sure, you can sit out here in the cockpit or we can go inside. But your boys can take a hike. You can see I’ve kept good faith and I’m alone. So send your muscle away and we’ll talk business.”
He looked around, licked his lips, feeling powerful for a moment with his extra men and seeing me on my own. He found a seat he liked in the cockpit and sat. His secretary sat next to him, and his accountant opposite. I remained standing.
Omar spread his hands and smiled. “You see, here is the problem: we do not have a level playing field. You have the NPP. There is only one in the world, you have it and as I understand things, you are aware of its value. That gives you an unfair advantage. I have brought my men to even things up a little.”
I stared at him expressionlessly until he began to look uncomfortable. Then I said, “Why didn’t you tell your mommy to come along and scold me for being unfair? What is this shit about level playing fields? Did I just step through the fucking looking glass? Am I in Wonderland? There is no such thing as a level playing field, Omar! And this is not a competition between nice, well-bred boys. I have what you want; how badly you want it dictates whether you get it or not. If you don’t want it bad enough, Putin does and I know for damn sure the Pentagon does. So stop wasting my damned time.”
His skin went a little gray. He wanted badly to hurt me, but there was fear in his eyes; fear that he would lose the NPP.
“Where is it?” he said. “Let me see it.”
“Screw you. You acted in bad faith. Get your boys out of here or you’ll see nothing. You think I am going to let you see it when you have five armed men surrounding me almost three miles from the coast? You’re out of your mind!”
“It is on this boat?”
“Screw you!” I said again and walked to the hatch, and turned to face them. “You know what? Get off my fucking boat! The deal is off! Get the hell out of here. I don’t need this shit!”
I was playing the bluff to the edge and I knew it, but I figured my position was strong and I should go for broke. He stood and shouted something in Arabic. One of the two boys with assault rifles jumped aboard and aimed his weapon at my belly. I burst out laughing.
“I don’t know whether to ask you how stupid you think I am, or how damned stupid you are. You think I didn’t know you were going to do this? You think I didn’t know you were going to show up with your simian playmates?”
His face flushed a deep red-brown and he screamed at his three other boys. They streamed onto the boat and I let two of them grab my arms. I didn’t struggle. Omar pounded my belly four times and stood gasping for breath. Then he backhanded me four times and drew a little blood. He wasn’t a strong man. He came up close, panting, so his nose was less than an inch from mine, looking up into my face. His voice was little more than a hiss.
“I will cut off your fingers and your toes, I will cut off your feet and your hands, then I will skin you, first one leg, then the other, then an arm…”
“Yeah, I get the idea, Omar. Only the clock is ticking. You want to know where the nano-particle programmer is. Trouble is, you hit me so hard now I feel a bit sick and confused, but I think I can get it right…” His eyes were wild. I smiled at him and went on. “Here’s the thing, my attorney is in New York, but the firm is a British one based in London, but they have major offices in Rome, New Delhi and Hong Kong. Now, Bob? My attorney? He travels a lot between the major offices, and I can’t remember if I sent it to him in New York, London or New Delhi. But I can tell you that I did send it to him. I sent it this morning so it is probably arriving in New York as we speak, or it might have arrived in London hours ago, but if it’s going to India, it is still in the air.”
His eyes narrowed and acquired a manic, cunning glint.
“You sent it, to your attorney…”
“I didn’t tell him what it was. It was one of a number of parcels I sent. I told him, ‘Bob, if I don’t call you at twelve PM Greenwich Mean Time, post this parcel to any address of your choosing, preferably a small village in Tibet, or Tierra del Fuego, or the Pentagon. Or maybe just drop it out in the middle of the Pacific…”
“It’s a bluff.” He turned first to his secretary and then his accountant in rapid succession. “It’s a bluff,” he repeated, like they wouldn’t hear him unless he spoke directly to each of them. He turned back to me and hit me another couple of times in the face, once with a clenched fist. Then he punched me in the stomach and I made like it hurt.
He was out of breath, gasping heavily, and turned to one of the boys with the AK47s, and said something that sounded ugly. The boy slung his rifle across his back and came up close. He looked me in the eye and he was insolent and smiling. I smiled back.
“I’m going to kill you first,” I said.
Omar punched like a girl. This guy didn’t. He was strong and experienced, and well trained. He went for my floating ribs first and made me vomit. When he’d done that he worked on my face a bit with open hands, until my cheek was swollen and blue. Then Omar made him stop.
He appealed to me, smiling, ingratiating. “What is the point of this? You are suffering, and this is only the beginning. You got a lot of money last night. You can keep that. Just give me the NPP. We go home, you go home, everybody happy.”
“I’d love to,” I said. “And I would if I could but I can’t so,” I shrugged, “I won’t.” He was about to tell his baboon to start working on me again, but my body was telling me I had had about enough.
“Listen, you are risking—seriously risking—losing the NPP forever. I foresaw exactly this situation…,” I paused to spit blood onto the deck, “and I set it up with my attorney so that if I was tortured, injured or killed, nobody would ever see the stone again.”
He gave the boy a nod and the boy started laying into me again, first my chest, then my face, and then back to my chest again. It went on for about a minute, then Omar held up a hand. I was in serious pain and I was having trouble breathing. I was kicking myself mentally because I had foreseen everything except Omar’s stupidity. My head sagged forward and he grabbed a fistful of my hair to raise my face.
“Where is it?”
I had to gulp breath to answer. “I told you, you stupid asshole! You have about ten minutes before I lose control of it!”
“You are lying! You cannot be that stupid!”
“Stupid?” I bellowed at him in genuine rage. “Stupid? My only chance of living is if you get it into your thick skull that I am about to lose control of the NPP! If I had had it onboard I’d be dead by now, you stupid asshole!”
He thrust his face into mine. “And if you lose control of it in ten minutes, what use are you to me alive?”
“None! But you will have lost any chance you ever had of getting it back!”
He turned to the guy with the fists and the AK47. “Cut off his fingers!”
“The damned thing is in New York, Omar! You think I’d be willing to lose my finger over this? For Christ’s sake. This is your last chance, Omar!”
He stared at me, hesitated. Then he turned and looked at his accountant, then his secretary. They remained mute and expressionless. I closed my eyes and spoke through gritted teeth.
“Omar, for god’s sake use your brain. You are about to kill me, and I am the only person on the planet who can get the stone for you. If I don’t call my attorney’s office in the next five or ten minutes, the NPP will be disposed of. You need me in order to get it back. Think, for crying out loud! Would I have called you to this place, unarmed, if I hadn’t taken out insurance? Think!”
His secretary said something in Arabic. Omar said something to his accountant in Arabic and his accountant replied. The three of them became agitated. Then Omar turned to the thug and said, “Cut off his fingers!”




