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One

I parked in the shade of a spindly oak tree near the corner of East 35th and 3rd Avenue and sat for a moment looking at the green awning over the entrance to the fourteen-storey apartment block at number 166.
Jane, the colonel, had come to see me at home, in my brownstone on James Baldwin Place. The colonel was Cobra’s woman in the CIA. Cobra knew she was with the Company, but the very top brass at the Company knew she was with Cobra. The last time we had met it had not been real friendly, so I was surprised to see her at my front door. In theory she was Head of Operations. In practice I always dealt with the brigadier. He’d been my commanding officer in the SAS and we understood each other. Besides, the colonel and I just didn’t seem to work.
But there she was, sitting in my living room, in her navy blue suit and her nice legs, telling me that Jan van Hoek had to die. He was a very bad man. He was a mercenary and, in the last five years alone, he had organized and executed the massacre of over three thousand people—men, women, children, the elderly and sick—in three villages in the Republic of Cabinda-Itumba, on the west coast of Africa. He had even received a medal from President Cosmo Manuel for his bravery in participating personally in the massacres. Now he was in New York, in his apartment on the fourteenth floor of 166 East 35th Street. And he was alone. Get in your car and go and kill him.
I climbed out of my ancient Golf GTI and crossed the road. Jan van Hoek had been a mercenary for over twenty years. Even in his late forties he would be dangerous, but he would not be expecting me. It would be simple, straightforward.
I crossed the cool, dark marble lobby to the elevators and rode one of them to the fourteenth floor. I stepped out into the air-conditioned corridor, carpeted in red with pictures of vases of flowers on the walls, and walked to the last door on the right. His was the corner apartment.
The door was opened after about thirty seconds by a man in jeans and a vest who was talking over his shoulder while he chewed something. His chewing slowed as he looked at my eyes. When you’ve been in the business that long, you recognize a fellow killer. You smell them and your hackles rise.
“Yeah?”
“I think I have the wrong address.”
He shook his head. “It’s OK, she’s leaving. Come on in.”
Maybe I should have turned around and walked away, left it to somebody else. But something was wrong and I wanted to know what it was. I followed him inside, through a small entrance hall to a large living room-dining room with a large corner terrace beyond sliding glass doors.
The furnishings were minimalist, on bare parquet floors, and in a white, leather armchair there was a woman sitting staring at me. She had very black hair tied in a knot at the back of her neck and very dark eyes that watched me carefully as I came in. She had a small plastic bottle of water in her hand. It was almost empty. She took a swig, still watching me, and set it on the coffee table. Van Hoek said, “Adelina, can we finish this later? Let’s eat tonight. I’ll call you.”
She sighed like she was losing patience with something and stood. She gave me another look—this one would have killed if it could have—and made her way into the hall, followed by Jan. On an impulse I pulled out my handkerchief, picked up the bottle and put it in my pocket. There was some harsh whispering and after a moment I heard the door close. A few seconds later Jan van Hoek stepped back into the living room and grinned.
“Hi, who did you say you were?” The accent was Dutch, maybe South African.
“I didn’t. Are you Jan van Hoek?”
“Sure, what’s it about?”
I’d brought the Maxim 9. Unlike a Sig with a suppressor attached, the Maxim fits into a holster under your arm. Perhaps I should have killed him there and then, according to instructions, but I’d been seen—and scrutinized—by an unknown woman, and when he was dead she was going to tell the cops I was the last person to see Jan alive. I didn’t relish that idea.
I pulled the Maxim and showed it to him. “We’re going to go for a ride. I don’t want to kill you, Jan, we just need to talk about a few things. Provided we can reach an understanding, you go back to your life and you never hear from me again. Give me trouble and I’ll shoot you stone dead right in the lobby or on the sidewalk. This is New York, Jan, nobody gives a damn and nobody wants to get involved.”
“Who sent you?”
“Quit stalling, Jan. I’ll tell you when we get where we’re going. Meantime get your jacket, and make sure to bring your wallet, your driver’s license and your phone.” After a moment I asked him, “Do you smoke?”
He’d gone into the bedroom, but he leaned out of the door to frown at me.
“Yeah, why?”
“Bring your cigarettes and your lighter too.”
When he emerged from the bedroom he was looking at me curiously. He was wondering why I’d allowed him to be alone in his bedroom, getting his jacket. He had obviously slipped his shoulder holster on with a semi-automatic under his arm, and he was wondering why I had allowed him to do that.
That was fine by me, because a man who has been abducted for the purpose of execution does not normally bring along his cigarettes and lighter, his billfold, his driver’s license and his Glock 17. It wouldn’t get me off the hook if Adelina fingered me, but it would put a big question mark in any investigator’s mind.
I said, “We’ll take your car.”
“Yeah, sure, no problem.” He gave something that would have liked to be a smile, but lacked any real will.
We took the elevator all the way down to the bowels of the building. I followed him through a spring-loaded door into the parking garage. It was dark and smelled of dirt, oil and carbon monoxide. He led me to a Mercedes convertible SL 63 Roadster and I told him, “Get behind the wheel.” He did as I said and I got in beside him. “The Bronx, Soundview Park. Leave the car on O’Brien Avenue. You know where it is?”
“Clason Point, near the amphitheater.”
“Let’s go.”
The tires screamed in the shadows as we spiraled toward the road. Once we were out in the sun, headed north on the FDR, he said, “Be straight with me. You gonna kill me?” He glanced at me, then back at the road.
“I told you that’s not what this is about.”
He was silent then till we’d crossed the eastern Boulevard Bridge and peeled off onto Bruckner Boulevard. Then he said, “So what is it about? Do you have to keep me in suspense like this?”
There was a tremor in his voice and I could see he was gripping the wheel tight. I smiled. “What makes you so sure it’s an execution?”
“Hell!” He gestured at the Maxim in my lap. “A guy turns up at your house with a suppressed semi-automatic under his arm and says, ‘We’re going for a ride.’ What are you going to think?” He glanced at me. “I mean, it’s not a Glock or a Sig Sauer, like any normal person would carry. It’s a fucking Maxim 9. They are designed for executions, man!”
I watched him for a while, asking myself why the hell I should make the bastard feel better. He turned into the broad expanse of Soundview Avenue, with its low, flat buildings painted gaudy yellow, dirty white and sickly gray, its steel tubing and chicken-wire fences and concrete yards.
“Who was the woman?”
He glanced at me. “What?”
I gave a small laugh and shook my head. “Why are you asking me ‘What?’ Jan. You heard the question. Who is she?”
He didn’t answer. I said:
“You want me to shoot you in the knee? I can do it now or when we get to the park. I don’t mind. I don’t want this to get ugly, Jan. I want it to be simple, no blood, no pain, no screaming and weeping. But you start bullshitting me and things start to get very ugly very quickly. Don’t do it.”
He’d been shaking his head throughout. Now he said, “No, no, no… It’s OK, I didn’t mean… It’s fine, it’s fine.”
“Who is she?”
“Oh, man,” because of the accent he made it sound like Oh, men, but he meant Oh, man. “You put me in such a difficult situation—”
“We’re not friends, Jan. Don’t get intimate with me. We’re not going to get drunk together and swap war stories. This is the third time I’m asking you and it will be the last. Who is she?”
He accelerated down Soundview and turned right at Patterson. There he took a deep breath, turned left into Beach Avenue and at the end, where it becomes a dirt track and they called it O’Brien Avenue, he stopped and killed the engine. For a moment he sat with his lower lip gripped between his teeth. Finally he said, quietly, “She’s my daughter. She’s the only good thing I ever did in my life. Please, please don’t hurt her.”
I searched his face for the tell. I didn’t see it, but I said, “Bullshit. I’ve studied your file, Jan. You don’t have any kids.”
 “Of course I don’t!” He rolled his eyes. “Not on paper! That’s all a bloke like me needs, people knowing he has a daughter. She’d never stand a chance!” He stared at me for a moment, his face tight and his eyebrows high on his forehead. “She’s illegitimate, a bastard.”
“Who’s her mother?”
“Mariana dos Santos, a Portuguese doctor. Most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She was everything I wasn’t. I was twenty, she must have been thirty-something. We moved into the village with the Land Rovers and the guns, y’know? We knew the men were working for the Demos.”
“Demos?”
“Cabinda-Itumba Democratic Liberation Front. CIDLF. Not a great acronym, but the red bastards rallied to it. She was there with the Médecins Sans Frontières. She was brave.” He nodded several times, gazing out at the tangle of wild trees in the park. He grinned at me, looking along his eyes. “She came at me with a scalpel, boy. We had thirty men in Land Rovers armed with assault rifles, rounding everybody up into the main square, and she comes at me like a fucking wildcat, holding a scalpel. I’ll tell you, I fell in love with her right there on the spot. I grabbed her, disarmed her, carried her into the hospital hut and took her right there. The one time, and she got pregnant. It was meant to be. God, the Universe, the Devil, whatever. It was meant.”
“You raped her.”
He shook his head, dismissed the notion out of hand. “Nah! She wanted it. Woman like that? What normal woman goes to fucking Cabinda-Itumba, in the middle of the jungle to work as a doctor? She was there looking for adventure. It was primal. We were meant to be together for those minutes. Man and woman in the jungle, making life, surrounded by fucking death.”
“So you killed everyone in the village except her.”
“I had a sergeant drive her back to Buco, and from there she was sent to the capital city of Cabinda.”
“And back to Portugal?”
He became serious and shook his head. “Nah. Government held her there, in Cabinda. They said the child had been conceived in Cabinda-Itumba and should be born there.”
“You pulled strings so she wouldn’t leave.”
He didn’t answer. “When the child was born they told her she could leave, but the child had to stay and be raised as Cabindalese. So she stayed with her baby, for five years, but when the child was five years old, Mariana died. Dr. Mariana dos Santos. Médecins Sans Frontières. Heroine. Dead.”
“You had her killed.”
“Of course not! Why would I do that? I told her if she married me, recognized me as her husband and the father of her child, we could leave, make a life in Europe, the States, wherever she liked.” He looked me in the eye. “You know what the ungrateful bitch did? She spat in my face. In the end I think she died of depression, trapped like a rat in that shithole.”
“This was the woman you were in love with.”
He glanced at me and there was insolence in his eyes. “Fuck you.”
“Get out of the car.”
He didn’t do it straight away. He gave my face a once-over first. Maybe he was trying to work out whether I was going to kill him; maybe he was wondering if he could take me right there and then. The Maxim answered at least one of those questions and he climbed out of the car while I got out the other side.
There was a low, dilapidated wire fence separating the dirt track from the park. It was easy to step over and we moved in among the wild ferns, grass and saplings that made of the park something between a savannah and a jungle. We trudged across the two hundred yards of scrub that separated us from a fringe of woodland that framed the park along the mouth of the Bronx River. When we came to the footpath he stopped and looked at me. Something in his eyes told me he had decided I was going to kill him. I said, “Relax, will you? Down to the water’s edge. The water interferes with listening devices. I’m being careful.”
A spasm of irritation contracted his face. “What the fuck is this about?”
“Quit stalling and I’ll tell you. Let’s go, down to the water.”
We picked our way through the trees to the big rocks that flanked the river. I moved down, close to the water edge, and pointed to a rock about six feet from me.
“Sit down.” As he sat I said, “Before I tell you what this is about, I need you to confirm a couple of things for me.”
“Like what?”
“Tell me about Tanda Matiaba, Caio and Chimbete.”
His eyebrows shot up and his mouth sagged open in a smile. He gave a small laugh. “You’re kidding me. What are you, Interpol or some shit?”
I smiled. “More like some shit. There are certain things a Western democratic government cannot be seen to do. We take care of those things while providing credible deniability to respectable governments. Remember Roosevelt? Speak softly but carry a big stick? We are the big stick, but we can’t be seen to be.”
To my surprise he laughed and said, “Son of a gun…you’re recruiting me! I don’t believe it! You’re fucking recruiting me to do your fucking dirty work!” He threw back his head and laughed out loud. I continued to smile, but said nothing. If this made it easier, so be it. When he was done he nodded slowly three times, watching me.
“OK,” he said, “I’ll tell you about Tanda Matiaba, Caio and Chimbete, but let me warn you, a guy like me does not come cheap.”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “Nobody pays higher rates than us.”




Two

He reached in his pocket and pulled out a pack of Camels. He shook one free and took it into his mouth straight from the pack, then lit up with an old, brass Zippo. He took a deep breath and blew out a long stream of smoke.
“You know.” He said it as a statement, then glanced at me as though for confirmation. “Just because they changed the regime and pulled down the wall, didn’t mean the Cold War was over. Right? The Cold War was never about Communism, or freedom. Like the Eagles said, freedom, that’s just some people talking. It was about power. It was always about power. You know that.”
He took a drag and looked out at where the black water from the Bronx flowed into the East River.
“Must be all of five years ago now. Russia was pushing its influence in Africa. You guys always thought of yourselves as the heirs to the British Empire, never mind the War of Independence. What’s a little Oedipal in-fighting among empires? Keep it in the family. No problem. So as the British Empire faded, America stepped in to mop up Africa with a few trade concessions here and a few exclusive exploitation contracts there. And why not? We gave them hospitals, railways and fucking schools, why shouldn’t we make something on the deal?”
He looked like he wanted an answer so I said, “Keep talking.”
“But all these little upstart republics keep discovering fuckin’ socialism and communism. And you know what? When all you’ve ever known is tribal kingdoms and the British Empire, socialism and communism make a lot more sense than bloody democracy. I mean, I’m President Cosmo Manuel of Cabinda-Itumba and you make me an offer, ‘You can either have a multiparty system where the leader gets changed every four or five years, and the people get to vote and have guaranteed liberties, or you can have absolute power for life and the people shut up and do as they’re told. Which do you think I’m going to go for?”
“So Russian-backed socialism was spreading in Africa. So what?”
“So the CIA sent a delegation to visit President Cosmo Manuel and told him, ‘You guarantee our interests in Cabinda-Itumba, crush any filthy communist-backed movements, and we will make you a very rich, powerful man and put Cabinda-Itumba on the world stage.”
“You know this or are you just speculating conspiracy theories?”
He gave me a small laugh and a pitying smile. “I was at the fucking meeting, mate. I saw the whole thing. I even recorded it. I’ve got the recordings at my apartment, on my fucking laptop.”
He flicked ash using his ring finger and stared down between his feet.
“So the president promised the CIA men he would stamp out Russian-backed movements forever in Cabinda-Itumba. And he sent me and my boys of the Praetorian Guard to defend freedom and equality, and the sacred values of democracy, by annihilating the three main villages which were known to give succor to the communist rebels. We had experience doing that kind of thing. It wasn’t the first village we’d exterminated over the years. So we got in the Land Rovers, we drove to the villages, tortured the townsfolk until they told us where the boys were, the rebels, and then we systematically killed everybody. It was pretty heavy, even for us. Couple of the lads were sick.”
He looked at me suddenly, like he’d had a sudden thought. “You ever done extermination work?” I shook my head. “They tell you it gets easier. It doesn’t. It gets harder every time you do it. And it stays with you.” He poked at his head with his finger. “You dream about it, remember it in weird moments, like when you’re in bed with your girl, and suddenly you remember their faces, and you can’t perform. Fucks with your head.”
“Your daughter’s name is Adelina?”
He looked surprised at the question. “Yeah.”
“Adelina dos Santos?”
“You’re not going to use her to blackmail me, mate? You don’t need to do that.”
“We don’t use blackmail, Jan. That’s not how we do things. Is that her name?”
“Yeah, why?”
“For the file.”
He didn’t look convinced. “Right…”
“What was she doing there?”
A breeze blew in off the East River, bringing a slightly rancid smell of ozone. He considered me a moment, squinting his eyes. “What has that got to do with you, or anybody?”
“Next time you dodge a question I’m going to blow your kneecap off. Do I need to prove I mean it?”
He studied my face. “No.”
“What was she doing at your apartment?”
“A few years ago, when she turned eighteen, I went to see her and told her who I was. I’d pulled strings all her life to make sure she went to the best schools, university, and got a good job—”
“Who does she work for? Why is she here in New York?”
“She works for Afro-American Petrochemicals. They have an office in New York and I got them to send her here. I figured it would be good for her, professionally, and open her up to the wider, Western world.”
He flicked the cigarette butt out into the water, then scratched his head.
“It hadn’t gone great when I told her I was her father. She’d accused me of a lot of shit. I tried to tell her I’d always kept an eye out for her and her mother, but she didn’t buy it. Women, huh? All they want is absolutely everything.” I didn’t laugh and he went on. “Anyway, when she arrived in New York I asked her to come and see me, so we could talk and try and sort things out.”
“Why are the CIA watching you?”
He didn’t look surprised. “You won’t be surprised to discover that the USA’s promise to elevate Cabinda-Itumba to the international stage never materialized. It has always been, and still is, a small, poor country most people have never even heard of. So I took a trip recently to Moscow at the head of a trade delegation, and arranged a private meeting at the Kremlin. There, I suggested to several top officials that we could buy things in the Western marketplace which they could not, because of the international trade embargos against Russia. However, given the right inducements, we would be willing to do so and quietly sell them on to Moscow via the back door.
“The inducements in question were along the lines of Moscow providing us with the kind of weaponry and training that would, at last, make our presence felt in Africa, if not the wider world. I don’t know if you are aware of this, but President Cosmo Manuel considers that there are areas along the coast which rightfully belong to his tribe. If he had them, that could make Cabinda-Itumba an international player.
“Obviously, the CIA were not pleased about our cozying up to the Russians, and they are mad at me. They hold me responsible and think I should be taught a lesson.”
I was quiet for a long time, watching the sun turn copper on the small waves. Finally I asked him: “How many villages have you annihilated, Jan?”
He shrugged. I watched him pull another cigarette from the pack and poke it in his mouth. “Six, seven. I forget.” He flicked his lighter and leaned into the flame. When the cigarette was alight I said, “The tide is rising.” I jerked my head at where the water line had risen and was just a couple of feet from his boots. He stared at it a moment, and somehow he understood what it meant. He frowned at me and stood, spreading his hands. “Aw, come on, you said—”
“No, you said, Jan. All I said was we take care of things while providing credible deniability, and we pay the highest rates. This is your payment for annihilating…,” I echoed his shrug, “six or seven villages.”
I put the slug through his right frontal lobe, so it spun him slightly, turning his back to the water. So when he fell he fell toward the rising black tide. He lay there, with his feet higher than his head, staring wide-eyed at the sky, as the pulsing water gradually covered his face. Soon, during the dark hours of the night, as the tide receded, he would be dragged out to the deep.
On an impulse I moved down to where he was lying, took my handkerchief and stuffed it in his mouth. Then, using my Swiss Army knife I cut off a chunk of his hair, folded it in the handkerchief and put it in my pocket.
I reached in his jacket, found his cell and his keys and made my way back across the scrubland to where he’d parked. There I climbed behind the wheel and drove slowly up Soundview to the Bruckner Expressway, and retraced our steps to the parking garage under 166 East 35th Street. I left the car in his lot and his key in the glove compartment, and, after a moment’s thought, made my way up to his apartment and let myself in.
I had a snoop around, but there was one thing in particular I was looking for and I found it in a small bedroom he’d adapted as a den. It was his laptop. Before taking it I searched the drawers in his desk for some kind of diary. I found it. It was long, slim, black and leather-bound, as you’d expect. I opened it and smiled. All his passwords were neatly laid out in alphabetical order. The more security the nerds force on us, the sloppier they force us to become.
Downstairs I retrieved my car and sat behind the wheel for a while growing steadily more mad. Finally I pulled my cell from my pocket and dialed. The brigadier answered.
“Yes, Harry.”
“Job’s done. Is the colonel with you?”
“No. Why?”
“I need to talk to her about this job.”
“Was there a problem?”
“Yeah, you could say there was a problem.”
“We’d better meet at my flat. Four twenty-eight, Riverside Drive.” He gave me the number of the apartment and asked, “How serious is this, Harry? Is there some action I need to be taking?”
“I don’t know until we talk to the colonel.”
“All right, come on over. If you get here before she does you can tell me what it’s about.”
I went home to my brownstone on James Baldwin Place, showered and shaved and changed my clothes. I guess I wasn’t that keen to tell the brigadier what it was all about before the colonel showed up. Finally, at about six in the evening I took my TVR and growled across Manhattan to Morningside Heights, and rode the antique elevator up to the top floor. The brigadier opened the door himself and arched an eyebrow at me.
“I expected you a little earlier.”
“Yes, sir. But I thought the least I could do was change out of my work clothes and have a shave.” I noted that he was wearing a sage green, paisley silk cravat. “Has the colonel arrived?”
“Some time ago. Whiskey?”
“Thank you.”
I followed him into the drawing room. The brigadier was not the kind of man to have a living room, he had a drawing room, into which one withdrew to listen to music, read books and drink very expensive drinks. I had to pause. The entire west wall was taken up with two large windows and two sliding glass doors onto an ample terrace. On the terrace now, in a violet silk dress that did nothing to hide her legs, was the colonel, holding a tall gin and tonic. She was gazing out at Riverside Park, the vast, dark Hudson and the glimmering lights of Jersey across the water.
The colonel was pouring my drink and spoke over his shoulder. “I had a feeling this might happen, so I have booked a table at Keens.”
“For you and the colonel?”
He went very still, then turned to face me. He handed me my drink.
“I am going to ignore that remark, Harry. It is unworthy of you. But don’t do it again.”
I took the drink and nodded once. “Yes sir.”
He crossed the floor to the sliding doors and leaned out.
“Jane, would you like to join us?”
She turned, stepped inside and stared at me a moment. My belly was warm with adrenalin and I told myself it was because I was mad.
She said, “Hello, Harry.”
I nodded and spoke quietly. “Colonel.”
She lowered herself into a large, calico chair. “The brigadier said you wanted to talk to me.”
The brigadier sat on the sofa. I remained standing.
“Yeah, I’d like to know if I am being used as a hit man for the CIA.”
Her face might have been granite for all the expression it showed. She met my eye and held it. “Explain yourself!”
“I don’t need to explain myself, Colonel. You gave me a job, I accepted it and I did it. You and your pals at the CIA had him under surveillance. So I think you need to explain to me why you told me he was alone, but when I got there he was with a woman. Did the Company think I was going to execute her for them too? Maybe you could explain to me also why I wasn’t told the Company had him on a list to be punished for cozying up to the Russians. So no, I am not going to ‘explain myself,’ Colonel, but I think you should explain yourself. Are you using Cobra to execute contracts for the CIA?”
She sat very still and didn’t say anything. I reached in my pocket and pulled out two plastic bags, which I dropped on the lamp table beside the brigadier. One contained Adelina’s small plastic bottle. The other contained the handkerchief smothered in Jan’s saliva and his hair.
“The woman left, having seen my face. You had better explain to the CIA that I do not kill innocent people just because they may be able to identify me. I let her go because I had to, as a matter of moral principle. So I took Jan in his own car to Soundview Park, at the mouth of the Bronx River, and I made him talk. He told me a lot. Among other things he told me the girl was his daughter, her name is Adelina dos Santos and she works for Afro-American Petrochemicals.” I pointed. “The handkerchief and the hair are his DNA. The bottle is her DNA. I want to know if she really is his daughter, I want a copy of the CIA file on him and I want to know if I have been played.”
The room went quiet. The brigadier, usually quick to defuse any kind of tension, remained silent, looking down at the carpet, pursing his lips. The colonel’s cheeks had turned a very attractive pink and I battled with myself to remain mad. After a moment she said, “Absolutely not.”
I frowned at her. “Absolutely not, what? She is absolutely not his daughter, I absolutely cannot have a copy of the CIA file, or I absolutely cannot know if I have been played?”
She had added bright, moist eyes to her pink cheeks and was watching me with barely repressed fury. The brigadier said, “Why don’t you sit down, Harry?”
He made it sound like the sanest thing to do in an insane world, so I did it. When I was safely seated and sipping my whiskey, he shifted his gaze to the colonel.
“Jane, you know you have my unconditional trust. That is how we operate. But you know also that it is not enough for justice to be done, it must be seen to be done. The fact is your operatives told you van Hoek was alone, when they must have known this woman was with him.”
He didn’t wait for her to answer. He reached for his phone, pressed a single number and after a moment said, “Send me a courier. I have some items for the lab.” He hung up and made another call. “I am sending you two items. Label them A and B. A is the bottle. I want to know if the two people were related. Give it top priority. I want the results by morning.”
He hung up again and looked at the colonel. There was resentment in her eyes when she returned his stare, and when she looked at me.
“I was not a part of the investigation into Jan van Hoek. I knew that the Company’s interest in him centered around the rise of Russian influence in Africa, but nothing beyond that. A week ago the director had the file sent to me. He is the only person who knows about my secondment to Cobra. He called me and told me the CIA could not pursue the matter here in the States beyond simply observing the target, but that I should draw the man’s record to the attention of the board at Cobra, to see if he was a suitable mark. And that is precisely what I did, Alex, with your approval, and the board unanimously agreed he should be executed.”
The brigadier turned to me. “That is absolutely correct. I can vouch for every word.”
I held the colonel’s eye. “Why was I sent to hit van Hoek when there was a woman there with him? It could have cost me my life, and if you had sent a less experienced operative it could have cost an innocent woman her life. I don’t believe they didn’t know she was there. I don’t believe the CIA are that sloppy.”
“I don’t know.” She took a deep breath and added, “You are quite right. It should not have happened and I can assure you the CIA are not that sloppy. If it happened it was either a fluke or it was deliberate. Either way I’ll find out and report back to you both.”
I said, “Thank you. What about the copy of the file?”
She glanced at the brigadier. He frowned and cleared his throat. “What for, Harry? The job is done. There was an incident and we want to ensure it doesn’t happen again. But snooping on CIA operations is not what we do, and it will set a very bad precedent.”
I jerked my chin toward the two plastic bags on the lamp table beside him. “Why are you checking on van Hoek’s DNA? Why do you want to know if she was his daughter?”
He gave his head a short, dismissive shake. “That is quite different, Harry. It has nothing to do with the CIA investigation. It is a legitimate part of our work to investigate the people closely related to a target, to see to what extent they are, or were, involved in the target’s crimes.”
I nodded and waited a moment, studying his face.
“Forgive me if I seem impertinent, sir, but I think you just answered your own question. I want to know to what extent the CIA were involved in van Hoek’s crimes.”




Three

Next morning I fell out of bed at seven, showered cold, hot and cold again and went downstairs for strong black coffee and rye toast. While the coffee was brewing my cell rang. It was the colonel.
“Good morning, Colonel.”
I pinched the toast out of the toaster, dropped it into a basket and carried it to the table where I sat and poured coffee while she told me:
“We got the results back from the lab. I wanted to be the one to tell you.”
“I appreciate that.”
“The girl who drank from that bottle was not related in any way to Jan van Hoek. We can’t match her to any names, either by DNA profile or from the prints on the bottle. The team did a complete analysis and found she was entirely of southwestern European descent. Probably Iberian and French.”
“Portuguese?”
“Possibly, why?”
“Van Hoek said he’d raped her mother, a Portuguese doctor with Médecins Sans Frontières. That was how she got pregnant with his child.”
She was quiet for a moment, then, “Well, he was either lying to you to get your sympathy, or he’d deluded himself.”
I watched my toast growing cold and thought aloud. “If he was trying to get my sympathy, he wouldn’t have said he’d raped her. He would have made up some bullshit about how they fell in love and she changed him as a man.”
“I don’t know.” You could almost hear her shrug and shake her head. “Men bond over some weird things.”
“Most men don’t bond over rape, Colonel.” I was about to add, “Much as you’d like to believe they do,” but bit back the words.
“Yeah, I guess not. Anyway, this Adelina is of no interest to us.”
“Who’s ‘us,’ Colonel, Cobra or the CIA?”
“Either—”
“Does the CIA have any knowledge of who this woman is?”
“If you’ll let me finish, Harry, I’ll tell you.”
“I’m sorry.” I put the phone on speaker and started spreading butter on my cold toast. “Please, go ahead.”
“This woman, Adelina dos Santos, is of no interest to either the CIA or Cobra. She works for Afro-American Petrochemicals here in New York, though she is of Cabinda-Itumban nationality.”
“OK, a couple of points, Colonel. May I?”
“Of course.” You could hear the growing tension in her voice.
“Adelina dos Santos. According to van Hoek this girl’s mother was Dr. Mariana dos Santos. So how much of this was he making up? Some of it seems to be true. Second, what the hell was she doing in his apartment? More to the point, if she is of no interest to the CIA, my first question to you yesterday stands: why did they not alert you, or me, to the fact that she was in his apartment? The obvious thing to do would have been to abort. Instead they let her see my face before I executed him. Colonel, they are lying to you.”
“What is your point, Harry?”
“There is only one reason they would allow me to go in there knowing she was there. They were working on the assumption we operate the same way they do.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“A CIA Special Activities Officer detailed to take out van Hoek would have killed the girl and written her off as collateral damage. And that is what they wanted me to do. The CIA want that girl dead and I want to know why.”
She was quiet for five long seconds. Finally she sighed and said, “I have your copy of the file. You’d better come and collect it.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m flying back to DC. Meet me at Teterboro Airport in a couple of hours.”
“Are you going to—”
“Let’s not discuss it anymore on the phone. I’ll see you at ten AM at the airport.”
I put the phone down and stared at it a moment, then sighed and finished my cold toast and my coffee.
At a quarter to ten that morning I pulled into the Atlantic parking lot on Industrial Avenue in New Jersey. The TVR Chimera is hard to miss. It looks fantastic and makes a noise like a Harley-Davidson on steroids. By the time I’d parked and killed the engine the colonel had seen—and heard—me and was crossing the parking lot. She reached in and opened the door and said, “Don’t get out, put the soft top up.”
I did as I was told, she sat beside me and slammed the door. She dropped a large manila envelope on my lap and said, “I made some discreet inquiries about Adelina dos Santos. Her mother was a doctor with Médecins Sans Frontières back at the turn of the century in Cabinda-Itumba, the Congo and Angola. It seemed she did make allegations of rape against an officer in the army, but then dropped the charges. Shortly after that she married a French doctor, Jacques d’Arragon. Portuguese women don’t tend to take their husband’s name. Nine months later Adelina was born.”
“So she’s her daddy’s daughter.”
“Looks like it. Her birth certificate shows she is Adelina d’Arragon dos Santos. In Portugal everybody has two surnames, so the kids, when they are born, take the father’s first surname and then the mother’s first surname.”
“So why is she using only her mother’s name?”
“Maybe she’s proud of her.”
I studied her face a moment without seeing it and said absently, “Right,” then, “We have to conclude there is a very high probability that van Hoek raped Adelina’s mother some twenty years ago.”
She nodded. “I think so.”
“And now, twenty-odd years later, he is in New York for no apparent reason—”
“He lived here.”
“He lived here?”
“For the last two years.”
“And how long has she been working here?”
“Six months. I have to go. Read the file.”
She opened the door. I said, “Jane—”
She froze. “I thought I was Colonel, and not a very good one at that.”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have doubted you. I was mad.”
She nodded. “Yeah, me too. But Harry? Next time you want to humiliate somebody in front of the brigadier to show how macho you are, do it to somebody else. Sorry won’t cut it anymore. So go shove your apology up beside your brain, in your ass!”
She slammed the door and walked away.
There are times in life when you need to sit over a glass of whiskey smoking a cigarette in a late-night bar, listening to Sinatra and talking to the barkeep about women. Or better still, dames. That was one of those moments, but it was the wrong place and the wrong time. I dropped the file under the passenger seat, lowered the soft-top and gunned the engine. I told myself my wallowing would have to keep.
The next best thing to a smoky saloon was Bendix Diner on Williams Avenue. It had everything you want from a diner: stools at the counter, Formica tables, each with its own ketchup, and neon lighting at night that buzzed and flickered, inviting you to BE DIX DI ER.
There was no neon lighting when I arrived at just before ten AM. Instead it had all the appearance of a gleaming silver Greyhound Bus recently arrived from Alpha Centauri. I sat at a table by the window, ordered pancakes and bacon and lots of coffee and settled down to read the file.
Adelina Ferreira dos Santos had been born in Cabinda-Itumba in May of 1998, which meant she had dual nationality and she was twenty-four years old. Her mother, Mariana dos Santos, and her husband had lived in the African republic for the first ten years of the child’s life, working as doctors and liaising with international aid organizations to try and improve the health conditions in the country. When she was ten they had moved back to Portugal, though both parents had continued to be active in aid agencies and retained influential contacts within the Cabinda-Itumban government.
When the child was eleven, her father had died unexpectedly in a road accident. Her mother had raised her single-handed while continuing her work for Médecins Sans Frontières. Then, at sixteen, young Adelina had decided to accept an offer to attend the University of Cabinda. One of the officers at the CIA had written in the margin, “Yet offered a place at the Sorbonne! Also Lisbon!”
She had then been headhunted by Afro-American Petrochemicals. By the time she was twenty-three she was in a mid-managerial position where most of her peers must have been seven to ten years older than her, all of which was rather odd, especially, I thought, as I leafed back through the pages, considering her degree at the University of Cabinda had been in philosophy and politics, and had nothing to do with petrol, geology or chemistry.
I sat back, emptied my cup of cold coffee and signaled the waitress for more, while I stuffed the remains of my pancakes and bacon into my mouth.
Somebody in the Republic of Cabinda-Itumba was looking after Adelina dos Santos, and, the cherry on her cake was to be sent to New York—just eighteen months after the man who had raped her mother moved there. I grabbed a paper napkin and wrote a big Q in the top left-hand corner, followed by a colon. First I wrote:
Q: Why is the government of Cabinda-Itumba looking out for/taking care of…
Then I put a line through that and wrote:
Q: What is causing someone in the government of Cabinda-Itumba to take a special interest in Adelina dos Santos?
That was better. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. Sometimes, if you ask a question in just the right way, the answer is right there in the question. Underneath that question I wrote another.
Q: What would cause them to want Adelina and van Hoek to be in New York at the same time?
Then:
Q: What had Adelina and van Hoek met to discuss yesterday?
And there was one last, maybe crucial question. I wrote:
Q: Did Adelina know van Hoek had raped her mother?
I wondered briefly what had become of Mariana, Adelina’s mother. Van Hoek had said she was dead, but I didn’t believe him. My gut told me he was trying to protect her. I leafed through the file, but found no mention of her and assumed the CIA had no interest in her. I wondered if she was still alive, living in Portugal; or perhaps back in Cabinda-Itumba, or even New York. I wondered also if it mattered and filed it away under “maybe.”
Adelina worked on Broadway. Afro-American had their registered office at number 448, near the corner with Howard Street. Her home address was in Brooklyn, at Remsen Street. I didn’t know the area well, but I had a feeling it was one of those Brooklyn streets with lots of understated brownstones. Not as ostentatiously high profile as Manhattan, but not cheap.
I found her private number and called her. She surprised me by having an almost perfect English accent, with just a hint of Mediterranean. There was a frown in her voice.
“Hello?”
“Miss Adelina dos Santos?”
“Ms. Yes. Who is this?”
“Good morning, my name is Harry, I am a friend of Jan’s. We met yesterday briefly at his apartment.”
“I remember. We didn’t meet. He asked me to leave when you arrived. How can I help you, Mr…?”
I smiled to myself. She was clearly charm resistant. It was obviously going to be more profitable to be direct.
“Bauer. I was wondering if you could spare me a few minutes to talk.”
“What about, Mr. Bauer?”
“About Jan van Hoek.”
“Could you please explain to me what possible interest I could have in discussing Mr. van Hoek with you?”
“If you’d give me the chance, I’d love to.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Bauer, I am very busy and I’m afraid you’re wasting both your time and mine—”
She was about to hang up but I cut her short. “Ms. dos Santos, I work for the government.” That stopped her and made her go quiet. “We are investigating Mr. van Hoek’s past in West Africa. We understand you and your mother had some connection with him. Is that correct?”
She didn’t answer straight away. When she did all she said was, “Up to a point.”
“May I meet with you? I won’t take up much of your time. It’s easiest this way, I assure you. I get my answers—or not—and you get me out of your hair.”
She sighed loudly enough for me to hear it down the phone. “Fine. I have lunch at one. I’ll meet you at the Tyger, on Howard Street.”
She hung up. I looked at my watch and decided I had time to go home, collect some fake ID and take a cab to the Tyger.
When I got there at one fifteen she was already seated at a table outside, in a bamboo chair that for some reason brought the movie Emmanuelle to mind. She was in a very white blouse which showed off her olive skin and her very black hair, which, like the first time I’d seen her, was tied into a knot at the back of her neck. She looked up at me as I approached the table, but didn’t say anything. I figured if I waited to be invited I might be waiting a long time. So I sat and said, “Hi—”
“Have you some identification, please?”
I patted myself on my metaphorical back and pulled out a leather wallet with a very believable brass badge that said I was an agent for the Office of the Director of Intelligence. Underneath the badge was my fake ID card. She gave it a long glance, then nodded.
“Why is the Director of Intelligence interested in Jan van Hoek?”
I didn’t feel I needed to answer that, so I said, “How well do you know him, Ms. Santos?”
“Not very well.”
A waiter brought her a bowl of chicken and rice and a club soda. I told him to bring me the same, but with beer instead of water.
“What was the purpose of your visit yesterday?”
“How is that any of your business?”
I leaned back in my chair and gave a small sigh, softened by a small smile.
“Ms. Santos—”
“Dos Santos.”
“Ms. dos Santos, I don’t know if it’s any of my business or not. But it might be the business of the Director of Intelligence. And that is why I need to ask you. Right now, I am doing this nicely, because the government likes to respect citizens’ rights, but the machinery exists, in case of emergencies, for me to have four patrol cars come screaming up to your office, put you in cuffs and take you off to a secure location in northern Alaska, where you will be made to answer these questions whether it interferes with your lunch or not.
“Now, I don’t want to hound you, I have better things to do with my time. And I am pretty damned sure you’d rather never see my face again. So stop making this difficult. I get it—you are an independent, self-made women and I am just one more male asshole out to prey on women—that’s fine, you made your point. It is noted. Now what do you say? Let’s get this over with and I can leave you in peace. What was the purpose of your meeting yesterday?”
She was staring at her bowl of chicken and rice with very angry eyes and very pink cheeks. It made her look very desirable. When she spoke she was rigid, like every muscle in her body had gone into spasm. “Much like you, he contacted me and said he wanted to talk. He never got to tell me what about because you turned up.”
I frowned, studying her face carefully for signs that she was lying. I knew she was, I just wanted to see if she had a tell.
“Ms. dos Santos, do you know who Jan van Hoek is? Do you know about his connection with your mother?”
Her brow creased and she shifted her eyes up to look at me.
“What the hell are you talking about?” she said.




