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One

The sand was white. The ocean was turquoise and transparent. You could see that the sand which was under the water was also white. There was an improbably large number of beautiful women, half of them were in bikinis, the other half were only half in their bikinis. I was sitting on the terrace of the Number One Beach Café-Restaurant and Hotel, on Calle Santa Ana in Puerto Rico, sipping a dry martini and waiting for my contact from Cobra to show.
The idea was he was going to supply me with papers: a new identity with which I could leave the Caribbean and return to New York without arousing too much interest. I had arrived in Trinidad and Tobago a couple of days earlier in a yacht which I had stolen in St. George a couple of days before that. St. George had grown a little hot after I’d taken out Gonzalo Herrera, the head of Bloque Meta on the island, and his rival, Luis Aguilera, the local head of the Libertadores del Vichada. They had not been the objective of the assignment, but it had seemed advisable at the time, for the sake of completeness[1], to bag them too.
The downside had been that their deaths had been a little spectacular, and had drawn too much attention. That was something Colonel Jane Harris, the head of operations at Cobra, was kind of tired of telling me not to do. She was all about being discreet and deadly, like a ninja. I’m not a ninja, I’m a soldier, and I’m all about getting the job done. What can I tell you? Sometimes you get the job done faster by setting fire to ten drums of aviation fuel.
So when I got to Trinidad and Tobago and called the office they told me Bloque Meta were crawling all over Venezuela and the Western Caribbean looking for me. They were not alone. The CIA were also hunting for me, as were MI6 and the Libertadores del Vichada. So I should take an air taxi to Puerto Rico, book in to the Caribe Hilton as Mr. Smith and meet Tobias, on Saturday, at one thirty PM on the terrace of the Number One Beach Café-Restaurant and Hotel, on Santa Ana. So there I was, making a desultory study of incomplete bikinis and sipping my dry martini.
Tobias appeared like something out of a John le Carré novel. He stepped out onto the terrace through the sliding glass doors in a Panama hat, a purple paisley cravat under a crisp white shirt, a navy blazer and beige chinos. His eyes were concealed behind black Wayfarers and he held a gin and tonic in his right hand. His left held an unlit Balkan Sobranie.
He looked this way and that, as though enjoying the view. He was about five or six paces from my table and, as instructed by the brigadier, the head of Cobra, I said, “It’s a great day to go fishing, but you never know what you’re going to catch.”
When he spoke his English was a little too perfect, and his accent a little too German.
“In this day and age, if we catch anything it is Covid-19. Better keep the fishing for another year. May I join you?”
The elaborate, Cold War password was correct. I said, “Please do.” I gestured to the chair across from mine. He didn’t click his heels and bow, but you felt he wanted to. He sat and removed his hat and revealed a short back and sides of platinum hair with an unruly fringe over his brow, which he pushed back with his fingers. He was maybe thirty-eight or forty and looked in good shape.
I said, “You got something for me, Tobias?”
He shook his head and smiled. “No, just instructions from the big cheese. It seems you are very popular at the moment and extra security is necessary. I tell you who you are, you check with Mr. Stilton on your burner, he confirms that the ID comes from him and is correct. He gives you an address and you go to that address. There you collect the goods from me. Elaborate, but it seems you have been a bad boy, Mr. Smith.”
I sighed. Puerto Rico was no great hardship, but I was keen to get home to New York. “OK, so apart from my name, what can you tell me?”
“You are to become Paul Hemmings, of Hartford, Connecticut. You are divorced and have two daughters aged ten and twelve, whom you miss terribly. Your wife is a harpy, one of those Midwestern puritans who have sex only on Friday and only to procreate. They never wear makeup and have no cleavage.”
“What’s her name?”
He looked at me, raised a blond eyebrow and smiled. “Prudence, naturally. Her father was a farmer named Seth who spoke only when quoting the Bible, and procreated according to the cycles of the year: Fuck once in August, God willing a newborn in April. His wife, her mother, was twenty years younger than him and died in childbirth aged twenty-five, nine years after marrying him.”
“You’re making this up.”
“It is actually the very real biography of one Enoch Smith. He had nine children before his young wife died in childbirth.”
“OK, what else? My job?”
“You’re a middle manager in a medium-sized furniture factory.” He shrugged and smiled again. “You are a boring man with a boring life, and all you want is to go back with your boring wife and your boring daughters…,” he gestured out at the beach, “when you could be enjoying all these gorgeous dusky maidens.”
I nodded a few times, gazing out at the gorgeous dusky maidens, but seeing myself arriving at JFK in an air taxi as Mr. Boring Hemmings of Connecticut.
“What’s a middle manager at a furniture factory doing traveling in an air taxi from Puerto Rico?”
“Your CEO called you back from your holiday-cum-convalescence on urgent company business. You don’t know the details, but should they be necessary you provide the company’s telephone and they can phone your boss. Everything will be in the envelope.”
“Superb.” I said it without much feeling, because I had decided I didn’t like Tobias. He threw back his head suddenly and laughed loud. Then, still gazing at the half-naked girls sunbathing on the beach, he leaned toward me sideways across the table.
“It is as well to appear we are just chatting amiably, as recent acquaintances.”
“Sure, well, it was nice meeting you. I am going to make a phone call and then I’m going to have lunch. I’ll hope to see you later.”
I stood and offered him my hand, which he received with his elbow and an admonitory, “Ah-ah-ah…!”
I offered him a smile that wasn’t really all that amiable. “Yeah, we wouldn’t want to get infected, would we.”