Seventeen

It was a shock, and for a moment I felt something very close to panic. This was not the way it was supposed to have played out. I felt arms tighten on my own arms as the two guys restraining me squeezed to hold me still. The third guy took my right arm and started pulling the fingers open from my balled-up fist. The guy with the knife and the insolent blue eyes slipped the AK47 from his shoulder, took it by the barrel and stepped slightly to his right, to lean it against the cabin wall.
A forty-foot cutter is not a spacious boat. It is cramped, and the cockpit can only take so many people. We were eight, two sitting down, four cramped at the hatch, gripping on to each other, Omar watching, and the guy with the knife leaning over to put his rifle down, so he could start cutting my fingers off.
It had to be fast and it had to be explosive, and I had enough fear and adrenaline to make it both of those things and then some. I took a tiny step forward with my left foot, pulling the three guys with me, and with a roar of rage and hatred that came from the darkest parts of my soul I kicked savagely, bringing my instep up hard into his balls. His sneering face creased into the weeping face of a baby and he went down on his knees and his AK47 fell to the deck, just three feet from where I stood.
Long before it got there I brought my foot back and down and smashed the heel of my boot into the guy on my right’s instep and ankle. It was enough to make him pull his foot away and that destabilized him. So when I yanked my arm away he let go. I took a small step forward with my right foot and, with my left arm, pulled on the two guys who were pulling me. We came together and with the combined power of our pulls, I turned and smashed the heel of my open hand into the nearest one’s jaw. As he went down I pulled his piece from his holster, shoved it into his pal’s belly and pulled the trigger. Unfortunately for him he had cocked it and I blew a hole through his breakfast. The guy whose foot I’d broken was scrambling to get his weapon from his holster while trying to ignore the agony in his shattered foot. I shot him in the head.
I turned to see three things and my mind went into slow motion. Omar, his secretary and his accountant were scrambling to get onto the launch. On that launch the skipper had an AK47 in his hands and was aiming it at me. The cannon jumped and spat, and I ran at the three scrambling men.
Scalding fire tore into my left shoulder and swelled through my left arm. I screamed in my mind for my body to ignore the pain. All I could see was the three men who could not get away. Still screaming, I grabbed Omar by his shirt collar and pulled him back toward me. I could see the skipper’s dark face in minute detail as he followed me with the cannon of the assault rifle. I could see his eyes turning from triumph to horror as he realized that to shoot me he had to shoot Omar.
And that I had his pal’s Glock trained on him.
His mouth opened and he stepped back. The rifle wavered. The secretary and the accountant dropped, covering their heads. And I pulled the trigger once, twice, three and four times, punching nine-millimeter holes through his chest. As he dropped I smashed the butt of the Glock into Omar’s head. The whole thing had taken less than six seconds.
My arm was throbbing with intense pain. I fought to ignore it a little longer, grabbed the secretary by his neck and the seat of his pants and threw him across the cockpit toward the hatch. He sprawled on his back and stared at me, his eyes bulging with fear. The accountant was on his knees with his hands raised. I yanked him to his feet.
“Never kneel, you piece of shit! If you’re going to die do it like a man, for Christ’s sake!”
I shoved him over with the secretary, picked up the attaché case and threw it at them. Then I went to the guy whose jaw I had broken and shot him in the back of the neck. Blue Eyes was still whimpering like a baby. I knelt beside him.
“I guess I got it wrong. You go last.” I shot him in the head.
I stood and walked to the gunwale where I took a bucket, threw it over the side and filled it with water. Then I poured it over Omar’s head. He spluttered and groaned and tried to crawl away from me, looking around wildly and muttering, “Oh dear god! Oh god…”
I said, “Take it easy,” walked over to Blue Eyes and took his bowie knife. Omar was watching me. “What are you doing? What are you going to do?”
I met his eye as I stepped over to him, but I offered him no expression and I said nothing. I knelt on his wrist and place the knife point down on his belly. He screamed and froze at the same time. I looked over at the secretary and said, “You got the laptop in the attaché case?”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“Open it.”
He fumbled at the latches with trembling hands and the lid sprang open. I still had my eyes on the secretary.
“Do you need Omar alive to make the transfer?” He went rigid. His eyes darted to his boss and back to me. I turned to Omar. “Does he need you to be alive to make the transfer?”
He screamed, “Yes! It’s not legal if I am dead!”
I laughed and slipped the blade down to the knuckle of his baby finger. I leaned on it, felt the knuckle crunch and sliced back through the skin with the razor blade. He screamed three times, real loud, while his body thrashed and his feet kicked. Then he passed out.
I stood and drew another bucket of water from the sea and threw it over him. He spluttered and came round moaning and whimpering. I watched him.
“You made me real mad when you told Blue Eyes to cut off my fingers. How much were you prepared to pay me for the NPP?”
He gibbered with a slack mouth, looking with wild eyes down at his hand. I jerked my head at the secretary and the accountant. “Write it down.” They stared at me and I roared, “Write it down!”
They scrambled for their pens and bits of paper. As they wrote, I said, “I advise you both to be honest, because if you try to screw me this is going to turn from moderately bad to very, very bad.”
Each one of them scribbled down a number and showed it to me. They were the same. I smiled down at Omar and slapped him a couple of times. “How much, Omar, were you prepared to pay me today?”
His mouth worked and dribbled. “Two, two hundred and fifty…”
I nodded. “OK, that is going to be my compensation for the trouble you caused me today. But the price just went up. I am going to give you a week to find two billion dollars. We will meet at the Mandarin Oriental in one week, you will pay me the full sum and I will hand you the NPP. I will not be alone, I will be accompanied by old colleagues from the Regiment, and by a whole fleet of lawyers. So you’d better behave, because if you do anything stupid, what’s left of you will spend the rest of its life in jail.”
I almost burst out laughing at the expression of relief on his face. I pulled my cell from my pocket and looked over at the secretary. “Make the transfer.” Then I looked down at Omar. “Tell him.”
He screamed something in Arabic and the secretary started rattling at the keys. A couple of minutes later my phone pinged and I looked at the screen. What I saw there made me smile.
I looked down at Omar. “How many fingers were you going to have him remove?”
He swallowed several times, staring into my eyes, and gradually his face crumpled and he started to weep.
“How many fingers have you had your boys remove over the years, Omar?” He shook his head and tears and spittle mingled on his chin. “How many men, women and children have you had tortured and murdered over the years, working for Mohammed ben Amini?”
His eyes showed surprise, wariness, terror. I leaned down, close to his face. “Do you know who captured ben Amini in the Suleiman Mountains?” He shook his head. “I did. I watched him slaughter a whole village. I watched him rape and murder little children. I watched him earn his title, the Butcher of Al-Landy. And I captured him in his hideout in the caves. And do you know, Omar, who followed him to Salton Sea, near Los Angeles, and killed the son of a bitch?” He just stared and swallowed. I said, “I did. And now I am going to send you to join him in hell.”
I cut deep into his throat with the bowie knife. I wanted to make him suffer the way all of his victims had suffered, his and Mohammed ben Amini’s victims had suffered. But I knew well from Budo, and from what Zamudio had taught me, that if you look too deeply into your enemy’s eyes, you become your enemy. So I made it merciful and I made it fast.
I stood and stepped toward the two spineless wonders.
“Hell is about to rise up out of the depths and engulf the world, and I am going to be leading the hosts of daemons as they emerge from the flames. Everything you have worked for is about to collapse and be engulfed. This is your last and only chance to save yourselves. Take the launch, go back to Cadiz, get the first flight to New York and hand yourselves over to the FBI. Tell them that you offer them all the evidence they need to bring down the Mohammed ben Amini Foundation, and Al-Nabiin Corporation, in exchange for immunity from prosecution. Then start new, useful lives helping people. If you don’t, if you do anything different to what I have told you, I will find you and I will kill you. Now go.”
They scrambled and ran, and I went to get Diana. I opened the bedroom door and looked at her. She was sitting cross-legged on the bed staring at me with sullen, terrified eyes.
“I thought it wasn’t you,” she said. “I kept telling myself you wouldn’t scream.”
“Omar is dead.” I shrugged. “I sent his secretary and his accountant scampering and told them to buddy up with the Feds to bring down the Mohammed ben Amini Foundation and the Al-Nabiin Corporation. I don’t know if they’ll do it, but I think if they give it some thought, they’ll come up with the right horse to back.”
“And the money?”
“I am now a very rich man.”
“How much?”
“Mind your own business much. Less than you’ll make when you get home to DC.” I waited, watching her face as she stared at her feet and thought about what I had said. After a moment I said, “Help me get these bodies overboard and scrub down the deck. We get moving in a hurry.”
She nodded and followed me silently out to the cockpit.
Between us we dragged the bodies onto the remaining launch, where the dead skipper lay. We put all six bodies below, tied them to the furniture so they would not surface when they bloated with gas from decomposition. Then we returned to the sailing yacht and I took two of the AK47s and at point-blank range, blasted a big hole in the bow just below the waterline. You have to be careful when shooting high velocity rounds into water because most will disintegrate on contact. But I kept the shots to no more than an inch below the surface, and to a long, gaping hole in the front side of the boat. Then I threw the rifles in and we sat and watched Omar and his thugs sink below the waves forever.
I wondered briefly what his hopes had been, if he had ever dreamed, if he had ever loved. I doubted a man like that was capable of love, but then I remembered that we are all, like Heisenberg’s particles, just potential, and the right incentive or provocation can turn a saint into a monster.
I wasn’t concerned with saints, only with monsters.
“What now?”
It was Diana, sitting next to me, watching the dark shadow of the launch fade into darkness beneath the sparkling eddies.
“Frank Mendez is neutralized. Omar is neutralized and, I hope, the Al-Nabiin Corporation and the Mohammed ben Amini Foundation are holed beneath the waterline. I think now it is more or less safe for us to return to the USA.”
“So we fly from Cadiz?”
“We would have to fly from Jerez, or from Malaga. I don’t like either. There is a chance Omar’s men could be looking for us. There is also a chance the cops could be looking for us.”
“So?”
“So we sail to Sao Miguel in the Azores and charter a plane from there.”
“That’s insane. How long will that take? You’d have to be an experienced skipper! We could drown. Are you an experienced skipper?”
“Of course.”
“Of course you are. You’re James Bond cleverly disguised as an inbred redneck.”
“Thanks, I love you too. Actually, in my experience, most rednecks I have met were very fine people with solid values. And the worst inbreds I’ve met were among the European aristocracies and the Boston Brahmins.”
“You’re a piece of work. How long will it take us to get to the Azores?”
“Less than a week.”
“What are we supposed to eat during that week?”
“We’re about five or six hours from the coast of Portugal, sailing under a Spanish flag. We should get there about seven this evening. We go ashore in the dinghy, buy some supplies and dine out like we are tourists enjoying a day out. And at two o’clock tonight, we set sail for the Azores. They are part of the European Union, so as long as we are flying under a Spanish flag, we should not encounter any trouble.”
There was a vague expression of disgust on her face. “Do things ever go wrong for you?”
“Yeah, they went very badly wrong for me today.”
“That’s going wrong for you, walking away from a fight with eight men several hundred million dollars in the clear.”
I shrugged. “You should see me on a good day.”
Ten minutes later we hoisted the sails, turned the prow a little west of northwest and the small craft gave a couple of small jumps and next thing she was skipping across the small, sparkling waves casting great sheets of spray into the air, and we were on our way back across the vast darkness of the North Atlantic.