Four

I leaned back and allowed the waiter to put a bowl of chicken and rice in front of me along with a cold beer. When he’d gone away I leaned forward, with my elbows on the table. “Where is your mother right now?”
Suddenly she looked scared. “In Lisbon, why?”
“Who offered you this job in New York? Who, specifically?”
“Jose da Silva, the managing director of the Cabinda office. Why?”
I watched her a moment. The distress looked genuine. You can’t fake things like shrinking pupils and increased blood flow to the cheeks.
“Bear with me, Ms. dos Santos. I will explain, just answer me one more question. When you were offered this promotion, did anybody tell you that Jan van Hoek would be getting in touch?”
“No! Now will you please tell me what this is all about?”
I took a pull on my beer and set it down carefully where it had left a ring on the table.
“I am still trying to piece this together, so please, bear with me. Believe me, it is important. Your mother, Mariana, some months before you were born, was working in Kindamba, a small village in Cabinda-Itumba. The villagers were suspected of harboring rebels and after a few days government troops raided the village. During that raid your mother was raped.”
Her voice was barely a whisper. “My god…”
“The man who raped her was Jan van Hoek.” She stared at me and her jaw actually sagged open. “It is possible that is what he wanted to talk to you about.”
“What…” She paused and narrowed her eyes. “What are you trying to tell me?”
I shook my head. “I know for a fact that you are not van Hoek’s daughter. But I am not sure he knew that. I don’t know the exact dates of these events, but your father tended to your mother when she got back to the capital a few days later, and you were born about nine months later. That puts your birth roughly nine month after both events. Van Hoek told me categorically yesterday that you were his daughter.”
She placed her hands over her mouth and closed her eyes. “This is too much to take in. I am so confused.” I gave her a moment. Finally she shook her head. “So, you want to know, what?”
“I want to know what he told you. What reason he gave for wanting to see you. You lied to me a moment ago, Ms. dos Santos. I don’t believe you would go to see a man you had never met, alone in his apartment, unless he had given you some very compelling reasons.”
She sagged back in her chair. After a moment she said:
“It was not the first time he had contacted me, or that we’d met, for that matter. He had telephoned me a couple of times, and said that he was a friend of my parents. He knew a lot about them, and about where we had lived when I was small. He seemed harmless.”
“How did he get your number?”
She looked exasperated, like I should already know that. “I gave it to him!”
“You what?”
She sighed, closed her eyes and took a moment. Then spoke very deliberately. “I was having lunch here, as I do every day. He was walking by and stopped and stared at me. When I returned his stare, he came up and addressed me by name. That’s when he said he’d been a friend of my parents back in Cabinda. He asked after them, we got to talking…” She spread her hands. “That’s it.”
I looked at the passing crowds. If ever there had been any doubt in my mind that the CIA knew Jan van Hoek was in contact with Adelina dos Santos, it had just evaporated. She watched me a moment, then started talking again of her own accord.
“He telephoned me a couple of days ago and said he had something important to discuss with me.”
“Did he give you any indication what it might be?”
“No…” She shook her head. Then she shrugged, hesitated. I said, “What?”
“Well, it sounds stupid, but I had the feeling he…” She looked up at the ceiling like she was mad at it for some reason. “Well, this is going to sound stupid, but I felt he was going to put me in his will!”
She switched her angry glare from the ceiling to me, like she was expecting me to mock and jeer. I didn’t.
“Can you think what he said or did that made you think that?”
“No, it was just his tone of voice or something.” She frowned. “And you say this man raped my mother?”
“That’s what he told me. He was a mercenary for the government, and a lot of the villages where your mother worked harbored rebels. They were pretty rough on them.”
“I am going to confront him and ask him.”
I looked down at my chicken and rice. I decided I had lost my appetite. “Just a couple more questions and I’ll leave you in peace.” I signaled the waiter for the check. “Did he ever give you anything?”
“Like what?”
“Anything at all, any kind of gift?”
“No, never. He paid for lunch a couple of times, seemed to be quite well off, but nothing beyond that.”
“Who is your boss here in New York?”
“Lu Brown.” She hesitated a moment, then said, “Mr. Bauer, what has the rape in western Africa, of a Portuguese national by a Dutch, naturalized Cabindan, got to do with American Intelligence?”
I felt like telling her if she ever found out, to let me know. The check arrived just then. I paid cash and as he went away I told her, “Probably nothing. I am sorry to have spoiled your lunch. Thank you for your time, Ms. dos Santos.”
She looked astonished as I stood. “That’s it?”
I nodded. “I hope so.”
I walked out into the sunshine on Centre Street, thrust my hands deep in my pockets and started walking north. Outside the Museum of the Chinese in America I stopped, pulled my phone from my pocket and called the colonel.
“Yes, Harry.”
“I just had lunch with Adelina dos Santos.”
“Oh. And?”
“There is no doubt in my mind now that the Company intended me to kill them both.”
“That is quite an allegation.”
“Yeah, and you need to do something about it. Because seeing as I didn’t do that, they will now be looking for a feasibly deniable way to finish the job. As a Cobra operative you can tell me that is not my concern. As a human being, you can’t. And what I am telling you is that, as a United States Law Enforcement officer, you need to be thinking about how to protect that citizen, and also, what is it exactly about that citizen, and her relationship with Jan van Hoek, that makes the CIA want to kill her?”
“Noted. I’ll call you when I get to DC.”
“Colonel—”
“Yes, Harry.”
“If this girl gets hit, I will be real mad.”
“I understand.”
She hung up.
I stood, leaning with my back against the wall, staring out at the oozing traffic of vehicles and people. My thoughts went to the laptop and the cell I still had in my house, and the little black book of passwords. I kept turning over in my mind what she’d said. She had a feeling he was going to put her in his will. Did he know he was going to die? He’d seemed half to expect it when I showed up. If that was the case, what was it he was going to leave to the girl he thought was his daughter? Money?
That didn’t convince me much. In the first place the impression I had was that for most of her life Jan van Hoek had been pulling strings back in Cabinda to ensure that Adelina was taken care of financially. If she was having lunch every day at the Tyger and living in a brownstone on Remsen Street, she was not short of cash. So what was it?
I screwed up my face and scratched my head. A passing woman looked at me like I was crazy. I ignored her. I was too busy asking myself questions like: What was it that had made him tail her and “accidentally” bump into her at the restaurant where she ate every day? What made him go to the trouble of gaining her confidence and calling her to his house? What was he going to give her?
Something that the CIA really didn’t want her to have.
I pushed off the wall and hailed a cab. I had him take me home and spent a couple or three hours going through his phone and his laptop. The phone told me very little. I could see he had called Adelina several times over the last few days, and his contacts were like a Who’s Who of the corrupt and overprivileged on three continents, but for it to be of any use I would have to hand it over to Cobra for their nerds to go through it.
A couple of hours on his laptop allowed me to develop some pretty good arguments for why parents should not buy their kids computers. Aside from his unedifying viewing habits, there were also lots of photographs that ranged from him standing with a rifle over some large, dead animals, to him in some regrettable nightclub doing something regrettable with a woman or women he would probably not remember in the morning. Nothing much you wouldn’t expect.
There was one folder, however, called X. It was locked with a password and, from what I could gather from the dialogue boxes that kept popping up, encrypted. I was going to have to show this to the brigadier and, I thought sourly, he was going to tell me to leave it alone because it was not our brief.
I thought about going behind his back, but I can’t do that, so I called him.
“Harry, what can I do for you.”
“You can listen without cutting me short, and you can think about what I am going to say.”
There was a smile in his voice when he said, “Both are givens, Harry.”
“Adelina dos Santos has lunch at the Tyger, on Howard Street, a short walk from Afro-American Petrochemicals on Broadway, every-single-day.”
I paused. The silence on the other end of the line was something you could actually hear. I went on.
“A couple of weeks ago or so, Jan van Hoek happens to be walking down Howard Street and stops dead in his tracks. ‘Adelina? My god! How are you? You don’t recognize me? I was a friend of your parents! Oh my god!’ After that they meet several times, at the Tyger, for lunch. He pays. During that time he phones her several times and on the last or penultimate occasion it’s to ask her to come to his apartment on the date and at the time that I was briefed to go and execute him.
“I asked her what he’d wanted her to go there for. She said she didn’t know, but she got the crazy impression he was going to put her in his will.”
I gave him a moment, though I knew his brain had already assimilated, digested and analyzed all the data.
“Now, my question, sir, is this: am I really supposed to believe that the CIA, who had been watching van Hoek since before he left Africa, did not know he was in touch with Adelina? Am I supposed to believe they didn’t know he was having lunch with her on a semi-regular basis? Am I supposed to believe they were not tapping his calls to her, and did not know she was going to be there when I went in for the hit?”
He grunted. I went on.
“Leaving aside the rhetorical questions, sir, and perhaps more to the point, what was van Hoek going to tell, or give, Adelina that made the Company want to have him and her killed, on American soil?”
“Have you any suggestions?”
“A couple of maybes, but they’ll keep for now, sir. I have his laptop here, and his cell, and on the laptop there’s a folder that is both password protected and encrypted. I will bring them to you, but I need your promise, sir, that this will not be passed to the Company.”
“Of course, you have my word.”
“Thank you, sir. Either way, while the nerds play with the laptop, my gut tells me Jan van Hoek was not any kind of nerd. I am willing to lay down good money that somewhere in his apartment that virtual file that is so well protected has a real, physical counterpart.”
“Then bring me the laptop and the phone so I can get the weirdoes to work on them, then go to his apartment and ransack it. By the way, the colonel has been in touch. I have two blades watching Adelina for her safety, and I’ll put someone on van Hoek’s apartment.”
I smiled to myself. How could I ever have doubted him? “I’ll be there in half an hour.”
“Be careful, they are obviously watching you now.”
“Yes, sir.”
I took the laptop and the phone and put them into a leather traveling bag which I stuffed with clothes. Then I took it down and slung it in the trunk of the Chimera. The brigadier hadn’t been wrong. As I climbed behind the wheel I saw them in the rearview mirror. They were in a large, dark blue Audi RS Q8 which pulled out as I did, and followed me. They weren’t even trying to be discreet.
At the intersection with Madison Avenue I stopped in the middle of the road with my hazards on, climbed out and walked back toward the Audi, smiling, half laughing, and gesturing round and round with my finger at the driver’s window that he should wind down the window. When he did, his big ugly face didn’t look amused. He had a wispy beard and a graying ponytail, a face like a hunk of concrete and tattooed forearms that were stretched out holding the wheel. I was still laughing apologetically. I leaned on the door like I was going to tell them something real funny about why I’d stalled, and smashed my right fist into the tip of his jaw.
His eyes rolled up and he sagged forward against his seat belt. While they were making unwarranted comments about the canine nature of my mother, I reached down into his jacket pocket and pulled out the car key, which I carried back to my Chimera, jumped the red lights and accelerated north up Madison Avenue. I am not sure what the range of a key fob is, but I am pretty sure by the time I threw it into the basement of a big old brownstone on the corner of 129th and 5th Avenue, the onboard computer was telling them, “Key is not onboard.” Or being a German car, maybe it was saying, “Achtung!
Schlüssel ist nicht an Bord!”
In the bad old days when cars were just machines, a skilled CIA agent could hotwire a vehicle in a few seconds in a situation like that. Now cars have brains and talk to you, you can’t do that anymore.
I made a few figures of eight, keeping one eye on my mirror, until I came to West 126th and Broadway, where I turned south as far as West 115th, which I followed to the river and parked in the shade of the trees opposite the brigadier’s block.
I was just killing the engine when a scrawny English guy stomped up in a straw hat and heavy black shades, carrying a big straw basket over his arm. He was wagging his finger at me in the negative. “Oh no! Oh no! Sorry, nonono! Sorry! You can’t park there. I’m reserving that space for my daughter. You’ll have to go and park somewhere else. Sorry!”
I frowned at him. “I’m going to be five minutes, sir, take it easy.”
Next thing he was leaning over the door, getting real excited. “No! I’m sorry! It’s no good! My daughter has come all the way from London and she’ll be arriving at any minute! I’m waiting for her here.” And as he started pointing farther down the road with his right hand, with his left he scooped up the laptop and the cell and dumped it in his straw basket. “Go on,” he said, “Clear off! You can park down there! Go on!”
“Fine!” I snapped, like I was angry. “Keep your panties on, granddad! I’ll go!”
As I pulled away I saw the old guy totter across the road into the brigadier’s apartment. I’d have to tell him one day he was my hero. I laughed out loud. If he hadn’t snatched the laptop and the cell I would never have recognized him. And I was willing to bet nobody on the street even noticed the brief altercation.
I cut down West 110th and turned onto Broadway, which I followed diagonally across the city as far as West 36th. There I turned east and made a hairpin at 5th Avenue to park in almost the same place I’d parked the day before, opposite Jan van Hoek’s apartment block.
Nobody seemed interested enough to notice me cross the lobby to the elevators, and I made my way up to his apartment undisturbed. I let myself in with the key and noticed it caught a little as I turned it. So I wasn’t all that surprised to see that the place had been turned over when I went in. I closed the door quietly and took my time having a look at the damage. It was extensive and thorough, and you could see it was systematic too. It was professional and two got you twenty it was the CIA.
I paced the apartment slowly, looking for some sign that they had found what they were looking for: a sudden stop to the devastation, an area where they hadn’t bothered to look. I didn’t find any. That didn’t mean they hadn’t found it. But it did mean there had not been an “Aha!” moment in their search.
If they were looking for his laptop or his cell, then the reason was obviously that I had what they were looking for. But if they were looking for something else, like a bunch of documents, then it suggested there was an at least 50 percent chance they had not found it because A) it wasn’t there or B) it was too cleverly hidden for the square-heads from Langley.
The upside, I told myself, was that most of the hard work had been done for me. So I wandered around gazing at the carefully disemboweled mattresses in the two bedrooms, the dismantled wardrobes, the similarly disintegrated chests of drawers; the bathroom with the towels all over the floors, along with the floss, toothpaste, spare toothbrushes and painkillers. The cistern had been opened.
In the living room-cum-dining room it was a similar story. The dresser holding the TV had been systematically taken apart. Even the flat-screen TV had had the back taken off. The sofa and the armchairs had been turned upside down and gutted.
The rugs had not been lifted. The light bulbs had not been removed and the lamps had not been smashed. What they were looking for was not that small.
In the kitchen all the cupboards had been dismantled, the oven had been searched along with the microwave.
Two things struck me. Like I said, they were not looking for something small. Just as they had not lifted the rugs or unscrewed the light bulbs, they had also ignored the saltcellar, the pepper pot and the small jars of spices.
On the other hand, their attention had been centered on relatively large containers: the bathroom cistern, wardrobes, cupboards, ovens, washing machines, cushions and even large bags of herbs. And they had done a very thorough job. So thorough in fact that there was nowhere left to look. So they had either found it right at the end of their search, or…
I wandered back into the en suite bathroom and opened the shower cubicle. In a bathroom, a shower cubicle tends to be the place where most of the plumbing, pipes, drainage systems and all the rest of the plumbing goes down through a building. Not the shower cubicle itself, of course, but the space behind the wall. I thought this as I scanned the grouting between the tiles on that wall. The grouting was clean and intact. Most grouting, however thorough you are in your cleaning, starts to turn black at the edges and chip pretty soon.
This stuff was flawless. In fact, it looked new.
I tapped. It was hollow.
I took the lid off the cistern and rammed the tiles with it at the spot where the grouting was cleanest and it sounded most hollow. The tiles and the thin plaster wall behind them crumbled into rubble. I set down the cistern lid, hunkered down and reached inside among the pile of debris. There it was, what they had been looking for: about the thickness of a ream of five hundred pages, bound with a black plastic backing and a transparent cellophane cover, a printed manuscript. It made sense. A dinosaur like van Hoek would not mess around with pen drives or clouds. He was too damned suspicious for that. He’d want the whole, physical manuscript. I pulled it out and brushed off the dusting of plaster and cement. Through the transparent coversheet the title page was clearly visible. It read:
MEMOIRS
OF
AN ABSOLUTE BASTARD
By
JAN VAN HOEK
I smiled and spoke quietly to myself. “Oh yes,” I said, “oh yes, Mr. van Hoek, you got yourself into a lot of trouble, didn’t you? Telling stories…”
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I heard the key in the lock, stepped into the bedroom and stuffed the manuscript into the gutted mattress. Then I opened the bedroom door and saw two guys in the living room. One of them I recognized. He was big, he had tattoos on his arms, a ponytail and a swollen, bruised jaw. His pal was wiry, clean-shaven. He sported a khaki T-shirt and aviators, and the expression of someone who is pretty sure he is much smarter than you think he is. I pegged him as the kind of guy who’d wear sneakers with a suit if you invited him to your wedding, and think that was clever.
We stood a moment looking at each other. Eventually I said, “I guess I didn’t explain myself properly.”
The little guy I’d come to think of as Einstein said, “Can it.” He produced a Glock 19 and said, “Put your hands on your head. You’re going for a ride across the River Styx, my friend.”
“Don’t frisk me,” I said, frowning. “I’m ticklish. That’s why they kicked me out of the Regiment. I was too ticklish. Every time we did frisking training, we’d end up collapsing in heaps of laughter because I was so ticklish. It was mad. In the end they kicked me out.”
The big guy looked at his small pal and said, with difficulty, “Can you believe jish guy? Hesh a clown!”
“That’s some bruise you got there,” I said with my hands at shoulder height. “What happened? Did you collide with the enormity of your own stupidity?”
Einstein snapped, “Cut the crap! Put your hands on your head before I plug you.”
I shrugged. “OK, but it’s going to tickle. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
He jerked his head at the Big Bruise. “Go frisk him, and shut him up while you’re at it.”
The Big Bruise tried to grin but it hurt too much. So he lumbered toward me on his size thirteen sneakers which he wore with khaki Bermudas and white ankle socks. It was a hell of a look.
I put my hands on my head and held his eye as he reached out to pat me down under my arms. Right then his very considerable size was between me and Einstein, and the distance between my fingertips and his eyes was barely two feet. All of this flashed through my mind in a microsecond and translated into action in less than that. I very calmly stuck the fingers of my right hand into his eyes and pushed. He screamed and while he screamed I grabbed his collar and pushed him hard back toward Einstein, while with my right hand I pulled his Taurus semi-automatic from under his arm. I rested my wrist on Big Bruise’s shoulder, aiming at Einstein, and said, “Put down the Glock three, put down the Glock two, Put down the Glock…”
By that time his agile brain had grasped what was happening and he blurted, “OK! OK! OK!” and he rested his weapon on the floor. I took a step back from the Big Bruise and smacked him hard in the jaw. As he went down I had his weapon trained on the genius.
“On the floor. Spread your legs wide and lace your fingers behind your head.”
“Look…”
“Do it or I’ll bust your nuts, one, two…”
“OK! Jesus!” He dropped and lay facedown beside his unconscious friend. “When I said the River Styx…”
“I know what you meant, Einstein. Don’t sweat it. You’re just doing your job. We’re all professionals here. Right?”
“Right.”
“So you won’t take it personally if I drive the big blade of my Swiss Army knife into the back of your knee.”
“What?” He went to push up but I trod on his pinky with my heel and he just lay and gasped. I told him:
“Thing is, Einstein, I figure I need to prove to you that I mean business before I start interrogating you. So you don’t start bullshitting me. If I take one of your digits that’s permanent, and I feel bad seeing as we’re on the same side an’ all. So I figure I’ll be nice and just stick a blade in the back of your knee.”
“No, come on, man. You don’t need to do that.”
“I was in the SAS. Did you know that? They always taught us, before interrogation always show the subject you mean business. I think I should do that. So you won’t bullshit me.”
“You don’t need to do that, man. Seriously. Whatever you need to know. We were just doing a job.”
“Who for?”
“Oh, man…”
“See? The SAS are never wrong about this kind of thing.”
I dropped to one knee on the small of his back, reached in my pocket and by the time I had the knife in my hand he was screaming like a girl.
“Nonono! We are American officers. CIA! Look in my pants pocket! We’re CIA!”
I pulled a slim wallet from his back pocket and opened it. Tim Wallace, Central Intelligence Agency Special Activities Group. I slipped it in my own back pocket.
“Well, Tim, that doesn’t really change a lot. Here you are in Jan van Hoek’s apartment, having torn it apart searching for something, with van Hoek missing now for twenty-four hours, and threatening me with death. You want to tell me what you were looking for?”
He swallowed a few times. “His laptop, or his cell.”
“What for?”
“Information.”
“No kidding. Next time I cut your hamstrings. I warn you, the knife is blunt. Don’t make me regret this, Tim.”
His voice was a whine. “I don’t know much more than that. It’s need-to-know stuff. He has the goods on somebody and we don’t want him passing those goods on. That’s all I know.”
“Special activities, huh?”
“Yeah, who are you?”
“Mind your own damn business. You’re a hit squad. If they have you on this why’d they contract out to have him killed?”
He shrugged uncomfortably with his hands behind his head. “I don’t know. We’re not supposed to hit people at home. But the contract didn’t work out. He just disappeared. Maybe he went back to Africa. They seen you snooping around so they told us to keep tabs on you and move in if you came to his apartment.”
“Move in and kill me.”
“We were supposed to take you in first. I mean…” He swallowed. “Take you in. Not ‘first,’ just take you in.”
I stepped over and took the Big Bruise’s ID too. It turned out his name was Bill Cody. Bill Cody, Buffalo Bill, the Big Bruise was beginning to moan and groan. I said to his pal Tim, “I don’t like killing government employees, Tim. So I am going to give you your weapon back and let you go, but I’d like you to take a message back to Langley for me.”
“Sure…”
I photographed both their IDs and sent them to HQ.
“I have his laptop and his cell, and something else. And if I find that the CIA is protecting somebody who is guilty of genocide or crimes against humanity, I will take out that person, and all the people protecting him, whether they are government employees or the Big Kahuna himself. Get up.”
He got to his feet and helped Big Bill Bruise to get up too. I ejected the magazines from both their weapons and tossed them back, along with their IDs.
“We should be on the same side,” I said. “But if you ever come after me again, I’ll kill you both without hesitation. Make better choices, Tim, and you, Bill,” I gestured at his bare white calves, “wear grown-up trousers, for Christ’s sake! Go on, get out.”
At the door Tim paused. He gave me a look that was probably meant to be intimidating. “I won’t forget this.”
“Don’t push your luck, Tim. It’s not too late to change my mind.”
He left.
I returned to the bedroom and pulled the manuscript from the mattress. As I tucked it under my arm the doorbell chimed. That made me frown. I stood in the bedroom doorway and waited. The bell chimed again. So I approached the door obliquely and peered through the spy hole. There was an elegant woman in her forties. With her was Big Bill Bruise’s second cousin on the gorilla’s side. I opened the door and smiled.
“Yes?”
“I am looking for Mr. Jan van Hoek?”
“I see,” I said. “And who are you?”
She arched an eyebrow and said, “I am Araminta Whitley!”
I nodded. “I feel like I should know that name. Did you play base with Credence?”
“I am Mr. van Hoek’s publisher. He was supposed to contact me and I have heard nothing from him.”
“Oh.” I smiled. “Yes, you had better come in.”
She stood staring at the living room, trying to make sense of the chaos. The Thing frowned, like he knew something was wrong but couldn’t place it. I closed the door, then went and righted an armchair and pointed to the Thing. “You want to straighten out the sofa so Ms. Whitley can sit down?”
“OK.”
He stood it on its feet and patted a couple of half-empty cushions. “Please,” I said, “sit.”
She didn’t. “What has happened here, and where is Jan?”
“Both are very good questions, and I was kind of hoping you might answer them for me.”
She pointed at the manuscript I had under my arm. “What is that?”
“Mine.”
“But what is it?”
“It is a manuscript, Ms. Whitley. It is called,” I held it up in front of me to read the title, “Memoirs of an Absolute Bastard.”
Her face went rigid and the Thing frowned. “That manuscript belongs to me,” she said.
I grunted a small, self-satisfied laugh. “Possession being nine-tenths of the law, I kind of doubt that. But if you can prove to me that it’s yours, I will let you have it.”
“Jan van Hoek contacted me from his home in Cabinda-Itumba about four years ago. He told me he was writing his memoirs and was planning to move to New York. I had a look at his initial drafts and notes and I have been guiding him in the writing of that manuscript for the last three years. My publishing house owns all the publishing rights to that material.”
“That makes a lot of sense, Ms. Whitley, and as soon as you can show me some proof, I will let you have the material. Meantime, as you can see, the manuscript seems to be attracting a lot of attention.”
“Who are you, and where is Jan?”
I thought about it a moment, then showed her my fake ID. “Harry Bauer. As to where Jan is, I honestly don’t know. But I can tell you that the CIA are actively looking for him. They were here a couple of minutes before you arrived.”
“If he’s dead…”
“What makes you say that?”
“If you knew anything about him you’d know that was a foolish question.” She hesitated a moment, then glanced at the Thing. “I could have Norbert take that manuscript from you, Mr. Bauer.”
“Yeah, I’m sure you could, but then you’d have to get a new ape-man, and that is so hard when you’re doing time for attempted murder.” I sat on the arm of the eviscerated chair. “Listen, I’ll come to your office and we’ll talk. We have no intention of stealing private property, Ms. Whitley, but this may be evidence in an inquiry, and I need to read through it.”
It sounded sensible to me, but her sneer said she didn’t agree. “So that you can sensor it and protect all the privileged people mentioned in it!”
I smiled. “Don’t worry. You may not believe it, but my department has no interest in cover-ups. Tell me where your office is and I’ll be in touch.”
She gave me her card, had a look around and made for the door. As she reached for the handle I said, “When you write the prologue, as a courtesy call me John Smith, will you?”
She gave me the once-over and the two of them left, like Laurel and Hardy on acid.
I gave them ten minutes, then found a grocery bag in the kitchen, stuffed the manuscript in it and took the stairs down to the lobby. When I got there, there was no sign of either Araminta and the Thing, or Tim and Bill, the Big Bruise. I stepped out into the street and had a good look around before I crossed the road and climbed into the TVR.
I took my time over a circuitous route home, but nobody followed me. I thought about calling the colonel and the brigadier, but something made me hold back. I would trust the brigadier with my life—had done more than once. I had no worries there. And the colonel had proved herself more than once to be loyal. But there was something about this case—hell, it wasn’t even a case!—that made me want to proceed with real caution. I wanted to take no action, do nothing, until I’d read that manuscript from cover to cover.
And that made me wonder if the boys in the brigadier’s tech department had opened the file, and he was reading it even now.
I let myself in to my large brownstone on James Baldwin Place, and went over the house room by room. Finally I settled myself on the sofa, away from the window with a large Bushmills and began to read. The first thing I read was the dedication. It said, ‘This book is dedicated to the two great loves of my life, Mariana dos Santos, and our daughter, Adelina. Thanks to them, I learned to be a human being.”
After that came a brief prologue:
Few things in life can be as hard as denying your own daughter. But that, twenty-four years ago, is what I was forced to do. Because she was an angel come from heaven, through her mother’s loins, and I was an evil devil. I had many enemies, and I knew that if once they got wind of her existence, as my love, my pride and joy, they would use her to punish me.
Her mother, Mariana, was a Portuguese doctor working with Médecins Sans Frontières. She was, and is, the most beautiful woman on Earth, both in body and soul.
I was just twenty years old back then, leading a Hunt and Destroy Patrol. We had information about a village where the men were fighting for the Cabinda-Itumba Democratic Liberation Front, CIDLF. Mariana was there, in that village, working in a small field hospital—basically a shack and a couple of tents—helping the children, the women and all the vulnerable people.
When we drove into the village and started rounding them up, she came at me with a scalpel, defending the children, the weak and the old. She was incredibly brave. We had thirty men in Land Rovers armed with assault rifles, driving everybody into the main square, and she came at me like a wildcat. I fell in love with her in that very moment. I grabbed her, disarmed her and carried her into the hospital hut; and there I raped her, and she conceived my daughter. It was a primal moment, and right there and then I began to change, and my humanity, inseminated by my love for her, began to grow.
We killed everyone in the village that day except her. Among all that tragedy and death, three things were given life: my daughter, my love and through it, my humanity. This is the story about how that happened.
It was practically the same story he had told me just before I shot him, except that here he said Mariana was still alive, as did Adelina, but in Soundview Park he’d told me she was dead. As I had thought, that had been a desperate attempt to protect her.
So there were two things I needed to do. I needed to read that damned book, and I needed to fly to Lisbon and see Mariana dos Santos with my own eyes.
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It was one of the most nauseating documents I had ever read. It was also extremely informative and would sound the death knell for many a political career, and probably a few actual people too, in the United States, in Britain and Europe, and in Africa. The book was a time bomb, and what was most dangerous about it, it was full of facts: dates, places, documents and names, all of which could be followed up and investigated. These were not the crazy allegations of a dead man. This was verifiable, documentary evidence of widespread human atrocities committed in Cabinda-Itumba, ordered by President Cosmo Manuel, but in many cases paid for by Western interests from Switzerland to San Francisco, from London to Vancouver, Berlin to Los Angeles and Brussels to Washington. It was that infamous military-industrial complex that President Eisenhower had warned against in his farewell speech, but with the addition he could not have foreseen of petrochemicals and pharmacology thrown in.
In the late 1980s the CIA had put Cosmo Manuel in power in the small state of Cabinda-Itumba as part of a bulwark against the expanding interests of a Soviet Union that was morphing into a rampant, unchained criminal Russia run by ex-KGB oligarchs. Whether they had been right to do that had become something of a moot point, because before long Cosmo Manuel had thrown open the doors of his small country to any industry that might need human guinea pigs. Everything from laser-sighting and night goggles to anti-aging creams and vaccines got tested there, not to mention chemical and biological weapons. You need a lab nobody knows about and even fewer people care about? Here’s Cabinda-Itumba.
It wasn’t the only African state making a fast buck that way, but if half of what van Hoek said was true, it was certainly the state that did it with the most gusto, while its president stashed away the millions of dollars that kept rolling in.
Naturally the people rebelled, and eventually those rebels coalesced into the Cabinda-Itumba Democratic Liberation Front. They were outlawed and fled to the bush and the rainforests, where the small villages hid them and fed them. But far from damaging his operation, it strengthened it. Because now Cosmo Manuel quietly invited various governments around the world to give their special forces live, on the ground training, wiping out these Russian-backed communist rebels.
According to Jan van Hoek, the population of that country, in the thirty-plus years that Cosmo Manuel had been president, had dropped from five million people to just three million. Many had fled as refugees, but many had simply been massacred.
I finally read the last page and fell asleep on the sofa at shortly before six AM. At nine AM my telephone started to ring.
“Yeah?”
A man’s voice. “Mr. Bauer?”
I sat up. “Yeah, that’s me.”
“You don’t know me. I represent some interests who are interested in acquiring an item you currently have in your possession.”
I rubbed my face and gazed a moment at the half-empty bottle of Bushmills. It was definitely half empty.
“Let me ask you something, Mr. Don’t Know Me, how do you know what items I have in my possession? Let me ask you something else, if I don’t know your name, but you know what I have in my possession, how likely do you think it is I am going to talk to you?”
He was unfazed. “The people I represent are willing to pay very handsomely to acquire it, Mr. Bauer.”
“Yeah? I don’t talk to people who know my name but don’t want to tell me theirs. Call back when you’re willing to tell me who you are and whom you represent.”
I hung up, telling myself the “whom” was a nice touch for a man with a hangover. I went to the kitchen to make coffee and as I was grinding the beans my phone rang again. I wasn’t feeling particularly friendly so I just said, “What?”
A very pretty voice that sounded very English with a hint of Mediterranean said, “That is not a very nice way to answer the telephone, Mr. Bauer, especially first thing in the morning when people may be feeling sensitive or delicate.”
“I don’t really know how to answer that. I’m making coffee. I haven’t had coffee yet.”
“Can I see you today, Mr. Bauer? I’d like to talk to you.”
“Yes. Where and when? I have some things I need to do first thing.”
“After coffee.” There was an unexpected smile in her voice. I responded to it. “Most definitely after coffee.”
“Would eleven thirty be too soon? At your house?”
I paused, wondering how she knew where I lived. “That would be perfect,” I said. “Eleven thirty at my place.”
She hung up and I stood staring at the coffee grinder. After a moment I spooned the coffee grinds into the moka pot and put it on the ring to brew. Then I put two slices of rye in the toaster and went to stare at my lawn through the kitchen window.
This was all about Jan van Hoek’s story. The Memoirs of an Absolute Bastard. A bastard who, somehow, deep inside, retained a glimmer of humanity. Not enough to change him, not enough to make him human, but enough to make him want, at the end of his life, to leave more behind than just rape and murder.
The irony of it was that the two women who had stimulated this primal desire in him to be human, were myths whose only existence was in his mind. Mariana dos Santos, in his fantasy, was a passionate adventurer who had found in him a kindred soul. Their love was too intense, too “real,” so they could not be together. But they had loved that once, in the field hospital, and their love had produced a daughter.
In reality, she was a good, decent woman who wanted to help the children, the old and the vulnerable. He had raped her and she had hated him for it; for that and for everything he was.
The rape had not given fruit—other than her hatred—and the daughter he loved and believed was his, was another man’s child. So it was neither the woman nor the child who had driven the change, but his belief in them. And that belief had born yet another fruit: his confession.
Was that irony?
I called Cobra HQ in White Sands and asked if the nerds in the lab had finished with the computer and the phone. They told me politely they would let me know just as soon as they had. So far there was nothing to report.
I went down to the gym in my basement and spent an hour training and giving the sack a hard time. Then I showered and dressed in time for Adelina dos Santos to arrive just as I was cracking a cold beer in the kitchen. I answered the door with the beer in my hand.
“Hello again.”
“Hello, Mr. Bauer, thank you for seeing me.”
“Come on in.” I pointed at the living room door. “Can I get you a drink?”
“No thank you.” She stepped through the door and stopped, glancing around like she was thinking of renting the place. As I closed the door behind her I asked, “How did you know where I lived?”
She turned and stared at me. “I told my boss you had approached me and he had you investigated.”
“That’s a lie.”
“You’re very brutal, aren’t you?”
“Yes. How did you know where I live?”
She sighed. “Fine, I asked the porter at Jan’s apartments what car you had arrived in. He said it was the fancy foreign sports car parked across the road. I made a note of the license plate and asked my boss to have it traced.”
“Why?”
She looked away, then walked to the bay window and gazed out at the morning sunlight among the trees. “Because you scared me. And I think I was right to be scared.”
“Maybe you were at that. What do you want to talk to me about?”
“They found him,” she said, still gazing out at the street.
“What?”
“They found him,” she repeated a little louder, then turned to look at me. “They found Jan.”
“Who did? And where?”
“Really?” She asked it with her eyebrows high on her forehead. “Seriously? Pretty close to where you left him, I would imagine, Mr. Bauer: in the Bronx River, where it joins the East River at Soundview Park.”
“You’re telling me he’s dead?”
She walked up close to me and stared into my face, squinting slightly, her eyes shifting as she examined my expression. “Are you telling me you didn’t kill him?”
“I am not telling you any damned thing. I don’t intend to be interrogated in my own living room. You came here because you wanted to talk to me. You have something to say, say it. But don’t try to interrogate me.”
“You disgust me.”
“Get out.”
She turned like she hadn’t heard me and walked to the sofa. There she sat, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees and her hands open in front of her, like she was reading an invisible book about how I’d killed Jan van Hoek. Eventually she said, “I’m sorry.”
I didn’t answer, but that didn’t seem to matter much to her. She said, “I telephoned my mother, in Lisbon. I asked her about Jan, and told her he had made contact with me.”
I lowered myself into an armchair and listened.
“She told me about the raid on the village, and how she had attacked him with a pair of scissors. He had disarmed her and taken her into the tent. She had screamed at him that he was a monster, but…” Now she paused and raised her head to stare at me. “…she said he just looked at her, and told her she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. She told me he fascinated her. She said he stripped her naked, then stripped his own clothes, and that what he did was not rape. She participated. She wanted him. I asked her how that could be and she said she could not explain it. She gave herself to him.”
“You are not his child.”
“I know that. He knew that.” I was going to tell her she was wrong, but decided to let her talk instead. She went on: “He went to visit her in Cabinda, the capital, about a month or a few weeks after the raid. She had already,” she paused a moment, “hooked up with my father and knew she was pregnant. She told Jan the baby was not his. According to her he didn’t care. He swore to her that he would always care for her and her baby, as though he were her husband and my father, because she had taught him to love. He was a very strange, intense man.”
“How did your father feel about that?”
“She shrugged. He was French, and liberal. He was fine with it. So she accepted all of Jan’s help, with money, my education…everything.”
“And your job.”
“Yes, and my job. In many ways he was more of a father to me than my biological father.”
“You told me at the Tyger restaurant that you didn’t know him until he bumped into you.”
She looked back at her hands. Maybe she was looking for an answer there. “That’s true,” she said. “I am finding all this out now. It is quite traumatic. I have never liked my father. I always felt…”
Her eyes shifted back to my face, as though she was trying to read my expression.
“Felt what?” I asked, because it looked like she was never going to finish the sentence. She shook her head.
“I always felt he was not really my father. That there was something…wrong.”
“Why are you telling me all this, Adelina?”
She rubbed her palm with her thumb, taking her time, and eventually told me, “Because I think you have stolen my inheritance.”
I frowned. “Oh? I think you need to explain what you mean.”
She glanced at me, and her eyes were cold and hard. “Do I?” I’d already told her and I wasn’t going to tell her again. So I waited. “You have his cell phone and his laptop computer, haven’t you?”
“Nope.” It wasn’t a lie. Cobra had them.
“I have been to his apartment.”
“How did you get in?”
“He gave me a key?”
“You’re lying.” She didn’t say anything so I pressed her. “Why don’t you go to the cops? You say the body has been found. The crime scene team will be going over his apartment with a fine-toothed comb. Why don’t you go tell them I broke in, tore the place apart and stole his computer and his phone?”
She still didn’t say anything.
“I’ll tell you why, Adelina, because you’re bluffing and fishing, and you’re not doing a very good job of it.”
Suddenly she stared at me. Her face twisted with pain and she half screamed, “Oh! What do you want from me?” She stood, stretching out her arms wide. “Do you want me? You want my body? You want to rape me the way he raped her? Fine! Take me! All I want is what is rightfully mine!”
She started to rip off her blouse, revealing a lace brassiere underneath and a body that in other circumstances might have been desirable. But I stood, stepped over to her and gripped her wrists.
“Stop it! Adelina, stop!”
She stared furiously into my face. Her cheeks were wet with tears. Her voice came out choked and twisted, “Not even that?”
“What I want,” I told her, gripping her shoulders and looking hard into her eyes, “is the truth.”
She answered quietly. “I’m telling you the truth.”
“You have a different version of the truth every time we talk.”
“You are a cruel bastard.”
“Yes, Adelina, I am. But you don’t get to put a finger on his laptop or his phone until I know exactly why you want them.”
She was still crying. Her face was expressionless but her cheeks were shiny, wet with tears. She pressed in close to me and rubbed her hands up my chest to hold the back of my head.
“You are strong,” she said. “My father was weak. But you are a brute, a filthy animal bastard, aren’t you?”
She made it sound like a compliment. I snapped, “Cut it out! That won’t work.”
Her eyes dropped to my chest and her fingers stroked my neck and my cheek absently.
“What will work, Harry?” she said. Her eyes rose to meet mine again. “The truth? Even if I knew the truth, even if I told you what I know of the truth, you would not believe me.”
“Are you going to give up without even trying?”
She turned away and walked back toward the sofa, looking down as she buttoned her shirt.
“Just ask yourself a question, Harry.” She turned to face me, tucking her shirt into her jeans. “My mother is respected in her profession, and among her friends. She is respected for her sacrifice, her dedication and her integrity, for everything she has done to help the weak and the vulnerable in Africa. What do you think it would do to her reputation if his memoirs were published, and it came out that she had willingly had an affair with that man?”
“Nobody would believe it.”
She gave a single, dry, unhappy laugh.
“Oh, no, you are not that naïve. Even in the great and noble Médecins Sans Frontières they have professional vanity, professional jealousy and power politics, just like everybody else. It takes a big ego to become a saint, and the bigger the saint, the more the shit sticks. Just the suspicion that she might have slept with him will be enough, but when doctors and nurses start coming forward saying that they witnessed it, or that they saw him visit her in the hospital, or some journalist unearths documents showing that he helped with my education and my career…” She shook her head.
For once something she had said made sense.
“Couldn’t you have said this from the start, instead of all that bullshit?”
She studied my face a moment, then dried her face on her cuffs. “That laptop is mine, so is the cell phone. If you publish what is on it, I will crucify you.”
I stepped up close to her and looked down into her defiant face. “You just saw that being honest with me works. Now let me warn you that threats will get you exactly nowhere with me. I will do what I have to do, and you can take your crucifix and shove it up your cute little ass. Am I clear?”
“Abundantly.”
I followed her to the door. Before she opened it she turned to face me.
“Are you going to let me have it?”
“When I am through with it I will give it to whoever has legal claim to it. If there is a will and he left it to you, then you need to apply for probate. Don’t threaten the judge or offer to sleep with him. Just apply for probate.”
She opened the door, stepped out into the midmorning and slammed my own door in my face.
* * *
I called the colonel. She sighed as she answered the phone, “Yes, Harry.”
“Is it true they found van Hoek?”
“Yes.”
“We need to talk.”
“What about? I really don’t want—”
“Work.”
She hesitated, sighed again. “Can you be more precise?”
“Not a lot more on the phone, no. The last job you gave me is turning out to be a lot more complicated than you led me to believe.”
“I thought I had told you to leave that alone.”
“Yeah, well, you know what, Colonel? You don’t get to decide what I do in my spare time. Now can we skip the dance and cut to the chase? We need to talk. If you’re not interested I can talk directly to the brigadier. But I wouldn’t recommend it because there is the whole issue of conflict of loyalties going on right now. Personally, I would trust you with my life at any time and not bat an eyelid, but as things stand, it’s not my life that’s at issue. It’s a laptop and a manuscript.”
She was quiet so long I thought she’d hung up, but finally she said, “All right. Do you want to come to DC? Do you want the three of us to meet? How do you want to do this?”
“I’m going out of town for a couple of days. I’ll call you before I return. Then you can fix it up with the brigadier.”
I was about to hang up, but she said, “Harry?”
“Yeah.”
“There is no conflict of loyalties, where you and the brigadier are concerned. I am absolutely clear on that.”
“I know. But it’s good to hear.”
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Twelve hours later I touched down at Lisbon’s Humberto Delgado International Airport. I collected a rental Honda from Avis and, under a blistering sun, picked my way through Spaghetti Junction onto the E1 freeway, headed west toward the Atlantic Ocean.
The whole south of Portugal’s nose, from the nostril at Lisbon right across to the tip, at Estoril and Cascais, is one vast urban sprawl broken up here and there by a few fields and parks, but basically, if humanity is a cancer and cities are the tumors, Portugal has a massive concrete tumor right on the tip of her nose.
A female voice in the GPS, which remained calm and helpful at all times, kept telling me to, “Turn around where possible,” but eventually it led me through an extraordinary spaghetti-web of concrete and blacktop, to the Parque Forestal de Monsanto, where I finally picked up the IC15 which carried me across Portugal’s aforementioned nose to Estoril and finally Cascais. There, according to Jan van Hoek’s notes, he had bought Mariana dos Santos a house for her retirement. It was a nice, three-bedroom suburban affair, set behind a seven-foot wall with a steel gate. It had white walls, red corrugated tiles on the roof, palm trees and a swimming pool, and it was just a mile and a half from the Praya do Guincho.
It had seemed to me that phoning ahead might not be wise, so I wasn’t sure she was going to be in. As it was I stood for five minutes ringing on the bell before retiring to my rental car to wait and bake.
I spent the next twenty minutes thinking that perhaps I was too rough on the colonel. It was a thought I had often, and sometimes I wondered if it was due to some adolescent streak in me, and I did it because I actually liked her. I dismissed the idea as uncomfortably close to the truth and told myself that in this particular case it had a lot more to do with the fact that I thought the CIA were using me for one of their dirty operations, and I wasn’t sure to what extent the colonel was involved.
There were people behind the colonel, in the CIA and in Cobra, I knew nothing about. She didn’t have the independence the brigadier had. She had to follow orders and what she did for Cobra she did within the parameters the director of the CIA allowed her.
So at one end I had Jan van Hoek, mercenary, butcher, guilty of atrocities and crimes against humanity, who decides as he approaches the end of his professional life, that he is going to write his memoirs. By doing so he scares the bejaysus out of his ex-employer, Cosmo Manuel and, apparently, a large number of other people, some within the CIA, others in positions of wealth and power across the Western world.
At the other end is the colonel, charged specifically with protecting the interests of those very people, claiming she has no conflict of interests.
And in the middle, Adelina dos Santos, a compulsive liar, or just a confused girl with daddy issues?
I was turning the whole thing over for the third time when a car in red and green chrome pulled up to Mariana dos Santos’ steel gate. It was one of those strange French cars that represent a Frenchman’s vision of what the future will look like some day. It had bulbous protuberances and probably made coffee and pressed your clothes while discussing existentialism with you and singing songs by Yves Montand. It was grotesque.
The gate started to roll back and I hit the horn a couple of times, then climbed out of the car and crossed the road. The driver’s window slid down and a dark-haired woman leaned out to look at me. I figured she was in her mid-fifties, attractive, with intelligent dark eyes and full, stubborn lips.
“Mariana dos Santos?”
“Who are you?”
“My name is Harry Bauer. I have flown over from New York. I got in just a couple of hours ago. I need to talk to Mariana dos Santos, quite urgently. Are you Mariana?”
She didn’t answer for a moment. She studied me then nodded. “Yes, OK, come in.”
I followed the car through the gate, which slid closed behind me. She parked in the shade of a couple of palm trees beside her front door and climbed out of her intellectualmobile.
Standing in front of me she confirmed my first impression. She was attractive, even magnetic, and you could sense a kind of fierce independence about her. She wasn’t friendly, and it wasn’t hard to imagine her charging at a mercenary with a scalpel or a pair of scissors.
“What do you want, Mr. Bauer?”
“If you are Mariana dos Santos, I want to talk to you. I just flew seven hours for that purpose. Do you mind much if we do it sitting down inside the house, maybe with a cup of coffee?”
A lot of people would have smiled at that. She nodded once and moved to the door. You could tell right away she was going to be a barrel of laughs.
Inside, it was cool and shaded. It was one of those houses that is divided into spaces instead of rooms. The first space was like a small entrance hall with a coat stand and a rack to put your shoes in. The next space was a stretch of parquet floor with a dining table that was made from a sheet of thick, transparent Perspex resting on a hunk of Greco-Roman column with a pedestal at the bottom. There were six eclectic chairs set around the table, ranging from rustic wood and esparto to red plastic and steel tubing right out of the sixties.
The next space was down a couple of steps where there was a dry stone fireplace in the middle of the floor with a beaten copper hood above it. There were low, blond-wood bookcases lining the walls, with big, fat lamps on them. There was a heavy, old brown leather sofa and a couple of big, calico armchairs. On the floor there was a bull skin and a couple of goatskins too. I didn’t want to like it because it was pretentious, but I had to admit it worked.
The far wall was, predictably, all glass and looked out on a large patio area paved in terracotta, with a large swimming pool at the center. In the background there was the sound of a dishwasher, and a woman’s voice singing softly. Mariana pointed to one of the calico chairs.
“Please, sit. How do you take your coffee?”
I was going to tell her I took it intravenously to see if I got a smile. Instead I said, “Black, no sugar.”
She disappeared down a passage and returned a couple of minutes later to sit on the sofa. She didn’t get comfortable. She perched on the edge, leaning forward, with her hands clasped on her right knee.
“Now, you are sitting inside and coffee is coming. What do you want, Mr. Bauer?”
“I want information, Mrs. Dos Santos. People’s lives are at risk, and the information you can give me might save the lives of some vulnerable people.”
“That is quite an extravagant statement. Can you substantiate it?”
“Yes, but I need you to give me a little time and cooperation.”
She took a deep breath, puffed out her cheeks and blew.
“You have told me your name. Now please tell me who you are.”
I pulled my fake ID from my pocket, the one that said I was a federal investigator, and showed it to her. When she’d studied it a moment I asked her, “Do you know Jan van Hoek?”
You couldn’t put your finger on exactly what had changed. She had no expression on her face to start with, but somehow her expressionlessness became more like stone. She went very still and her eyes shifted from my ID to the floor at her feet.
She handed back the badge and said, “Yes, I know him.”
“Were you close?”
She gave her head a single shake, then screwed her eyes shut. When she opened them again she said, “I don’t know if ‘close’ is quite the word. There was…,” she paused, searching for words, “…there was an intimacy, a forced intimacy; forced by circumstances.”
“Mrs. Dos Santos, I have to tell you that Jan van Hoek has been killed.”
Now she sat back. It was a slow action, an action of acceptance, maybe even resignation. I searched for sadness or pain, but her face and her body language were hard to read.
“At last,” she said. “He is dead. It had to happen.” Then she surprised me by smiling. “We all have to die, but with him it was somehow more inevitable than with anybody else.”
“Do you have any children, Mrs. Dos Santos?”
The smile faded and she arched an eyebrow. “I have a daughter.”
“Adelina dos Santos?”
“Yes—”
I pulled out my cell and showed her the photograph. She nodded.
“Why are you interested in Adelina?”
I took a moment and tried to organize my answer. It wasn’t easy. “I’m not sure we are. Is van Hoek her father?”
She became serious, looked up as a plump, smiling woman came in with a tray of coffee, cream and sugar, and a plate of biscuits. She set the tray on the lamp table beside the sofa, gave me a curious smile and withdrew back to the kitchen.
“I think so.” Then, “How much do you know? You seem to know a lot.”
She poured coffee. It smelled strong and bitter. I gave a brief laugh. “I don’t know how much I know. I am trying to separate the truth from the lies and the fantasy.”
She gave a small nod and handed me an espresso cup.
She took her time filling her own cup, sipped and set the cup down beside her.
“My father was a very idealistic French surgeon, who was in love with Portugal. He met my mother here, and, contrary to her family’s wishes, he married her and took her back to France. Eight months later I was born. His family were wonderful. They were very liberal, intellectual, French free thinkers. I loved his family, I adored him and he adored me. He inspired me.”
She spread her hands wide, looking at her shiny wooden floor, as though her thoughts were self-explanatory and she shouldn’t need to tell me about them.
“So, I was clever, like my father, and when I was fifteen I went to the university to study medicine. My father is very intense, and he drives me all the time to study, to work, to be better. ‘You must be better than me, Mariana!’ he tells me all the time. ‘But most of all you must be better than you!’
“He was the man of my life. My Portuguese family I adored also, because they were always telling me to have fun, to go out, why didn’t I have a boyfriend?” She shrugged. “Iberians. But there was always my father behind me, watching me, inspiring me but also judging me. And so, from fifteen, for almost a decade, my life was devoted to my father and to medicine, which is really the same thing.”
She stopped, picked up her cup and looked inside it, like her past was in there to be studied from on high. “He is still alive. He is ninety-three years old. His brain still works perfectly, he goes for a walk daily, lectures everyone and anyone who will listen on the benefits of healthy living and socialism. He lives in Lyon and I visit him four times a year. And we never talk about what happened. He told me, ‘I can never forgive you for what you did. So I prefer to forget that it ever happened, otherwise I could not look you in the face.’”
“That’s pretty harsh.”
She gave me an odd stare for a very long moment, then said, “Yes, it is pretty harsh.” She took a deep breath to help her conclude, or get to the point. “So what did happen? I will tell you honestly. I have been seeing a psychoanalyst for almost twenty years, and I am beginning to be able to admit what actually happened.” She shrugged, and her face seemed to be pleading for mercy and simple forgiveness. “All little boys, and all little girls fall in love with their mama and their papa. It is normal and healthy and necessary. But in normal families the babies learn when they are three, four or five years old that Mama and Papa have a special relationship which is different from the one they have with their babies.”
“The Oedipus complex?”
“For boys yes, similar but a bit different for girls. But this did not happen with me, Mr. Bauer. My father was so intense he owned me. I belonged to him.” She laughed suddenly. “He was the one who needed to learn that a relationship with a child is different to a relationship with a wife! And pursuing anything other than medicine—and that included men—was an infidelity to him. So by the time I joined Médecins Sans Frontières and went to Cabinda-Itumba, I was still a virgin. I was twenty-eight, and a virgin.”
She looked away, and several expressions drifted over her face, like the shadows of passing clouds. Finally she said, “That was where I met Jacques, my husband. He also was a doctor. He was like a reproduction of my father, and so I felt it was OK to fall in love with him.” She laughed and shook her head. “He was a Frenchman! And naturally he wanted to have sex! But I was terrified! Horrified! And I was constantly making excuses and postponing the terrible moment.” She shuddered, paused.
“Then I was sent to the village of Kindamba. If you have never been to remote Africa you can have no idea what it was like. It was practically Stone Age. There were four of us, and to be honest it was a relief to get away from Jacques, and the constant pressure, the demand for…romance! Now I could focus on work—and believe me, there was plenty of work!”
She took a deep breath and bit her lip, shook her head and suddenly her face broke into a huge grin.
“And on the fifth day, five or six Land Rovers burst into the village. Men with guns started jumping down, screaming and shouting at everyone to get into the main square. I knew why they were there. I knew what they intended to do and I was not going to allow it. I grabbed some kind of instrument, a scalpel or some scissors or something, and I rushed out of the hospital tent. I saw a big, European man in uniform and I just rushed at him, screaming. He disarmed me easily. I noticed he was looking at me strangely, and he just picked me up, over his shoulder, like a sack, and carried me into the tent. There he put me down gently on one of the beds and started to undress. He was bestial, he was an animal without inhibitions or fear. He was a monster! I detested him and everything he stood for. And from the moment I realized the rape was inevitable, I hungered for him.”
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I sat forward, with my elbows on my knees and my hands clenched as though in prayer, and studied her face. All I could see was defiance in her deep, brown eyes.
“So he did not rape you.”
She gave a short, dry laugh. “Rape? Wild horses would not have kept me off him. He was everything I needed in that moment. I was desperate for release. I needed something that was wild, savage, totally animal and uninhibited. And above all, something that had nothing to do with love, morality or devotion. He was all that. He was a bad man, he was animalistic and he wanted me as much as I wanted him.”
“What happened after…”
“It was bizarre. We were both shaken, but for different reasons. We were like two people who collide in a department store doorway. They are going in opposite directions; one is leaving, the other is arriving. And yet for that instant they connect. But he did not understand that.”
“He fell in love.”
“Who would have thought that monster could love? And yet, if you stripped away the possession, the need to own and control, the jealousy and all the other ugly emotions with which he tarnished it, at the bottom there were the fragile shoots of love.”
“You hated him.”
“Did I?” She shook her head. “I don’t know. If my father was Christ then Jan was Satan, and I was a fallen angel. He fascinated me. He excited me in a way no other man ever could. Because he liberated me. He told me, not with words but with actions, that it was OK to have the appetites and the passions I had. It didn’t last. It was only while I was with him. But during those minutes or hours, I was free: free of guilt, free of obligation, free of morality.”
I was frowning hard. “So you saw him more than once…”
“We were addicted to each other.”
“What about your husband?”
She shrugged and made an ugly face, pulling down the corners of her mouth. “He was devoted to his work, like my father. And he was French. He had his affairs, and if I had an affair too, that was convenient because it allowed him to go and be with whatever little nurse he was screwing at the time.”
“That’s why you stayed, instead of going back to Portugal.”
She nodded. “As soon as I got back to Cabinda I went straight to see Jacques and we made love. I was looking frantically for the excitement that I found with Jan, but it wasn’t there. It was like having sex with the morning paper. First the headlines, next the domestic news, then something exotic from abroad and finally the crossword.” She shrugged. “From one of them I got pregnant. Jan said it had to be his daughter. She was his. He must own her! Jacques said he did not care. He would love her and care for her just the same. And me, I hate both attitudes equally.”
“You didn’t do a paternity test?”
“No, I was frightened of what Jan might do if it turned out he was not her father.”
I picked up my cup. It was empty and she reached out for it. As she refilled it I asked her, “Did you know he had written his memoirs?”
She stopped dead, froze.
“No, I didn’t know.”
“Your daughter didn’t tell you then.”
“No.”
She handed me my cup. I said, “She didn’t call you in the last couple of days and ask you about your relationship with Jan?”
She screwed up her brow. “Good grief, no!”
“Mrs. Dos Santos, how badly would it damage you, your reputation, if Jan van Hoek’s memoirs were published, and he revealed the nature of your relationship?”
She thought about it before answering. “Well, in the first place I am retired. I have been semi-retired for quite some time because we were unable to keep our relationship completely secret while it lasted. There were rumors, and a lot of people in the international aid field began to shun me. Today, my relationship with Jan, such as it was thirty years ago, is an open secret. My friends know about it, and anybody else can go to hell. So, it would be embarrassing, but nothing more than that.”
I nodded for a bit, trying to make sense of the chaos I had around me. “Well,” I said, “you may be interested to know that when he spoke to me his story was pretty much the same as yours, but in his memoirs he says that he raped you.”
There was a twist of bitterness in her face. “What a gallant gentleman!”
I made to stand. “You’ve been very helpful.” I hesitated a moment. “Jan, he arranged your daughter’s education, and her job with Afro-American?”
“Yes, he arranged her whole life.”
“But she didn’t know.”
“No. I never discussed it with her. As far as I know she knew nothing about it.”
“Her relationship with her dad wasn’t great.”
She shrugged. “He was a weak man. We both grew to view him with a little contempt.”
“What happened to him?”
“He was killed in a traffic accident.”
“Jan?”
She wouldn’t look at me. She looked away at the pool through the sliding doors. “I have sometimes thought so.”
I stood. She watched me and after a moment she said, “You’re like him, aren’t you?”
“Excuse me?”
“Jan. You are like Jan. You’re a killer.”
“No, I am not like him, Ms. Dos Santos. I don’t kill children or women, or aged and infirm people. When I have killed it has been people guilty of genocide, or crimes against humanity.”
“Did you kill Jan?”
I glanced around the room. “Are you recording this conversation?”
She threw back her head and laughed out loud. “Stranger than fiction,” she said at last.
I nodded, holding her eye with mine. “I’ll see myself out. Thank you for all your help.” At the door I stopped and hesitated. “I think maybe your daughter needs rescuing, Mrs. Dos Santos. I think maybe she is out of her depth.”
I climbed into my rental car and felt suddenly tired and disoriented. On an impulse, I turned onto Rua Amalia Rodrigues and drove slowly west and north till I came to Guincho Beach. It was a broad expanse of white sand dunes contained between two rocky headlands. The sea was the kind of transparent turquoise you’d expect in the Caribbean, and there was a brisk, salty breeze coming in across the small breakers, that were making much more noise as they crashed than their size seemed to warrant.
I found a dune with plenty of bulrushes, took off my shirt, my shoes and my socks and sat looking out at the waves. When the phone rang I almost didn’t answer it, but it was the brigadier, so I figured I had to.
“Yes, sir.”
“Where are you?”
“On the beach at Cascais, Portugal.”
“Yes, I thought you might be.”
“Have you got access to the file on the laptop?”
“It’s being printed as we speak.”
“Sir, I think you and the colonel should take a holiday in Portugal. Bring the file with you.”
He was quiet for a bit, then said, “Yes, all right. But, Harry?”
“Yeah.”
“I have to tell you I am not happy. This is getting out of control. When things get out of control is when people get hurt. You plan, and then you act. You can’t improvise a plan, making it up as you go along. That’s how blades get killed. You plan, then you plan some more, then you check the plan, then you act. Don’t go rogue on me.”
“Yes, sir. I agree. I won’t go rogue.”
“Good—”
“But, sir?”
“Yes, Harry.”
“The CIA tried to use us. That means that somebody knows the colonel is on our team. Somebody who oughtn’t know, but does.”
“You don’t suspect the colonel?”
“No. But there may be somebody manipulating her, or playing her somehow.”
“I see. So your idea is to use the visit to Portugal to smoke them out.”
“So far only you and I know we are contemplating it.”
“Yes, all right, Harry. Let’s keep it that way. Book in to the Olissippo Lapa Palace on the Rua do Pau de Bandeira, in Lisbon. Only you and I will know you’re there. I’ll call her in a couple of hours and make the arrangements, and I’ll mention where you’re staying. We’ll see what happens from there.”
“Good—”
“Be careful, Harry.”
“Yes, sir, thank you.”
I spent an hour dozing in the sun, then walked down to a quiosque on the sand and had a beer and a burger before strolling back to my car and driving in to Lisbon.
* * *
The Rua do Pau de Bandeira is an attractive, narrow cobbled street near the Doca de Santo Antonio. It is populated by huge, very attractive 18th and 19th-century houses and palaces that once belonged to the men who grew rich selling port to the British, and importing cotton, coffee, sugar and tobacco from Brazil.
The biggest and most elegant of those houses had long since become too expensive to maintain, and had been forced to pay for itself by becoming a hotel. A wrought-iron gate gave on to a mosaic courtyard from which two marble steps led to huge glass and brass doors through which you entered into an extremely shiny, elegant lobby, all toffee and cream marble, with amber walls and lighting. A dark mahogany desk offered me a young lady with black hair and black eyes in a dark blue uniform. She smiled at me as I approached and I told her, “I need a room for a few nights. I don’t know how long. I haven’t booked…”
She made a face that said it was not a problem, and among those venerable walls it had been a long time since anything had been a problem. She snapped her fingers and searched the floor around me as a bellhop came scuttling up. Finding only my leather overnight bag, she said, “You have no luggage, senhor?”
“Last minute decision to stay.”
She printed some papers for me to sign and then burbled something in Portuguese at the bellhop, who led me up to the sixth floor and showed me a room that was so extravagant it made me want to feed cake to those who had no bread. All the chairs had rickets and every available surface had a picture of a plump man in a wig leering at a plump woman in a wig. They all had pink cheeks and some of the women had no clothes on and didn’t seem to care much.
I gave the bellhop twenty euros and sent him on his way, then fell into the shower, leaving my clothes strewn across the floor. After that I fell on the bed, glanced at my watch which said it was one PM, and slipped quickly into a deep sleep.
I didn’t dream—or at least I didn’t remember my dreams. I awoke to see early evening light filtering through my window. The horizon was red and there was the silhouette of a palm tree moving silently in a breeze I could neither hear nor feel. The movement somehow increased the stillness in the room.
A voice in my head said, “You are very close to death right now,” and I wondered if it had anything to do with what I’d been dreaming. I swung my legs off the bed, rubbed my face and sat staring a moment at the silently moving palm, black against the red sky, like a hand waving goodbye.
I shook my head and walked to the bathroom, where I stepped into the shower and turned on the cold tap. The powerful stream of cold water was a shock and pretty soon I was wide awake. I washed, using a bar of soap, the way men do, and shampooed my hair. When I’d rinsed off I stepped out of the cubicle blinking the water from my eyes and reaching for a towel.
I had got as far as drying the top part of my face when I saw there was a woman sitting on my bed. She had very dark skin, and in the dusk she was almost invisible. The whites of her eyes were very white and she was watching me steadily, without blinking. Some smart-ass part of my brain told me maybe this was a hangover from my dreams too. In what little light reached her from the open bathroom door I could see a very revealing top and a very short leather skirt. To say she was dressed would be an overstatement. No weapons were immediately visible, it wasn’t my birthday and in any case I don’t have friends that thoughtful.
She said, “My name is Kifo.” She had a deep voice, resonant, with a central African accent.
“What are you doing in my room, Kifo?”
“I came to cuddle you.”
That made me laugh, just a little. “Really? That’s nice, but actually, I’m fine. I don’t need cuddling today.”
She stood. She was easily six foot and not so much athletic as magnificent. She had extra long wraparound legs with powerful thighs, a waist you could hold in one hand and assets that would buoy the Federal Reserve in a crisis.
“You don’t like me?”
That also made me laugh. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Kifo. But I usually get my cuddles from people I know.”
She held out her arms to me. “So come and know me.”
I wrapped the towel around me and tucked it in firmly. “Who sent you, Kifo?”
“Your friend. Come to me.”
The brigadier. That really made me laugh. “I don’t think so. What’s this friend’s name?”
She walked into the bathroom and stood an inch from me. She wasn’t magnificent. She was legendary. Her hair was in an afro style, like they wore it back in the ’60s, and she was tall enough to look me straight in the eye. Her lips were parted and I was getting a lot of intellectual white noise blurring my thinking.
“I am a gift,” she said, and I could feel her fingers unraveling the towel, “from your friend. He told me, ‘First tell him my name, then tell him your name—’”
I swallowed hard, praying this was a prank by some old pal from the Regiment. But nobody knew I was here. I knew that was important, but I couldn’t remember why. “So what was his name, this friend?”
She leaned forward, brushing my ear with her lips. “His name is Cosmo Manuel.” I felt the towel drop to my feet and her hands slide around my waist. “And he said, ‘If he don’t want the gift, tell him what your name means in Swahili…’”
She began to squeeze and I noticed the power in her arms. Her face slid round so her forehead and her nose were touching mine. She was smiling a hungry smile.
“Do you accept the gift, Harry?” she whispered.
“What does your name mean in Swahili?” I whispered back.
“Kifo means Death…” She squeezed a little tighter. “And after death come all the riches of heaven, like…,” she slid around so her face was by my ear again, “five million dollars in an offshore account you choose. That’s just to start.”
She bit hard into my neck, but it was kind of nice and I thought really it was my duty to America and the Free World to play along and see if Kifo, Death, could get me close to Cosmo Manuel. I figured it was really kind of brave of me to see the whole thing through the way I did.
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A couple of hours later she stepped out of the shower and toweled herself down in legendary fashion. As she pulled on what few clothes she had I asked her, “So what about these five million bucks?”
She arched an eyebrow at me. “I don’t have them on me right now. Somebody will be in touch.” She came round the bed and gave me a kiss where I was sitting propped against the pillows. “Just be grateful you are still alive.”
I smiled. “Yeah? I can think of worse ways to go.” Then I asked, “So what does he want from me that’s worth five million bucks?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I am just the messenger. If you see me again, white boy, start running. Run fast and hard. Because I’ll be coming to kill you.”
“Yeah, cool. It’s been fun.”
She walked out the door and I heard it thud closed behind her. I sat for a moment, trying to think. The sky had turned dark and the palm tree had stopped waving. I told myself it had been an experience. One you wouldn’t want to be without, but not one you would want to repeat. And I was pretty sure that with that body, she was more than able to break a guy’s neck, or his back.
A gift from Cosmo Manuel, who wanted to give me five million bucks. For what? Was he looking for a replacement for Jan van Hoek? If so, how had he got hold of my CV? And more to the point, how had he known where to find me? The answer to that was sadly simple. Colonel Jane Harris had sprung a leak at the CIA.
There was a tap at the door and I pulled on my pants, calling out, “Yeah, who is it?”
“Harry, it’s us, Buddy and Jane.”
Buddy, the brigadier’s nickname in the Regiment. I did up my belt on the way to the door and let them in. The brigadier gave me a quick once-over and came in without saying a word. The colonel stood ostentatiously looking around at the state of the room, which looked like a black Valkyrie had just been there raising fallen warriors.
“How long have you been here?” she said.
“Asleep or awake? I had a long sleep.”
The brigadier said, “We have the room opposite and the one next door. We’ll be flying back tomorrow. I gather you have news for us.”
I nodded. “Quite a lot of news.”
“In that case, Jane,” he glanced at her but she was still examining the state of the bed, “I suggest we freshen up, and we’ll meet you downstairs in, say, half an hour. We’ll go and have dinner somewhere.”
I said, “Sounds like a plan, sir.”
Jane stared at me and it was hard to read her expression. She either wanted to kill me or send me to a lab for analysis. Perhaps both.
I ushered them out and returned to the bathroom for my third shower of the day. I was feeling kind of tired, but was also congratulating myself. I had escaped death many times in my life, but never quite as enjoyably as I had that day.
We went to the Sala de Corte, on the Praça Luis I. The adjective that came to mind was groovy. It had a kind of Paris in the Belle Epoque feel to it, with highly polished dark wooden floors, tall French windows with Georgian arches, lots of brown and burgundy leather and curious toffee-colored marble tabletops.
A waiter with a bowtie led us to a table in a quiet corner and the brigadier told him in French to bring us three dry martinis. The waiter gave us three menus as big as broadsheet newspapers, bowed and went away.
“This place specializes in red meat,” he said. “It is really quite exceptional.” He smiled at me. “I worry about Jane. I think she eats too much fish. So I thought I’d do her a favor and bring her here to boost her hemoglobin.”
Her smile started around the corners of her mouth but never quite made it any further. “I am sure we are both very grateful, Buddy.” She turned to me. “Harry, I’m sure you didn’t summon us to this continent just to eat steak. I am quite certain you could have found a companion for that quite easily. What is it you need to tell us?”
“Discuss with you,” I said and stopped, watching her.
“Discuss with us, then.”
“There are three people I believe we should…” I hesitated. I glanced around. There were four tables occupied aside from our own, and none was in earshot. I said, “…process. There are three people I think we should process.”
The colonel sighed. “It is not part of your brief to select candidates for processing, Harry.”
The waiter came with a tray bearing three martinis. He distributed them, bowed and left. I sipped, set down my glass and leaned back in my chair.
“It was my understanding, when I joined this organization, that part of the logic behind its creation, was to dispense with unnecessary rules and red tape. If I have compelling evidence, or indeed proof, that crimes against humanity of the most heinous kind have been committed, what should I do? Go to the relevant authorities and ask them to forward the file to Cobra? Or should I just wait and pray that one day the evidence will come to the notice of a competent observer?”
The brigadier frowned at me. “That’s enough, Harry.”
I nodded at him. “Sorry. Leaving the irony aside, if I want to bring these crimes to the attention of you and the colonel, what is the correct procedure?”
“This,” he said, “is perfectly adequate, and you are quite right, we do not want to get bogged down in red tape and rules of procedure. This is perfectly adequate. Do you agree, Jane?”
“Yes,” she said with a rigid back and a rigid face. “But I don’t want this to become a precedent. I do not want Harry, or any of our A-team staff, to become investigators. We take care of that.”
He nodded, always the diplomat. “That is perfectly correct. But if I am not mistaken, Harry,” he turned to me, “this is something of an exceptional case.”
I was never a diplomat. I nodded a few times, took another sip and set my glass down carefully on the toffee marble.
“I will brief you on this exceptional case. And in the future, if on my time and my dollar, I come across anybody else who I believe should be processed, I will inform you, just the same as this time.” I looked at the colonel. “I was never good at accepting rules for rules’ sake. That’s why they politely asked me to leave the SAS. And,” I turned to the brigadier, “if I am not mistaken, sir, it’s part of the reason I was invited to join Cobra.”
He muttered, “Indeed,” and quickly added, “So, what have you got to tell us? I for one am intrigued.”
There was a pause while the waiter took our order for spicy prawns in garlic followed by Argentinean steak and another round of martinis. When he’d gone away I sat a moment organizing my thoughts.
“First of all,” I said, “I need to tell you that this afternoon, some hours before you arrived, a hit woman was sent to my room to make me an offer I could not refuse. Her name was Kifo and she gave me a choice: either accept five million bucks from Cosmo Manuel, or she was going to break my neck right there and then.”
The brigadier gave me a long, blank stare. “Really? How did she know where to find you?”
“I don’t know, but I’ll come back to that in a moment, sir. First of all I want to tell you what I know.
“Jan van Hoek was a super hit man for the Cabinda-Itumba government, and in particular for President Cosmo Manuel, for the last twenty-something years. He started out as a mercenary, graduated to hit man, taking out anyone who caused the president problems, then to head of his praetorian guard and general factotum wherever the president’s safety and security were concerned. And for that he got paid very handsomely indeed.”
I glanced at the colonel, but thought it would be unnecessarily provocative to mention that she, of course, was already aware of all this. So I went on.
“Pretty early on protest movements emerged among students and academics who wanted democratic elections. Whenever a disturbance broke out, van Hoek and his boys were dispatched and the protests were stamped out.
“Since then, at various times over the last twenty-odd years the West’s pharmaceutical-military-industrial complex has courted Manuel’s regime, and so has the Russian equivalent. The country’s population has been made available to them to be used as a nation of guinea pigs and lab rats, for everything from anti-aging creams to anti-viral vaccines and cancer research. Education has been systematically denied to seventy percent of the population who live virtually in the Stone Age. They are denied also sanitation, medical care and basic schooling, while all type of products are shipped to the country for, and I quote, ‘responsible and appropriate testing.’ The government then provides the infrastructure for testing and informs on the results, while also providing its client with plausible deniability.
“But Cosmo Manuel did not stop at that in marketing his brand. He was aware, as many people are not, that those nations who set themselves up as the world’s policemen, need places to train their enforcers. And there ain’t nothing like training in real live conditions.
“About five years ago, Russia was pushing its influence in Africa, and President Cosmo Manuel of Cabinda-Itumba was apparently becoming increasingly interested in seeking Russian backing for his totalitarian regime. He was rumored to be prepared even to declare himself a socialist.
“According to van Hoek, the White House saw this as a threat to their interests in Africa and the CIA sent a delegation to visit the president. They told him that if he guaranteed American interests in Cabinda-Itumba, and crushed any Russian-backed communist movements in the country, they would make him not only a very rich man, they would ensure he became a man of power on the world stage.”
The brigadier glanced at the colonel. “Do you know anything about this, Jane?”
She nodded. “Yes, it is all correct.”
I said, “Van Hoek claims he was at the meeting, and all the details—and I do mean details—are in his memoirs. He claims to have recorded it, and I suspect the recording is on his laptop. Before he died he told me the recordings were at his apartment.
“So, President Cosmo Manuel agreed, and promised the CIA he would stamp out communism and socialism forever in Cabinda-Itumba, and he sent van Hoek and his men from the Praetorian Guard to exterminate everyone in Tanda Matiaba, Caio and Chimbete, the three main villages which were known to give succor to the Russian-backed rebels. According to van Hoek it wasn’t the first village they’d wiped out over the years. It had happened before.
“So they drove to the villages, tortured the inhabitants until they told them where the rebels were hiding, and then systematically killed everybody. Conservative estimates put the death toll at over three thousand people of all ages and both sexes. Enough for George Bush to invade Afghanistan and Iraq.”
The colonel said suddenly, “I am not sure what point you are trying to make, Harry. This man was detailed for…” She glanced at the brigadier and he said, blandly, “Processing.”
I nodded. “I’m coming to that.”
A waiter showed up with three earthenware dishes of prawns sizzling in olive oil, garlic and cayenne pepper. The brigadier asked for three glasses of chilled, fino sherry and when the waiter had gone I continued.
“Apparently the USA didn’t make good on its promise to put President Cosmo Manuel on the international map. So, recently, Cosmo started cozying up to Moscow again. First he offered them several money laundering services involving un-audited shell companies and numbered bank accounts, and later, when the West started imposing sanctions, he offered to buy products on the international market which were unavailable to Russia under the existing embargos. He would then quietly sell them to Moscow via the back door. In exchange Moscow would provide Cabinda-Itumba with the kind of weaponry and training that would make her a force to be reckoned with, at least in West Africa. He reasoned that if the USA was not going to make good on her promise, he would ensure the Russians did.
“Obviously, the CIA is not happy about a supposed ally cozying up to the Russians. They were mad at Jan, whom they considered their man, and held him responsible.” I looked directly at the colonel and added, “That’s why they had me kill him.”
I waited, but she said nothing, so I went on.
“It is worth stressing that for about ten years, President Cosmo made a point of keeping the entire eastern part of his country in a state of permanent conflict. He kept the villages underdeveloped, virtually in the Stone Age, and positively fostered it as a refuge for rebels. He did that deliberately so that different countries like the USA, the UK, France and a couple of others, would then pay him, directly, into numbered bank accounts, so that his government would then officially request military aid in keeping peace in his small country. That way, as part of his packet of little earners, he provided live training for special forces, and secret testing grounds for all kinds of experimental weapons. We all know that for Britain and America that kind of training is essential to their prestige and standing in the world. Not to mention their effectiveness. Over the twenty-odd years that Jan van Hoek worked for him, the population of the country of Cabinda-Itumba dropped from five million people to just three million.”
The brigadier gave a small sigh. “You want to process President Cosmo Manuel.”
“Yes.”
The colonel had a prawn stuck on the end of her fork. She raised an eyebrow at it and said, “But?”
“I also want Major Hugh Jones of the CIA, who headed the delegation that visited Cabinda-Itumba on several occasions during the period of the exterminations of Tanda Matiaba, Caio and Chimbete, and at whose request the exterminations were carried out. I also want ex-senator Carol Fischer, who is CEO of the TexChem Corporation who have systematically tested their products on villages in that country, deep in the rain forests where, according to van Hoek, she said, and I quote, ‘It didn’t matter.’ ‘Didn’t matter’ meant that these people were not recorded on any census, and so technically, legally, they did not exist. Van Hoek’s memoirs state that at least five hundred unrecorded, unregistered deaths can be placed directly at her doorstep, possibly double that number. They are there buried in mass graves, as though they had never existed. Legally they never have.
“And I want Lu Brown, American head of Afro-American, who colluded in all this, engineered and enabled it. Each one of them is as responsible as Jan van Hoek for the deaths in Cabinda-Itumba. And I want them brought to justice.”
I turned to the colonel, who had sat back in her chair and was watching me. I said, “Any objection?”
She shook her head and said quietly, “No.”
I looked at the brigadier. He said, “None personally. But we need to review the evidence in committee with our board and take a decision. This is not a kangaroo court, as you well know. We’ll give you an answer within forty-eight hours.”
The colonel added, “In any case you won’t get all the contracts. I gather you would request, as a courtesy, the Cosmo Manuel one?”
“Yes, thank you.” I paused a moment, then said, “But there is one more thing we need to discuss before we leave this table. And that is the message President Cosmo Manuel sent me this afternoon.”
The brigadier’s eyes fastened on me, watching me like a hawk. “Ah, yes. The offer you couldn’t refuse.”
“Kifo was the messenger, and also part of the gift. I was to accept her, five million dollars and a meeting with the president. If I didn’t, she would kill me. Frankly, I think she stood a pretty good chance.
“It’s possible he is looking for a replacement for van Hoek, but more likely still, he is looking for the memoirs. A lot of people are going to be going crazy looking for those memoirs. They are dynamite, and if they are published a lot of heads are going to roll, metaphorically and literally; a lot of people will be publicly disgraced, and I would imagine that as a face-saving exercise, a trade embargo on Cabinda-Itumba, and the freezing of Cosmo Manuel’s international assets and bringing down his regime, will be inevitable. However, the big stories will be in the UK and the US, where some very high-profile people will be destroyed.”
The colonel asked, with no particular expression, “Did you accept?”
I nodded a few times before saying, “Sure. I imagine I’ll hear from him sometime tomorrow morning. But here’s the thing. I am wondering how he got hold of my CV and, above all, how he knew I was at this hotel.”
The colonel frowned, like she couldn’t see the problem. “He’s probably cooperating with the CIA. They had a mutual interest in eliminating van Hoek, and now they have a common interest in either getting you onside or eliminating you.”
“Sure, I have no doubt that is the answer. But there is a small problem, Colonel. You see, only three people knew I was coming to this hotel. Me, the brigadier, and you.”
She narrowed her eyes and then turned to stare at the brigadier. “Are you accusing me of betraying you?”
He shook his head, but I answered.
“No, but somebody you trust is getting information from you and passing it to the CIA and to President Cosmo.”
The brigadier cut in. “You need to identify who it is and deal with the situation.”
Her face flushed with anger. “What about you two?”
I shook my head. “The brigadier told me to come to this hotel this morning. I told no one and I came following a roundabout route. The only person who knew I was here was the brigadier.”
He continued. “I made a point of telling only you. I’m sorry, Jane. There was clearly a leak and we had to find it. Nobody is accusing you of anything, but clearly the leak is with you.”
Her jaw was set and she was staring hard at nothing, her eyes swiveling slowly from side to side as she examined her thoughts.
I said, “Here’s what we can do, Colonel. I will probably have a meeting with the president tomorrow. He will want the manuscript, and probably the laptop and the cell phone too. I posted the manuscript to myself at a PO box in the Bronx. I will let you know when I am returning to New York, and once I am back, I will let you know where and when I am going to collect the laptop from the brigadier, and where and when I am going to collect the manuscript.”
She nodded. “OK.”
“In your mind you have a suspicion where your leak is, right?” She nodded. “You will pass on that information to just that person. Then we wait and see.”
The brigadier said, “Who is it, Jane?”
“My immediate boss. I tell him absolutely nothing, and he certainly doesn’t know about my involvement with Cobra. But from what you’re telling me, he has my phone tapped, or he is using some kind of listening device to eavesdrop on my conversations.”
A couple of waiters showed up with three sizzling steaks and a bottle of Ribera del Duero. When they had gone I said, “He could potentially have an enormous amount of information on us.”
The brigadier suddenly nodded vigorously and picked up his glass.
“All right, we’ll proceed with your plan as you outlined it. Meantime, the colonel and I will look into this. Maybe we can turn it to our advantage.” He raised his glass. “Here’s to a successful meeting tomorrow.”
We raised our glasses and toasted.