Eighteen

It was a crossing of about eight hundred and seventy nautical miles. We were fortunate, and the winds favored us out of the northeast. We sailed nonstop and along the way I showed Diana how the small yacht worked, which allowed me to sleep for four-hour stretches. She fed me with strong, sweet coffee and after four days we sighted Sao Miguel.
I had called the brigadier from Manta Rota in Portugal while Diana was buying supplies for the crossing. He had picked up the phone on the first ring.
“Where are you?”
“I’m sitting on a beach in the Algarve, sipping a crisp, cold white wine while my wife shops for supplies.”
“You’re being facetious.”
“I am also being truthful, and just as soon as I get hold of a dictionary I will tell you whether I am offended or not.”
There was a sigh. I sipped the cold, slightly green wine. He asked, “What happened in Cadiz?”
“I killed Frank Mendez.”
“Oh. What about housekeeping. Will it point to us?”
“No. But I got him to lead me to a big shot called Omar Arian, who runs the Mohammed ben Amini Foundation. He was putting foundation money into research by the University of Malaga, the Junta of Andalucia, the Centro Andaluz de Nanomedicina and the Al-Nabiin Corporation. And it was that money and that research that led to the development of the NPP. Our girl was the head of project.”
“So this thing actually exists? I am skeptical. So what happened?”
“I killed Omar. He had a secretary and an accountant with him, Salim Masih and Abdul Kouri. I told them both to go to New York and offer their testimony to the Feds in exchange for immunity. It was the best I could do under the circumstances.”
“What does that mean?”
“I was in possession of three boats on the high seas with six dead bodies and Diana hiding in the cabin. The best I could do was try to terrify them into cooperating.”
“I’m quite sure you did a standup job. I shall have a word with friends and see if they can be picked up. So you are now in the Algarve and Diana is buying supplies for what, exactly?”
“We sail tonight, at two AM, for Sao Miguel. My idea is to charter a flight from there to DC, though I am hoping you will come and pick us up so that I can hand her over to you.”
He was quiet for a bit, then said, “Yes, all right. Book in at the Pestana Bahia Praya in Villa Franca do Campo. I’ll be booked in there as Mr. John Smith. We’ll meet and talk things over. Give me a call when you arrive.”
As evening fell on the fourth day we followed the coast for about fourteen miles and finally sighted Vila Franca do Campo, a small port town surrounded by green fields that might have been somewhere in New England. Two miles farther on we came to a shallow bay with dark gray volcanic sand and, on the eastern end of the bay, a tall, modern hotel with a sparkling pool.
We dropped anchor, dropped the Zodiac and motored ashore through the early evening light with the small waves kicking up small clouds of spray ahead of us. We pulled the Zodiac up on the dark sand, and waded up toward the road and the hotel parking lot.
Reception was a strange mix of Old World and early ’70s tongue and groove and polished marble. We checked in and Diana told the pretty girl at the desk that we wanted to see Mr. Smith, in Portuguese, and the pretty girl at the desk listened politely and told me in English that Mr. Smith was expecting us in the Presidential Suite on the top floor, all the way at the end on the left, with magnificent views of the sea.
We thanked her and crossed the lobby with marble echoes and rode the creaking vinyl and mirrored elevator to the sixth floor. There we followed a long passage all the way to the end, on the left, but before we got there a door opened and the familiar silhouette of Colonel Jane Harris appeared framed in the doorway. She spoke as we approached.
“Couldn’t quite make it from Calgary to DC, but I suppose a small island halfway across the Atlantic is a fair effort.”
“Hello Colonel, I have missed your inspiring words over the last weeks.” We arrived at the door and she held my eye. She looked mad. I went on. “I am so looking forward to going into the field together one day, so you can show me how it’s done. This is Diana, aka Helen Johansdota, from Iceland, Norway and Iowa. Helen, this is…” I paused, looking at the colonel, and made a question with my face. She gave a microscopic nod accompanied by a slow blink, which I took to be, “Go ahead,” so I said, “This is Colonel Jane Harris, a fine soldier and a constant source of inspiration.”
She stepped back and opened the door onto a spacious, airy suite with, as promised, magnificent views of the beach and the wild north Atlantic. The was a slightly twee but very cozy living room with a dining table in what looked like very good mahogany, and some faded but excellent leather armchairs and sofa. There was a small kitchenette and there was a bedroom.
The brigadier was sitting in one of the armchairs and rose as we came in. I wondered vaguely if he and the colonel were sharing the bedroom, but dismissed the thought. He approached us with his right hand held out, and it struck me that he still looked youthful. Though he must be in his sixties, he moved like an athlete and his eyes and skin radiated health.
“Helen,” he was saying, “splendid to see you in one piece. Harry, grand to see you too. Won’t you sit? What can I get you?”
Diana drew breath but I cut across her. “Helen, aka Diana, will have a Bombay Sapphire with Schweppes and lime, not lemon. I will have a Macallan straight up.”
There was a moment’s awkward silence, then the brigadier turned to the colonel and said, “Jane, shall I do the honors…?”
She smiled blandly. “I’ll get the drinks. You get the conversation going, Alex.”
I took the other armchair, across from the brigadier, with a heavy coffee table between us. Diana sat on the sofa and the brigadier sat opposite me and crossed his long legs.
“I have to say,” I said loudly, “that this whole job has been one surprise after another, from beginning to end. Every step of the way an unexpected development.”
He didn’t answer. He just watched me, holding his own whisky in his hand, waiting to see what I was going to say and what I was going to do.
The colonel arrived with our drinks, set them down in front of us and settled on the sofa beside Diana. I looked at her for a moment, while she picked up her glass and returned my gaze.
“I have,” I said, “become an extremely rich man.”
The brigadier said, “Excellent! Congratulations! Spoils of war?”
I nodded. “I could retire several times over.”
“I hope you won’t.”
“I am thinking about it. I don’t like being kept in the dark, and I don’t like being used.”
The colonel surprised me by saying, “I can understand that.”
I scowled at her. “And yet…?”
“And yet we had practically nothing to go on. Diana—Helen—contacted a certain US department a few weeks ago and said that she was working for a corporation which she feared was involved in terrorism, but she also knew that they were developing a line of nano-technology which could end up causing significant damage to the Western world. That department put her in touch with us, but even though we spoke to her, she was very reluctant to open up to us. She said she was very scared, and understandably so.”
Diana interrupted. “I insisted I would not talk to anyone until we were seated around a table in the White House or the Pentagon. Which, I might add, we are not.”
She glanced at me and I snarled, “You are lucky to be sitting anywhere, sister.” I turned to the colonel. “And frankly, Colonel, considering the extreme nature of the risk factor involved, the paltry nature of the briefing I received was not unprofessional, it made unprofessional look slick. I have lost count of how many times both of us might have been killed, and at the very least four of the men who died on this mission did so unnecessarily. If I had had just a little more information about who I was dealing with, a lot of the deaths could have been avoided.”
The brigadier stepped up, as I knew he would. “Jane is not to blame for that, Harry, I am. I had to make a very difficult choice, and I am not sure I got it wrong. Neither Jane nor I knew how good the information was—the little that we had—and much of the information you say we did not give you, we did not have ourselves. We had no idea the CIA were interested. We had a vague notion Frank Mendez was involved somehow, but to what degree and in what way, we just didn’t know. We deduced, after much investigation, that we might be dealing with an early prototype nano-particle programmer, but I was—and still am—very skeptical.”
Diana was staring down at her hands in her lap. She spoke without looking at anyone.
“I am sorry, it is easy to criticize what I did in hindsight, but the fact is I had no choice at the time. I could not risk putting this kind of information into Omar and Mendez’s hands. They would have caught me and killed me within minutes. It was essential to keep you all in the dark until we had met in person, in a safe place. It seemed to me that DC would be that place.”
The brigadier gave a mild smile and said, “Harry has his own way of making a place safe. It is quite effective.”
Diana nodded and sighed. “Yes, I guess that is true.”
The brigadier continued. “I want you to understand, Harry, that we did what we had to do in view of the potential danger of the item we were dealing with, the very little information we had and the anonymity of our client.”
I shook my head. “You couldn’t have just come clean and told me what you had and what it might involve?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Yes, we could have. But you very recently resigned, and we could not risk your taking one look at the mission and telling us to take a hike.”
I scowled at him. “You know I wouldn’t do that.”
He nodded again and glanced at Jane. “Yes, I do know that. But Jane disagreed and so did the top brass. So it had to be this way, because we lacked information we could give you. However,” he offered me a smile again, “I am glad to say that you performed exactly as I expected you to.”
I nodded. “Thank you, sir.”
“Which leaves us with just one question.”
I held his eye and he held mine for a very long moment. Finally he asked, “Where is the NPP?”
I looked at the colonel. Her lack of expression told me nothing I didn’t already know. But when I shifted my gaze to Diana I saw real anxiety in her eyes.
“It’s in London.”
Pink anger suffused the colonel’s face. The brigadier raised an eyebrow.
“Care to enlarge?”
“Not really.”
He looked upset. “Harry, you have earned my trust several times over. I think we have earned yours.”
I nodded. “Sure, and I am going to trust you to the same extent that you trusted me when you sent me on this job. I’ll give you precisely the amount of information I think you need.”
The colonel erupted. “What is this, tit for tat? Are we in the nursery now? How old are we?”
I gave my head a small shake. “No, see, Colonel, you are still operating under a misapprehension which you have not been able to shake since day one. And I am going to cure you of that misapprehension today, once and for all.” I sat forward and pointed at her. “You think that I work for you. You still have that US Army mentality that you are the boss and you call the shots, and that this grunt is going to do whatever you tell him to do. That was wrong on day one, and it is even more wrong today.”
I gave her a moment to assimilate that. Her face had gone from pink to crimson and the brigadier was making a minute examination of his whisky. Before she could answer I went on.
“That’s how it’s not. Now let me tell you how it is. I am a private contractor. You may not have noticed, but you don’t pay my social security taxes. That means I don’t work for you, I work with you. What is more, the way it works, you tell me what the job is, and I decide how it is going to be done, and then I execute it. To do that I need all—all—the available information. Because without it my life is at risk. So let’s understand that from this moment forward, I get full and unlimited access to all the information available to you and the brigadier before I undertake a job.”
I saw her draw breath and deliberately turned to the brigadier.
“Do we agree, Brigadier?”
“It is what I have advocated from the start. You have my full support.” He turned to the colonel. “I don’t think you have much choice but to agree, Jane.”
“Can we discuss this in private, please, Alex?”
He thought for a full second and then shook his head. “No. I’m sorry, Jane. There is too much at stake and we are too short of time. I’ll raise the issue upstairs in due course, but it has to be this way.”
She was glaring at him and I was aware that her chest was rising and falling hard and she was fighting to control it. I also caught Diana observing me. When I met her gaze she gave me a small smile.
The brigadier turned to me.
“Granted that we agree, will you share with us what you have done with the device? I don’t need to tell you how dangerous that device is.”
“Yeah, I’ll tell you where it is, but first I want to know what you plan to do with it, and with the technology behind it.”
He didn’t hesitate. “Destroy it. The device and the technology must be destroyed.”
Diana’s head flicked around and she stared at him.
“You can’t. That technology could save thousands of lives. Millions of lives! It could completely eradicate disease from the planet, and hunger. It could eliminate poverty and secure our energy needs indefinitely! You have no idea what that technology is capable of creating. This device is just the beginning. Once it is fully developed…,” she paused, shaking her head, overwhelmed by the rush of thoughts in her own head, “in ten, twenty years, there is no limit to what we can achieve with this technology!”
The brigadier was nodding. “And that is why it has to be destroyed. Helen, do you know of a single human being, just one, who would be capable of wielding that kind of power without becoming corrupted?”
“We can legislate, set up committees…”
He smiled, like a kind uncle. “Even with the very limited power we have now in the West, corruption is rife. Democracy is a very fragile, tender shoot in our world still, and humans are very, very weak creatures. How long do you think it would be before special federal departments were created to administer it? How long before special licenses were granted to members of the Bohemian Club, how long before the Bilderberg Group were deciding the fate of nano-technology? In fact,” he turned and gave me a very deliberate look, “they already are, as you well know.”
I had understood him fine and I nodded to let him know.
“I sent it to an attorney in London, and had him post it by first class Royal Mail to the last place on Earth anyone would ever think to look for it.”
“Where?”
“My address in New York.”
The colonel stood and left the room. I knew she was going to dispatch a team to my house to wait for the parcel. Diana watched her leave and knew she was going to do that too. The brigadier was talking again.
“We intercepted Masih and Kouri, the secretary and the accountant.”
“Where did you find them?”
“Malaga airport. They were on their way to DC.”
They never made it to the Feds, then.”
His smile was what you’d call thin. “They don’t know that.”
Diana spoke suddenly. “Who the hell are you?”
The brigadier turned his thin smile on her and spoke with dead eyes. “Your worst nightmare, or your best friend, depending on where you stand.” He turned back to me. “They have spoken very fully and very frankly. And I am afraid it is very bad news. Very bad news for you, both, and for us.”
I scowled. “Bad news why?”
“Because they had another lab.” He turned to Diana. “Everything you corrupted and destroyed in the lab in Malaga, was backed up automatically in the lab they had in Azahara, by the internal network.”
“Jesus…” It wasn’t an exclamation, it was more like a sigh.
I said, “What does that mean?”
He didn’t answer straight away. He held my eye for a count of three.
“It means,” he said, “you have to go back, and take Diana with you.”




Nineteen

“No.”
He nodded, confirming that was what he’d expected me to say.
“Obviously, we don’t take civilians on military operations. However, the circumstances are somewhat peculiar, not to say unique, Harry.”
The door opened and the colonel came in. She stopped a moment with her hand on the door, looked from me to the brigadier and closed the door. “You’ve told him,” she said, stating it as a fact.
“And I said, ‘No.’”
“Of course you did. You wouldn’t be Harry Bauer if you’d said yes.”
I gestured at Diana with my open hand. “You just had me risk my life and kill over a dozen men to bring her out of danger, and now you want me to take her right back into the lion’s den? And you think I’m wrong to say no? You want me to go I’ll go, but I am not taking Diana. Period.”
The brigadier stood. “Diana, Helen, and I have a great deal to talk about, as do you and Jane.” He reached out his hand to Diana. She took it and he helped her to her feet. “Let’s take a little walk and explain to me how we can offer medical science a modified version of your research, and leave these two to squabble. They fight continually,” he said, as he guided her to the door. “But I suspect they are secretly friends.”
Just before they stepped out Diana caught my eye and I saw panic there. The door closed and the colonel took the brigadier’s chair. I spoke first.
“Well, my secret friend, I won’t do it.”
She leaned her elbows on her knees and rested her chin on her folded hands. I was suddenly aware, not for the first time, how attractive she was behind her abrasive nature.               “I guess that all depends on what ‘it’ is.”
“Are we going to start talking in philosophical riddles now?”
I saw a flash of bitter sarcasm in her eyes. But she closed them, took a deep breath and said, “I am not going to let you provoke me, Harry. I mean you are stating that you won’t do ‘it,’ but you don’t know what ‘it’ is yet. You should hear what we have to say before you answer, ‘no.’”
I shook my head. “I have already heard enough. You want me to take Diana back there. I won’t do that.”
“Here name is not Diana. It’s Helen, Helen Carmel, from San Francisco.”
“Carmel? I thought she was… Never mind. I got used to calling her Diana.”
“Why do I get the feeling that’s not the only thing you got used to?” I shrugged. “I don’t need to explain myself to you, Colonel.” I gave my head a small shake. “It’s no secret you don’t like me, and I know you don’t want me on the team because you disapprove of…,” I paused, shook my head, “just about everything you could possibly disapprove of in me. But that does not give you the right to pass judgment on how I conduct my private life.”
“Having sexual intercourse with a client…”
“She was your client, not mine. I was doing you a favor. I am an assassin, not a damned nursemaid. And I won’t forget that in doing you that favor I almost got killed several times over. You’re welcome.”
She wouldn’t meet my eye. She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Harry. Sincerely. The situation was unique, and you were the only man we could think of for the job.”
“We? Or the brigadier?”
“We.” She took another deep breath. “You seem determined to humiliate me, Harry. Well, if that is what it takes, so be it. Yes, I admire you as an operative. Yes, I believe you are among the best, if not the best. And I was at one with the brigadier in that you were the man for this job, precisely because we had no idea of the ramifications, who was involved or who we were dealing with. Nobody adapts and responds as fast or as…energetically as you do.”
There was a brief silence. I said, “Good lord, now I think I am embarrassed.”
“None of that takes away from the fact that I think you are an insufferable bore, an arrogant misogynist and you belong in the Stone Age.”
“That’s better. I am more at home with that.”
We both pretended not to smile and she went on.
“The fact is, and I am speaking not as an employer or a superior officer, I am speaking as a human being who believes in our ancient liberties and in the essential freedom of the human soul, I don’t honestly think you have a choice, Harry. This has to be done. That lab has to be destroyed, along with all—all—record of the research.”
“So far I agree with you.”
She gave a small laugh, got up and walked to the tall window overlooking the bay. She stood there a while with her hands on her hips, creasing up the jacket of her dark blue suit. When she spoke, she was still facing the glass.
“So far you agree with me, but you don’t fully understand me.”
“What are you talking about, Colonel?”
“Nano-technology is in its infancy. Nobody knows how far it can go, but theoretically it is an unlimited source of power.” She turned to face me. “Potentially you can basically create things out of thin air. We are nowhere close to that yet, because nobody has yet developed an effective, efficient way to program quantum particles.”
“Until now.”
She nodded and walked back, covering half the distance between us.
“If that is what Helen Carmel has done, then as a species, as a civilization, a culture, a society…we are fucked. Royally fucked.”
“Oh.”
“We are not equipped, Harry. There is no social infrastructure, we have no cultural touchstones, no historical references. There is nobody in the world who can guide us or advise us and tell us how to deal with something like this. As a civilization we are simply not ready.”
I sat looking at the palms of my hands for a while. She approached closer and sat on the edge of the sofa with our knees touching.
“I know you understand that the lab has to be destroyed, and all the research, but do you see that it is essential for her to go with you?” I nodded. “She’s not a lot to look at, but she happens to be the world’s leading authority on nano-technology. She has an IQ which is right up there with Einstein, Niels Bohr and Stephen Hawking. And this is her research. She is the only person alive who can tell you what you need to destroy.”
I nodded again. “I understand. I’ll do it. But she’ll take some convincing.”
The colonel looked down at the floor and puffed out her cheeks. “Not if she believes that essential parts of her work can be saved for medical application.”
I nodded again. “Yeah. That’s true.”
She reached out and took my hand. “I’m sorry, Harry. It really is the only way.”
There was a tenderness in her expression I had seen only once before. That time we had been interrupted, but it had left me wondering about her and how much of a woman was left underneath her uniform. I looked at her curiously now and she patted my hand and smiled.
“The brigadier is inviting us out to lunch,” her smile broadened and she gave a small laugh, “or what he would call luncheon. I think they will be waiting for us in the cocktail bar downstairs. You OK?”
“Sure. Of course.” I stood and she stood at the same time, and suddenly we were just a couple of inches away from each other. She reached out with her left hand and touched my arm, then moved a little closer.
“Your relationship with Helen…”
“There is no relationship with Helen.”
“Does she know that?” I didn’t answer. “It won’t work. You know that. You have to distance yourself from her.”
I gave a single nod. She looked suddenly embarrassed, almost girlish. She thumped me gently on the chest with her fist.
“I…” She hesitated. “I made a bit of a fool of myself once, remember?”
“No.”
She laughed. “The one time in your life when you’re not supposed to behave like a gentleman and do.”
I smiled. “OK, yes, I remember. I guess it was sort of out of character…”
“You don’t get it, do you?”
“Whatever it is, no. I don’t get it.”
She took a step closer so her body brushed against mine. In spite of myself I felt a rush of heat through my belly and I found my hands rising to hold her shoulders.
“You’re not great at reading women, are you, Harry?”
Her face was up close to mine and I noticed her breath was sweet and smelt slightly of strawberries. I said, “I hope to god I am not reading you wrong now, Colonel.”
I cupped her face in my hands and kissed her. She pressed close and I was surprised at how my own body responded to hers. Next thing I was crushing her to me and she was running her fingers through my hair.
And that was when the door opened and Diana, now Helen, walked in followed by the brigadier. The colonel gave a small gasp and pushed away from me. She straightened her jacket and her hair, muttered something about seeing to lunch and hurried from the room.
I felt a hot flush of confusion and embarrassment, ran a hand through my hair and took a slug of whisky. Helen’s face, when I glanced at it, was as expressionless as it had been the first day I met her. The brigadier’s eyebrows were slightly lifted and there was a trace of a smile on his face.
“I have reserved a private dining room for us, where we can have some luncheon and finalize details, Harry. Perhaps you’d like a shower before we go down, a cold one, perhaps?”
“I’ll be just fine.”
I stepped out of the suite and made for the elevators. I opened the door for Helen and she stepped inside without looking at me. The brigadier stepped in after her, asking as he went, “Was your conversation with the colonel productive?”
He smiled blandly at me, like he hadn’t said anything funny.
“Yes, she managed to persuade me that you were right. I…” I glanced at Helen. “We have to go back.”
He eyed Helen a moment. “I trust you haven’t changed your mind?”
She regarded him with her strange, expressionless face.
“Not about that, no.”
“Good.” He stared up at the ceiling of the elevator for a moment. “Speaking in general and in the abstract, it is very, very important at the moment, that we keep our personal feelings to ourselves, and remain strictly professional.”
I said, “Point taken, sir.”
The elevator slowed to a halt, the door opened and we stepped out into the cavernous, tiled lobby. The dining room was at the back, beyond the main dining room, and overlooked lawns that stretched down to the beach. I could see the yacht bobbing slightly on a sparkling sea, and away off in the distance, thunderheads building over the horizon. The rest of the sky remained a clear, summer blue.
A long, mahogany table had been set at one end for four people, and on a Castilian credenza along one wall there were two bottles of 2009 Eladio Piñeiro reds and a couple of bottles of Soalheiro Alvarinho crunched into an ice bucket. There were a couple of waiters standing by the door and as we sat they took our orders for drinks. Helen made a point of sitting next to the brigadier and glanced at me as she ordered a rum and coke. The colonel came in as I was ordering a Scotch and soda, hesitated when she saw the only seat was next to mine, and sat. She ordered a Beefeater and tonic. I wondered for a moment if I had slipped back to high school.
We all studied the menus in awkward silence, ordered our fish and meat and the brigadier raised his glass. “To old friends and new, and to future success.”
We all drank.
I said, “OK, so what’s involved?”
The brigadier set down his glass. “You killed the man in charge of the Malaga laboratory, and, as we know, Helen did irreparable damage to the data held in the computers there. This, you will forgive me, Helen,” he placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, “we have been able to confirm from independent sources.”
The colonel took over. “However, some fifty miles inland, as the crow flies, from Cadiz in the southwest, and an equal distance from Malaga in the southeast, high in the Sierra de Grazalema, is a tiny village that sits perched on a mountain overlooking the lake of Zahara. The village is also called Zahara. It is remote, peaceful and has a population of less than one and a half thousand people. Those are mostly mountain folk, and a handful of crazy foreigners gone native.”
I turned and smiled at her. “Is that the PC version?”
She smiled back and winked. “Screw the PC version. That’s the real version. Now, if you take the A-2300 along the edge of the lake...” She grinned at Helen like they were old pals. “That’s a road, just about wide enough for a mule going one way and a cart going the other.” She turned back to me. “If you follow that road or alternatively fly a drone over it, after three miles you come to a fork in the road that tells you the right fork takes you to Arroyomolinos. You take that right fork and follow it for five hundred yards. The road is crap, so you’d better hire a Jeep or a Land Rover. On the right you’ll come to some stone steps that lead up to some kind of manor house. That is the private residence of Dr. Julian Ferrer, head of research at the lab…”
Helen suddenly exploded, “Son of a bitch! I knew it! That bastard Omar was stealing my work and feeding it to that piece of shit Ferrer!”
“You knew about Dr. Ferrer?” It was the brigadier
“Son of a bitch!” she said again. “Yeah, I knew about him. Omar was always having him ‘peer review’ my work. That piece of shit never had an original idea in his fucking life…excuse me. It just makes me so mad. That was my work! And that slimy bastard was passing it to his damned boyfriend.”
The colonel said, “Really?” in a neutral voice. Helen nodded. “Yeah, really.”
“Anyhow, as I was saying. On the left, directly opposite the stone steps, you’ll find a sloping drive. There is a large, green, metal gate and a lot of pine trees. If you can get past the gate you are in a dense pinewood, and at the heart of the pinewood is a complex of old, hacienda-style buildings with corrugated, terracotta roofs, thick white walls, you know the kind of thing. It looks like a Spanish finca. You’d walk right past it and not give it a second look, not least because it is not visible from the road. But in fact it is a very advanced lab.”
I raised a hand. “I have a question.” I looked at Helen. “Maybe you can answer it. It is my understanding that in working with quantum particles you need vast amounts of energy. How are they generating that kind of energy in such a remote area?”
She nodded and looked at the brigadier, like he’d asked her the question.
“Sure, I can answer that. Andalusia is a regional autonomy and it is run by the Junta de Andalucía, the regional government. Ten years ago, Omar approached the president of the Junta, one Baldomero Moreno, on behalf of Mohammed ben Amini and proposed a research project. Part of the deal was that the Junta would assist them in installing two hydro-electric power plants, one at Zahara, the other at Guadalteba, thirty miles east. According to Omar they both served to power our research at the lab outside Álora.”
I grunted. “There must have been a lot of greasy palms in Andalusia back then.”
The colonel answered. “There are quite a few now too, believe me. OK, so, getting down to brass tacks. The plan is simple. You need to go there. You’re a married couple, Mr. and Mrs. Smith. You live in Spain…”
I interrupted. “Why, that complicates the backstory.”
“It also explains why you’re there in spite of COVID-19. You’re doing a tour of the so-called white villages of Andalusia. There are three of them around there, El Gastor, Azahara and Olvera. So perform your reconnaissance, break in…”
She paused as the door opened and the two waiters came in with the fish. We remained silent as they served us and, once they had departed, as the brigadier, Helen and I started eating, she went on.
“You, Helen, must establish whether the research has gone beyond what you were aware of in Álora, in your lab.”
Helen nodded. “OK.”
“And you, Harry, must do what you do best. Destroy the place and leave no trace of what it was.”
“Thanks. I will need ordnance and hardware.”
The brigadier spoke through a mouthful of monkfish. “I’ll take care of that. Just let me know what you’ll need.”
“Do we know anything about security?”
The colonel said, “Electronic and sophisticated. No more than six armed guards, but highly trained and professional.”
“What about the personnel? The scientists…”
“The facility was beyond top secret, so they have no gofers there. So there are half a dozen scientists who live on site and very, very rarely leave the complex. They are there twenty-four hours a day.”
I frowned at the brigadier. “So what the hell are we supposed to do with them?”
He raised his eyes from his plate and stared at me like he was surprised and a little annoyed. “You kill them,” he said. “You kill everyone. Then you blow the whole damned place to hell.”