Ten

The colonel had gone to her room without saying goodnight, and the brigadier had told me they’d be flying out early. They’d be in touch at some point during the day, but to take it as read that the contract on Cosmo Manuel would go ahead.
Then I had lain on my bed, with the moon setting on the Atlantic through my window, casting tenuous sheets of turquoise light on my ceiling. I ordered my brain not to think about the colonel, but sneaky voices in the back of my mind wondered aloud why she always treated me with that air of disdain and superiority. Common sense told me we should talk, have it out, clear the air. But however hard I tried, she just looked at me with that air of superiority, of civilized disdain, like I was some kind of Neanderthal, and that made me act like what she expected.
That thought brought images of caves to my mind, bearskins and the legendary Kifo by firelight.
Then suddenly the phone was ringing. The sky outside was blue-gray and the horizon was touched with pink.
I picked up my phone. It was six AM. The number was withheld.
“Yeah.”
“My name is Commander Fenshaw Silva.” I rubbed my face and ran my fingers through my hair. As I swung my legs out of bed I wondered if anybody was called John Smith anymore, or Sally, or plain George.
“That’s a great name. Congratulations. Why are you telling me this at six in the morning?”
“Forgive me for the early hour of my telephone call, Mr. Bauer. But time is the precious moments of our life, as they slip by. I represent our most glorious president, Cosmo Manuel, who is most anxious to meet you.”
“That’s great. Can we meet after breakfast, when I will have used some of my precious moments to drink some coffee?”
“You will have breakfast with the glorious president. Your driver will collect you at your hotel in half an hour. I hope that gives you enough time to shower and dress appropriately.”
I made a noise that wasn’t convincingly affirmative or negative. His voice became both slimy and menacing.
“If it is inconvenient, Mr. Bauer, I would be happy to send Kifo to visit you and provide you with some help.”
“That won’t be necessary, Commander. I’ll be in the lobby in half an hour.”
“Splendid,” he said, grinning through his nose. “Splendid.”
I showered and shaved, pulled on a pair of Levi’s and some boots, a shirt and a linen jacket and thought to hell with dressing appropriately. Half an hour later I walked into the lobby. There was a guy in a badly cut dark blue suit with a peaked cap. He was standing by the reception desk scanning the room. When he saw me he approached.
“Mr. Bauer?”
“Yeah.”
“I am your driver. Please to follow me. The car is waiting outside.”
We stepped out into the cool hour before sunrise. The sky was gently radiant in blue, and there was a gentle breeze. Everywhere you could hear the birds chattering, like they were busy getting breakfast ready.
The car was a Rolls-Royce Phantom which probably cost around a million bucks. My driver opened the door for me and clunked it closed when I got in. When he got behind the wheel I asked him, “Where are we going?”
He grinned a lot and said, “Yes, sir.” Then he raised a glass partition between us.
He drove through the empty streets, where the streetlamps still glowed, limpid in the early dawn. Until we eventually came to a modest building on a small street called Candido Guerreiro, which I translated to mean something like candid warrior. It was a two-storey building with ochre walls and an oxblood door. It stood opposite a vast, Star Trek, Greco-Roman galactic temple of a building that must have been eight stories high and four blocks long, rich with arches and columns and colonnades, which turned out to be a bank. A temple to the one and only true god.
My driver killed the engine and got out to open the door for me. I stepped down from the magnificent beast and he rang a bell on the oxblood door while I waited. A camera above the door looked at us both in turn and the door buzzed open. My driver gestured me in.
We were in a small lobby with a melamine reception desk, a threadbare carpet and a nest of IKEA chairs set around a glass coffee table. Behind the reception desk there was a man in military uniform talking on the phone. After a moment he hung up and said, “Our most glorious president will send Commander Fenshaw Silva to meet and greet you now. Please to sit while you wait.”
My driver left and I wandered over to the glass table and stared at it for a while. I guess you had to be Swedish to create something so lacking in any kind of character, and still manage to make it ugly. I had nothing against Sweden or the Swedish people. It is a very beautiful country with very beautiful people. But I always had this suspicion that if the Illuminati existed, as Robert Shea and Anton Wilson described them, their headquarters would be in Sweden, at IKEA.
I heard an elevator arrive and a door squeak open. A man the size of a small building, in another offering from the Cabinda-Itumba Badly Cut Blue Suit Company, strode in and thrust out a very long arm toward me, forcing his jacket sleeve up to his elbow.
“Mr. Bauer, I am very pleased to meet you at long last. Commander Fenshaw Silva, at your service, and I will now be glad to introduce you to our most Glorious President Cosmo Manuel. Please, follow me.”
I followed him down a narrow passage to a small elevator that barely had room for the two of us.
“Welcome,” he rumbled as the ancient machinery struggled to raise us to the next floor, “to our humble embassy. I am afraid we do not have many facilities for Cabindan people to come to the embassy to seek for help,” he said.
We came to a halt and he pushed open the door. “Mainly,” he went on, “because Cabindan people are not allowed to travel. So the only people outside Cabinda-Itumba are the embassy staff, and so they are already working here.” He smiled a great big smile as he led me down the corridor. “Our embassies serve the purpose mainly of allowing us to communicate with the leaders of other countries, so that we can make deals.”
He tapped at the door at the end of the passage and it was opened by a pageboy in purple livery with very white gloves. He bowed as we entered.
As offices go, the room was vast. At the far end there was a pair of floor-to-ceiling shuttered blinds which stood open onto a wrought-iron balcony overlooking a small garden and the temple to money across the road. Beside the window there was an ancient, oak desk with a green blotter on it, and standing between the desk and the window, gazing out at the world, was a small man with the hands and feet of a much bigger man. He was a little less than five feet in height. He had his large hands behind his back, and his legs akimbo. Behind the desk a huge, black leather chair stood vacant.
The walls of the vast room were lined from floor to ceiling with mahogany bookcases crammed with hardback collections which did not appear ever to have been read. There were several Persian rugs on the floor and at the near end an entire drawing room had been arranged with chesterfields, big lamps on lamp tables, a Queen Anne sideboard, potted plants and a flat-screen television.
Commander Fenshaw Silva cleared his throat. “Your Most Glorious President Manuel,” he said, “Mr. Harry Bauer has arrived. Shall I order breakfast?”
The small, most glorious president went up on his toes and turned to face us before lowering his heels again. I now saw he had very large, bottle-base glasses and large ears. He was all about his appendages. He said, “Yes, Commander Silva, have them bring a table and we will sit by the open window.”
He returned to his desk and, as the door closed behind me, he climbed into his black leather chair, drawing himself toward the desk with his hands. When he was settled he looked at me for the first time and indicated the chair opposite him. I noticed there was no chair for the inglorious commander. I sat and thought I’d get right down to setting precedents.
“Mr. President. How can I help you?”
He made the peace sign. “I want two things, Mr. Bauer, just two. It’s not a lot to ask. And I think you can give me both of those things. If you agree I will pay you five million dollars into a bank account which you name, and thereafter, if your service is as good as I believe it is, I will pay you a million a year plus bonuses.”
I smiled. “What’s the catch? Do I have to call you Most Glorious President?”
He ignored the quip. “One,” he held up his index finger, “I want Jan van Hoek’s memoirs. That bastard betrayed me and intended to publish everything—everything—in his damned book, knowing the devastating impact it would have on my country’s standing. He was a traitor and a bastard!”
“I killed him,” I said. “And I have his memoirs.” I smiled. “I figure that gets me a bonus right there.” He went rigid. I said, “What is number two?”
“No, wait. I told the CIA to kill him. They said they would take care of it. You are not CIA…”
It wasn’t quite a question. I didn’t quite smile. “Major Hugh Jones, right? The guy is a creep. He is squeamish about doing anything at home. The CIA’s remit is foreign countries. So they pass the buck at home and hire in contractors. I was the contractor they hired in.”
“Can you prove it?”
“Of course not. I wouldn’t be much damn good if I could, would I? I took him down to Soundview Park, by the Bronx River. I put a 9mm round through his head and the tide carried him out to the East River. I took his phone and his keys and went back to his apartment. There I picked up his laptop and took it home with me. I have read his memoirs from cover to cover.”
“Give me the manuscript and the laptop—”
“No.”
He did the goldfish thing, blinking through his massive glasses while his mouth worked silently on words he could not articulate. I wasn’t going to wait forever, so I went on.
“I will give you the file on a USB drive. I will delete the file from the laptop and I will give you the hard copy I have printed. But the laptop is spoils of war. I keep it.”
“All right. Give me the file and the manuscript, and I will give you another two hundred thousand. I cannot allow you to hold that information over me.”
“I’d rather publish the manuscript and make a couple of million.”
“One million extra. Six million total.”
“Deal. What was the other thing you wanted?”
“I need somebody to replace Jan. Someone to take care of business. These people—” He waved his hand at the door, and as though on cue it opened and two maids and a butler came in bearing a table and several silver platters of eggs, bacon, sausages, pancakes, croissants, coffee and tea.
He jumped down from his chair and we sat at the table beside the window. The maids loaded our plates with food, poured the coffee and left us to get on with it.
I was hungry and cleared half the plate before I sat back and told him, “That’s a pretty vague job description. Where would I be based? I’m too old to go tramping through jungles exterminating villages. Man, you lost forty percent of your population in twenty years. That is not an efficient use of your resources.”
He laughed. “Do you know how much money I made during those twenty years? Oh, you won’t find me in Forbes, because my money is undeclared, hidden in numbered accounts. But I am up there with Gates and Zuckerberg, believe me.”
He mopped egg with a piece of hot croissant, stuffed it in his mouth and wagged a finger at me. “Harry, three things you need in order to have absolute temporal power: one, you must control the means of inflicting violence. The crown must always reserve to itself the means of inflicting violence. Two, wealth must be polarized to the greatest extent permitted by your access to violence. The ideal is that ninety percent of the people live on the brink of starvation, nine percent live well—these are the administrators, the middle class, the security services—and one percent live in the most extreme luxury. In this model you have complete stability, because nobody wants to rock the boat, and those at the top have the means and the leisure to create great and lasting oeuvre.”
I drained my cup and refilled it. “As political philosophy goes that is hard to fault, but these days you have things like the international community, United Nations, the Hague…”
“Poppycock.”
“Oh. Why didn’t you say so?”
“Aside from the fact that it is a separate issue, it is very easily dealt with.” He dabbed his mouth with his napkin, stretched out his short legs and leaned back in his chair, holding his coffee cup poised at his lips.
“Industrialized nations are forced to make concessions to the lower classes, for the simple reason that they generate their wealth by manufacturing and selling. Think about it. I have a shoe factory. I employ you to work in my shoe factory and I pay you one dollar to make one shoe. Clearly, now, in order to be successful, I must sell that shoe. So who am I going to sell it to? Well, you, obviously, but I must sell it for one dollar fifty so that I can make a profit. But now we have a problem: how can you buy this shoe that costs more than I pay you?
“Well, that is not a problem. We will invent a bank. The bank will lend you the money to buy the shoe and so, I can make money on the shoe, and also from the interest on the loan I have granted you. A very simplistic model which does show, however, that the manufacturing-consumer model of society needs workers who have disposable income and credit. But me? I do not have a manufacturing-consumer society. I have a self-sufficient, agricultural, totalitarian society that depends on me for everything.”
He leaned back, threw his head back and laughed very loudly and deliberately at the ceiling. When he was done he sipped his coffee and held a hand out to me like he was offering me Yorick’s skull.
“We talk about the West intervening, but really we mean the United States and, to a lesser extent, the United Kingdom. But we both know that they only intervene when their interests are threatened, and more precisely, oil. They will do anything for oil. Sometimes I think they would be willing to hand over their national sovereignty and install sheiks in the White House and Buckingham Palace in exchange for oil. But my little country has no aspirations where oil is concerned, and what we do is offer those two countries services which help their pharmaceutical, petrochemical and military industries, and we help their armed forces to stay in tip-top form by offering them training opportunities they can’t get anywhere else in the world. So, we will never have complaints from the dear old United States of America or the United Kingdom.”
“You seem to have it all figured out.”
“Oh we figured all this out years ago. We have well-established understandings with the major Western powers. And if they ever become neglectful, well, we make eyes at Russia and flirt for a bit, and they soon come running back.”
“So what do you want from me?”
He shrugged. “Run it for me. Take care of it. In exchange you get a very handsome salary, a house which is really quite palatial, a huge staff, all the women you can handle and real, temporal power.”
I leaned back in my chair and studied him for a moment. Eventually I smiled.
“I can’t think of a single reason why I would say no.”
He reached in his pocket and pulled out a silver cigarette case. He extracted a thin, dark brown cigarette and lit it with a gold lighter. He inhaled deep into his lungs and blew smoke at the ceiling, smiling.
“Neither can I, old chap. Neither can I.”