Twenty

I slept badly that night. It was like my dreams were trying to keep me awake. I awoke frequently, first to an eerie moon riding low in a sky that was tinged almost green over a broad, gleaming path across the ink-black ocean; and later to its glow in a turquoise sky. Someone at my window, in a dream, had told me that we believed the moon’s lies because they were beautiful, where reality was too ugly to bear.
I rose at six and showered, then went for a run along the beach and spent an hour training in the sand as the sun rose bright and clear, where the moon had been whispering lies earlier on.
I returned to the hotel, showered again and dressed, and found the brigadier and the colonel in the dining room having breakfast with Helen. The colonel conspicuously made room for me beside her and as I sat she poured me black coffee.
“I got them to find some rye bread,” she said. “I know you like that.”
The brigadier spoke before I could answer.
“I have booked you an air taxi to Malaga. It will be somewhat more comfortable than the one you had last time, I hope. Your papers were delivered this morning…”
He glanced at the colonel, who pulled an attaché case onto her lap and handed Helen and me a large, padded envelope each. She said: “The usual, passports in the names of Andrew Smith and Margery Smith, driving licenses validated for Europe, American and Spanish credit and debit cards. Backstory as simple as possible. You are New Yorkers and you, Harry, made a fortune in real estate, then retired and moved to the Costa del Sol. Your home address is in the envelope, Nueva Andalusia, Marbella. Harry, you have been there before.”
The brigadier sipped his coffee and as he set down the cup he said, “After the killing of Mendez and Omar, and the defection of Salim and Abdul, we must assume that they will be expecting something and they will be on red alert.”
I nodded. “But we haven’t got time to allay their fears and take a subtle approach. We will have to move in hard and fast, with overwhelming force, and that is going to put Helen at risk, and also make her a liability for me.” I spread my hands. “Why not go for a false flag operation? Animal rights attacking a lab? Hell, jihadists attacking a diabolical Western lab. A couple of missiles would do the job.”
He shook his head. “This risk of creating an international incident is too high. It has to be a quiet, efficient insertion. You have six guards, you should be able to handle them.”
I gave a dry laugh. “Sure, I can handle six guards in a small pine forest, but what about the alarm system? There is also the fact that they may well have increased the number of guards in view of the red alert.”
“Yes, that’s true. The north wall that runs along the road is concrete, fifteen feet tall and topped with barbed wire. It is also electrified and mounted with cameras. This is not an ideal point of entry.”
The colonel took over. “The rest of the perimeter, which is roughly pear shaped, is designed to be low-key and not draw attention, while being no less secure. It is composed of two fences made of wire strung between steel posts. The wire is similar to chicken wire, but it is tougher, it’s electrified above three feet and carries sensors every fifteen feet. The sensors are not super sensitive because they have to allow for the huge number of animals that move in and out of the grounds. The dimensions are roughly three hundred and fifty yards in length and two hundred and fifty yards across, with a pond at the northern end which is about ninety yards square. Most of the place is dense pine forest.
“Beyond the fence you have cameras mounted in the trees that feed into a control room within the main building. There are normally six guards, but as you say that complement may have been increased. If it has, it will have been with great caution. Because they are very wary of arousing curiosity in the area.”
I sighed. “So for six men read nine to twelve.”
“Possibly.”
We sat in silence and I tried to ignore the fact that the colonel, the brigadier and Helen were all looking at me, waiting. I shook my head and spread my hands. “Have we even got a map of the land?” The captain shook her head. I said, “There is no way we can get an EMP up there in time, besides which it would attract a lot of unwelcome attention.”
The brigadier frowned and shook his head like the suggestion was absurd. “Out of the question.”
“So we’re looking at a feint. Damage the fence, draw them to the area of damage and attack from the rear.”
He smiled. “That would seem to be the way to go. Think along those lines and give me a list of ordnance and hardware you are going to need. We are very short of time and I am going to have to make people scramble in Spain to get you the stuff. The flight is at thirteen hundred hours. You both need to be ready by then.”
I raised a hand. “Hang on. What about Helen?”
“I’m coming to that.” He turned to the colonel. “Jane?”
She reached down and put the attaché case on her lap, flipped the catches again and pulled out something that looked like a Velcro headband with a small lamp on the front. “This is a camera.” She addressed Helen. “It has a microphone attached and an earpiece so that we can stay in communication. When you switch it on, by touching this button here,” she indicated a small, plastic knob on the side, “it connects automatically with a dedicated laptop via a secure feed.”
I interrupted. “How secure?”
“Very secure.”
“Who will be viewing it?”
“Me, the brigadier and a couple of techs.”
I interrupted again. “You’re going to cramp my style. I don’t want you telling me what to do via Helen as your mouthpiece.”
The brigadier shook his head. “We’ll be in communication with Helen to identify the hardware and the software that must be destroyed.” He gave me a look that was full of meaning. “We don’t want anything overlooked.”
The colonel handed Helen the camera and pulled out what looked like a small cell phone. “In addition we want you to take this high-resolution digital camera. We want photographs and film of everything.”
She nodded and examined the two cameras. “Just one thing,” she said after a moment. “I am feeling very acutely the fact that I took the NPP from Omar. I created it, it is the product of my genius, but through brute force it has been taken from me, sent to New York and from there it goes into the hands of an organization which I have never heard of and know nothing about. I would like to have some say over what happens to it.”
The colonel leaned forward, frowning hard. “That is exactly why we are taking these precautions with the cameras. So that we know exactly what to destroy, and, if there is something that you feel needs preserving, you show us and explain.”
Helen drew breath to answer, but the colonel raised a hand. “Let me tell you exactly what is going to happen from here on in, Helen. We are not blind to your genius, believe me. The device will be collected from Harry’s place and taken to our headquarters. When your mission is finished we will have a meeting at HQ and we will decide piece by piece what happens to each aspect of the research and the programming. And you will be a central part of that decision process. Does that make sense?”
Helen nodded, but she didn’t say anything. I had been watching the brigadier throughout, and throughout he had held my eye.
Now I asked, “What do we know about the inside of the building?”
The colonel said, “Practically nothing. There are three buildings, each with two floors and an attic space. It seems that the northernmost of those buildings is the living quarters, the other two are labs and admin.”
“So what about Julian Ferrer? He runs the place but he lives across the road. What do I do with him?”
It was Helen who answered. It was surprising and we all turned to look at her. She said, “Kill him. I’ll do it myself. That bastard stole everything I worked for all my life.”
I watched her a moment and said quietly, “I’ll take care of any killing that needs doing. You just observe the material and transmit.”
She blinked at me. “Just make sure you take that bastard out.”
I ignored her and turned back to the brigadier. “Is there anything else?”
“Not unless you have something to add.”
I nodded briefly. “This is not going to be a slick ninja operation. This is going to be brutal and fast. We have to make up for the lack of intel by employing overwhelming, brute force. We have to go in like a firestorm and be out in five minutes maximum. That means the crucial aspect of this operation is firepower, firepower, firepower. I am going to need a PG3 mounted on a HK416, with a lot of grenades. And I am going to need lots of C4. I am talking about fifty pounds, twenty-five kilos.”
I saw the colonel cover her eyes with her hand, but the brigadier nodded and said, “That’s not a problem, Harry. Make a list and give it to me by twelve noon. It will be available by tomorrow.” He glanced at the colonel, who had turned to stare out of the window as though she might find some divine patience out there. “Jane, anything else?”
She shook her head. “No.” Then she turned to me. “Just… Please, come back, Harry.”
“I’ll do my best.”
The brigadier said he wanted some last words with Helen in private about what she was going to do once the operation was over. The colonel said she had some things to attend to and I said I’d go to the yacht and bring our things ashore so we could pack for Malaga.
After that Helen and the brigadier went into town to buy some luggage and I sat in the bar and made a list of stuff I was going to need. I had a plan worked out, but now I needed to go over the details with a fine-toothed comb, over and over again. The brigadier, for a man who had spent so many years with the Regiment, had a worrying habit of setting up jobs that went against everything the Regiment taught you. Namely: minute preparation followed by minute preparation followed by detailed rehearsal and then go back to the beginning and start it again.
While I was sitting there, with a cup of coffee and my eyes closed, going over in my mind once again the sequence of events, a voice made me open my eyes. It was the colonel, standing over my table looking down at me. She was smiling and looked unsettlingly nice. She said, “Hi.”
“I’m not sure how to answer that. Should I just say hi, or should I say, ‘Hi, honey’?”
“May I sit down?”
“Please do.”
She pulled out a chair and carefully folded herself into it. “I came to apologize.”
“What for? Will you have a drink?”
“No, thank you. I have a lot to do still. For kissing you.”
“That has never happened to me before. I have sometimes had to apologize for kissing a girl. But it’s the first time a woman has apologized to me. There is no need. I don’t feel my virtue has been soiled, and I am sure you will still respect me tomorrow.”
“Do you have to make a facetious joke about everything?”
“The brigadier accused me of that the other day too. I told him as soon as I had looked it up I would be offended.”
“Harry?”
I sighed. “Why are you apologizing for kissing me?”
“Perhaps a better question would be, why did I kiss you?”
I gave a small laugh. “That would be a pointless question, Colonel. I know why you kissed me. I am not so naïve that I think you harbor feelings for me. You kissed me so that Helen would walk in on us and you could break any possible relationship that was developing. You were instructed to do it by Buddy and you have been playing up to me ever since whenever she was around.”
She raised her eyebrows and gave a small shrug. “I think that deserves an apology.”
I gave my head a small shake. “Not really. It was a good idea, and I enjoyed the kiss.”
She sighed and after a moment stood. “It’s a shame you’re such an asshole, Harry. You’re a good man and you’re very attractive.”
I smiled. “Does that mean you enjoyed it too?”
She shook her head, but I like to think it was more despair than denial, because she said, “But you are such an asshole!”
At shortly before twelve noon the brigadier appeared and we all foregathered in the lobby. We dumped our brand-new luggage in the back of his dark blue Range Rover and headed for the airport, where a Gulfstream jet was waiting to take us to Malaga. We discussed last-minute details, like the yacht.
“I’ll square it with your chum in Cadiz, and have somebody sail it back. Might even take it myself. How about it, Jane?”
I saw him grin at her in the rearview.
“Thanks, Alex, but no thanks.”
And where we were going to stay, near Zahara.
“Quaint little hotel in Olvera, Fuente del Pino, just outside the town, hour and a half from Malaga, Cadiz and Seville, if you need to shift fast, twenty minutes from Zahara and the lake, the location is perfect and it’s a sleepy little village with a resident foreign population, where nobody will look twice at you.”
Half an hour later we were being ushered through customs and our luggage was being taken aboard the sleek, twin-engined G4.
The brigadier gave Helen a peck on each cheek and gave me a firm, manly shake of the hand. “Take care of yourself, old chap. See you in a week or so back in New York. Come over for dinner.”
I told him I would and turned to the colonel, who had lingered behind. Helen turned and made her way across the tarmac toward the jet. I looked down at the colonel. There was the makings of a smile on her face, so I offered her one of mine to help it along.
“I’ve done a lot of thinking for both of us since coffee this morning, and it all adds up to one thing: I’m getting on that plane with Helen, where I belong.” She raised an eyebrow and drew breath but I interrupted her. “Now you listen to me. Have you any idea what you’d have to look forward to if I stayed? You’d regret it. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow, but soon and for the rest of your life. We’ll always have Sao Miguel.”
She threw her head back and laughed. “You absolute asshole!” she said.
I smiled, but not a lot.
“How does it go? Where I’m going, you can’t follow. What I’ve got to do, you can’t be any part of. I’m no good at being noble, but it doesn’t take much to see that the problems of two little people don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world… Here’s looking at you, kid.”
The laughter faded from her eyes. Not completely, but a bit. I bent and kissed her and she placed her hand on my cheek. “Be careful, Harry. You’re an asshole, but I’d hate to lose you.”
I turned, and walked through the bright sunshine toward the jet, and Malaga.