Eleven

They came and took the breakfast things away. He didn’t sit at his desk. He stood, indicating to me that we were done and there were just the details to tidy up.
“I return to Cabinda this afternoon.” He took a card from a wooden box on his desk and handed it to me. “This is my personal number. When you have the manuscript and the laptop, you contact me and you bring them to me in Cabinda. If everything is satisfactory, I will have you shown you to your palatial home, introduce you to your staff, and get cracking on a new start in life.” He paused, watching me through his thick lenses. “If it is not satisfactory, I will give you the opportunity to set things right. I am a very fair man. But if you have lied to me or tried to cheat me, or something like this, I will put you in a pit with hungry hyenas, and we will watch and laugh as they eat you alive.”
“Sure.” I nodded. Who doesn’t do that? “I’ll need a couple of days.”
He made an expansive gesture with both hands and smiled. “Let me know when you are ready, and I will send the jet for you. I will hope to see you in about three days. You are returning to New York?”
“Yeah.”
He nodded, like he had foreseen as much and that made him real smart. “I will charter a jet for you. That is the simplest. Perreira at the Cascais airfield has a Gulfstream G650. It will get you there no problem at all. He’ll wait for you and then bring you back to Cabinda-Itumba. What could be simpler?”
“Again, you have it all sewn up.”
“I am a Leo, Harry. We are great organizers. Now, my driver will take you back to your hotel. As soon as you are ready, you let me know and we will get you to New York. All sorted.” He came round the desk, slapped me on the shoulder and pumped my hand. “I hope to see you within seventy-two hours, Harry. Take care of yourself.”
I went down in the elevator with the feeling that I had gone for breakfast and my life had been hijacked before I could drink my coffee. My driver was waiting for me in the shabby lobby, leaning on the reception desk chatting with a girl there. He chatted and grinned and she laughed and worked. It looked like a good arrangement.
He drove me back to the hotel. I went directly to my room and called the brigadier while I threw things in my overnight bag. I put him up to speed and told him I was on my way back to New York to collect the manuscript and the laptop, and from there I would be going to Cabinda-Itumba, to be introduced to my palace and my staff.
“I don’t like it,” he said.
“I’m not crazy about it myself. This guy is not as stupid as he looks. He’s a good organizer and he thinks ahead strategically.”
“We should have a planning and strategy meeting before you leave.”
“I don’t know if that is going to be possible. We have very little time, and you can be sure he’ll be watching me like a hawk. I need his trust.”
He grunted. “We’ll see. When do you arrive in New York?”
“Eight or nine hours’ time.”
“All right. Call me when you’re home. I’ll see what we can come up with.”
“You’ll take care of communication with the colonel?”
“I’ll take care of that.”
The flight was pretty painless. There is an exercise you can do, where you imagine all your muscles are elastic bands pulled tight. You start at your feet, releasing all those elastic bands, in your feet, your calves, your thighs, working your way up through your whole body, relaxing each muscle as you go. And by the time you reach your face you’re asleep. Some people even learn to do that in combat situations, and with a little practice it works every time. And if you’re flying transatlantic it’s a really useful tool for avoiding jet-lag.
We touched down in Teterboro Airport at about noon local time and I got a cab to my house on East 128th. The tail was not hard to spot, and when they parked within sight of my house, they made no effort to be discrete. He wanted me to know he was watching me.
I let myself in and climbed the stairs to my study. From the bottom right drawer of my desk I extracted one of a dozen burners I keep for cases like this, and made two calls. The first was to Cobra HQ. I identified myself and asked to be put through to Intelligence Processing.
“Yes, sir, how can we help you?”
“I need three pieces of information. I need to know who Colonel Jane Harris’s immediate boss is at the Central Intelligence Agency, I need his telephone number—”
“Work or personal, sir?”
“Personal—”
“Cell or landline, sir?”
“Cell.”
“Very good sir, and number three?”
“I need Major Hugh Jones’s, also of the CIA, personal cell number.”
There was a pause of almost a minute, and when he came back to me he said, “Colonel Harris’s immediate superior at the Central Intelligence Agency is Brad Hunter…”
He gave me his number and the major’s and I hung up.
I called Brad Hunter.
“Who is this?”
“Hi, Brad. I’m calling on behalf of a friend of yours about a book.”
“Excuse me?”
“He told me you were a collector of rare books, and this book I have is very rare. In fact it is unpublished, but I think it could be of real interest to you.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. How did you get this number?”
“A friend of yours is mentioned in the book, Brad. I have read it from cover to cover, and Jan does not paint him in a particularly flattering light. Boy! I think there could be a congressional hearing and everything.”
“…Jan?”
“Yeah, good old Jan, could always be relied upon for a good old-fashioned massacre, huh? If you asked him nicely, and the major always asked him nicely, didn’t he?”
“What do you want?”
“Come on, Brad, don’t be naïve. What does anybody want? Money! Cosmo is offering me six million bucks! Can you believe that? I figure if he’s offering six it has to be worth twelve, at least.”
“How the hell am I…”
“Hey! Keep your panties on straight, Brad. Now I am figuring if Cosmo is offering me six, with the Company’s resources and everything your pal Major Hugh Jones has to lose, for his part in the massacres, and what the CIA can screw out of Cosmo once you have the memoirs in your hands and you can modify them at will, I figure you have got to offer me twelve, or fifteen to keep it in nice, round numbers. What do you say, Brad.”
“I’d need to consult.”
“Yeah, well, here’s the thing, Brad. I haven’t got a lot of time. I am due back in West Africa in twenty-four hours.”
“I need more time than that.”
“No you don’t. You need to get on the phone to your friend the major and you need to meet me in the parking lot outside the post office at the top of Soundview Avenue, in the Bronx. You need to be there four PM sharp. Bring one of your dark SUVs with tinted windows. At four ten I am out of there and the next time you hear from me will be when the book is published.”
“OK, OK, take it easy. We’ll be there.”
“Not so fast, Brad, my friend. You had better bring with you one big sports bag stuffed with fifteen million bucks, or a laptop ready to make a transfer. If you arrive empty-handed, or bearing nothing but excuses, you fry, my friend. Are we clear?”
“Yes.”
“Good. I’ll be watching you arrive. If I am not comfortable with the direction of the wind, your aftershave or the major’s toupee, I will leave and all negotiations are over. Just keep remembering I have a great offer from Cosmo, and there are other offers on the table. Make good choices, my friend.”
I hung up, chopped up the SIM and smashed the phone. Then I put my laptop and the manuscript in a sports bag and went up to my room. There I cleaned and oiled my P226 and the Maxim 9. I put the Maxim under my arm and the Sig Sauer in a pancake behind my back. Finally I strapped the Fairbairn and Sykes to my ankle in my boot and drove to Soundview Park in my beaten-up old Golf GTI. I scouted around for a while, looking for a suitable place for our meeting, and finally settled on the parking lot at Clason Point Park.
By then it was almost four PM, so I drove up to the post office, parked and waited for a dark SUV with smoked windows to show up. While I waited I scanned the area in front of me and in my mirrors for any unwanted company. I didn’t think they’d try to pull anything, there was too much at stake and they had too much to lose, but it paid to be vigilant.
They showed at four sharp. By that time I was out of my car, leaning against the wall of the supermarket, with the sports bag at my feet, eating an apple. I watched them come in and park opposite the post office, dropped the apple and crossed the lot, grinning like I had two neurons and one of them was on sick leave. I banged on the smoked glass, saying, “Hey, Hugh, my man! Brad! Open up man, let me in. Cool wheels!”
The window slid down and a man with sandy hair and a beard looked at me like he’d just picked me out of a French cheese. I grinned at him. “Let me guess, you’re the major.”
He didn’t answer. I opened the back door and got in behind him. Brad was behind the wheel. He had a dark suit and a tie and well-groomed hair. I said, “Hello, Brad. Drive to the bottom of Soundview Avenue, to Clason Point Park. We are going to be able to talk there without being disturbed. Did you gentlemen bring everything you needed to bring?”
The major answered. “We have everything you asked for. Did you bring he manuscript?”
As we pulled out onto the avenue and turned south, I settled back in the seat and smiled.
“Well, you know how it is, Hugh. There are two of you and one of me, I bet you are both armed and you have the backing of the whole federal state behind you. Me? I just have my brains to back me up. So my answer to you is, yes. I have the manuscript and the laptop with the original files. However, do not get overconfident because I have taken out insurance, and if you try to screw me I will destroy you both, slowly and very painfully.”
“We are not going to cheat you. Just take it easy.”
“Right,” I said and laughed, “We’re all on the same side, right? We are all Americans, engaging in a bit of free enterprise. Nobody gets hurt, a lot of skins get saved, we get to make some money, where’s the harm?”
Brad said, carefully, “Right…”
“So, Brad, as we’re all pals here, tell me something.”
“If I can.”
“How have you been tracking me?” He didn’t say anything. He just stared at me in the mirror. I went on, “How’d you know I was at the hotel in Lisbon? How’d you know I even existed?”
“I don’t have to answer those questions.”
“You’re right.” I laughed. “I already know the answer. I just thought if you were willing to exchange…”
He waited, watching me in the mirror. “What?”
I shrugged. “Nah, I mean, it’s obvious you have a tap on the colonel. But, like, having me go in to Jan’s apartment when Adelina was there. You wanted me to take out Adelina. Why?”
“So,” he said carefully, “what would you give in exchange for that information?”
I shrugged. “I might tell you who I work for.”
They glanced at each other, but other than that they didn’t react.
“OK, so who do you work for?”
“Why’d you want me to kill the girl?”
Brad looked at the major. The major shrugged. We’d reached the desolate gardens and Brad pulled over to one side and killed the engine. Ahead the water was still and black. Seagulls circled overhead, screaming hoarse laments to the sky. Brad half turned in his seat to look at me.
“She works for President Cosmo Manuel. Jan asked him to look after her and make sure she had a good future. She takes care of business for him. Not the way Jan did, obviously, but in more subtle ways. When President Cosmo learned that Jan was planning to write his memoirs, he decided to try and use Adelina to get hold of them and stop him from publishing. It almost worked, too.”
I frowned. “That’s an explanation? If she was going to get the memoirs, why the hell did you want me to kill her?”
Because if you killed them both there in the apartment, and got out fast like you were supposed to, we would have moved in and taken his computer and his manuscript. Risk averted and, as you pointed out, we would then exert a huge amount of control over the president.” He shrugged. “We would basically own Cabinda-Itumba, a pretty good asset.”
“Son of a gun. That simple.”
“That simple, but then you screwed it up by letting her go and killing him down here somewhere.”
“How much did the colonel know about this?”
He shrugged again. “Not much. I asked her to arrange a hit, told her who and where. That’s about it.”
“OK, so here’s how we do this. I show you the goods. You get to look inside the physical manuscript. You’re satisfied, you make the transfer to the account number I supply. I type it in. Exchange made, I get out, you go away and we never see each other again. Give me a problem, one small problem, and I shoot you both in the back. Then I’ll get out and be on my way. So let me ask you now, is there anything about this that you do not understand?”
The major made an impatient noise. “C’mon, let’s get this over with. Let’s see the merchandise.”
I showed them my laptop and handed over the manuscript. The major perused it, flitting through the pages and occasionally muttering, “Jesus Christ!” or “Son of a bitch!”
I gave him a minute, then said, “OK, give it back. You can read it when you’ve paid for it.”
He handed it back and Brad handed him a computer he had at his feet. The major opened it and I watched as he set up the transfer of fifteen million dollars. These were the spoils of war the brigadier had told me about when I had joined the organization. I was aware things could go south at any moment, and I would have to forfeit the money; on the other hand these guys were up shit creek without a paddle, especially the major. He needed to suppress this book and fast, or spend the rest of his life behind bars. And in any case, the money was not theirs. It was probably the proceeds from drugs smuggling in Mexico.
He handed me the computer and I typed in my account number and hit return, and fifteen million bucks sped through the ether and landed in my Panamanian account. I smiled and handed back the computer with my left hand as I pulled the Maxim out with my right.
“I have to be honest with you boys.” They both looked at the mirror, scrutinizing my reflection. “I have actually set you both up for an execution.”
I shot Major Hugh Jones through the back of the seat into his heart. It was two rapid taps, but by that time Brad was reaching for the door. I shifted the gun twenty-two degrees on the access of the butt and put a slug through his kidneys. That stopped him and probably killed him. But I put two more through the back of his seat into his heart for good measure. Then I took the major’s laptop and mine, and the manuscript, climbed out of the dark SUV, and started making my way up Soundview Avenue, toward my beat-up old VW.




Twelve

On the way up the hill I called the brigadier.
“Harry.”
“I plugged the leak.”
“I thought you might. Did you sell them the memoirs?”
“Yup?”
He laughed quietly. “May I ask how much?”
“Fifteen.”
“Million?”
“Yup.”
“Well, when you get back from Cabinda-Itumba dinner is on you. Keep me posted as and when you can. I’ll have a couple of Blades in Cabinda capital in case things get tricky. They’ll have access to hardware. Let me know if you need them.”
“Thanks, I appreciate it. Before I go I want to drop by and say hi to Lu.”
“That would be polite.”
“Maybe you could let Housekeeping know they might be needed at my location.”
“I’ll let them know to track you and be ready.”
“And on the way to the airport I might take you a guest. I’ll swap her for Jan’s laptop and cell. Are they ready?”
“Oh, that will be fine. Bring her to Pleasantville. I’m sure we’ll have lots to talk about.”
“I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”
It was a half hour walk back to my old VW. Once there I slung my ill-gotten gains in the trunk and drove back toward Manhattan with the windows down, enjoying the breeze on my face.
As I drove, I ran through the program I had in my head, the one I’d set myself.
Jan van Hoek, guilty of multiple crimes against humanity: terminated. Major Hugh Jones of the CIA, who had headed the delegation that requested the exterminations of Tanda Matiaba, Caio and Chimbete: terminated. CIA Officer Brad Hunter, accomplice: terminated. Ex-senator Carol Fischer, CEO of TexChem, who systematically used the Cabindans as lab rats: pending. Lu Brown, American head of Afro-American, who, according to Jan van Hoek, engineered and enabled most of the atrocities: pending. And the Most Glorious President Cosmo Manuel, beyond description: pending.
I didn’t go to Harlem. I continued on to Broadway and drove south as far as Lower Manhattan. There I parked on Crosby Street and walked the two hundred yards to Afro-American. The door was closed but a small plaque by the door told me Afro-American Petrochemicals was on the second floor. I buzzed. Adelina’s voice answered in a sing-song.
“Afro-American…”
“Hi, Adelina, it’s Harry Bauer. I need to talk to Lu Brown, maybe you too. It’s about a book and a laptop…”
The door buzzed and I pushed through. A small elevator took me to the second floor and when I stepped out onto the landing Adelina was there, framed in an open doorway with the glare of a window in the room behind her. She said, “Have you got it?”
I smiled. “All in good time, there are details we need to discuss.”
She stood back and let me in, and closed the door behind me. We were in a stark, white room with a large sash window overlooking Broadway. She had a desk and a computer in the corner, and by the window there was a nest of chairs and a magazine table. Beside her desk there was a door. I pointed at it. She looked nervous. She hesitated.
“Have you anything for me?”
I stepped up close and spoke quietly to her, holding her shoulders.
“You and me will talk when I’m done in there. I have a proposition for you, baby.”
It was a strange thing to watch. Her cheeks went pale and drawn, but her eyes lit up with fire. “I have spoken to Cosmo. Did he tell you?” She nodded. I spoke so quietly I was practically mouthing. “I have some things for you. Lu can’t know. You and me, we need to talk.” I jerked my thumb at the door to the main office. “Will he be recording this meeting?”
She nodded again, almost imperceptibly, and shifted her eyes toward her desk. I said, “Can you kill it?” She nodded. “Do it.”
I let go and went to the door as she moved to the desk. I didn’t bother knocking. I pushed in and closed the door behind me.
This room was longer. On the left there was another tall sash window with the same view as Adelina’s, but the room was bigger, furnished with leather armchairs and mahogany tables and dressers. His desk was to my right, heavy oak, and he was sitting behind it in a large, leather chair, frowning.
“Who the hell are you?”
“The Most Glorious President has sent me with a message for you, Lu.”
“I asked you who you are!”
I smiled as I walked toward his desk. “I am the president’s messenger, Lou.”
“What-is-your-name?”
I went behind the desk and he began to stand. I spoke quietly, “Don’t move, Lu.” I went behind his chair and said, “My name is Kifo…”
He obviously did not speak Angolan, because he remained motionless, staring at the door. He didn’t even move when I raised my right leg and slipped the Fairbairn and Sykes from my boot, or when I placed my left hand on his left shoulder. But when I slipped the seven-inch, razor-sharp blade down behind his collarbone, his breath rasped in through his open mouth. As the knife cut through his aorta, his pulmonary artery and the vena cava, and penetrated deep into his heart, his body went into spasm and started to twitch. I gave him a couple of seconds for his blood flow to stop, then removed the knife and wiped the blade on his three-hundred-dollar shirt.
“I guess you did have a heart after all,” I told him, and stepped out of the office. Adelina was sitting at her desk, staring at me expectantly. I watched her a moment. “Did you record that? If you did, I am going to have to explain to Cosmo…”
She was shaking her head before I could finish. “No, I didn’t.”
“Good girl. I told Lu we were going to lunch because I have important matters to discuss with you, and a message from the Most Glorious President. Get your things, let’s go.”
She went to grab her jacket and her bag while I called Cobra HQ. I identified myself and said, “Put me through to Housekeeping, please.”
The transfer was almost immediate.
“Housekeeping.”
“Yeah, there seems to have been a minor spillage at my location. Could you come and clean up? IT is a particular concern in case,” I paused for a beat, “any files should be erased after inspection.”
“Understood. A team is on its way.”
I took her arm and led her out to the elevator and then out into the street. As we made our way toward Crosby Street she asked me, “Did you kill Lu?”
I showed her the face of a mildly surprised man who didn’t normally go around killing people. “Why would you ask that?”
“I don’t know. You scare me.”
“And Jan van Hoek didn’t? Seems to me you need your fear circuits looked at.”
“He was always nice to me.”
“Sure. Well, I am going to take you to meet some people who are even nicer than Jan was, and they will tell you everything you need to know, and then some. Get in the car, Adelina.”
We had arrived at the beat-up Golf and I opened the door for her. She climbed in and I slammed the door shut, then went round and got behind the wheel. As we pulled away she repeated, “You killed him. I can feel it. Why do you have to kill people?”
I frowned at her as I pulled into Broome Street. “Is this an act? If it is you can cut it out as soon as you like. I know you’ve lied to me, Adelina, you know as well as I do that these are very bad people. I went and spoke to your mother.” She swung her head to look at me. Her eyes were wide and angry. “She didn’t tell you, huh? I also had a long, interesting meeting with Cosmo. Did he tell you that?”
She frowned at the road ahead and didn’t speak again until we reached Cobra HQ in Pleasantville. Then, as we drew up to the gate, she asked, “What is this place?”
“A secure facility of the CIA. Best thing you can do is forget you ever saw it. It won’t be here next week.”
Once inside, two women in Marine Corps uniforms led Adelina away, protesting, and the brigadier led me into a conference room with views of lawns and woodland. He gestured me to sit in a large, leather chair and poured me a measure of the kind of whiskey you get when you first arrive in paradise. He set the heavy crystal decanter down and brought over the two tumblers, handed me one and sat.
“Harry, I have been assessing the details of what you are doing, and I have to tell you that, however I look at it, it seems to me you have a zero chance of success.”
I sipped the whiskey and knew why they called it uisce beatha, the water of life.
“I don’t agree, sir,” I told him. “President Cosmo believes he owns me. He wants somebody to replace Jan van Hoek, and van Hoek had a lot of access to the president. I think I can get close enough to him to kill him.”
He nodded. “No doubt you can, but what then? What is your extraction plan?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I can’t make any kind of plan until I am there.”
He regarded me for three very long seconds. Finally he said, “I know. And that is precisely my point. You will be—not figuratively, but literally—surrounded by your enemy. They will number anything from dozens to thousands. Even assuming you can gain his confidence enough to be alone with him in his office, or his apartments, his praetorian guard will never be more than a few seconds away. Executing the target will be extremely difficult; making the kill and getting out will be impossible.”
“Are you forbidding the mission?”
“I am perfectly aware that would be pointless because you would go anyway. What I am doing is asking you to reconsider, and take some time to think it through. At least have a plan.”
I shook my head. “That’s not possible. If I delay even a few hours he will become suspicious. The man is paranoid, and I need him to trust me.”
He took a pull of his whiskey and gave a short laugh as he set down the glass. “On that score, have you considered that you are going to arrive there after he receives news that Major Hugh Jones and Lu Brown have both been killed, and Adelina dos Santos abducted?”
“Yes, sir. That was deliberate. All we need is a Russian video, showing Adelina being held prisoner, and demanding a ransom. The backstory is that the Russians are pissed because the Most Glorious President made eyes at them and when Uncle Sam got jealous, he ditched the Russians high and dry.”
He grunted. “It might work. You haven’t left me much time to set it up.”
“It’s better if it looks amateur. Ideally he’ll get it while I’m on my way, or just before I board the plane.”
“All right.”
He rose and went to the conference table, where he pressed a button and said, “Send me Simon and Francoise to the conference room in about ten minutes.”
When he turned back I said, “My idea would be to have him give me the job of either getting Adelina back, if he cares about her, or at least of punishing the Russian cell who took her. I will talk to him about his prestige and credibility being damaged, and needing to restore it. If he arranges for me to travel to New York to oversee such a mission, it gives me the makings of an extraction.”
He thought about it a moment. “You terminate the target and ensure he is not found until you are in the air. With his authorization you are ushered through to your plane with no hindrance.”
“Something like that. It would also be handy if the colonel could run the investigation into the deaths of the two CIA officers. If she’s smart she can link their deaths to Lu Brown’s murder and Adelina’s abduction, and follow the trail to Cabinda-Itumba. If she contacts their security services, then she and I can liaise, and it will give more credibility to the Russian abduction.”
He sighed unhappily. “It has the seeds of a plan. Try to keep it professional and cordial with the colonel, will you?”
“It’s not me, it’s her.”
He looked at me in astonishment and I congratulated myself on shaking his unflappable English demeanor. I smiled.
“Just a childish joke, sir. I will keep it very professional.”
“Glad to hear it.”
We moved to the table and he called the colonel. We had a conference for about fifteen minutes where we hammered out some of the details of what we were calling, rather optimistically, our plan. It was long on potential and optimism, but pretty short on detail. I was going to have to do a lot of improvising, and the brigadier, like any special forces officer, hated improvising. Improvising, as he was always saying, was how soldiers got killed. The more you train, the more you prepare and rehearse, the more second nature your plan becomes, the more naturally it flows and the easier it becomes to improvise if you absolutely have to.
Improvise without adequate preparation, and the chances are you are a walking dead man.
That was me, Z, the walking dead man.
Finally, as midday slid into afternoon, the brigadier gave me Jan van Hoek’s laptop and cell phone, I climbed into my old VW and pulled out of the HQ grounds and wound my way south and west toward the Saw Mill River Parkway. As I drove I called the number the Most Glorious President Cosmo Manuel had given me, and I was surprised when he answered it personally.
“Harry, how nice to hear from you. How are things progressing?”
“Very nicely, I have everything you asked for and I am ready to head to the airport as soon as you tell me the plane is ready. I am looking forward to seeing this palatial residence you told me about and having a housewarming party.”
He chuckled comfortably.
“That is good news. You can pack your bags and head for Teterboro Airport as soon as you like. I will tell the pilot to expect you within the next two hours. Will that suit you nicely?”
“Yeah. That will suit me nicely. I’ll see you tonight for a late supper.”
“Good, good, your driver will be waiting for you.”
I hung up and made my way home to my large brownstone in Harlem. I packed my essentials into a couple of suitcases and carried them down to the Chimera. Forty-five minutes later, shortly before five PM, we were hurtling down the runway, lurching into the air and soaring up toward the blue heavens. I looked down as we banked toward the Atlantic and wondered if I would ever see New York again.




Thirteen

I had a dry martini and after that slept most of the way, being woken only to have dinner and then, at nine thirty local time they gave me a snack of decent coffee, a shot of whiskey and some horrible sticky cakes which I ate anyway.
At ten PM local time we touched down and taxied to an airport building that probably looked ultra modern to its Portuguese builders in the middle of the last century. Now, depending on how well you had slept and how sour you were feeling on landing, it was either quaint or a wreck.
There was a limousine waiting for me on the tarmac, a guy was getting my luggage and the hostess gave me a cute smile as I went down the steps, so I opted for quaint, but reserved the right to change my mind.
My driver, the same one from Lisbon, saluted me and opened the door for me. As I climbed in he said, “The Most Glorious President Cosmo Manuel has told me I must take you directly to the Presidential Palace. He is very anxious to see you.”
I smiled. “He told you that?”
He closed the door and climbed behind the wheel. Grinning in the mirror he said, “Yes, sir,” and closed the glass partition. He must have been a scream at parties.
It was a one-and-a-half-mile drive along a straight road with just one bend in it. The only light came from the tall spindly lamps that flanked the road, casting translucent nets of dead, yellow light on the blacktop, and beyond them, from occasional bulbs that shone in the shanty towns.
As we cruised slowly past them I was surprised to see the bizarre mix of hovels and houses, scattered at random where convenience allowed. There were no roads in the shanty towns. There was only the spaces between the shacks, the hovels and the houses.
I saw a house slide past which in any other setting might have been attractive. It was a Spanish-style villa with corrugated tiles on the roof and palm trees in a garden you imagined had a pool. But you couldn’t see the pool because of the ten-foot wall that surrounded the place. The wall was topped with razor wire and had a large, steel door in it. And just six feet from those walls were maybe two dozen shacks and hovels made of planks of wood, corrugated steel and sheets of rotten cloth. Each hovel seemed to feed into the next so it was impossible to know where one home ended and another began.
We came to the dogleg in the road and turned right. And now it began to look more like a city, with two and three-story concrete buildings lining the roads. Though the spaces between them were still just plain dirt, and the light from the streetlamps was still a dirty, morbid yellow. I didn’t see any restaurants or bars, or terraced cafés, but I did see a couple of wooden shacks with Coca-Cola signs, where men sat around drinking and smoking.
Then suddenly we were in a large square with a luxuriant garden in the center where a fountain played, sending ever-changing patterns of spray high into the air. Flanking the square were five banks, the Imperial Continental Hotel, two luxury restaurants and an Anglo-American firm of lawyers specializing in international trade. This square, then, was what there was of the city of Cabinda. A sign on the corner said it was the Imperial Circus. I thought that was about right.
We made the circle which sat in the center of the square and entered through the great, steel gates of the Presidential Palace.
The palace was a sight to behold. It was obviously colonial Portuguese, though it sported a huge marble pediment over the main entrance, supported on ten Ionic columns that all seemed to belong to a different building.
There was also a dome with a cupola which might have been more at home in Venice than on the elegant but severe colonial building the Portuguese had originally built.
We pulled up at the bottom of five long marble steps and my driver climbed out and came to open the door for me. I stood staring for a moment, looking up at the vast, grotesquely inappropriate façade, then followed my driver up to the plate glass and brass doors he had obviously requisitioned from some hotel somewhere. My driver pushed open the door and let me through. Then he saluted and left, leaving me standing in the middle of an entrance hall the size of a couple of suburban houses. The carpets were violet, the walls were hung with portraits of men in military uniform, and directly ahead of me two broad, marble staircases spiraled down and met, like the confluence of two rivers, only to flow, like very well-organized lava, down the center of the room to my feet. This was a whole different thing from the embassy in Lisbon.
A man appeared at the top of the left-hand spiral. He wore pinstriped trousers, a black jacket with tails, a vest and a stiff white shirt with white bands. He trotted down the stairs like he’d been doing it all his life, came to a halt and bowed, with his face turned slightly to the left, like he was listening carefully to some secret voice in his head.
“Mr. Bauer?”
“Yes.”
“Your luggage is being taken to your official residence. The Most Glorious President is anxious to see you in his chambers. Please. Follow me.”
I followed him up the white marble stairs and down a long white marble passage that was wide enough for two lanes of traffic, past enormous portraits of unknown people held in frames that were probably worth more than the paintings, to a set of very tall, walnut doors upon which he knocked before opening them and going in.
“Mr. Bauer, Most Glorious President.”
He must have received an answer because after a moment he turned to me and ushered me in.
I was probably expecting more magnificence and grandeur. But I was surprised to find a comfortable, if large, Old World drawing room. It reminded me of a British gentlemen’s club. The walls were paneled in oak, there were tall bookcases, a fireplace which stood cold behind two brass firedogs, a mahogany sideboard holding a silver tray of decanters and a full suite of chesterfields.
Just when you thought you knew a guy…
The guy in question was standing by a set of tall, French windows that gave onto a small, wrought-iron balcony that overlooked the Imperial Circus. He was standing with his back to the window and his hands behind his back. The glow of the circus cast him into a hazy silhouette that made his feet look even bigger than they were.
“I should not stand at an open window like this,” he said as though I had shown up late to my own conversation.
“No,” I agreed. “You shouldn’t. You’re a sitting duck for any sharpshooter out there.”
“A man like me, a demi-god to my people, a source of both love and terror, cannot fear death.”
“You don’t have to be afraid of it, Mr. President. You just need to be smart and avoid it.”
He threw his head back and gave a loud, false, humorless laugh, during which I sighed loudly. “Avoid death, Mr. Bauer? Avoid death? Who but the immortals can achieve such a thing?”
“I guess you’re right. I’ll just go and have a bath with my toaster.”
He ignored me and strolled over to the silver tray with the decanters. “Drink, Harry?”
“Thanks.”
“Irish whiskey is your tipple.” He poured two glasses from the same decanter and gestured to them with both hands. “Am I trying to poison you? Is someone trying to poison me? These are the questions we must live with, if we aspire to greatness. Take your pick, Harry. Which is the poisoned glass? Which one of us will die, and which will live?”
I went over and picked up the nearest glass. “We are both going to die, but neither of us dies today, Mr. President. What is the point you are trying to make?” I sipped the whiskey. “May I sit? It has been a long, tiring journey.”
“Of course, forgive my amateur dramatics. But I have received some worrying news, and I am feeling I do not know whom I can trust.”
I moved to one of the chesterfields and stood, waiting for him to sit. Instead he just stood staring at me, with the light from the lamps reflecting off his heavy glasses. Eventually I said, “Shall we sit, and you tell me what’s worrying you?”
It was like he hadn’t heard. He just kept staring at me. Finally he looked over at the French window and took a deep breath through his nose. “Yes!” he said. “Let us sit, and I will tell you what is worrying me.” He lowered himself into a winged chesterfield opposite the one where I was standing and contemplated his glass while I sat. When I was sitting he picked up a remote control from the Queen Anne occasional table beside his chair and pressed the power button. A flap slid back in the dresser beside the fireplace and a flat-screen TV was revealed. On the screen there were two men in balaclavas and camouflage. Between them was a chair placed against a plain white wall, and in the chair was a very scared-looking Adelina. The guy on her left started to speak in a deep, rumbling Russian. Every four or five words he would stop and the other guy would translate in a thick, Russian accent.
“Mr. Glorious President, seem you do not understand… nature of contract with Russian. You tell you buy goods…sell to us…but now you want fuck us…and go again with American. That make…,” they both glanced at each other and muttered in Russian, then went on, “Make us no happy. Result of fuck with Russia? Bred Hunta…Brad Hunter dead, Major Hugh Jones dead, Lu Brown, your head of Afro-American in New York, dead, and little spy Adelina, little girl from Jan fucking Hoek, here with we. With us. Now we tell you. We going to teach sing. We teach good sing in Russia. She going to sing a lot. She going to sing until you comin’ back to promise you make!”
The video stopped. The Most Glorious Cosmo Manuel looked at me with pursed lips.
“Comments?”
“You want me to kill them and bring the girl back home?”
He gave me a tolerant smile. “You did this?”
I looked at him like he wasn’t making a lot of sense. “What?”
“Did you kill these men? Did you arrange the abduction of Adelina?”
I set my glass down on the heavy wooden table beside me. The amber light of the heavy lamp it held reflected in the whiskey.
“Mr. President, I am having trouble following your reasoning. Could you explain to me what possible benefit I would get from killing those men, or organizing the abduction of that girl?”
He spread his hands. “Maybe you have been paid to do it.”
“Six million bucks? And a retainer of one million bucks, plus a palace and all the other benefits?” I shook my head several times. “Who? Who is going to pay me that kind of money? And why? Who, apart from the Russians, has that kind of beef with you?”
He took a long time to answer. “How much do you know about Jan’s memoirs?”
“Everything.” He looked surprised, which was what I was aiming for. “I’ve read them. I have also examined his laptop and his cell phone.”
“So you know he was planning to make some very damaging allegations against me and my regime.”
“Yeah.”
“So it would not be inconceivable that there might be people out there, enemies of mine, willing to kill me and my associates, either to get their hands on the memoirs and ruin me, or to kill my associates and me as some kind of wicked retribution.”
“I guess not, but Mr. President, I am not a moral person and the only crusade I ever went on was to stuff as much money as I possibly could into my offshore bank accounts. There is only one ethical standard I adhere to.”
“And what is that?”
“I will not betray my employer. That is not a moral stance but a practical one. My future employers need to know they can rely on me. You pay, you get my loyalty.”
“Bravo.” He said it without much enthusiasm, but added, “That at least is something I can understand and rely on.”
I drained my glass. “Brad Hunter and Major Hugh Jones were both CIA. The CIA are going to be looking into their deaths. It won’t take them long to connect them with Lu Brown and you. You’re going to have the Company knocking on your door within days if not hours. Those boys can be efficient sometimes.”
“This is a very undesirable situation, Harry. I need you to deal with it.”
“We’ll know who has the investigation by tomorrow,” I told him. “Let me talk to him and invite him over. I am pretty sure we can offer the CIA an interesting proposition so they bury the investigation. I think your biggest headache is going to be Russia. You want Adelina back, or is she disposable?”
He thought about it and made a sour face, like he’d bitten into a lemon. “I am fond of her,” he said incongruously. “I would like her back, but if she has to die, she has to die.”
I nodded. “Can I go now? I need to sleep, and tomorrow I need to rattle some cages.”
He stared at me for a long moment. His eyes were invisible behind his thick lenses. He was motionless but I could sense rage. I waited.
“You are insolent, and impertinent, Harry.”
I didn’t react other than to say, “Yes.”
“I might have to kill you for it one day.”
“I know.”
“And yet you persist.”
“It’s who I am, and anyway, I agree with your view. When your time comes, your time has come. If you don’t kill me, somebody else will. But you should know, Mr. President, I have the greatest respect for you, and everything you have achieved.”
I said it with absolute sincerity, and it seemed to affect him. He nodded and looked at the floor.
“Very well, get some rest. Report to me here for breakfast tomorrow and we’ll discuss your plans.”
“Thank you, sir,” I said and stood.
He pressed a button on his Queen Anne occasional table and a moment later the door opened and two soldiers stepped in. They were dressed in camouflage and had black berets on their heads. They both stamped and saluted. The Most Glorious President said, “Go with them, Harry. They will take care of you.”