Twenty-one

Olvera was a very steep hill with a 12th-century castle perched at the top and a 16th-century church just below it. The town, gleaming white, was like icing that had been dribbled down one side.
It was set in the midst of a broad valley, high in the Sierra de Cadiz, within glancing distance of the Castillo del Hierro—the Castle of Iron—in Pruna, and Zahara, where our attention was focused.
The hotel, Fuente del Pino, the Fountain of the Pines, was a cute old country house converted into a hotel, probably some time after Franco died and things got tough for the privileged few. It had a broad, white, friendly face with a terrace out front and a big swimming pool out back, and it was set, as the name suggested, among vast, peaceful pine trees.
Inside it was dark, cool and quiet. The floors were dark wood, the walls were whitewashed and partly paneled, and the ceiling was high and supported by dark wooden rafters. The dining room was on the right, not a separate room but an area sectioned off by dark, wooden-slatted screens. Opposite was the very large, dark wooden bar and behind it were three smiling waitresses in black-and-white uniforms. If their eyes and hair were anything to go by, they were cute, but their faces were all hidden behind blue and white masks whose function seemed to be to make the waitresses breathe their own carbon dioxide, while allowing any COVID-19 virus that happened to be around free passage.
There was no reception desk so we checked in at the bar, carried our cases up to our room on the second floor, unpacked and went down for coffee at the bar. There, Helen asked the waitresses what was interesting in the district. They told us about the castle in Olvera, which had a small museum attached, they told us about Ronda, with its famous aqueduct, and about the Sierra de Gracalema nature reserve. They also mentioned the lake at Zahara and we carefully ignored it and decided vociferously that Olvera Castle and Ronda were the way to go. As subterfuge goes, it wasn’t much, but every little bit helps.
We showered, changed, had a light lunch and took the Range Rover down the main road that ran from Antequera to Jerez. The intense heat that affects Andalusia in high summer had passed, leaving the air pleasantly warm and the sky a gentle blue. Recent rain had taken the scorched gray and ochre out of the land and replaced it with lush green, and the high peaks all around the broad plain where Olvera was located were thick with dense pine forests. Instead of the AC, we had the windows open and the pleasant air gently battering our faces.
We followed the road for ten or fifteen minutes, plunged through a long, dark tunnel and came out to an intersection that took us through a three-hundred-sixty-degree loop and finally south, toward Ronda and Zahara.
Another fifteen minutes and we arrived at another, far more rudimentary intersection. Right took us down to a large, pale turquoise lake set among pinewoods, left took us up to a tiny, white village named Gastor, set not among woods but dense forest. Helen, who was looking at her phone, said, “Not this one, the next.”
Five minutes later we came to a bridge on the right that spanned one long limb of the lake. She said, “Here,” and, as I turned onto it, I had to slow to stop and stare. It was maybe four and a half miles away across the lake, with steep, forested hills rising either side: an almost perfectly conical hill, with a gleaming white village spilling down its sides, and a tall, sandstone castle perched right on the top.
“Zahara,” she said, in a dead kind of voice.
“Eight miles to the town, the exit to the lab is three miles before that. We’ll make a drive-past first and go visit the town, have a beer and come back this way.”
“Fine.”
We moved off, winding along the banks of the lake below. After a while she said, “Does it have to be a beer or can it be something else?”
I glanced at her and frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“Is that what she drinks, beer? Bit of a tomboy, a man’s woman?”
“What?”
“Don’t you think you might have told me about her before we hit the sack? You know, as a courtesy, to her and me? Or maybe she’s not the jealous type.”
I sighed, praying that we might be ambushed by a division of fanatical jihadists, while calling a black curse down on the colonel and the brigadier.
“Look, I’m sorry. I am no good at this kind of thing. When you live the kind of life I have always lived, relationships tend to be cursory…” I hesitated, searching for a word. “Fleeting!” I nodded and repeated it. “Fleeting…” I glanced at her. She was rolling her eyes out of the window.
“Warrior, macho bullshit.”
I shrugged and thought about it. “It happens to be true. I tried once to have a serious, long-term relationship. It just didn’t work.”
She scowled at me. “Because of your work…”
“Yeah.”
“You just banked several fortunes in a matter of a few hours. You never need to work another day so long as you live. The reason you can’t hold down a serious relationship is the same reason you have this job in the first place.”
I asked, “What’s that,” but I didn’t want to look at her.
“Because you don’t know how to commit to anything long-term. The only way you know how to commit is if it is immediate, fast, intense and your damned life depends on it. But a lifelong commitment that is quiet, calm, thoughtful and truly, genuinely for life…” She shook her head. “You wouldn’t know where to begin.”
I was quiet, winding along the narrow black ribbon, thinking about what she’d said. “That’s pretty harsh. You would?”
“Would?” She shifted in her seat to look at me. “Would? I did! Before I was fifteen I knew I had to devote my life to quantum physics. By the time I was sixteen I knew it had to be nano-technology, you know why? Because there is only one way to remove suffering from human life, and that is by exploiting the potential of nano-technology to the full. And from the day I took that decision until today that has been my one, single, overriding commitment. To develop nano-technology so that we can cure disease and physical suffering, but above all so that we can heal our society’s apparently incurable sickness of exploitation, where less than one percent of humanity lives off the sweat and the needs of the other ninety-nine point nine, filling their heads with bullshit about democracy while controlling every damned little thing they do with either legislation, social coercion or brainwashing!”
“Wow…”
“Wow? Seriously? You have to go to school!” She almost screamed it at me. “Why? Because you have to get a job! Why? Because if you don’t got no fuckin’ job you can’t pay your fuckin’ taxes! So what? I don’t want to pay taxes! Well if you don’t pay your fuckin’ taxes, you gonna go to jail!”
I was beginning to smile, looking at her with renewed interest. “You’re an anarchist.”
She snorted. “Maybe I don’t got no label, mister. And besides, if you don’t have a job so’s you can pay your fuckin’ taxes, that means you ain’t making the shoes, the pants, the shirts, the light bulbs, the sacred screens—TV, telephone, tablet and computer—that do keep our society connected to the hive mind. And if you are not making these things, then they cannot be sold, and if they are not sold, then your employer cannot get rich.” She paused a moment for breath. “Do you know what ‘employer’ means? Do you know what ‘employ’ means?”
“Of course.”
“Of course you do. It means ‘use.’ Your employer is your user.”
“I had no idea you were so passionate about politics.”
“I’m not. I hate injustice. If I must have a label, I am a free thinker. And I am very aware of the fact that we live in a society that is founded on the needs of the many. And there are a very few who exploit those needs and force the vast majority to work for them to produce goods, which they then sell back to the people who made them for more than it cost to make them.”
“I get the idea, but you kind of lost me.” I was slowing because I could see a sharp fork in the road approaching ahead, and checking the milometer I could see we had traveled about five miles. “That is the turn right there.” As we passed I leaned back out of the window to read the road sign. “Arroyomolinos, that’s the one. And right there is the wall.”
Running along the side of the road, about fifteen feet high, was a concrete wall. It had been faced with stone and had creepers growing up the side to mask the gray cement, but there was no mistaking it was there to keep people out. And in case you were in any doubt, the barbed wire along the top made it clear.
I settled back in my seat and accelerated slightly again toward Zahara, taking the sharp bends at a leisurely pace, enjoying the spectacular, wild scenery. After a while I said:
“So people are essentially bad and don’t give a damn about each other. All relationships are about power and pain is built right into the very fabric of the universe…”
She was nodding. “Yes, it is.”
“I know, but how are you going to change that with nano-technology?”
“For a start, with nano-technology we can produce everything anybody will ever be likely to need, clothes, housing, food, entertainment—everything! We can even develop technologies to explore the solar system and maybe beyond. So there will be no need for exploitative industries that make some men and women obscenely rich at the expense of others! Nano-technology is the cornucopia that brings abundance to everybody at the expense of nobody!”
“And you think that if people don’t need, they will stop being bastards.”
“Yes.”
I shook my head. “Sorry, but that is not my experience. People like power for power’s sake, and people are cruel because it makes them feel powerful.”
She nodded. “Sure. But if Darwin taught us anything, it was that people adapt to new conditions. And if we can create conditions where there is no need and no hunger, and people are praised and rewarded for sharing and being kind, then who knows where it might all end!”
We had come to a roundabout. And one of the roads led up toward Zahara. I went all the way around and headed back the way we had come.
“I’ll tell you where it would all end, in a nightmarish utopia, or dystopia, where human beings live to a thousand years with body parts growing in jars to replace the bits that wear out, nobody ever has kids because nobody ever dies, and nobody ever has to care for anybody except themselves. So we would evolve into a nasty, weak, narcissistic egotopia where nothing is ever new or exciting and the whole focus of society and science would be on producing new and different types of orgasm, because every other sensation had become so used up and tedious, and even orgasms and sneezing would be passé.”
“Jesus, you have such a warped, dark view of human beings. Learning! Learning and growing are thrills that never grow old.”
“Have you ever been a thousand years old?”
“Not in this life, wiseass. But even if I lived to a hundred thousand, I would never grow tired of learning and growing.”
“Yeah? Well take my word for it, Helen. Nature created pain and death because people need to suffer and die. And as for learning and growing, the only way I ever saw a person learn and grow was when they suffered. Now shut up and let me focus.”
We had come to the turnoff and I was crawling steadily up the hill between high banks, looking out for the stone steps on my right. They showed up after a couple of minutes and I slowed to a crawl, seeing how they zigzagged up the slope toward a large house half concealed behind cascades of bougainvillea. I also spotted the security cameras and their strategic locations.
On the left the driveway went directly to a green, iron gate about fifteen-foot high, and beyond and behind it there was little to see but for a driveway snaking through dense forest.
I accelerated slightly and kept on going, following the winding road through dappled shade. A couple of left-hand turns brought me onto a broad dirt track that rattled and bounced us among olive groves for about fifteen minutes until we came to a broad lay-by with a decorative spring, in the shade of a dozen eucalyptus trees. There, there was a cream-colored Range Rover with a blond guy leaning against the hood smoking, wearing chinos and a blue shirt, who could only have been English. When he saw us arrive he dropped the butt, trod on it with his suede boots and smiled. I pulled in beside him in the shade of the eucalyptus trees and swung down from the cab. Helen climbed out the other side.
He approached me with his hand held out. “Don’t tell me you’re English. What are the chances of meeting an English couple all the way out here in Seville?”
I shook his hand and said, “My wife and I are Americans, and I think you’ll find we are in Cadiz. Seville is farther north.”
He laughed. “The brigadier’s passwords become more elaborate every day. Your goodies are in the boot, the trunk to you. The plates, as you’ll see, are identical to yours. We just swap keys and go on our merry ways.”
“Take it easy.”
We exchanged keys. He climbed in my Range Rover and I got in his. They were practically identical, except that the one I was now driving had an arsenal in it you could wage World War Three with, and his, within a couple of days, would be dark blue, have different plates and would probably be on sale in Secondhand Car magazine.
Though tonight it would have one last special job with Cobra.
Helen climbed in the passenger side and said, “What the hell was that about?”
I fired up the big engine and smiled at her. “Haven’t you ever been to a car-swapping party? They were all the rage at one time.”
“So this is your hardware? What are you going to do with it? What if the cops stop us and want to look in the back?”
We were rolling and bumping again, toward the main road that would lead us back to Olvera and the hotel.
“Stop asking questions and I might be able to answer some of them.”
“All right. Is this the hardware?”
“Of course.”
“What if the cops stop us?”
“If we behave like civilized middle-class Americans on holiday they won’t. And if they do, the brigadier will have to bail us out of jail.”
“And what are you going to do with it?”
“First I am going to check it’s all there. Then I’m going to leave it in the parking lot until midnight. And then you and I are going to go to a party.” I grinned at her. “Where there will be fireworks.”