Fourteen

My palatial residence turned out to be an annex to the Presidential Palace, within the palace grounds. It had only eight bedrooms, ten bathrooms, an industrial-sized kitchen, a library, two dining rooms—one grand and one private—a grand drawing room and a family drawing room. There was also an office annexed to a library; and all of it was in the Grand Colonial Style.
Also in the Grand Colonial Style was the staff. There was a butler who wore a white jacket and white gloves, there were the two guards in military fatigues and black berets, there were two footmen with stockings and tail coats, and there was an indeterminate number of pretty maids in uniform who all looked like they were auditioning for The Plumber Came to Tea.
I toyed with the idea of calling the brigadier and telling him not to expect me before the year 2050, but then I thought I might grow tired of seeing my face in the mirror every morning in a setting like that.
The master bedroom was not exactly a bedroom, either. It was a suite with a bedroom housing a four-poster bed the size of a small house, a fireplace and an en suite bathroom, a drawing room with what looked like genuine 18th-century furniture and a cozy dining room for when you only had a dozen guests. There was a lot of silver and a lot of gold.
I had a long, hot shower and fell on my bed, then drifted off into bizarre dreams about all the people who might have become lost in such a vast bed, and who might still be living there.
Morning brought two pretty maids who insisted on helping me shower, shave and dress. After a quick breakfast of coffee and rye toast in my small dining room, I installed myself in my office and called the CIA. A chirpy voice that had been trained in public relations and customer services asked how it could help me today.
“You can put me through to Colonel Jane Harris,” I told the voice.
“Who may I say is calling?”
“Mr. Harry Bauer, head of security at the Presidential Palace of the Most Glorious President Cosmo Manuel of Cabinda-Itumba.”
There was a protracted silence while she assessed the various ways she might handle my request, and finally she opted for, “Putting you through, Mr. Bauer, please hold the line.”
After thirty seconds the colonel’s voice came on the line.
“Harry, you are head of security in Cabinda-Itumba?” She sounded slightly incredulous. We had agreed we would make no pretence not to know each other, and play it perfectly straight.
“You sound surprised. How are you?”
“Busy.”
“I heard about your boss. You have my sincere condolences.”
“That’s kind of you, but I don’t need them. What do you want, Harry?”
“Are you investigating his death?”
“Me, personally?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Yes, why?”
“Because I think we need to collaborate. I might have information that would be of interest to you, on many levels, and you could help a friend and ally of the United States.”
She sighed loudly. “Like I told you, Harry, I am very busy and I can’t see what information you might have that…”
“Major Hugh Jones was killed too, right?”
“How do you know that?”
“Do you also fail to see how I might have known that?” I asked as unpleasantly as I could. “Tell me something, Colonel Harris, are you aware that the American CEO of Afro-American Petrochemicals was murdered at about the same time?”
After a long silence she said, “Where are you getting your information from, Harry?”
“Can you give me one good reason why I should tell you?”
Another pause and when she spoke she had a smile in her voice. “Yeah, because we might be able to collaborate and help each other.”
“Gee, Colonel, why didn’t I think of that?”
We talked for about half an hour, during which I teased nuggets of information out of her about her ongoing investigation and cleverly avoided giving her too much about the video the president had received. It was quite a performance. At the end she said, “Do you think you could persuade the president to allow a small team of agents to visit and view the video?”
I sat and sucked my teeth, stared at the ceiling and counted to thirty.
“Harry?”
“Yeah, I’m thinking.” I sighed, “OK, leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do.”
By that time it was after ten. I pressed a button on my desk and told my secretary to contact the president’s secretary and tell him I needed an urgent audience with him. Five minutes later my secretary told me that the president’s secretary had said now would be a good time.
I found the president beside his indoor pool being massaged by three oriental girls. One was massaging his large feet, another was massaging his neck and the third one was working on his diminutive back. His face was stuck in a hole at one end of the bench he was lying on. So his voice sounded muffled.
“Harry. You don’t waste time. That’s good. Pull up a chair and tell me what you need.”
I pulled up a chair where I could see the top of his head and sat.
“Do you masseuses speak English?”
“Certainly not.”
“I’ve spoken to the CIA.”
“Already? Fine.”
“They are very anxious to know how we know what we know.”
“How much have you told them?”
“Enough to whet their appetites, no details. I spoke to an officer I know, Colonel Jane Harris. Brad Hunter was her boss. She now has the investigation into his death.”
“Superlative work,” he said dreamily. I wasn’t sure if he was addressing me or the Oriental masseuses. I went on regardless. “She has asked me if she and her team can come over and have a meeting with us to discuss collaborating on the investigation.”
He grunted. “What do you think? Should we collaborate?”
I shrugged like I didn’t much give a damn. “The plus side is they have international resources we haven’t got. They have contacts in Russia and they have people on the ground in the States. So, if they play ball, they could be very helpful. The downside is…” I paused and took a deep breath. “I don’t know, Mr. President. I don’t trust the CIA, they are always playing an angle, any information they gather while they are here, if they can use it against us they will, and you can be sure that if they collaborate with us, they will expect us to give more than they do.”
“Can you handle her?”
I made like I was thinking about it. “Yeah, I can handle her.”
“Then invite her here. Just her. I don’t want my home full of spies. Just her. She will lodge at your palace. You keep her under constant observation and get everything you can out of her. Is she attractive?”
“Very.”
“Then one night while she is here we shall dine. I have a special way with women, Harry. Don’t be surprised if I get more out of her than you do.”
“I won’t. I’ll call her this afternoon. Enjoy your massage.” I stood. “Oh, and there is something else.”
“What?” he said, like a man who was growing bored.
“I need to know where you are at every moment, and I need to know your daily and weekly itinerary.”
“Ask my secretary.”
“I’ll tell my secretary to tell your secretary.”
“Go away, Harry. I want to finish my massage in peace.”
I bid the masseuses goodbye and they smiled and tinkled like bells.
I didn’t tell my secretary to tell his secretary. I took a stroll around the palace familiarizing myself with the layout, and went down to inspect the kitchen, on the pretext that I needed to know where the president’s food came from and what process it went through. Though my main interest in the kitchen was the fact that the kitchen was where the back door usually is.
This kitchen had a back door onto an herb garden and an orchard. The two of them were enclosed by a ten-foot redbrick wall topped with broken glass. Further exploration revealed that beyond the wall there were lawns and elaborate Italian gardens, and beyond them there was a perimeter wall patrolled by the palace guard with dogs and machine guns mounted on Jeeps.
I returned to my office and summoned Colonel Aaron Domingos, the commanding officer of the palace guard. I instructed him to bring maps and plans and details of the distribution of troops. I spent an hour grilling him and by the end of our meeting I had a thorough understanding of the palace’s defenses, including alarm systems, troop distribution and barracks.
I sent him away with instructions to tighten security on food and drink that entered the palace. Poison, I told him, was the big risk.
When he’d gone I called the colonel again.
“Harry.”
“Hello, Jane. I have just had a meeting with the Most Glorious President and passed on your request to collaborate in our investigations.”
“And?”
“He said that Cabinda-Itumba will be very happy to offer guidance and orientation to the CIA. He said that you, and you alone, are welcome to come to Cabinda. He does not want his palace full of spies. However, if you are willing to accept my hospitality at my palatial residence, you are welcome.”
“I can’t stay at a hotel?”
“Nope. You have to be my guest at my palace, so that I can keep an eye on you. So pack your bag and get your ass in gear, it’s an eleven-hour flight.”
“Harry?”
“Yes, Jane?”
“Stop it.”
“Sorry, kiddo. I have to stay in character.”
She sighed audibly. “I’ll let you know when I have my flight.”
She hung up without saying goodbye and I called one of the French maids to get me some lunch. Then I spent the rest of the afternoon working diligently through van Hoek’s files. Practically all of it was administrative records, though I found several references to operations carried out in the jungle. I copied those, filed the copies and kept the originals in my own, private file.
Early afternoon the colonel telephoned me to let me know she was boarding her plane and would be arriving at Cabinda airport around midnight. I told her I’d have someone meet her and bring her to the palace for an immediate debriefing.
After that I spent an hour cleaning and oiling the Sig and the Maxim, and sharpening the Fairbairn and Sykes fighting knife.
She arrived at twelve forty-five and I had her shown into the library. She was dressed in her usual dark blue suit with a very white blouse. She looked tired and irritated. I rose as she entered and greeted her cordially, like we were acquainted, but didn’t really know each other all that well.
“Jane,” I said, holding out my hand, “it’s good to see you. How was the flight?”
“Long,” she said with emphasis.
“Of course. May I offer you a drink?”
“Have I any choice?”
I laughed like she was being witty and gestured her to a chair. “Beefeater and tonic, if I am not mistaken.”
“You’re not mistaken, Harry.”
I mixed her a gin and tonic and handed it to her where she had sat herself in a large, well-used chesterfield. I sat opposite her and raised my glass.
“Cheers!” She nodded and sipped. I went on, “Jane, I won’t keep you long. I know you must be tired, but there are some basic points I’d like to cover before you retire. I am very grateful to you for making this trip.” I paused and fixed her with my eye. “I am sure if we both collaborate, and make the effort, we can make this work. As I am sure you are aware there is a great deal at stake, and I am greatly honored that the president has put his trust in me. So your help is greatly appreciated.”
She was looking at me like she wanted to slap me. “I understand, Harry,” she said woodenly. “Now, if you’re done, I need to tell you: I’d like to see the president as soon as possible tomorrow morning to convey to him a message from the White House. The message was given to me personally and I must deliver it in person. It’s important.”
“OK, no problem. I’ll arrange that first thing in the morning.”
“Second, I am going to need an office where you and I can work hermetically. I need it swept for bugs twice a day. We will be dealing with sensitive, classified material that must remain strictly between you and me. Do you understand?”
“Of course.”
“Have you any objections?”
“None at all. I am delighted to see you taking it so seriously. To the president this is a matter of the highest importance. Have you any news of Adelina dos Santos?”
“We’ll discuss that tomorrow. I am exhausted and I need to sleep.”
“Of course, Jane. I’ll have you shown to your suite and we will convene tomorrow at nine in my office. But can I ask you, before you go, what your overall assessment of the situation is as things stand?”
She drained her glass and set it on the table, then looked me in the eye. “Not good. We have a problem. But any further discussion will have to wait until morning.”
I called a maid and had her show the colonel to her room. In the brief encounter she had managed to convey to me that, aside from that fact that she was not amused by the playacting and thought it unnecessary, she and the brigadier had concocted some story that was intended to maneuver Cosmo Manuel into a position where I could strike. That was the bull about a message from the White House, and her assessment of the situation being “not good.” I had little choice but to go with it, but it made me nervous, because I was going to have to execute a plan I had not developed myself.
I drained my whiskey and sat staring at my empty glass for a moment. The request for the office to be swept for bugs was smart. The president seemed to trust me. His belief in people’s greed for money and power was such that it actually made him naïve as far as other motivations were concerned. But even so, I would not put it past him to have my chambers and my office bugged. If I asked for my office to be swept that might raise eyebrows, but it was something to be expected from the CIA.
So the following day, after her audience with the president, we would lay our plans. It would be a relief to leave all this obscene, pampered luxury behind and get back to the sanity of my brownstone in Harlem.
If I ever did get back.




Fifteen

We met for breakfast at eight o’clock in my personal drawing room in my chambers. We ate in silence for a while before I told her, “The president will see us at nine in his office.”
She nodded once. “Good.”
“After that we will both supervise the sweeping of my office, and we can get down to work.”
She still wouldn’t meet my eye.
“Good, thank you.”
A little more pointedly I added, “I hope then we can settle down to cooperating together. We have a lot of work to do.”
“I understand.”
We finished breakfast in the same uncomfortable silence in which we had started it, and at nine AM we were admitted to the Most Glorious Presence of the Most Glorious President.
“Madam,” he said as we entered, and crossed the Persian rug on his enormous feet, with his enormous hands stretched out toward the colonel. “It is an enormous pleasure for me…”
She reached out and took his right hand, managing to avoid a clinch. He took the hand and lingered over a kiss for a full four seconds before leering up into her face.
“Harry told me you were very attractive, but still he fell short. I hope you will find time to join me for dinner during your visit…”
Her response was smooth, if nothing else.
“Mr. President, I have a personal message for you direct from the president of the United States. I am tasked with the responsibility of conveying that message to you before anything else.”
He wasn’t delighted with the response to his advances, but he gestured toward a nest of chairs positioned around a coffee table.
“Please, sit, and tell me what my…,” he grinned at her, and then at me, like he was saying something clever, “what my colleague has to say to me.”
We sat. Jane sat perched on the edge of her chair with her hands folded on her lap, while the Most Glorious Cosmo Manuel lounged back in his chair and regarded her insolently. She ignored him and spoke.
“This is the message from the president of the United States of America: ‘My dear friend and ally, Cosmo, I was shocked and saddened to hear about the death of Lu Brown, your CEO at African-America. Please be assured that we are doing everything in our power to catch the guilty party or parties.’” She paused and drew breath. “‘It has also come to my attention that promises were made to you in the past, which were not properly honored, and this has led to a breakdown in communication between your country and mine. I regret this deeply, my friend, and it is my firm intention to rectify that mistake. Today, this message goes to you on the lips of my trusted envoy, but very soon I hope to be able to repeat it to you in person at the White House.’ Message ends.”
He sat motionless, smiling. After a moment he turned the smile toward me and started to laugh.
“The White House,” he said at last to nobody in particular. “The White House…” Then he leaned forward toward the colonel, grinning so hard he looked like his face was going to split. He squeezed his forefinger and his thumb together and said, “He is feeling the pinch, ay? Pinching on his bum! Ha!”
The last was a shriek like a parrot. Then he flapped his hands at her, turning his face away.
“Don’t worry, my dear Jane, this is just paltry jokes among men of power. This time I think I made him nervous.” He turned to me, nodding. “The Russians are nervous, the American president is inviting me to the White House…about time!” He shrieked with laughter again and leaned toward the colonel. “Am I right? Am I right?” Then pointed at her and looked at me, like this was the funniest thing in the world.
“She knows! She knows! Like on the TV. Am I right?”
We let him settle down, shaking his head and wiping his eyes. Then the colonel surprised me with something we had not prepared together.
“We have been very active gathering intelligence and compiling a file in the assassinations of Lu Brown, Brad Hunter and Major Hugh Jones, and the abduction of Adelina dos Santos. And the intelligence we have gathered so far suggests that there may be an attempted hit on your life in the near future, sir.”
“Oh, yes,” he said, “yes, yes…” almost like he hadn’t heard her, but he turned to me and pointed at her and said, “Have you told her?”
“Not yet, Mr. President. But you are quite correct, sir, we should get down to work and save the conversations for later.”
I stood and he leered at the colonel. “I will expect you for dinner tonight, at nine thirty, my dear Jane. Don’t be late.”
On the way back to my office I smiled pleasantly at the colonel. “You know why he’s expecting you for dinner tonight, don’t you?” She looked at me the way a person does when they really don’t want to talk to you. I ignored her and went on. “You’re on the menu.”
She increased her stride and maintained a steadily increasing gap between us of a little more than seven feet. We were going to the same place, and she arrived at the door all of two seconds before I did.
I opened the door for her and she went in, strode across the room and stood looking out of the window. Then she spun and snapped, “Will you please call the—”
I raised a finger. I was leaning on my desk with the other hand. I pressed a button and said, “Please tell the IT boys to come and sweep my office immediately.”
A voice came out of the desk and told me, “They’re on their way, Mr. Bauer. They’ve been ready since we put them on alert this morning.”
“Thanks.” I released the button. “You were saying, Colonel.”
“It’ll keep.”
The boys turned up five minutes later and conducted a thorough sweep of the premises, supervised closely by the colonel. I affected to have absolutely no interest in the operation, but I was as keen as she was to ensure that our next conversations were not overheard. As it turned out, my office was not bugged, they boys left and I called for two guards to be stationed outside my door and to allow nobody to come close.
When it was all seen to I returned to my desk, where she had settled herself in my chair, and said, “Would you now like to explain to me, Colonel, what the hell your beef is?”
She pinched her mouth shut and carefully laid down her pen. “Where,” she said, “where, should I begin? Just—” She said that three times, “Just, just tell me, explain to me, why you are pathologically incapable of doing a single thing the way you are instructed!”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“You were told, Harry! I was there. I was part of the meeting. You were told you had one contract, and we would take care of the others! So what is the first thing you do? You go out, take out two of the targets you were instructed to leave, throw in my boss as a freebee and abduct a foreign national.”
“And we are here now because I did. The brigadier had no complaints. Not everything works the way it does in the Army, Colonel. Sometimes you have to be creative and resourceful. Besides, I have told you before and I am telling you now, loud and clear, I do not take orders from you. You give me contracts and I carry them out according to my judgment.”
“Not for much longer, Harry!”
“Really? Well that suits me just fine!” We both stood staring at each other for a couple of very long seconds. I was the first to speak. “Meantime, we have a job to do, and that job requires you and me to have a cordial relationship. So do me a favor, unwind your panties, put a smile on your face and treat me like you’re enjoying the job.”
She closed her eyes and I could see the muscles bunching in her jaw.
“Harry, I am warning you. Stop patronizing me, and stop putting me down with your stupid sexist comments…”
I scowled at her. “Sexist comments? What sexist comments, for Christ’s sake?”
“Unwind my panties? That is not sexist?”
I shook my head. “No. I’d say that to a guy. I am treating you, right now, exactly like I would treat a guy. Isn’t that what all you feminists want? Well I’m doing it! So you tell me how that is sexist!”
She came around the desk and gently gripped the lapels of my jacket, staring with a strange mix of rage and sincerity into my face.
“Harry, I don’t know how to say this so that you will get it, but I need you to understand, assimilate, take it on board! Get off my back! Stop riding me!” For a moment I didn’t know what to say. When I finally drew breath to answer her she cut me short. “Don’t! Don’t come back with a smart putdown. Don’t turn the tables on me and make it look like it’s my fault for being an oversensitive woman. Don’t even dream about denying it. You have not stopped riding me since you joined the organization, and I will not take it anymore. So stop!”
I drew breath. She cut me short again. “There is only one answer to this. One.”
“OK—”
“That’s the one.”
“OK… I propose a deal, a truce.”
She let go of my lapels. “What deal?” she asked with some severity.
“I know I ride you. I know I shouldn’t and, believe it or not, I try not to.”
“You don’t try very hard.”
I ignored the comment and went on. “So as long as we are here working this job, I will not ride you, provoke you, put you down or make sexist comments. Assuming I know they are sexist.”
“OK.”
“And you will stop criticizing everything I do and making out I am some kind of primal proto-human ape-man.” I paused, she blinked. “Taking out Brad, Major Jones and Lu Brown, and abducting Adelina, was a good plan. It was economical and efficient, and it got you out here where we could work together. You need to stop riding me too. We need,” I said, realizing too late what I was about to say, “to stop riding each other.”
There was a long, uncomfortable moment where we both stared at one another, with my last words hanging heavy in the air. Finally she cleared her throat and said, “Fine. You want to organize some coffee and we get down to business?”
For the next hour or so we studied the plans of the palace and the grounds around the palace. I explained to her exactly what President Cosmo Manuel’s weekly routine was, where he was at each hour of the day and where the two hundred members of the palace guard were deployed.
“How many men does he have with him at any given time?”
“In his palace he has two guards on each entrance. He has two more at the entrance to his chambers and twenty more dotted at strategic points around the palace. Then, in addition to those, if he’s reading, having a massage, swimming in his pool—those seem to be his favorite activities—he will have four soldiers either in the room with him, or, if his activities are more intimate, they will be posted outside.”
“So, bottom line, in the actual moment of the hit we will be facing an absolute minimum of four trained soldiers.”
“Yup.”
“And after that we need to negotiate a minimum of twenty-four more before we even get out of the building.”
“Yup.”
I could see from her face that she was having trouble right then keeping up her end of the truce.
“After that,” she said, “we need to get out of the palace grounds where we could be dealing with up to two hundred soldiers, and after that we need to get out of the country.”
I smiled at her in a way I hoped was not patronizing or sexist and said, “You make it sound easy, but actually it’s quite difficult.”
She smiled back and said, “OK, show me how it’s done.”
“Well, in the first place the number of men doesn’t really matter.”
“It doesn’t?”
I shook my head. “It’s the ratio of firepower to men. One man with a machine gun can take out ten thousand men with swords and muskets, if he has enough ammo.”
“So…?”
“So you fit your firepower to your enemy, or, if you can’t do that, you fit your enemy to your firepower.”
“OK, enough general principles. How do we do this?”
“You may have noticed that the Most Glorious President is a little sweet on you.”
“I hope that is not why you invited me here!”
“Come on, Colonel. We said we weren’t going to do that. We work with what we’ve got. So we go and see the Great Cosmo when he is just starting his massage, because we have something very important we need to tell him about. Once inside, when you see the girls massaging him, you mention that you trained in massage and would he like you to take over.”
“Jesus!”
“I’ll tell him that I’ll take the guards outside so you two can have some privacy—”
“You are not going to leave there alone with that man!”
“No, Colonel. I am going to kill him, silently. The way you are always telling me I should.”
“Right there? Just like that?”
“Yeah.” I shrugged. “He’ll be lying naked facedown on a couch. It’s a gift.”
“But you left with the guards.”
“No, I ushered them out. They don’t speak English. They speak a dialect of Portuguese. Only highly educated university graduates speak English. I checked. So I will usher them out, close the door and kill Cosmo.”
“Then how do we leave?”
“I’ve had a couple of meetings with Colonel Aaron Domingos, the commanding officer of the Praetorian Guard, discussing the distribution of the men. He knows I am not happy with it. So with the news that the CIA suspects a Russian attempt on the Most Glorious President’s life, the most natural thing in the world is that I have a meeting with him and finally make those rearrangements. The pool room where he has his massages has two entrances. The main one, where he will have two guards plus the four we’re going to kick out, and a service entrance that leads to linen cupboards, the water purifier and ultimately the kitchens. The guards will be removed from there and positioned at more strategic points like here, here and here.” I pointed to them on the plan. “But they will be guarding against people coming in, while we will be going out, before anyone even knows he’s dead.”
She did a lot of nodding, examining the maps and the plans in detail. Finally I said, “Go on, say it.”
She nodded some more with her lips clenched. “It’s a good plan,” she said, and then smiled. “I was just looking to see if there wasn’t something you could blow up.” I smiled but said nothing. She went on, “So, we get out of the room, but how do we get out of the country?”
I grinned. “That is the nice part of the plan.”




Sixteen

That evening I left her poring over maps and plans, took a car and drove into Cabinda. On the way I made a call. It was answered by a Scottish voice like nicotine-encrusted sandpaper.
“Aye.”
“Good evening. I think I’m going to have to change my return flight, can you tell me how much that will cost and whom I have to see?”
“You’ll have to see me. Go to the port, to the Bar Esquina Real. It’s on a road that has no name, but it’s parallel to Rua do Comercio. You can’t miss it. It’s surrounded by shit and mud.”
“I’ll find it. Thanks.”
It was pretty much as he’d described it, on a muddy wasteland with bags of trash out front scattered across a road that was just a broad dirt track. There were cars and bikes parked anyhow here and there, and a flickering neon sign stood out red against the dusk sky displaying the name, Esquina Real.
I parked and went inside. It was poorly lit and there were guys up at the bar, drinking and laughing. There were a few tables and my guys were not hard to spot, sitting in the corner.
One of them, long, gnarled and twisted like a giant tree root, with a big Attila the Hun moustache, was watching me as I approached. His pal was well groomed, with sandy hair and very pale blue eyes. He smiled as I came up to their table.
“Traveling abroad?”
He was English, with a pleasant voice. I said, “If I can get a flight.”
“Grab a seat.”
I sat and a waitress appeared at my elbow. I told her I’d have a beer and she went away again.
The long, gnarled guy spoke with his thick brogue.
“Buddy said you might call. We don’t wanni know anything about what your doin’ here. We just wanni know what you need.”
“I need a sea plane that will get me to Casablanca.”
“Tha’s more than two thousand mile.”
“I know. If you can’t do it, no sweat. I’ll find another way.”
“Och, we can do it. Course we can do it. But the fuel won’t come cheap.”
The English guy said, “The money’s not for us. We don’t charge our own.”
“I know that.”
“But a long-haul plane is a tall order. Where do you want it?”
“On the Congo River. Fifty miles inland from the mouth of the river is a town called Boma.”
“I know it.”
The waitress appeared again and put a cold beer in front of me. I thanked her and she winked at me. I watched her leave and went on.
“The river opens out there into a plain, with lots of broad streams.”
“Yes, it’s a good spot. You also have lots of reeds and tree cover. When do you want it?”
“The question is, how soon can you get it there?”
They both stared at the table for a bit, then the Scottish guy said, “Come back tomorri, same time. We’ll give ye a tracker so yous can find the plane, and we’ll tell you when. Probably the following day.”
“OK, that works.” I took a long pull of the beer and as I set it down I said, “One more thing. I’m just making conversation here.”
The English guy said, “OK.”
“I get a picture of fairly deep unrest among a people who have been oppressed for a long time.”
“I wouldn’t know. I’m not politically minded.”
“Sure, I get that. Neither am I. But I wonder sometimes, in a place like this, if there were a rebel underground, and they found out one or two days in advance that the big Kahuna was going to die, how would they react?”
The big Scot shrugged. “Just making conversation, like. Assuming they could organize in that short a time, I think they would need some kind of a signal. Something to galvanize them, know what I mean?”
The English guy said, “What, like an explosion at the palace, for example?
“Aye, somat like that. But they’ve got like two hundred armed guards there. Tha’ would be suicide.”
“Unless,” I put in, “you had somebody on the inside who could arrange where the guard was going to be. Someone in charge of palace security, for example.”
“Oh, well, that would make all the difference. And where would you envisage placing such a device?”
I sat back and pulled off the other half of the beer. As I set the bottle down I said, “I would set three, along the rear park wall. I’d make them car bombs and have the gas tanks full. If they breach the wall, so much the better. That would be a signal. Do you think that’s feasible?”
The Scot answered me. “In this shithole? I’ll tell ye, mate. There is one place here that’s organized, an’ that’s the inside of the palace. The rest is just chaos. You can buy anything you want here. You could set up and pull off a coup here in a week. If it hasn’t been done, it’s because there are too many interests benefiting from the chaos an’ the lack of control.” He suddenly grinned and chuckled. “Buddy told us ye might want some fireworks and a plane. We had an idea what you’d want. We wasn’t expecting a coup, though. That should make it a gas, so it should.”
The English guy said, “Buddy will take care of the expenses. You pay him when you get home.”
“Cool. I appreciate this.”
“Just make it work, old mucker. The bastard had it coming.”
I thanked them and walked out into the sultry night. The moon was showing off, setting huge and yellow over the ocean, dripping liquid gold among the small waves. I took a short stroll to the end of the road and looked out at the mudflats. I could hear frogs or toads in the distance, hidden by blackness. To my left the docks were illuminated by dull, orange light. A couple of huge freighters were moored at the quays, and a couple more were riding at anchor farther out.
Would anything change? Did anything ever change? Maybe if there was the will. On an impulse I pulled my cell from my pocket and called the colonel.
“Yeah.”
“You fancy exploring the town, seeing if we can find a decent restaurant or a bar?”
She was quiet for a while, then said, “Is that smart?”
“Does it have to be? Can’t it just be a nice idea?” She didn’t answer, so I added, “You know what happens to very careful people?”
“I know you’re going to tell me.”
“Nothing, Jane. Nothing happens to very careful people. And then they die, with nothing ever having happened to them.”
“Spare me the motivational lecture, Harry.”
“Come on, I’ll pick you up. Besides, we can talk more freely out here.”
She sighed. “OK, a drink and then we get back to work. What do I tell the president? I am supposed to have dinner with him.”
I smiled. "Tell him we are working flat-out to foil the Russian plot to assassinate him, and tomorrow we’ll be following up satellite imagery of camps in the jungle to the northeast. You getting this?”
“Yes.”
“So tonight is impossible and so is tomorrow, but the day after tomorrow you will make it up to him.”
“Jesus... OK.”
* * *
I had been wrong about the entire city of Cabinda being contained in the Imperial Circus outside the presidential palace. To the north of the palace, across a square mile or more of shantytown, there was a whole neighborhood called O Porto, which sprawled to the south and west of the port between the Avenida Joao II and Avenida da Independência.
Avenida da Independência ran north to south and was flanked on its eastern side by sparsely lit tumbledown shacks and hovels, separated by narrow dirt tracks and populated as much by hogs and chickens as by barefoot people in bizarre combinations of clothes that had obviously reached them via Oxfam or some other charity.
Avenida Joao II, on the other hand, was flanked on the west by the Atlantic Ocean where a fat moon was just sinking into the horizon, a long, sandy beach where slightly luminous breakers sighed and crashed quietly onto the sand, and a strip of restaurants and bars where you could get linen napkins, vodka martinis, Spanish wines and decent steak. The seafood was, unsurprisingly, exceptional. Either side of the strip were large houses—built of brick—set behind ten-foot walls over which towered palm trees, banana trees and other exotic plants I could not identify. There were also sidewalks and streetlamps.
I drew two conclusions from all this: O Porto was where the bankers and the administrators lived, and the Cabinda-Itumba regime favored King John II of Portugal over independence.
I pulled into a sandy parking lot beside the Mar e Grama restaurant and the colonel linked her arm through mine as we went inside. I was struck, not for the first time, by how attractive she was. She wasn’t just good looking, there was a kind of magnetism about her that was hard to resist. She was completely unaware of it, and what made it worse was that she made herself totally aloof and inaccessible. Every time I was with her, however fancy the venue and however smart my car was, I wound up right back in the Bronx, fighting for a living, and fighting to survive.
I told the waiter I wanted a table on the terrace with a view of the sea, and told him to charge the palace. That brought us an extra two waiters, champagne on the house and the best table on the terrace, but I still felt I was fighting for my life in the Bronx.
The colonel opened her menu, then picked up her glass and held it out. We toasted and as she set down her glass she said, “I was born and raised in South Carolina. My full name is Mary-Jane Harris. I can even talk like a Southern belle if you give me enough champagne. My daddy was a colonel in the Marine Corps, though secretly he never accepted what he called Yankee imperialism. He was everything you would expect from a military man from the deep South. He never forgave me for not being that Southern belle and his little girl, and he took my joining the army and reaching the same rank as him as a personal insult. However good I was, I was both too good, and not good enough.”
I smiled. “Noted. My turn?”
She laughed and it was a sight I decided I wanted to see again, and often. “OK, your turn.”
“I was born in the Bronx, in New York.” I gave my head a small shake. “I have no idea who my father was or is. In fact neither my mother nor my father knew. If genetics are anything to go by I guess he was a handsome devil and tough as old boot leather, but that is about all I have from him. By the time I was sixteen I was desperate to get away from the gangs and the fighting, and all the ugliness, so I escaped to England and joined the SAS. Smart move, huh? But however far I ran, and however hard I fought, I could never escape. Especially when I am with someone who is elegant, smart and beautiful, I wind up on my ass, right back on Faile Street.”
She examined her glass for a moment. “Very different worlds.” She looked up and held my eye. “So what are we saying, Harry? If I carry some of your baggage, you’ll carry some of mine?”
I gave my head a little twitch. “It’s a novel approach. It could be a plan. You want to give it a try?”
Her smile said she did. Her eyes said she wasn’t going to make it that easy, and she picked up the menu and said, “Keep this up and I just might. But first I am going to try…”
The serious part of the conversation was over. The message was, Don’t talk about it, do it. And for that evening at least, we did. The ice wall was down, and we laughed a lot and talked a lot, and avoided deep topics a lot. And it worked, we grew closer and the green shoots of friendship that had first sprouted long before, and had all but died since, began to grow again.
We finished the meal with a couple of Bushmills and a decent cheeseboard, and at shortly before midnight, we strolled back to the parking lot, past the car and went and sat on the sand, looking out at the dark ocean. Neither of us spoke for a long while, though she held my arm and, after a while, rested her head on my shoulder. Unexpectedly she said, “We both have so many questions, all of them are totally appropriate to this moment, and it would be totally inappropriate to discuss them now. What do you make of that?”
I laughed softly and gave her arm a squeeze. “I make that we have a very intense day tomorrow, and we need to be focused. But I propose we continue this conversation when we get home, and we don’t have to…” I paused, trying to think of a nice way to say “kill a president” and plumbed for, “…work the next day.”
“Wise words, Harry.” She looked up at me and smiled. “I guess you’re not the brute I sometimes think you are.”
“Hey,” I said, thinking about what I had in store for her the next day, “not an explosion in sight.”
She smacked my arm and we stood and walked back to the car.
When we got there, there was a guy in a gray, double-breasted suit sitting on the hood of my car lighting a cigarette. He put away his plastic, disposable lighter and watched me as he inhaled and let out a long stream of smoke.
“You’re sitting on my car. In about thirty seconds I am going to drive away. You’d be smart not to be on my car when I do that.”
“Hello, Mr. Bauer, Colonel Harris.”
“OK, so you know our names. You work for the palace and you are keeping tabs on us.”
“You are a clever man, Mr. Bauer. Sarlic Vunge, I am with the palace Secret Service. I have been keeping the tabs on you since you arrived. I think maybe there are some things we need to talk about.”
“Yeah? Like what?”
“Weeell…” He dragged the word out and wheezed a smoker’s laugh. “For example, the disappointment our Most Glorious Leader would feel if he discovered that the beautiful colonel turned down his dinner invitation, not because she was working, but because she was having a romantic dinner on the beach with his head of security. Also, he might be very interested to know that his head of security went to visit two Englishmen this afternoon at the docks, at the Esquina Real.”
I laughed. “You think that is going to worry him?”
“I have worked for the president for more than twenty years. I think I know him quite well. What is really going to get his goat, if you will pardon my French, is that this beautiful lady stood him up to have a beautiful, romantic dinner with you, Mr. Bauer. That will make him very, very unhappy.”
“So why haven’t you told him?”
He raised his hands like I was holding a gun on him. His cigarette trailed smoke from between his fingers. He grinned a big grin.
“Please! I know you are a good man! I know the colonel is here to help the president, and was just talking business while you had some dinner. I don’t want to cause problems for anybody. All I say is, maybe you can show me some gratitude.”
I smiled on the ironic side of my face. “How much gratitude?”
“Maybe, ten thousand dollars of gratitude? It is not a big price for your life, and the life of the beautiful lady. I have heard he does terrible things to women who are unfaithful to him.”
I turned to the colonel. “Are there any lights out on the sea?”
She turned to look and as an unconscious reflex he turned to look with her.
There are two secrets to a good hook. First, you have to twist out the heel of your lead foot so that it propels your hip. Second, you keep your fist vertical and drive it right through your opponent’s head. I did that fast, while he and the colonel were looking for lights out at sea. As he Elvis-legged his way to the ground I pulled the Fairbairn and Sykes from my boot, knelt on his belly and drove the blade through his fifth intercostal. He had a little spasm, kicked out his feet and was gone. I gave him a couple of seconds, then withdrew the knife and cleaned it on his shirt. After that I grabbed his ankles and dragged him at a run down to the sand dunes. I covered him as much as I could in sand, then made my way back to the car.
I got behind the wheel and the colonel got in beside me.
“Was that absolutely necessary?”
“Yes,” I said, and glanced at her to see if she was mad. “Or by tomorrow we would both have been dead.”




Seventeen

We arrived at my palatial residence and made a big show of not being discreet. We ascended the marble stairs discussing palace security, I advised her on appropriate clothing for the next day, we wished each other a brisk goodnight and made our way to our rooms.
I drank a couple of pints of water, prepared everything I was going to need for the morning and slept like a log until six AM. I showered and spent an hour working out in the gym. At seven I called Colonel Domingos and told him I wanted to see him in my chambers at eight sharp. He, Colonel Harris and I would have coffee together and discuss the redistribution of the troops. I also had him make ready a Land Rover for me.
At seven forty-five Jane showed up in hiking boots, jeans and a khaki shirt, and sat looking at her coffee while we went over the details of the plan again. At eight sharp Colonel Domingos showed up, just ahead of three maids laden with hot croissants, hot crusty rolls and several gallons of coffee. He saluted Jane smartly and she touched her forehead with her fingers.
“Colonel Harris!”
“Colonel Domingos.”
I had the plans of the palace and the map of the area laid out on my dining table and pointed vaguely in the direction of the maids and the coffee.
“Colonels, please, help yourselves to coffee and buns. Now, in the light of intelligence we have received from the Central Intelligence agency, there are modifications I want to make to the distribution of the guards, Colonel Domingos.”
He didn’t bother with coffee. He came over and stood looking down at the plans of the palace.
“First of all, we are expecting an attack, if it comes, from the north, through the cover of the woods and the parkland at the back of the palace. All we have at the back there is a small strip of shantytown that runs along the far side of the Cabassango Road. And all that does is provide cover for anyone making an attack from that direction. Now, at the moment, you have dog patrols on the outside of the wall as well as on the inside. That’s no good.”
He scowled. “We have always had those guards there. They protect the wall.”
“Yes, Colonel, but we are more interested in protecting the president than the wall. Those patrols were fine when you were just trying to scare off a bunch of kids who want to scale the wall. But we are talking about special forces-trained Russians with AK47s and RPGs, hiding in that shantytown and picking off your guards and your dogs without your boys ever standing a chance. They are sitting ducks against that wall, with zero cover. So I want them inside the wall by this afternoon, and I want them manning four fixed machine gun emplacements facing that wall. If anyone breaches that wall, I want them cut down before they know what’s hit them. Colonel Harris, you concur?”
She arched an eyebrow at me. “Yes, it makes sense. I agree.”
“Now, the next thing. The pool room. These men on the main entrance. There are just two of them, yet this is one of the rooms in which the Most Glorious President spends most of his time.”
“But we have two more men—”
In the laundry room, where there is absolutely zero risk of attack. I know. Colonel, I know you have done your best and in many ways it is fine work, but for anyone to attack the president through the laundry access to the pool, they would have to get through four pairs of guards, not to mention the men on the main entrance. Those men are wasted assets right now. I want them one at each end of the corridor where the main entrance to the pool room is.”
“Yes, sir.”
I made a few more insignificant changes in order to mask the important ones and dismissed him, reminding him I wanted a Land Rover ready within half an hour so that I could explore the northeast of the country.
“It is already parked out front, Mr. Bauer.”
“Good work! Keep me posted.”
He saluted smartly to me, then to Jane, and marched out the door. When he was gone I said, “Right, let’s get the hell out of here before Cosmo the Magnificent decides to demand you have lunch with him today.”
“Where?”
“What?”
“Where are we going?”
“I’ll explain on the way.”
I grabbed a rucksack I had prepared the night before and we trotted briskly down the stairs. We got as far as the main entrance without any hitches and the Land Rover was there as promised.
While the colonel climbed in the passenger seat I paused to inspect the uniforms of the two guards on the door. When I was done I said, “Speak English?”
The one on my right said, “Little bit.”
“Tomorrow we may have a little excitement. If we do, I want you to have two things clear in your mind. You understand?”
“Yes, sah!”
“That wall—” I pointed to the wall where I had told the colonel to remove the guards and set up machine gun emplacements. “Nobody comes over, under or through that wall.”
“Yes, sah!”
“But if they do, you do not move from this door. You stay here and kill anyone who tries to get in. Understood?”
“Yes, sah!”
I jerked my head at the other guard and said, “Tell him.”
While he was telling him I went and climbed behind the wheel. Jane asked me, “What was that about?”
“Tomorrow I don’t want everybody running around the palace falling over each other. Tonight I am going to give them all a talk about the immediate and imminent threat to their Most Glorious President and how the best way to protect him, and themselves, is to make sure they do not abandon their posts.”
She nodded as I fired up the engine. “Those posts designed to keep the enemy out.”
“Those very posts.”
We roared out of the palace gates and turned north toward the port. Once there I turned east, keeping an eye on my mirror, then cut through the shantytown on the dirt roads, scaring a few chickens, and eventually turned south onto the N100 that led to the border with the Democratic Republic of the Congo and then to Angola, passing through the town of Fuka on the way. I saw the colonel glance at the sign as we sped past on the dusty road.
“There used to be two Fukas,” I told her. She looked at me with not much expression on her face. I went on without smiling, “There was Big Fuka and Little Fuka.”
She sighed. “You said you were going to explain about where we were going.”
“Fine, we are going to follow this road until we leave the airport behind us, then we are going to turn east, inland, and follow a track through the bush until we come to the Congo River. We will continue to follow the river upstream until the bush becomes rainforest. Eventually we will come to the Boma-Matadi plains where the river becomes broad and slow-moving.”
I stopped and after a moment she said, “Oh,” and then, “Why?”
“Because when we come here tomorrow we want to know the route so we can get here fast.”
“Keep it up, Harry. It’s like last night never happened.”
“We are going to our extraction point, Colonel. Tomorrow we will be extracted from the place where we are going.”
“Thanks for telling me.”
“Telling you makes you a target for torture. While we are here we will manufacture some physical evidence to show there are Russians out here targeting the president.”
We came to an intersection where the N100 continued south, and a broad, dirt road plunged into savannah and bush, winding east. I turned in and drove fast over the rough ground, raising a cloud of pale gray dust behind us.
“It’s different,” she said suddenly. I glanced at her. She said, “This. Different rules, different practices. Even different priorities.”
“I guess. I don’t analyze much.”
“You create a little bit of friendly conflict among guys, so you can let off steam. You don’t share information, not to increase your power, but so you can protect your colleagues. You know what to share and what not to share. And you don’t share a lot of emotional analysis because it weakens your focus and uses up valuable mental energy.”
“I’d say you’re right on all those scores. You’ve never been in active combat behind the lines?”
“A desk, all my career.”
“Then this will be a very interesting experience for you.”
I grinned. She didn’t. “I thought I was going to fly in, provide credulity and then fly out.”
“And that is exactly what you are going to do, Colonel. Exactly that.” After a moment I frowned. “So, have you ever shot someone, or killed anyone?”
She stared at me for a long moment before saying, “No.”
“Well, let’s hope you never have to.”
The terrain around us had been semi-desert, composed of sand, dust, shrubs and sparse trees, but as we proceeded along the track the trees became denser savannah, and visibility diminished, at the same time the track, which had been clearly defined, started to deteriorate. Its edges began to blur and the surface became pitted and rutted, so that I had to slow as we jolted along the track.
Soon the savannah turned to forest and the track narrowed to little more than the width of the Land Rover. The trees began to encroach on the road and before long, as well as potholes and furrows, I was negotiating tree roots that broke through the surface and stretched like grotesque veins across our path.
After another half hour the dense trees began to thin again and the thick canopy overhead began to break and allow dappled sunlight through. And shortly after that the banks of the Congo River appeared on our right, sprawling across a vast, marshy plain, dotted with islands and scattered copses of trees, interspersed with clumps of dense reeds and tall grasses reaching up to six and seven feet in height.
We were already doing little more than three or four miles an hour, so I killed the engine and swung down from the cab. The colonel climbed out the other side and looked at me across the hood.
“This is it,” I said.
“This is what?”
“The extraction point.”
“This, here?” She looked around. “How do you know?”
I pointed ahead of us. The track had disappeared, lost among ferns and roots. “We can’t go any farther. It has to be here.”
She stared doubtfully where I had pointed. “I guess there is an invincible logic to that.” She shifted her doubtful gaze to my face. “What form does this extraction take?” I shook my head and she rolled her eyes. “Makes me a target for torture.”
I walked away, in among the trees and the ferns, making as much noise as I could to scare away any unwelcome surprises. Jane peered at me from the Land Rover.
“What are you doing?”
“Making a Russian camp. Gather some dry twigs and branches, will you?”
“What?”
“Come on, didn’t you go to Scouts when you were a kid? These guys were hungry last night, and needed to scare off the wild animals.”
She disappeared and I lay on the ground, rolling around and making a visible indentation with my body. I did that six times in different places, then tramped around the surrounding area. The Russians are not known for being subtle. Tracking Russian special forces in the wild is like tracking a big red London double-decker on a sunny day in the Antarctic.
She came back with an armful of twigs and branches and we made a circle of rocks and made a fire. When it was practically burned out I kicked it around a bit and took photographs of the whole site, with Jane hunkered down pointing at various bits of evidence. I was careful, however, to leave out the river. This was supposed to be the northwest of the country, where the border was with the Republic of the Congo (or Congo-Brazzaville), as opposed to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (or Congo-Kinshasa).
When we were done, Jane asked me, “How are you going to persuade the president and Colonel Domingos this is a Russian camp?”
“Well,” I sat on a rock and looked at the cold fire, “I was thinking of drawing a map of the area, showing the route from here to the palace, with all the names in Russian, and then burning most of the map. But it was too obvious, and even the Russians aren’t that careless.”
“I’m glad you saw that.”
“I don’t think I need to convince them. They know that Congo-Brazzaville has close ties with Russia. If a Russian team came in to hit Cosmo and trigger a revolution, he knows they’d come through the northern border.”
“OK, fair enough.”
“My main reason for coming here was to get familiar with the route.” I pointed at the putative camp. “This is just a small bonus.”
We hung around a little longer, exploring a little father down the track, where it wasn’t a track anymore, then turned the Land Rover around and started slowly back toward Cabinda.
When we eventually emerged from the dense canopy of the rainforest, the road improved and the trees were scattered more widely, allowing the sun to shine through, I took my burner and called my contacts. The same nicotine-scarred Scot answered.
“Ay.”
“I had a look at the area. Where the track finally dies sounds good.”
“OK.”
“I set up a photo shoot there, so you can ignore that.”
“Gotcha.”
“I’ll be back in town in about an hour. That a good time to grab a beer?”
“Och, aye. Any time’s good fer a beer, so it is.”
“I have one final favor to ask you.”
“Another one?” He made a rasping sound that may have been a laugh.
“I could use a cake.”
More rasping confirmed it was a laugh. “Your birthday, is it?”
“I’ll have to abandon the Land Rover. I thought it would be nice to leave a present in it for when they come to collect it.”
“Thoughtful man. Remind me never to lend you ma car. Mechanical, is it?”
“When they open the doors, yeah.”
“Och ay, no worries. See yiz in a bit.”
I hung up and Jane asked, “What if a local villager, or a hunter, finds the truck before the soldiers do?”
“We will only use it if we are being chased, as a last resort.”
She watched me a while, then sighed and shook her head. Then, unexpectedly, she burst out laughing.
“What was it you said to me last night? ‘Hey, not an explosion in sight!’”
I smiled and shrugged. “Well,” I lied, “it’s only one, and that’s only a maybe.”




Eighteen

We skirted the Presidential Palace to the east along the Rua da Missāo, and approached the port along the coast road which had neither asphalt nor a name, though it had plenty of traffic.
Dusk was closing in when we climbed down from the truck, and a cool breeze was coming in from the ocean, over the mudflats. As we approached the Esquina Real, where I had met the two blades the night before, I told the colonel:
“These guys are from the Regiment.”
“The SAS?”
“Yes. The brigadier has asked them to lend a hand. They have a peculiar sense of humor, and they look like they’d gut you alive just to take your wristwatch, but they’re good guys and I’d trust them with my life.”
“Thanks for the heads-up.”
We entered the bar and found them at the same table. I told the waitress, “Two beers,” and we sat. The blue-eyed, sandy-haired guy had both his forearms flat on the table and was staring fixedly at the colonel. The Scot gave her a once-over and turned to me. “Who’s the skirt?”
I was going to tell him to mind his manners but the colonel spoke first.
“Who are you?”
His eyebrows rose high and he smiled. “Good point, missus, only you came here, wi’him.” He jerked his thumb at me. “So I’m entitled to ask who y’are.”
“So ask me, I’m the one who knows.”
“So who are ye?”
She looked at me and I nodded. It was no secret in Cabinda who she was, and I’d brought her here because I wanted the Palace to know we’d had this meeting.
“I’m Colonel Jane Harris of the CIA, and a close associate of Brigadier Byrd.”
The guy with the blue eyes said, “How do you do, Colonel. You can call me Johnny and my mannerless friend you can call Scott. Please forgive my being blunt, but isn’t it a bit stupid parading around Cabinda for all the world to see you and report your meetings to Palace Security?”
“It would be if you were doing it, Johnny, but I am Palace Security, the CIA is here advising us of the Russian threat on the northern border, and you are the CIA agents on the ground who absolutely must not be touched.”
He made a face and nodded, and turned to Scott. “He’s not as stupid as he looks.”
“Aye, les’ hope he’s not too bloody smart for ’is own good.” He pushed over a canvass bag with his foot so it lay against the leg of my chair. “In the bag, ye have half a dozen detonators, two pound of C4, and a homing device that’ll take yiz direct to the plane. The plane has modified tanks that’ll get you as far as Casablanca, Ceuta or Melilla. Maybe even Gib’ if you fly smart. The fireworks are in place. Me an’ Johnny are out of here. When you want to start the party, just dial sex sex sex—”
“Six, six, six.”
“S’what I said. As to your revolution, we’ve spread the word, but I can’t tell you if it’ll be any good. Some people sounded enthusiastic, others less so. You’ll just have to see. If yis want my advice, an’ I do know what I’m on about, nothing triggers a revolution in a banana republic like a column of black smoke billowing out of the presidential palace. Everyone wants to kick a bully when he’s down. I wish yiz both luck.”
They both stood, took it in turns to slap me on the shoulder, gave the colonel a casual two-fingered salute and slouched out of the bar looking generally disreputable.
“They slap you on the back and salute me.”
“You’re a colonel. I was a sergeant and I was politely asked to leave. They have different kinds of respect for us.”
“OK, let’s get back to the palace and get this over with.”
“Yes, but before we go see the Amazing Gonzo, I want to talk to Colonel Domingos and his men.”
“You want me to come along?”
“Colonel, I am not letting you out of my sight until we are safely back in New York.”
I drove back to the palace at speed, pausing only to fill the tank at the gas station, and fill half a dozen plastic gas cans I’d brought along. Then I made the tires squeal as we hurtled through the gate. As I swung down from the cab and the colonel jumped out of the passenger side, my secretary was already running down the steps anxiously reaching for me and babbling.
“The Most Glorious President is most anxious to see you, Mr. Bauer! He has been calling—”
“Tell him I’m on my way!” I barked. “Also, call Colonel Domingos and tell him to meet me in my office in fifteen minutes with his captains of the guard. Tell the president I am declaring a red alert and that I will meet him in the pool room—the pool room—you understand? In half an hour. Tell him he must not move from that room! We are under attack!”
We strode noisily to my office and printed the photographs we had taken of the dummy camp. Within ten minutes Colonel Domingos arrived with a face that didn’t know whether to be outraged, worried or both. Close behind him were his four captains of the guard, each charged with the security of one sector of the palace complex. Before he could speak I snapped, “Do these men speak English?”
“Yes! Do you mind telling me—”
“We are under attack, Colonel. At least one squad of Russian special forces operatives has crossed the northern border from Congo-Brazzaville.” The colonel distributed photographs. As they picked them up and studied them I went on. “We know from intelligence received from the CIA that Russia has sent up to four hit squads to Cabinda-Itumba, and using their special relationship with Congo-Brazzaville, those squads have moved into the rainforests to the east and are moving toward the city of Cabinda.” I pointed at the photographs in their hands. “We have seen today with our own eyes one of the camps left by these squads.”
The colonel looked vaguely sick, and for the first time seemed to take seriously what I had been telling him. I seized the opportunity with both hands.
“You may think that four, eight, even twelve men are no match for one hundred palace guards, plus the army you can call in at any moment. But do not underestimate the Russian special forces. They are very dangerous men, and it would not take them long to reduce your strength by half.”
I paused, waiting to see if any of them had anything to say. They hadn’t so I rammed it home.
“Gentlemen, we have one priority. And one priority only. We will protect the president at all costs! We will fight until every man is dead if necessary, but the life of our Most Glorious President is our sacred trust! And we cannot fail! Colonel, you will now designate a man to succeed you if you go down. You will have operational command of the defense of the palace compound. You will, above all, protect the eastern sector and keep your men inside the wall as we discussed. If necessary I will talk to the minister for defense and call in air support, but for now, let us not cause panic. We have no reason as yet…,” I glanced at Jane as though I had every reason, “…to suspect this is anything but a very elaborate assassination attempt.”
I gave Colonel Domingos a meaningful look and snapped, “Dismissed. Keep me posted at every stage. I will be with the president.”
They saluted smartly and left at the double to take up their positions. When they’d gone I looked at Jane and we remained like that a moment, just looking at each other. Finally I said, “Did they buy it?”
After a moment she nodded. “I think they did.”
“OK… Then let’s do this.”
On the way to the president’s pool room I made a thorough inspection of the sentry guards to make sure they had been moved. I also had a good look at the laundry room to see that it was clear. Then we went to the pool room, knocked and went in.
The president was lying facedown on the massage table beside the pool with his three masseuses working on his diminutive body. He raised his head from the hole in the table and regarded me with distaste and the colonel with mild annoyance. I glanced and saw his four guards dotted around the room.
“Mr. President…,” I began. But he sat up, dragging a towel across his loins. He snapped something ugly at his masseuses, who quickly gathered their things and withdrew, and rested his ass on the edge of the table, pushing his enormous glasses up his nose. There he declared, “I am not happy!”
I started again. “Mr. President—”
“Don’t interrupt me! First of all, Colonel, I must tell you that I am not accustomed to being stood up by my dinner dates! Secondly, having made my interest in you patently, abundantly clear from the get-go, I have hardly seen you since you arrived! Thirdly, Harry, would you kindly tell me what you know of the death of Sarlic Vunge?”
I made the face of a man trying hard to hold on to his patience. “What?”
“What—do you know—of the death of Sarlic Vunge?” The last three words were bellowed from a face that was pulled taut with rage so that his spectacles nearly fell off.
“Nothing!” I snapped it in a tone that shut him up, probably because nobody had ever spoken to him like that before. “And I’ll tell you why! For two reasons.” I held up two fingers in case he couldn’t count. “First, because I have no damned idea who Salik Vingo, or whatever his damned name is, is! And second, because we have spent two days working our butts off to save your life! In case you have forgotten, Mr. President, Colonel Harris is not a damned call girl, she is a high-ranking officer in the United States Central Intelligence Agency and she is here to do a job, not to have dinner with you!”
He was staring at me rigidly and I was aware that I was sailing very close to the wind, but I pressed on.
“And thank the Good Lord that she had the good sense to do her job, rather than yield to her attraction for you…” The change in his demeanor was instantaneous, almost like I had snapped my fingers and brought him out of a trance. “Because acting on CIA intelligence that she brought with her, we found a site where Russian operatives had recently made camp, near the northern border with Congo Brazzaville. What the CIA are telling us, sir, is that at least three squads of four men have infiltrated Cabinda-Itumba and are headed for the capital to attempt to assassinate you—and they may strike this very night!”
He shifted his gaze to the colonel. “This is true?”
“I have been liaising with two CIA officers in Brazzaville,” she said. “They came to Cabinda yesterday and we met with them today at the port. They confirmed what we believed and said they were aware of at least three assassination squads.” She hesitated. “I may be wrong, Mr. President, but there is an outside chance that Moscow may be about to back a Congolese invasion of Cabinda-Itumba. It is essential that we snuff out this attempt tonight without fail.”
I moved in before he had a chance to answer. “I have put the palace on red alert and Colonel Domingos and I have placed men at all the key locations. If anyone comes near the palace, we will destroy them. However…” I glanced at the colonel.
She nodded. “Mr. President. I am sure you would feel a lot safer having Harry here to protect you in person, but he is needed elsewhere in the palace. Would you allow me to stay here and keep guard? I must tell you I am highly trained and…”
His face had lit up and he was flapping a hand at her. “Ah!” he said, “At last I will have a chance to be alone with you! At last!”
She laughed prettily and pointed at the massage table. “Mr. President, I should tell you that as well as a third dan in Tae Kwon Do, and a first class marksman, I am also a pretty good masseuse. It seems a shame to cut your session short.”
He grinned all across his face. “My dear colonel, I am delighted.”
He went to lie on his back, but she smiled mischievously and said, “Let’s start with your back and work our way round to the front.”
He lay on his belly and stuck his face back in the hole in the bench. I heard his muffled voice telling me, “Harry, you can leave as soon as you like and attend to your obligations.”
“Yes, Mr. President. I’ll leave you to it. Your guards are just outside the door, but I think you’re in good hands.”
I signaled to the four guards, “Come on guys,” and I pointed to the door. They looked at each other and then back at me. They didn’t like what I was signaling them to do. Until the president bellowed something in Portuguese. Then they grinned, nodded at me and filed out the door. I gave them the thumbs up, pointed them to their posts in the corridor and stepped silently back inside, closing the door behind me.
I placed my hand on the colonel’s shoulder and pushed her gently aside. Then I pulled the Fairbairn and Sykes from my boot and heard him say, “Is Harry still there? Tell him to bugger the hell off! We want to be alone—”
I held the hilt of the knife in my left hand over the back of his neck, at the base of his skull, and hammered it down hard with my right hand. The point split the vertebrae and severed the spinal cord, then punched its way through, severing his windpipe and his esophagus too. Blood gushed in a stream from his perforated throat, and there was an ugly gurgling, whistling sound as the air was forced from his lungs.
I withdrew the knife and wiped it clean on his towel, then turned to the colonel. She had covered her face with her hands and was trembling, whispering, “Oh, my God…!”
“Not now,” I rasped, “we have to go!”
I grabbed her and we ran silently across the pool room and out through the service entrance. We were in a long, whitewashed corridor with a door on the right that opened onto a laundry room. We passed that and at the end came to another door painted a kind of institution off-white. I wrenched that open and we found ourselves in yet another corridor. This one was tiled in white to waist height. On the right swing doors gave on to a kitchen, and on the left it led to a service elevator, service stairs and another door. I turned to Jane.
“You got a grip, Colonel?”
“Yes.”
“We are inspecting and we are not in a hurry. Understood?”
She nodded and we pushed into the kitchen, and, though we both wanted frantically to run, we strolled through with our hands behind our backs, looking this way and that. They were not busy, but in any case they paid no attention to us. In fact they avoided looking at us at all, hoping we would just go away. All the while, with every step, I was waiting to hear the shouts of alarm, the screaming guards and the tramp of running boots, but nothing happened.
Finally we came to the exit to the kitchen garden. We stepped out into the late, dappled sunshine and, unseen, we crossed to the arched oak door that led from the kitchen garden into the parkland. I unlocked it, we passed through and, taking the key with me, I locked it again behind us.
Early dusk was turning the air grainy. I could see my own palatial residence just seventy yards away across the parkland, with the Land Rover parked out front. A moment of stillness came over me and I turned to face the colonel.
“Jane—”
“Harry, we haven’t time. What is it?”
“If I manage to get you back to New York alive, you owe me a kiss.”
“Harry, we really haven’t time for this.”
“I am serious, Jane. Promise me.” She drew a deep breath and looked over at the Land Rover. I said, “Promise me.”
“Yes!” She almost stamped her foot. “OK, I promise!”
“I mean a real kiss. Not a peck on the cheek.”
“Harry! Please! Yes, I promise!”
“OK.” I smiled. “Let’s go.”
And we ran.




Nineteen

We had covered maybe thirty yards when the first shouts came. I shouted, “Run!”, grabbed her arm and broke into a sprint. We heard the crackling stutter of automatic fire as they shot out the lock. Then the shouts were louder and a hail of bullets hit the wall of my palatial residence as I propelled the colonel around the corner toward the Land Rover. I followed after her, wrenching my cell from my pocket and bellowing at the guards on the door, “Sound the alarm! Alarme! Alarme!” I racked my brain for some shreds of Portuguese. “Devolva o fogo!” I blurted out. Return fire! They gaped at me. “Devolva o fogo!” I bellowed, pointing savagely at the soldiers who were now halfway across the lawns. And then on a flash of inspiration, “Eles sequestraram o presidente! Golpe de estado!”
That had them. They had kidnapped the president. It was a coup. They scrambled to the corner of the building, radioing for support, and pretty soon the air was full of the crackle and spit of automatic fire as I dialed six, six, six into my phone, the number of the beast, and hit call.
I don’t know what they had put in the cars or trucks they had parked along the wall, but I guess the SAS had no trouble securing C4 in a country as corrupt as Cabinda-Itumba. Plus, the Regiment will always go the extra mile for a friend, and I guess they’d done this for the brigadier as well as for an ex-blade.
Two explosions rocked the compound simultaneously and blew two big holes in the perimeter wall, one at either end. Immediately after there were three more explosions, spaced a couple of seconds apart. That had all the soldiers lying flat on the ground with their hands over their heads.
I didn’t waste the opportunity. I scrambled behind the wheel of the Land Rover, fired it up and spun it on a dime so it was facing the gate, yelling at Siri to call Colonel Domingos. I floored the pedal, ramming the gears through second, third, and fourth, and fishtailed out of the gate. Domingos’ voice came on the phone, half hysterical:
“What the hell is going on?”
The Brits have a way of talking when all hell is breaking loose that makes you believe they are going to get you out of there in one piece. I pictured myself as the brigadier and snapped at him: “Pull yourself together, man! Listen to me! The president has been kidnapped. There has been a coup. We are repelling the Russians at the eastern wall, you need to gather your men and crush that coup in the palace! Do you understand? Get a grip! Do it!”
“Yes sah!”
By that time I was fishtailing again onto the E100. I dropped to fourth and made the engine scream as the revs climbed dangerously high, then let in fifth and sixth and the machine bolted forward like a bat out of hell with a hornet up its ass. As we hurtled south, looking left and right I could see people spilling from the shantytowns into the roads, staring north from where we had come. Glancing in the mirror I could see what they were staring at. A column of black smoke was rising into the air from the general area of the palace.
I laughed out loud. The colonel was twisted in her seat, looking out the rear window. “Nothing triggers a revolution in a banana republic like a column of black smoke billowing out of the presidential palace,” she said, then turned to look at me. “Service beyond the call of duty. How did they do that?”
“I guess they loaded the vehicles with gasoline and old tires. That will give us some kind of a head start.”
It wasn’t that much of a head start. Within a couple of minutes we heard the sirens wiling behind us. If the road had had a few bends in it it might have helped, but it was very straight and very long, and pretty soon we could see their lights flashing, which meant they could see us doing over a hundred trying to get away from them.
It also meant that, once we had passed the airport and the hospital, I had to slow to sixty to do another fishtail onto the dirt track, while they were still doing one-twenty on the blacktop, gaining on us at a rate of sixty miles per hour.
And just in case they hadn’t spotted us already, as I hit the dirt track and skidded sideways across it, I dragged a huge cloud of white dust up off the road and hurled it into the air.
I swore violently and hit the gas, doing eighty down the track. The colonel screamed in spite of herself and planted one hand on the ceiling and gripped the door with the other.
“At least the dust will blind them,” I snarled. “So they can’t get a bead on us.”
Right on cue there was the crackle of automatic fire followed instantly by the thwack! and ping! of slugs slapping into the chassis and ricocheting off steel. The colonel repressed another scream. I accelerated to ninety. The truck leapt and bounded over the ruts in the road. I had no idea how far behind us they were, but I needed distance. “Come on baby, we’re nearly there!” I said, not sure if I was talking to the colonel or the truck.
“Harry…”
“I can’t go any faster!”
Behind us I heard the horrific noise of crashing, tortured steel as two of the pursuing cars collided with each other in the dust storm I was raising behind us. I laughed an ugly laugh. The colonel said, “Harry…!”
“I can’t go any slower, dammit!”
I glanced at her. She was frowning at me. She didn’t look scared or frantic. She looked oddly troubled. She lifted her left hand from her belly and looked down at the blood that had smeared over it. Then she looked at me again.
“Harry…?”
Her shirt was drenched on the left side of her belly.
“Press!” I snapped fiercely. “Press hard! Bunch up your shirt! Stay focused, Jane! Stay with me! Press!”
The truck gave a violent jolt. She gasped and her eyes went wide. We had passed the savannah and were entering the rutted, rainforest section of the track. I glanced in the mirror. There was nothing immediately visible. I drove on for another minute negotiating the tree roots, the furrows and potholes as best I could. The colonel was staring at the dash, wide-eyed with her mouth sagging open. At every jolt she whimpered or gave a small cry of pain. In the canvas bag Scott had given me I could hear the frantic bleeping of the tracker I hadn’t even looked at yet.
I nosed the truck gently into a tree, grabbed the canvass bag Scott had given me and stabbed a detonator into one of the two cakes of C4. I connected the other end to the door and slammed it shut. Then I went round to the passenger side, wrenched the door open, and pulled the colonel onto my shoulder. I wasted precious seconds then fitting a second detonator to the C4 and connecting it to the passenger door. I slammed that door too and set off at a steady run.
Seeing the truck up against the tree and the doors closed, they’d assume we were still inside unconscious, and pull open the doors to finish us off. Life is like that. Full of little surprises.
Having the colonel slung over my shoulder wasn’t the best position for someone who has been shot in the gut. But it was a tradeoff for speed. Carrying her in my arms would have slowed me down too much and cost us both our lives.
I ran at a steady jog, avoiding the roots and the potholes until I came to the spot where we had faked the Russian camp. I felt my heart pound hard and my belly burn. There, maybe twenty or thirty yards from the bank, sitting on the dark, slow-moving water, was a big, beautiful Canadair CL-215. And on the bank was an inflatable dinghy with two oars.
I half scrambled, half fell down the bank and lowered the colonel into the dinghy. She was waxy, pale and immobile. I killed the thought that she was already dead, and heard shouts and furious screams through the dense trees. I hesitated. If I pushed into the water now there was a chance they’d see us. We’d be sitting ducks. But if I delayed…
Gunfire erupted and a cloud of birds exploded screaming into the air. At least four rifles, maybe six. They were shooting the Land Rover. I waited. The gunfire stopped. An hysterical officer, furious and terrified, screamed orders. A nasty, violent, flat smack shook the air and the foliage, followed half a second later by a huge fireball as the fuel tank and the half dozen gas cans I had filled the night before ignited.
I jumped in the water up to my knees. My feet sank into the mud and slime. I grabbed the dinghy and heaved. It slid down the bank into the water and I climbed in, pushing away from the bank with one of the oars. There wasn’t much current, but what there was made it hard to keep the rubber boat lined up with the plane, forcing me to row for the tail instead of the hatch. That meant that every few seconds I had to look over my shoulder to make sure I was on the right course. I lined it up with the tail, looked back at the shore as I heaved and saw two soldiers, drenched in blood, break through the foliage. The closest one screamed something unintelligible and put his rifle to his shoulder.
I let go the oars and ducked, pulling the Sig from under my arm. He double tapped, but the current had pulled me downstream and the rounds hit the water, raising big spouts of foam. I fell on my belly, holding the P226 in both hands. I knew I had a fraction of a second’s advantage. I was a moving target—he wasn’t. I lined him up and put two rounds through his chest. His pal fired wildly and ran toward the bank.
A hissing, burbling noise made me look. One of his shots had pierced the dinghy and it was deflating fast. The plane was just ten yards away. I holstered the Sig, grabbed the colonel under her arms and rolled into the water, so I went in on my back and she went in on top of me. For a moment I was submerged in the dark, swirling, slimy water. I pushed out, blowing and spluttering, struggling to keep the colonel’s head clear; and among the spluttering and the gasping, a horrific scream split the air. For a moment I thought it was a bird, but, blinking the water from my eyes, I searched the bank as I struck out for the plane. There I saw the last remaining soldier thrashing in a wild explosion of foam as he was dragged into the river by a crocodile.
I swore violently as I saw the mud begin to move and two, five, ten beasts slithered into the water. If I was lucky they’d compete over the wretched soldier. If I was unlucky they’d come after the colonel and me.
I felt the hull of the great plane thud against my head and looked up. The guys had left the ladder suspended from the cockpit. There were four rungs below water, and three to the cockpit. I grabbed the top one with my right hand and pulled us in, as I found the lowest rung with my foot. That was when I saw the big log floating upstream against the current.
I didn’t swear. Swearing would blush at what I did. I screamed the ugliest words I could find in the depths of my unconscious mind and heaved the colonel’s sodden, dead weight up to the hatch and hurled her through the window. She landed half in and half out, but the weight of her butt and her legs meant she started sliding out again. The crocodile was now twelve feet away with his eyes above water, and moving fast. Still screaming obscenities, I shoved my hand on her ass and pushed with a strength I didn’t know I had. She tumbled inside as I felt the beast’s mouth open around my legs. For a moment it fumbled because of the metal ladder. I scrambled and grabbed the ladder with my left hand, slipping and falling forward toward the water as I did so. My left leg swung out and the saurian monster closed its jaws on my leg just as I snatched the Sig from under my arm and emptied the magazine into its head.
It let go of my leg, taking part of my pants with it, and sank to the bottom leaving a large plume of blood.
I pulled myself into the cockpit, bleeding profusely from my leg. I clambered over the colonel and dragged her into the copilot’s seat, and less than a minute later we were roaring down the Congo River toward the Atlantic, raising great plumes of foam to either side. We lurched and then we were in the air, banking north and rising above Cabinda-Itumba.
Far below I could see tall, billowing columns of smoke rising above the capital. Maybe this rebellion would succeed where others had failed. The Most Glorious President Cosmo Manuel was dead. His regime might die with him; but at what price?
I looked at the colonel slumped in the seat beside me. She was gray. From where I sat I couldn’t detect any movement in her chest. I forced myself to think. This crate would get us to Casablanca, or Gibraltar, if I stuck to the cruising speed. But that would take something like eighteen hours, by which time the colonel would be dead. If she wasn’t already.
I pulled my cell from my sodden jacket and realized as I did so that it was surprisingly difficult. My fingers had trouble grasping it. I felt very tired and the pain in my leg was invading my thoughts.
“Focus!” I told myself, then screamed it, “Focus, dammit!”
I saw the autopilot switch among the controls and flipped it. Somehow I found the brigadier’s number and pressed call.
“Harry?”
“Can you get my GPS?”
“Yes,” I heard him shout something at somebody, then, “Where are you?”
“Canadair CL-215, leaving Cabinda headed northwest. On autopilot.”
“Are you hurt?”
“I think the colonel might not make it. Gunshot to the belly. I got bit and I’m losing consciousness.”
“Harry!” I smiled because he sounded worried. “Listen to me. Stay with me for a few minutes longer. If you continue on course and pass out you will crash. I need you to feed these coordinates into the autopilot. Do you understand?”
“I’m still here.”
He gave me the coordinates, and that was the last thing I remember.