Twenty-two

Five miles outside Olvera, in the midst of a wilderness of olive groves, ancient oaks and jagged mountain ranges, misty on the horizon, we came to an intersection in the road. Straight ahead took us back to the hotel, left took us deeper into the remote countryside and, according to the brigadier, to an old, disused railway line that had been converted, by the Andalusian Junta, into a long, narrow nature reserve called the Via Verde, or the Green Way. I could feel my Namastes curling just thinking about it.
I turned left and the narrow, deteriorated road began to climb steadily through broom, scattered pines, twisted shaggy oaks, rosemary and thyme. The bends were sharp, abundant and mainly blind, but eventually we reached the crest of the hill and began to descend into a broad plain with a few, scattered buildings: low, gabled haciendas with corrugated tiled roofs and porches thatched with pine branches. The late afternoon was growing in heat and there was a sleepy haze over the flat lowland, enhanced somehow by the large, golden fields of wheat stubble. High above us I could see two huge golden eagles, cruising on the warm thermals.
As we wound down out of the hills Helen asked me, “Are you going to tell me anything? Where are we going now?”
I jerked my head at the windscreen. “Up ahead there is a ruined, disused station. Very few people go there. I need to inspect what I have been given. Chances are it’s in perfect condition, but I need to look at it and make ready.”
We crossed the flats and turned in, up a dirt track, dragging an ochre cloud behind us, rounded a bend and there, startling in the afternoon sun, were two large buildings, held together by steel girders. What was left of the roofs pointed up at the sky in broken triangles. The walls were cracked, and a vast fig tree was growing out of the nearest of the two. The windows were either boarded up or gaped like the eyes of a skull. The platforms were made of crumbling stone instead of concrete and where the tracks had been was just a dirt path between narrow stretches of wilderness.
There was an empty, crumbling parking lot, but I ignored it and tucked the Range Rover between the two buildings, where the lines would have been, almost a century ago. I pulled it in close under the shade of the fig tree, opened up the trunk and climbed in. Helen turned and kneeled on her seat. She was small enough to do that.
The back seat had been folded down and there was a steel box under a tartan blanket occupying most of the space. I opened it and took careful note of everything that was there. It seemed to be complete:
There was the usual Sig Sauer P226 Tacops with two extended magazines, and a Maxim 9 suppressed semiautomatic. I checked them both, loaded them and stuck the Sig in my waistband behind my back. And there was the usual Fairbairn & Sykes fighting knife, which I strapped to my leg, tucked into my boot. Then there was the serious stuff.
There were two Heckler and Kotch 416s, which was still among my three favorite assault rifles, each with a telescopic sight with night-vision capability. Attached to one of them was the Australian Metal Storm 3GL, able to launch three grenades at a time in rapid succession without having to reload. I like that. The combo came with an ammunition belt with a very large number of grenades. There were four magazines, two sets of night-vision goggles, two mics and earpieces tuned to a dedicated channel, so Helen and I could communicate quietly if we wanted to. I tossed her a set.
“Put it on, go behind that ruin over there and say something to me.”
She put it on and jumped down from the truck. I watched her cross the hot afternoon dust, clamber onto the dilapidated platform and disappear behind the crumbling station house. I spoke first.
“Team A to team B, do you hear me? Over.”
There was a soft crackle. “Why do you have to be team A?”
I rolled my eyes. “This is team A. Identify yourself, give your message, then conclude with ‘over.’”
“Is that the rules? I thought you didn’t like rules. I thought you were the rebel, the anarchist. Serious, is it, with you and Colonel Jane?”
I closed my eyes and counted to ten.
“This is team A. Test is complete. Return to base, please. Over.”
I continued inspecting the hardware, loading it and making it ready, while she took her time coming back to the truck.
The most important part of the hardware was lying at the bottom of the trunk, in the form of fifty pounds of C4 explosive contained in two rucksacks, twenty-five pounds each. There were also detonators of various types, mechanical and remote.
Helen appeared at the open trunk and leaned on the side.
“I’m sorry.”
I didn’t look at her. “You will be tonight if you keep up that infantile behavior.” Now I raised my eyes to meet hers. “We are here to kill people, Helen. Do you understand that? And the chances are very high that we may be killed while doing it. We cannot afford to fuck around with petty rivalries. We need to be focused on one thing and one thing alone. Like when you were developing the NPP.”
“Only then I was creating, and now I am destroying.”
“You listen to me, Helen.” I pointed at her. “You follow protocol on the radio and you do everything exactly as I say. One more act of childish defiance, one more adolescent sulk and I will smack you in the jaw, tie you up and gag you and leave you in the bedroom at the hotel. And if you think I am bluffing…”
“I know you’re not bluffing. I’m sorry.”
“Stupid, childish behavior gets people killed.”
“You made your point. I will play my part. Team B, my message, over. No more cracks about Colonel Jane.”
“Good. When we’re done you can do and say what you like, until then the job is everything.”
“Harry—”
“What?”
“One last question, then I promise I’ll shut up.”
I sighed and nodded. “Last one.”
“Are you in love with her?”
I frowned, squinted and screwed up my face. “Are you serious?”
“Yes, I am serious.”
I was in uncharted territory and I didn’t know what to answer. If I lied and said I was it could lead into real trouble, but if I said I wasn’t, and Helen really was serious, it was equally dangerous. I felt like somebody had handed me a complex problem in advanced algebra and told me the answer was urgent and needed in ten minutes.
I shook my head. “Helen, I can’t do this now. I cannot think about that while preparing for this. You’ll get me killed. We’ll talk about it afterwards…”
“So you are then.”
“Helen!”
She shrugged. “It’s simple enough to say, ‘No.’ If you can’t do that then clearly you have feelings for her.”
“Stop it, Helen! I have feelings for no one! I am a killer! Nothing more. That’s my job. That’s what I do. Now focus or get the hell out of the kitchen!”
I slammed the case closed, slung the blanket over it and jumped down from the trunk. It was a ten-minute drive back to the hotel. On the way she was very quiet, but as we sighted the castle and the Renaissance church perched on the hill, she said, “I’m sorry, Harry. This has all been very strange for me.” She was looking at her lap as she spoke, fiddling with her fingers. “One minute I was living the dream, working for a dedicated team at the cutting edge of my field, head of project, believing my work was going to be applied to medicine, to save and improve lives…” She shook her head and shrugged. “Next minute I have plunged into a nightmare where people are dying all around me like flies, everybody, including my own government, is trying to kill me and I don’t know who I can trust.” She turned and looked at me. “And then you come along. Mean, ruthless, probably the most brutal man I have ever met, and yet the most human, too. I…” She closed her eyes. “I know you said…”
“Don’t, Helen!”
“But, I’m sorry. I can’t bear the thought that one of us might die tonight, perhaps both of us, and I will not have told you.”
“Helen, don’t, please…”
“I think I love you, Harry. I think I have fallen in love with you.”
I didn’t answer. Five minutes later we pulled into the hotel parking lot. I parked with the trunk up against the wall, in the shade of some tall pines, and we went up to our room for a shower and a very uncomfortable sleep.
Just before I stepped into the shower I took her by the shoulders and stared hard into her eyes.
“We cannot think about this tonight, or we will get killed. I am an android. I am a killing machine. I have no heart, no humanity, no compassion. I have a purpose, and that purpose is to kill and destroy. Those are the only thoughts we can have tonight. Stay focused, and we might survive. You know how to focus.”
She gave a slight, ironic smile. “Of course.”
“Of course you do. Focus now, until the job is finished. Then we’ll talk. But in answer to your question, no. I am not in love with the colonel. Now put all of that out of your mind.”
* * *
Somewhere there was an owl. I knew he was calling for a mate, but his style sucked. Unless she owls like to be told all about how lonely and desolate the night is. Because that was all this guy seemed to be talking about.
The air was chill, but not yet cold, and a waning moon was casting a diffuse glow behind the hills and the forests in the east. We were parked two minutes from the lab, on a patch of dirt beside the lake. I handed Helen her headband-camera and her night-vision goggles, and fitted my own. Though I didn’t pull them over my eyes yet. I checked the Sig and the Maxim were ready for action.
The two HK416s, the GL3, a tinfoil package of eight ounces of C4 set with a remote detonator and the two rucksacks were all in place in the forest, a few yards from the fence.
I fired up the engine of the Range Rover and within a couple of minutes we were winding up the narrow road toward the stone steps that led to Dr. Julian Ferrer’s house. When we reached it, I rolled on a few yards, killed the engine and put on the handbrake. It was angled such that when I removed the handbrake it would roll and tumble down the drive, right into the iron gate to the complex.
I left it like that and sprinted up the steps toward the house. Helen had trouble keeping up, but that was too bad. As I approached I pulled the goggles down and the world became a sinister, black and green nightmare. Through the black railings I saw the front door a luminous emerald green, and to the right the black, liquid stencil of a dog, writhing and leaping on its lead, barking and trying to break free.
I aimed with the Maxim and shot the animal twice. Then I blew out the lock in the gate and continued up the steps. There was no time for sophisticated plans. I blew out the lock on the front door and moved quickly into the entrance hall. There was an alarm pad on the wall that was flashing red. I put a couple of rounds into it and sprinted up the steps to a galleried landing. It looked like there were four bedrooms and at least one john.
In the first bedroom a big man in a vest sat up and said, “What the…”
I shot him twice in the chest and Helen ran up to show his face to the camera. Meantime I was on my way to the next bedroom.
Here there was another luminous green man reaching for something on his bedside table. He took two in the back of his chest, gurgled and sagged forward. Helen went to him again and I ran to the next bedroom. It was empty, but the fourth was big and had an en suite bathroom and a four-poster bed. There was a man in it snoring. I shot him twice in the chest. Helen showed his face to the camera and said, “Yeah, that’s Ferrer.” So I shot him twice in the head to confirm the kill.
Then I ran down the stone steps three at a time. Helen was close behind me, but her breathing was getting ragged. We came out of the gate and I sprinted to the Range Rover. I had a pound of C4 in the back primed with a detonator. I released the hand brake and let the truck roll back. By the time it bumped into the drive and crashed into the gate I was already sprinting fast through the pinewoods toward the far side of the complex. When I heard the clang of two and a half tons of truck hitting the iron gate I pressed the detonator. Both charges went off simultaneously, but there were differences. Where the Range Rover was set to blow the gates open in a very noisy, visible way, the small, foil package was set in such a way that it would be barely visible and would blow out only a couple of fence posts, destroying the electrified wires and, with a bit of luck, a couple of cameras. Most important of all, though, it would sound like an echo of the first explosion.
That was the plan.
I skidded to a halt a few yards from the gaping hole in the fence, slung the two rucksacks over my shoulders along with one of the HK416s, and entered the compound at a run with the second assault rifle plus grenade launcher at my shoulder.
There was nobody visible. I didn’t try to keep quiet. I ran as fast as I could, loaded down with kit, with Helen close on my heels. Pretty soon I began to see the flickering light of flames, and the darting shadows of men trying to dowse the fire. I made a rough headcount and thought there were eight, plus a guy on a cell phone.
I hissed, “Stay behind me!” into the mic.
We were approaching the buildings and there were lights on in some of the upstairs windows. I made a dash for the cover of the nearest building, where I had a clear view of the gate and the burning truck. I dropped on one knee and counted more carefully. Seven men. Three had fire extinguishers, and one was shouting at the other three, pointing this way and that. He was giving them instructions on where to search. The fourth was, as I had thought, on his cell.
I gave them the three grenades in rapid succession and opened up on them with the Heckler and Kotch. Short bursts of three or four rounds carefully targeted at the belly and chest. They never stood a chance. They went down like flies in the dancing, crazy light of the flames.
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I reloaded the GL3, stepped out and blew the door of the nearest building off its hinges. The second grenade went in and so did the third and they detonated in rapid succession. I snarled at Helen, “Stay by the door!” and stepped inside. Through the clearing smoke I saw what looked like an administrative building with labs. I stepped out and ran, with Helen on my heels, to the next building, where I had seen lights in the top windows. As I ran I put three more shells into the GL3 and rammed a new magazine into the rifle.
Another grenade took the door out and immediately there was a return of automatic fire. That was silenced by two more grenades and I ran in. My belly was on fire, my adrenaline was high and my heart was pounding. I looked right, left. It was a hall, fifteen or twenty feet square. There was furniture piled up as a barricade across the floor. Stairs to the right, stairs to the left, a passage and an office behind the barricade. In the eerie green light a dark shadow moved on the floor. A groan of pain and grief. I double tapped and it stopped.
I ran down the passage, kicking open doors as I went. Three were labs and two were offices. I ran back, jostling past Helen as I did so. Then it was up the stairs three at a time. In the green light I saw a black shadow move beyond the banisters, beside the corner of the wall. I let off two short bursts of fire. There was a short scream of pain and I moved on.
A door opened at the end of the hall and four men burst out with rifles at their shoulders. I grabbed Helen by the scruff of the neck and dragged her to the floor. A hail of hot lead rained over our heads, smashing into the walls, ripping out plaster and concrete, singing and whining in the dark.
One grenade popped, clanked among them. There was a scramble as they all collided with each other. I covered my ears; there was a deafening smack in the air and the dancing black and green forms fell to the ground.
Logic dictated that the room they were guarding so fiercely held something valuable. So I charged, kicked open the door and pointed the rifle inside. It was some kind of common room. There was a large corkboard on the wall, four round coffee tables with institution chairs, a dresser with a kettle on a tray and a bunch of mugs, a carton of milk. All of this in luminous green against an inky blackness that shifted and changed as I moved.
Most luminous green of all were the five men huddled on the floor. Some were half dressed, some were in their shorts and vests; they all looked terrified. They were all scientists and they were all on my hit list.
My finger tightened on the trigger, and suddenly there was a hard, sharp wire biting into my throat, cutting off my windpipe, cutting off the blood to my brain and threatening to slice right through muscle, tissue and bone and decapitate me.
I swung the butt of the HK416 back savagely. It connected with a body, but the body didn’t let go. I stamped back twice with my right boot, but didn’t find a foot. I began to hear a screaming, hysterical laughter in my ear and grabbed over my shoulder. There I found two naked wrists. They were strong and they were not letting go. I began to choke and feel dizzy. I swung my elbow back, but the rucksacks made it hard to reach my target. My tongue was swelling and I could feel my eyes beginning to bulge. I knew I had seconds before I lost consciousness and my lungs were screaming for air.
I dropped to my knees and felt the heavy body come with me. My fingers found the handle of the Fairbairn & Sykes, it slipped into my hand and, as consciousness began to fail, I rammed up, with more instinct than intelligence. Into the place where his face had to be.
The scream was horrific and brought me back to consciousness. I twisted savagely and forced myself to my feet. I turned and saw a tall, gangly man, screaming and stamping his feet, clutching at a horrible hole in his face where his eye should have been. I stepped forward, grabbed his hair with my left hand and rammed the fighting knife hard into the side of his neck and pulled it out as blood sprayed from his severed artery.
I turned as he fell, and stared at the terrified men lined against the wall. Every human instinct in me told me to spare them. They were scientists, not killers. But every neuron in my brain told me that if these men lived to develop their dream, humanity would slide into the darkest nightmare since the Spanish Inquisition.
I killed them all where they stood.
I turned from their tangled, naked bodies and saw Helen standing, green and black in the doorway. I croaked into the microphone, “I think we are clear. We have maximum two minutes to set the charges.”
It was a frenzied run. My throat was on fire with pain and my head was splitting. I found the labs and set the C4 in the places Helen told me would do the most damage to their research and their work, and their hardware. I was feeling faint and my hands and legs were trembling badly. I dumped all the weapons except the Sig and the knife and checked my watch. One and a half minutes. I said, “Let’s go. We’ll be hearing sirens before long.”
And we ran, across the yard, up the drive and out of the gate. We ran like we had all the hounds of hell on our asses, through the woods, slipping and falling on the pine needles, over shrubs and though bushes, hell-bent for leather until we came, by a more direct route, to the place where the MI6 guy from Gibraltar had given me the Range Rover.
My original Range Rover, the one I had given him, was parked there, in the shadows of the eucalyptus trees. I collapsed against the hood, wheezing and gasping for breath through a badly bruised throat. My head felt like somebody had planted a blunt axe in it.
After a moment, as I started to catch my breath, I looked at Helen. She was standing very still, staring at me.
I said, “We need to get out of here.”
Her voice was quiet. “You killed those men, all of them. You didn’t even know their names.”
She pulled off her goggles and I pulled off mine.
“They knew what they were working on. And who they were working for. They knew the consequences.”
“What about me?”
“When you realized what was going on you did a bunk, and contacted the brigadier. You didn’t want to be a part of it, right? Don’t go to pieces on me now, Helen. We need to get out of here.”
“Where is it?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The programmer. Where is it?”
“It’s in New York, I told you…”
“Liar.”
The owl hooted, like he was impressed.
“I’m not lying, Helen. The NPP is in New York. The brigadier had it collected from my apartment.”
She screamed, “You’re lying!” She took a step toward me. “There is no way that you or that old fool would leave something as valuable as that so long, so far out of your control. Do you seriously think I’d be wasting my time here with you if I really believed the stone was in New York? You have it, Harry, just like you have always had it. Just like you were always supposed to have it.”
“What are you talking about?”
“When I decided the NPP had to be for me, because it was my baby and I had created it, I already knew enough about private security agents and CIA officers to know that they were human. And if I could get a mercenary to escort me home to DC, I could manipulate him into taking care of a little business for me along the way. But I never imagined I would come up against an animal like you. Boy, you were superb. You just devastated every obstacle in my way. I didn’t even have to ask you, and once we arrived in Cadiz I knew I had to put the NPP in your hands because there was nowhere safer on the planet.
“You were brilliant with Omar, your control was superb, and then with the brigadier. He really believed you. The package had gone to New York, to your house.” She laughed. “Like you would ever let it out of your sight.”
She took another step closer. I could almost touch her. “But what started as manipulation became something else, Harry. A man like you, with a woman like me. There is nothing we couldn’t do. You are totally uncompromising. Your ruthlessness is electrifying. Do you realize how rich, how powerful we can be with that device? Once we have it between us, and I can finish the research, we will be the most powerful people in the world. The president of the USA will bow to us.”
I gave my head a shake and croaked, “I thought you were going to hand it over in DC?”
“To those thieving bastards? You know me better than that! I was going to ask for funding. And that is what we are going to do now. All my enemies are dead. You killed them all, you magnificent brute. We’ll fly to DC, we’ll stay at the Trump International, and the president himself will come to see us, to beg us to allow him the privilege of funding our research. We will take his money, and then we will own him…”
I laughed and it was an ugly, twisted, harsh noise. “So all that about medicine, healing pain and suffering, the freedom of humanity…”
She took another step and placed her hands on my chest, laughing with me. “Appealing to your sentimental side, remember? But you saw right through that, you bastard. You and me, Harry. We are the same; we are alpha predators. You and me, we are at the top of the food chain. Not as a species, but as a man and woman. We were designed to be together. We were made for each other. Give me the NPP and let’s make love right now, right here.”
I held her face in my hands. “You are an extraordinary woman, Helen. A one-off. You’re right, I never sent it anywhere. I figured the last place anybody would look would be in my jacket, next to my cell phone.”
I let her reach in and pull it out. She gazed at it in rapture. I breathed in her ear. “What does it do?”
Her eyes met mine and she grinned. She hunkered down on the ground and placed her thumb on the center. It lit up blue as it had done before. She played her fingers over the symbols that appeared and a slight, green mist rose at one end, and inch by inch half a foot of gray sludge appeared on the ground.
I looked at her and laughed. “What is it?”
“Sludge,” she said and shrugged, laughing. “Shit! But that’s not the point, Harry. The point is, it was made out of nothing! We took nothing, and we made shit. Give me five years and I will be making gold, dry martini, cash, oil, heroin, oxygen—you name it and I will make it out of…,” she paused and grinned, “out of the possibility of being.”
“Jesus Christ,” I said. “You must be the most dangerous person on the planet.”
She giggled and leaned against me. “After you!” she said, reached up and kissed me.
I let the kiss linger a moment even after I had taken hold of her wrist. We looked into each other’s eyes for what seemed like a long time. She was, as she had been when I first saw her, completely expressionless. I gave her wrist a twist. She winced and the knife dropped from her hand. Her eyes half-closed and she whispered, “Harry, please don’t.”
I drove the Fairbairn & Sykes down behind her left collarbone. It was so sharp she was barely aware of it, and the internal hemorrhaging was so catastrophic she died in seconds with little more than a small gasp.
I pressed the detonator and the horizon lit up. A second later the report reached me and the air seemed to shake.
I closed her eyes and left her in the shadow of the eucalyptus trees. I felt sick, unhappy, perhaps devastated. I couldn’t find a word for the black feeling I had inside that seemed to be consuming me. My body seemed to work automatically, without any real awareness. I knew I had half an hour to get to the extraction point, so I didn’t really have time to dwell on it. All I knew was that I felt empty.
It took me half an hour to reach the private airfield. The Gulfstream was waiting on the runway. I ran and clambered up the steps into the leather and mahogany luxury. There was no one there but the pilot, who leaned in to greet me. I gave him a nod and we taxied out onto the runway. Then we were racing and roaring, hurtling along the black line of the tarmac. I closed my eyes and as we lifted into the black sky, and rose up among the stars, a fist clenched on the sharp pain in my gut.
Half an hour later, when we were out over the Atlantic, my cell rang. I answered it and it was the colonel.
“I’ve been waiting for your call,” she said. “I was… We were worried.”
“Sorry. I fell asleep. It’s done.”
“You fell asleep?” She sounded incredulous.
“Sometimes it’s the only thing you can do, to get away from…”
She waited, then asked, “Did you like her?”
I gave a small laugh. “She wasn’t really a person you could like. But…” I shrugged even though she couldn’t see me. “I guess I didn’t want to…” I hesitated, unable to say it. “I didn’t want to do what I had to do.”
She sighed. “I’m sorry, Harry, we didn’t want to do it either, but it had to be done. I have to ask…”
“Yeah, I killed everyone at the lab and at the house, and I blew the labs to kingdom come. And then I killed Helen. To the best of my knowledge nobody remains alive who knows anything about her research.”
“And what about the device itself? It still hasn’t turned up at your house.” I smiled, rose and went into the john. She was saying, “Harry? Are you there?”
“Yeah, I’m here. I never sent it to New York. I had it in my pocket.”
“You what?”
I pulled the sleek, black device from my pocket and dropped it in the can. Then I pressed the button so that it was sucked out into the night and started its long, spiraling descent toward the cold black depths of the north Atlantic.
“But don’t worry,” I said, “it’s with the fishes, nobody will ever find it now.”
We were quiet for a moment as I made my way back to my seat, reluctant somehow to hang up. Finally as I sat I said, “Where are you now?”
“In bed.”
“Oh… I meant geographically.”
“Still in Sao Miguel.”
“Oh,” I said again. “So I guess I’ll see you in a couple of hours, then.”
“Not unless you come and get into bed with me.”
“Well, I might just do that.”
There was a smile in her voice when she answered.
“It’s against company rules. I’ll see you at breakfast, Harry.”
I sighed so she could hear me. “OK, sleep well, Jane.”




Let Me Help

As I mentioned before, I love writing. Because of this, I end up writing new books at a much faster rate than most other authors—typically one a month (sometimes more).
Some call me crazy, and though I definitely agree, it's not because of my ability to write quickly. To that, I credit hard freaking work.
However, this rapid release schedule has one major drawback, and that's with staying up to date. I can't tell you how many times I get emails that go something like this.
Hey, I didn't know (insert new book title here) was out already?! What the heck!
I know, a travesty. But, thankfully for you I've come up with a solution (and it's quite revolutionary). It's thing magical new thing called a “mailing list.” Through it I am able to send you emails whenever I have a new book available for reading. You don't even have to do anything! I just send you the links. I know, what a guy, right? ;)
Well, not really. Because I lied. You do have to do something, and that is sign up. I know, I know, I can hear the whining and complaining from here. But, unfortunately the radioactive spiders haven't been working, and my superhuman abilities have yet to kick in. Therefore I need your help to know where to send the emails with the new book links. I can't read your mind (yet).
If that's something you'd be interested in, then simply click here and I promise you'll always be the first know whenever I have a new book available.
Also, spam drives me  nuts, so I make it my priority that you will never get any. Guaranteed. Just new books. Nothing else. If you don't like it, you can always unsubscribe. It's like 1 or 2 clicks, and I promise to only get a little bit offended.
Here's the link one more time.
Thanks!




What'd You Think?

Nothing is more annoying than someone asking for a review, but unfortunately they “matter” or something. I don't know why, but the vast majority of readers won't buy something unless they see that other's already have, and had a good experience.
Therefore, if you happened to have a good experience at any point during this read, then I would be exceptionally grateful if you would consider taking a moment to leave behind a quick review. Honestly, it can be super short (or super long...if that's your thing), but even a couple words and a good star rating can go miles for a self-published author like myself.
Without you all, I wouldn't be able to do this. I'd have to go out and work in the real world...and that's simply not as fun. I much prefer killing people, err—I mean writing about killing people... (yikes!)
Anyways, if leaving a review is something you'd be willing to do, that'd be incredible. But even if you don't, I want you to know just how thankful I am that you even gave my work a chance and made it this far. Seriously, you are da bomb.
To make things easier, here are links that'll take you directly to the review pages.
Feel free to use them (or skip them) at your leisure.
US Review Link
UK Review Link
CA Review Link
AU Review Link




Excerpt of Next Book

If you enjoyed this novel, then there is a high likelihood that you will also enjoy the next book in the series. But don't take my word for it, get a taste for yourself.
Simply continue reading for a sneak peak. Or if you'd rather, you can go ahead purchase your own full copy of the book now by clicking here.
Flip the page to begin except...
NOTE: Cobra 5 is currently being edited, this section will be updated once it is finished. You can go ahead and reserve your copy of it now though by pre-ordering it by clicking here.
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