Epilogue

It was very dark, and the world seemed to be rocking gently. I could hear the sea sighing far off. The pain was gone. There was only darkness, and the gentle sigh.
At some point I became aware of the colonel. Her face was above me, somehow disembodied, smiling.
“I am all right now, Harry,” she said. “I don’t want you to worry anymore.”
I frowned, feeling a stab of anxiety. “No…”
“I know what you did. I know you care. But I have to go.”
She bent and for a moment I felt her lips on mine. Then she was gone, and I was sinking into blackness again.
When I opened my eyes again there was sunlight. I was in a cabin and through the porthole I could see the ocean, sparkling in the sun. I felt sick and realized it was a mixture of hunger, drugs and anxiety. I sat up and swung my legs out of bed, and somebody drove a couple of knitting needles through my leg.
I paused to let the pain pass and realized I had pulled a drip from my arm. I used my right leg to stand as the door to my cabin opened and a nurse rushed in shouting, “What on Earth do you think you’re doing, young man?”
Behind her was the brigadier, frowning, looking unhappy. I allowed myself to be sat down again and said, “Where’s the colonel?”
He sat as the nurse tucked me back in bed.
“Do you feel up to some chicken soup?”
I nodded, “Thanks,” and looked at the brigadier. “What happened?”
“It was a miracle. You managed to put in the coordinates. If you had continued on your course you would have run out of fuel and crashed somewhere in the Atlas Mountains. As it was your vector allowed you to come down in the sea. You must have come round on landing and killed the engines. Do you recall anything?”
“No. The last thing I remember is putting in the coordinates.”
“Anyway, we came as fast as we could, got you out of the plane and into sick bay as fast as possible. Your leg was in a bad way. You’ll have scars. What was it? You said you were bitten.”
“A crocodile, while we were getting on the plane. Sir, the colonel was badly hurt. She took a round. She was bleeding from the belly…”
I trailed off. He was looking very serious. He said, “She’s gone, Harry.”
“Oh.”
For a moment I had a strange, surreal feeling, like the world was made of tissue paper. Nothing really made much sense. For a moment I frowned, trying to imagine tomorrow, next week, the next year, without her being there, even if just in the background. I couldn’t. It didn’t make sense.
The brigadier sighed and looked down at his hands.
“She wanted to say goodbye. We advised her not to, she was badly injured. The round narrowly missed her kidney and her spine. Fortunately by then it had lost most of its energy and lodged in her intestines without doing too much damage. But she had lost a lot of blood. However, we thought it best she be flown by helicopter to Gibraltar, where she is having the slug removed. Anyway. She came in to say goodbye. You were unconscious, of course. So she told me to tell you, she would see you in New York. Does that make any sense to you? I imagine you’ll see her before that in Gib’.”
“Yes,” I said, and smiled. “It makes sense to me.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”
“Well,” I lied, as I closed my eyes and drifted into a happy sleep, “I have a promise to keep, I have to go see Araminta Whitley, to arrange the book launch.” Then I chuckled. “I think we should invite ex-senator Carol Fischer, CEO of the TexChem Corporation, don’t you, sir?”
But really I was thinking about a different promise I had to keep. A better promise than that one.
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Harry Bauer is the best assassin in Cobra. So when the brigadier gets a call from his old FBI friend, Ash Cooper, telling him he believes a Gulf Cartel drugs baron known only as Otropoco, is extending his operation to Pinedale, Wyoming, pushing drugs to school kids and out on the reservation, the brigadier doesn’t hesitate. He sends Harry to pick up the scent, find Otropoco and kill him.
But when Harry gets to Pinedale Ash Cooper has disappeared, and so has Sonia, his sixteen year-old daughter. The only people who seem to know anything are Sonia’s pals, and among them Slick, the town punk and drugs pusher, but he’s not talking.
Then Sonia’s body is found in Lake Freemont, with her father’s body clinging to her. And that’s when Harry gets mad. He picks up Otropoco’s scent, and he goes for the kill…
In a hunt that takes him from the Wind River Mountains to Vegas and San Diego, Harry is doing what he does best – taking out the trash.




One

I watched the white Jeep bearing the sheriff’s badge turn in at the gate a quarter of a mile away, where the small bridge crossed the creek. It bounced and lurched on the uneven dirt track, but it didn’t raise dust. It was too cold to raise dust. I put out a hand to stop the punch bag swinging. The sun was not long up over the Wind River Mountains to the east, though the smell of pine was already in the air, stained by the smell of my own sweat.
I walked the short distance from Ash’s garage-cum-gym to the covered decking and sat on the wooden steps to wait. The white Jeep coiled up the track and crunched to a halt opposite me, beside my RAM. The door swung open and Sheriff Seth Levi swung down. He pressed his hat on his head and gave a nod.
“Mr. Bauer.”
“Sheriff.”
He studied his boots for a moment. They were dusty, scuffed and turned up at the toes. After considering them he looked up at the tops of the trees at the back of the house, then higher still at the very blue sky. I felt a hot stab of irritation in my gut.
“Sky looks the same up here as it does down in Pinedale, Sheriff.”
He grunted a sigh. “Mr. Bauer, we need to talk.”
“Have you found him?”
He shook his head, but still wouldn’t look at me. He sucked his teeth and looked at the decking instead. “No, Mr. Bauer.” Now he turned to look at me. “We’ve scoured the valley and there’s no trace of him. But I have to level with you. I get the feeling you ain’t telling me everything there is to tell. I can’t help you, if you ain’t gonna help me.”
I looked down at my thumbs, weighing up how much to tell him.
“I knew Ash some years back, about ten years ago. He was in the Feds.” I looked up at the sheriff’s broad, honest face. “Did you know that?”
He shook his head. “Ash never talked much about hisself.”
“He had some trouble with one of the Mexican cartels. I don’t know the details—”
“You a Fed? Is that how you know him?”
“No. I’m military. At least I was back then. Special operations. Anyway, came a point where Ash had had enough. He resigned and he moved out here with his daughter. He was looking for a saner, healthier way of life.”
The sheriff nodded slowly a few times at the decking. “He found it. Him and Sonia was happy here. They was private people, but we don’t mind that, and Sonia was starting to make friends. Ash too, though slower.”
“You want coffee?”
He sighed and nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”
He followed me across the covered decking and into the Spartan living room. I moved behind the breakfast bar and set about grinding some fresh beans. The toasted bitter smell was strong.
When it was on the hob I said, “I can’t tell you much more than I’ve told you already, Sheriff. Ash contacted me out of the blue and asked me to come and spend some time here. He said he was worried about Sonia.” I smiled and held his eye. “She must have been six years old when I last saw her. He said she’d gone out with friends the night before and hadn’t come back. Naturally I told him I was on my way, but I also told him to talk to you.”
“Yeah,” he said with a twist of bitterness. “He weren’t none too keen on that idea. I think he figures we’re a bunch of country bumpkins out here.”
I shook my head. “It’s not that, Sheriff. It’s a question of resources. He worked out of the New York field office on Broadway. The resources they had at their disposal were simply the best in the world. However good you and your deputies are—and I am sure you’re damn good—you haven’t got the FBI’s resources. Anyway, when I got here there was no sign of Ash or Sonia. That’s when I called you.”
The coffee started to gurgle. I turned off the gas and grabbed a couple of cups. “What you have got is a lot of space for bad things to happen in. She could have been mauled by a bear, bitten by a snake, fallen down a mountainside…,” I looked at him and held his eye, “or she could have been drugged, raped and/or murdered.”
He sighed and sagged, like the idea had deflated him. “Yeah, that don’t happen much out here. What does happen here, like just about everywhere else, is kids reach sixteen and start doing things they didn’t use to do when they was fifteen. I got five kids, three boys and two girls. Each one of them was once sixteen. They’re all good kids. They all got good grades. They love their mom and respect their dad. And each-damn-one of them was a pain in the ass at sixteen.”
I smiled, grabbed a bottle of Jameson’s from the cupboard and a couple of shot glasses. “Get the coffee, will you, Sheriff?”
I led the way back out to the decking and we settled ourselves at a small round table, looking out at the Windies to the north and east. As he sat I poured him strong black coffee and a shot. As I helped myself he said:
“Teenagers need to rebel. They need to kick against their parents sometimes. Thing with Ash is, he wants to be his daughter’s best friend. He told me a couple of days ago, ‘We share everything, Seth. I’m her best friend.’ That ain’t healthy.” He knocked back the whiskey, smacked his lips and picked up his coffee. “Parents cannot be their kids’ best friends! Hell! What were you doin’ when you was sixteen?”
“I plead the Fifth.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, me too. But Ash don’t get that. He don’t see that if she does something he disapproves of, gets drunk, makes out with a boy, hell—puffs on a joint—she ain’t just gonna get grounded, like any other parent would do, she is going to be crippled with guilt because she let her daddy down. This great daddy who was her best friend. That is one hell of a high standard he’s holding her to.”
I knocked back the whiskey and refilled our glasses. “I agree, Sheriff, but I am not sure what point you’re making. You think Sonia has gone AWOL with a bunch of friends? That doesn’t explain where Ash is. He’s been gone three days and she’s been gone two.”
“And nobody between Cheyenne and Jackson, Evanston and Douglass, Yellowstone and the Devil’s darn Tower has had sight or sound of them. Ain’t it just possible, Mr. Bauer, that his daughter went off with friends, the way kids do sometimes at sixteen, he went looking for her and found her, and now they’re talking things over?”
I nodded a few times, slowly, looking at the haze over the distant mountains. “Yup,” I said, “it’s possible, but he would have left me a note, or called me. But there’s something else. Ash told me he was worried that there were some kids in town who were pushing drugs to young teenagers. So I ask you, is it possible that Sonia was hanging out with these kids, they got her stoned and raped her. That intentionally or by accident, Sonia was killed, and when her father found out he was killed too? Is that possible?”
He grunted, picked up his whiskey and stared at it. “Yeah, that’s possible too. What about her mother? Maybe she went to stay with—”
“Her mother is dead.”
“Shit.”
“She was murdered. There is no one back East. It was just him and his daughter, and he was trying to give her a safer, healthier life.” I sipped my coffee, and as I set down the cup I asked him, “Who were her friends, Sheriff? Had she started hanging around with a bad crowd?”
He shrugged. “They’re just a bunch of kids, not what you’d call a bad crowd.”
“What about his worries about drugs?”
“There’s a gang of ’em. They ain’t bad kids. I ain’t never seen Sonia drunk or high or anything like that. From what I hear, they mainly seem to be into UFOs and that kind of…”
He hesitated. I said, “Crap?”
“I guess. So they do a lot of stargazing. They see a satellite or a shooting star and they think it’s a spaceship from another planet. Her—” He cleared his throat and stared out at the empty acres. “The boy she hangs around with the most—my day we would have said her boyfriend—is Dave—”
“Dave Jorgensen? Ash mentioned a Dave Jorgensen.” He nodded. I asked, “Have you spoken to him or his parents?”
“Course. I called when she hadn’t come home. I spoke to his mother. She said Dave wasn’t home either. We talked for a bit. She didn’t seem too worried. I called again in the morning. Dave was back. He said he’d left Sonia at the gate, bottom of my lane. I told Ash, but he said Sonia hadn’t showed up.”
“Who else?”
“Sadie Cody, George Cody’s daughter. The only other kid who’s with them regular is a kid they call Slick, lives down by the brewery on Marilyn. He’s a bit wild. Samuel Connolly. I’ve had words with him and his dad a few times. Then there’s Marv. He’s what they call a nerd. He knows a lot about computers, gets them pictures of Mars and the moon. They believe there’s alien bases up there.”
I studied his face a moment, wondering if he was real smart and playing dumb, or if he had just grown lazy living in the cowboy version of the Island of the Lotus Eaters.
“So when Dave says he dropped her off at the gate, where had they been all night?”
He looked slightly embarrassed. “Watching UFOs. We gotta call ’em UAPs now. Unidentified Aerial Phenomena. They stayed out late at the lake. They say they saw some lights moving in a crazy way.”
I repeated the question. “Where?”
“’Bout a mile past the Lakeside Lodge, on the 741. They had a couple of beers, watched the stars, and then Sonia saw how late it was and said she had to get home. That was about nine PM.”
“About the time you called Dave’s mother.”
“They came back in Dave’s truck, dropped her at the bottom of the lane—”
“That’s what he says. He should have brought her to the door.”
“Yeah, well—” He drank his coffee, which had gone cold, and chased it with the shot. He smacked his lips and said, “They said they were scared of how Ash’d be. He could be pretty intimidating. Plus he had to take the others home too.”
I frowned. “He dropped Sonia first? That doesn’t make much sense. He had to pass through town to get here to Ash’s place. He could have dropped the gang at the Riddley’s intersection and then brought Sonia home.” I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. “It’s what any seventeen year-old boy would do. You get to spend a few minutes alone with your girl, and hope for a goodnight kiss.”
“I know. It’s what I thought too. But they all agree.”
“You mean they all corroborate each other’s stories. That doesn’t prove shit.” He gave me a queasy look. I asked, “So what now?”
“What now?” He looked at me with weary eyes that were a little bloodshot. “Now is where I decide whether to issue a BOLO on Ash Bauer, and get to wondering just exactly how mad he got when she arrived home late?”
I sighed and spoke quietly. “That’s bullshit and you know it!”
“Yeah? Maybe so. But I’ve got five kids willing to swear they dropped Sonia off at that gate.” He stabbed a finger down where the track led to the road. “Which means that Sonia disappeared somewhere between that gate and this house. And if I don’t find her pretty damned soon, the State Police are going to be lookin’ at Ash pretty damned close—whatever I may know or not know!”
“It’s too much of a coincidence, Sheriff, them both disappearing like that—”
“Unless he’s on the run!”
“-—after telling me he was worried about the rise in drugs-related crimes.” I studied his face a moment. He looked away. “Was he wrong?” I pressed him. “Has drug-related crime risen? Are there pushers selling drugs to kids?”
He took a deep breath. “No, he wasn’t wrong. We talked about it a couple of times. He was worried—”
He stopped himself. I said, “About what, Sheriff?”
He shrugged, shook his head and spread his hands. “About that, about the drugs, and Sonia…”
“About Slick? Was he worried about Slick, Sheriff?”
He puffed out his cheeks. “Yeah, you don’t miss much, do you?”
“I pay attention. You said you’d had words with him and his dad. Was it about drugs?”
“Yeah.” He glanced at me, like he was wondering what my attitude was to drugs. “If y’ask me he’s developing a cocaine habit. Now, we got some of the strictest drug laws in the United States in Wyoming. You get caught with more than three ounces of marijuana, that’s a felony, you can go down for five years. And Wyoming judges ain’t known for being liberal, especially about drugs. Now, if a man is in his thirties, he beats his wife and he’s always drunk or stoned or both, well maybe that’s the wake-up call he needs. But if a kid’s seventeen, and his biggest crime is bein’ plain stupid…” He shrugged. “I’d rather take him aside, give him a taste of my belt and warn his dad to take him in hand.”
If he was hoping for approval all he got from my face was a blank stare.
“You said Ash and Sonia were close. Did they go fishing or hunting together? That kind of stuff?”
He frowned. “Sure,” then he smiled, “I guess you don’t do that a lot in New York.”
I returned the smile, but kept it on the side of my face, where it was ironic. “No, there it’s a trip to the mall, or McDonald’s, where the meat is already dead.”
“If it is meat. And that’s a moot point.”
“Did they have a special place where they liked to go?”
The humor drained out of his face. “Yeah, there was a place, on Lake Freemont.” He pointed toward the mountains. “Out along the 741, as it happens. Beyond where the kids said they went, six or seven miles past Lakeside Lodge. The ground begins to rise toward the Wind River Range, toward Gutierrez Peak.”
I didn’t say anything. He paused, thinking. He didn’t look like he was enjoying what he was thinking.
“There’s a couple of plateaus up there, and a bit of woodland. They used to go there a lot. You get a great view of the lake from on high…” He trailed off, eyeing me. “Sonia loved it up there. You think they might’ve…?”
“Sounds like a good place to look for UFOs. It also sounds like a great place to have a few beers and smoke a joint without the sheriff taking his belt to you. Might be why they were so late.”
He rubbed his face, then lifted his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. “Jesus Christ!”
“Bunch of teenagers, way out there, drunk, maybe stoned. Something might have happened, Sheriff.”
He stared at me. “What about Ash?”
“Well, maybe that’s where he went to look for her.”
He stood heavily and put his hat back on his head. “I’m going to take a look. You want to come along?”




Two

He called his deputies on the way and we met them there.
We stood on the green plateau, jutting from the bluff out over the lake. The wind was cold and the air was rich with dry, green tangs under a very blue sky, with the copper sun a few inches above the mountain peaks behind us. Behind us also was a sprawl of dense forest that swarmed up the mountainside. It was dark in there. The ground was thick with brown needles and ferns that grew four and five feet in height.
In front of us the ground sloped steeply down to the black water of the lake. There, on the slopes, the ground was also thick with pine trees: lodgepole, white bark and limber. The dark was dense under the canopy, made impenetrable by bracken and sword fern.
Beyond the green slopes, maybe three and a half thousand feet below, the water lay like black glass, over a mile across and nine miles from northern tip to southern shore, chilling the air and causing cold, blustery winds to be drawn in from the valley. Those gusts now battered my face and pulled at my jacket where I stood at the edge, looking down. I heard the sheriff shout and turned. The wind stretched his jeans against his legs and flapped them behind him. It whipped his hair across his face and folded his hat brim back, making him clutch at his head.
“It’s a hell of a lot of territory!”
I nodded and past him I saw the two deputies’ vehicles pulling off the road to bounce and lurch their way up to where we were standing. I pointed over toward the tree line where I could see a dark smudge, maybe two hundred yards away.
“That a campfire?”
He looked, and after a moment shrugged. By then I’d started walking and he joined me. The deputies had seen me point and the lurching trucks turned, aiming to converge with us where we were headed. They got there first and by the time we arrived the deputies had already parked and swung down from their trucks.
Phil, two hundred and fifty pounds of walrus moustache and belly, was hunkered down by a ring of stones four feet across, full of black and gray ash.
“It’s cold,” he said.
Behind him Pete, Dave and Chavez had moved away and were stepping in among the trees, peering among the ferns and the needles.
Phil stood. “Don’t look like they left any trash behind, beer cans or food wrappers or such.”
The sheriff grunted. “They were careful to clean up when they left.”
“What’s that?” I hunkered down by the fire. A gust of wind trailed a fine cloud of cinders past me. I reached into the ring of rocks and pulled out a stick, maybe a foot long, a quarter to half an inch thick. It had been sharpened at one end, and most of the irregularities removed with a sharp knife. It was only partially singed.
The sheriff stared at the stick and then at me. “What? It’s a stick.”
I studied it a moment, then stood. “Look.” He came closer. Phil stood at my shoulder. “See how the wood has been singed in stripes about half an inch apart?” They both said, “Huh.” I went on. “That’s because there were hunks of meat or vegetable on there, cooking. Don’t you ever do that? You cut the meat into cubes, a chunk of onion, maybe some red pepper…?”
The sheriff shrugged again. “So what?”
I tried not to sigh. “So after whoever cooked it, he ate it.”
“I guess so. I’d kind of got that far. What’s your point, Mr. Bauer?”
“If he ate it from the stick, there’s a chance there’s saliva and fingerprints on it. Maybe the ash and the heat have contaminated it. Maybe they haven’t. But it’s worth a try, right? If we can place the kids here, it means they lied about where they were, and that would mean they lied about when they brought Sonia home. It’s something.”
He jerked his head at Phil. “Go get an evidence bag from your truck and bag the stick. We’ll send it to Cheyenne.”
Over by the trees Chavez raised his voice above the wind. “Sheriff. We got some tire tracks here.”
We picked our way over shrubs and rocks, hunching our shoulders against the wind. When we got there, most of the tracks had been mashed up by the deputies’ own tracks. But there was a section in the damp earth that was clearly not Chavez’s RAM or Pete and Dave’s Ford. The sheriff pushed his hat back and scratched his head. “Guess I better get a plaster cast of this. Phil, you got any plaster in your truck?” Phil shook his head. “You better get back to the office. Did you bring the camera?”
“Nope. Didn’t think to, Sheriff.”
“Well, you’d better bring out the camera and the plaster. And bring the tape, too.” He turned to me and frowned. “Is this a crime scene?”
I felt my skin go cold and pasty, and a nauseating sadness in my gut. I nodded. “I guess it’s a potential crime scene, Sheriff, yeah.”
“Should you be here, Mr. Bauer?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I should be here.” He scratched his head and sighed. He’d done a lot of that this morning. I added, “I’ve done a lot of hunting in these mountains, Sheriff. I know them like the back of my hand. I am also trained in search, rescue and extraction. Let me stay and give you a hand.”
“OK, I guess we can use the help.”
He turned away from me and started yelling at his deputies to go over every inch of the area. “I wanna know who had made the fire, I want any trash they might have left behind. I want everything and anything that will tell me who was here and when!”
The existence of the fire wasn’t much on its own. But if it had been made by Sonia and Dave and their gang the night she disappeared, it meant they had lied about where they’d been. That had two knock-ons: it raised the question, as I had pointed out to Sheriff Seth Levi, if they lied about that, might they not also have lied about delivering her to her gate? But it also raised the potentially more important question: what made them lie about where they’d been?
There was a sick, uneasy feeling I knew we all shared. We were not only looking for beer cans, food wrappers and cigarette butts—something to show beyond a doubt that they had been here. We were looking for Sonia and her father, too. We were looking for the dead.
It was past eleven when I saw the sheriff talking to Phil. Seth was doing a lot of talking and Phil was doing a lot of nodding. The wind had died down, but I still couldn’t hear what he was saying, so I headed back to where they were standing beside the circle of rocks. Seth saw me approaching, patted Phil on the shoulder and came toward me like he had something to say.
“I want you to come with me.” He put his hand on my shoulder and guided me toward his Jeep. “We got a few bits and pieces. That stick was good thinking. We found a few more. We got some other things too: a disposable lighter, a piece of kitchen paper where somebody blew his nose. Can you believe that?”
I stopped and made him turn to face me. “Sheriff, I want to stay and look.”
“Yeah, I know. But I need your help.”
“With what?”
“Get in the truck.”
He walked around the hood and climbed in behind the wheel. When he fired it up I got in beside him. He started talking again as I slammed the door and we moved off.
“I’m going to send the stuff to the lab. I don’t know what they’ll get. Maybe the lighter will give us something, the stick or the paper. I don’t know if we can or not, but the kids don’t know that, right?”
He glanced at me. I didn’t say anything so he went on.
“I want to go and see Dave and I want you to come with me. I think he’s a good kid. When he sees you,” he shrugged as the Jeep bounced and jolted onto the road, “I tell him you’re from New York, old friend of Ash’s, and Ash was with the Feds. Let him draw his own conclusions, right?” He laughed. “When he sees you staring at him, and I tell him we’re sending these things to the lab, it’ll scare the bejaysus out of him. Might just jolt him into admitting something.”
I looked out the window and spoke half to myself. “Admitting what?”
“If they only admit they were there that night, and not where they said they were, that gives us enough to take ’em in and question them separately. If we can do that, pretty soon one of them is going to tell us why they lied, and where Sonia is.”
“Where Sonia is,” I echoed, “and where Ash is.”
The sheriff called ahead to say we were coming, then filled me in on the way. Dave Jorgensen lived with his parents on West Washington Street, on the east side of Pine Creek, where it flows beside the Boyd Skinner Park. They had a large, sprawling, one-story clapboard house set in half an acre of lawn, with a white picket fence and a double garage in back. His father, Ralph, was a vet and a strict Protestant. His mother, Ingrid, stayed at home and baked blueberry pies.
It was Ingrid who opened the door to us. She was pretty in a blonde, Scandinavian way, with plaits and blue eyes. She had a careful blend of smile and frown on her face that said we were always welcome, but what was this about? Sheriff Levi spoke.
“Ingrid, this here is Harry Bauer I mentioned to you on the phone. Is Dave here? I need to talk to him.”
She glanced at me then back at Seth. “Sure, come on in.” She spoke over her shoulder as we followed her into a large, comfortable living room. “Ralph is out at the MacDonald’s Ranch. Will you have some coffee? I just made some pie…”
There was a potbelly stove burning logs, and a sofa and two armchairs drawn around it. There was a small TV in the corner that didn’t look like it got much use. The sheriff was saying, “We won’t stay long, Ingrid. We just want a quick word with Dave.”
“Sit by the fire. I’ll get him.”
She pushed through a door and disappeared. Neither of us sat. Seth went and stood warming his ass by the stove. We stared at each other for a couple of seconds. Then the door opened and Ingrid appeared with Dave. He looked at me, swallowed and went pale.
Ingrid said, “Won’t you sit down?”
The sheriff grunted and sat on the sofa. Ingrid sat beside him with her hands on her lap. I watched Dave sit in the armchair, right beside Seth, at right angles to him. When they were all settled I sat opposite Dave, holding his eyes with mine.
Seth rubbed his hands and hunched his shoulders. “Sure is cold. That wind comes down out of them mountains and whoo-ee! You know, on consideration, I would not say no to a cup of hot coffee if you was to offer it again!”
They both laughed and she turned to me, more guarded in her eyes. “And you, Mr…?”
I blinked once, slowly, before shifting my gaze to hers. “Bauer,” I said, “Harry Bauer. Thank you, Mrs. Jorgensen. That would be nice.”
She stood and went to the kitchen. Dave, alone suddenly, looked from the sheriff to me and back again. He spoke and tried to swallow at the same time. “How can I help you, Sheriff?”
“Well, Dave, this Mr. Harry Bauer here, he was a friend of Ash’s. Now, I didn’t know this, and I figure you didn’t neither, but Ash was a special agent with the FBI. And that was where him and Mr. Bauer met. And he is here in Pinedale to try to find out what happened to him and Sonia.”
He paused. Dave didn’t move. Only his eyes moved as he swiveled them to look at me. And he swallowed three times. The sheriff went on.
“Now, thing is, Dave, me and my deputies went out along the 741 to where you said you’d been the other night with Sonia. We searched pretty thorough, but we didn’t find any sign that you’d been there. No tire tracks, no fire pit, no nothin’.” He paused but Dave didn’t answer, so he went on. “But we did go on up somewhat farther, on Mr. Bauer’s suggestion, to a spot, up near the White Pine ski resort, where Ash and Sonia liked to go hunting sometimes.”
He paused and I saw Dave’s face turn the color and texture of wax. He swallowed hard again and I could see his hands shaking where he was holding them in his lap.
The sheriff arched an eyebrow. “Now, up there we found a ring of stones where somebody had made a fire. It was cold, but there was still a lot of ash there. That tells me it wasn’t made all that long ago, ’cause the wind had not blown it away. We found a few sticks, too, that somebody had sharpened to cook food over the flames. We found a disposable lighter, couple of cigarette butts, a tissue somebody used to blow his nose…” He spread his hands, shrugged. “Now, thing is, Dave, I am fixin’ to send these items to the lab in Cheyenne for analysis. There will be DNA residue and prints on pretty much everything we’ve collected. So we’ll know then who was at that party up there in the woods.”
He paused again, leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, and looked hard at Dave.
“So I thought I’d give you the chance to tell me, before I send it off, if it was you and your friends up there, with Sonia, the night before last.”
Dave’s eyes strayed down to where his hands had clenched into a ball in his lap. The sound of his mother in the kitchen seemed suddenly very loud. He took a shaky breath, held it and said, “She—Sonia—had a feeling we might see some activity over the lake. She said she had an intuition. She’d been there last summer, with her dad,” he glanced at me but looked quickly away, “she said she’d seen green orbs over the water during the night. She said she got up and went out by the fire ’coz she couldn’t sleep, and there was three of them hovering a few hundred feet over the water, glowing green—”
I cut him short. “So what happened? Were you alone with her?”
“No, sir!” He shook his head. “There was me, Marvin, Sadie and Slick and Sonia.”
“So what happened?”
“We made the fire and I’d brought some food which we cooked over the embers…”
“Cut to the chase, Dave.”
The sheriff frowned at me but I ignored him. Dave went on.
“Slick had brought some beers. Him and Sadie was drinking, but me and Sonia didn’t want to drink. Marv didn’t either. We wanted clear heads in case we saw something.” He glanced at me again like he was looking for approval. He didn’t find any and went on. “So, Marv was telling us about a theory that the aliens weren’t really aliens. They were like a parallel life form that inhabits this planet alongside us, in like a parallel dimension. And that was what all the elves and goblins and skinwalkers were in the past…”
I spoke quietly, deliberately, staring at the floor. “What happened to Sonia, Dave?”
“I am getting to that, sir. You see it’s all connected.”
I raised my eyes to look at him. “Are you going to try and tell me she was abducted by aliens?”
“No, sir. She was not abducted by aliens, sir. It was Slick who said that if these beings were like paranormal creatures, we should be able to contact them by hypnosis, or going into some kind of trance. Marv said that there were cases on record of people contacting aliens through hypnosis, and Slick and Sadie started saying we should try.”
“Jesus!” I sank back in my chair and ran my fingers through my hair. “Go on,” I said, “what happened next?”
“Well, Slick tried to hypnotize Sadie, but she kept laughing. Then Marv said that if Sonia had seen the lights last summer, then she was obviously in tune with them, and one of us should hypnotize her. I didn’t want them to. Marv said he could do it, but I wouldn’t let him, and in the end Sonia said she didn’t mind, but she wanted me to do it.”
I stared at him. “So you hypnotized Sonia?”
He swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”
– END OF EXCERPT –
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