I left him and went out onto Calle Santa Ana where I’d left my rental Mustang. I fired her up and growled out onto the Avenida Ashford, the main drag that leads from Ocean Park to San Juan. The main drag was two lanes, one going and one coming, but it was long and roughly straight. I called the brigadier on my burner and he answered after a couple of rings with his cut-glass English.
“Harry, what news?”
“Seems I have to call you for some confirmation.”
“That’s correct. It seems your funeral has done very little to reduce your popularity.”
“That’s a shame. It was a nice funeral. I wish I could have been there.”
“You’re not alone in that wish. Tell me, what nationality is Tobias?”
“His English is too good to be an Englishman. He has a hint of a German or Austrian accent. He would probably call it an ‘Orstrian’ accent.”
“Good. Height?”
“Six one, platinum hair, fit.”
“Good. Did you like him?”
“He’s a pain in the ass.”
“Good, good. Who did he tell you you were?”
“Paul Hemmings, of Hartford, Connecticut. I’m divorced. I have two daughters aged ten and twelve. My wife is a Midwestern puritan who never has sex on a day with an ‘S’ in it, at weekends or on a Monday. Also, she has no cleavage. She’s called Prudence. Her father was a farmer called Seth whose young wife died in childbirth. I’m a middle manager in a medium-sized furniture factory and my CEO has called me back from my holiday on urgent company business. I don’t know the details but you will provide them should they be necessary. All I need to do is provide the company telephone, which one of our people will answer. Now you need to give me an address where I can go and collect the envelope with my papers.”
He was quiet for a moment. “You sound tired.”
“I am, but don’t worry about it. All I need is a month back in my own home.”
“Your new home, on West 128th.”
“Yeah, I remember. I’m going to miss my little house by the water.”
“I’m sorry about that, Harry. But the fact is you have attracted far too much attention to yourself. This is not the SAS. Firepower is not the thing with Cobra. It’s the silent blade over the bomb, or even the gun.”
“Yeah, I hear you. It’s just a shame that after you killed me off, arranged my funeral and took my house away, it was all for nothing. They’re still after me. So where and when do I have to go to collect the documents?”
“Eight PM, Calle 17, in Pueblo Seco, about seven and a half miles southeast of the Hilton, in the San Juan district.”
“I’ll find it. Anything else?”
He was quiet for a while before answering. Then he said, “Just, do be careful, Harry. I value you as a friend, not just a damned fine operative. And we’ll do everything and anything we can to help you. But everything and anything, given the nature of our organization, may not be enough. We guarantee absolute deniability to our clients, you know that. If things get very rough, we may not be able to help you at all.”
I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “I understand, sir. I’ll be careful and stay cool.”
“That’s the stuff, Harry. I’ll hope to see you in a couple of days. Then I recommend a good, long holiday.”
“Sounds good.”
I hung up and cruised on past the cute, suburban houses with their pink, white and blue walls, and the banana trees and giant rubber plants in their front yards. The midday sun was hot, but with the top down the breeze was cool and for a while I enjoyed the drive. At Laguna del Condado I crossed the bridge and turned right to the Caribe Hilton. There I gave my keys to the valet and went inside to shower and prepare myself for a luncheon of oysters and sirloin steak. I didn’t feel right then like I was about to be assassinated, but if I was I figured I might as well have the condemned man’s rightful due, a damned good meal.
* * *
It was dark when I arrived at Calle 17, Pueblo Seco, in the San Juan district. It was a quiet, suburban street of bungalows and two-story houses, each with a front and back yard, most planted with palms, bananas and yucca, some paved in concrete, all with elaborate bars on the doors and windows. They all had their drapes closed, revealing thin slits of light. The only other light came from dull streetlamps, one of which was flickering like a dying moth.
His house was the fourth on the left as I approached from Calle 13. It was a small, ugly, two-story box in adobe orange and yellow. It had a short, chipped and cracked drive leading to a garage, and on the left of that a small patch of lawn with two sad palm trees, and not much besides.
I parked outside his front gate, killed the engine and the lights and sat for a while looking and listening in the dark. When I was satisfied there was nothing to look at or listen to, I climbed out and locked the car.
There was a low wall with an iron gate that gave on to the front yard and the lawn. I stepped over it and crossed the lawn to the front door. There was no sign of light in any of the windows, and the house, like the street, was silent. I pressed the bell beside the door, heard it ring softly inside the house and waited. Nothing happened.
To the left of the house, partly secluded by the palm tree, there was a narrow strip of grass with a couple of unkempt flowerbeds. I slipped down there and made my way to the back of the house. There I found a small swimming pool lapping softly and reflecting the dull light from the streetlamps on Calle A Este. There were trees framing the backyard, a couple of garden chairs and some empty beer cans. A couple of broad, shallow steps led up to a back porch and some sliding glass doors. The drapes were open, but the lights were off and it was impossible to see anything inside the room.
I examined the lock. It looked like a standard Yale. I thought about a possible alarm, but safe houses, ironically, tend not to have alarms connected to the cops because most times, if you’re using a safe house, the last people you want turning up if something goes wrong are the cops. You deal with it “in house.”
My Sig and my Fairbairn & Sykes were both at the bottom of the Atlantic some fifty miles off Trinidad, but I still had my Swiss Army knife. I pulled out the screwdriver and hammered it hard into the lock. Then I waited. Nothing happened. I turned, slid the door open, waited again, hunkered down and slid inside.
The room was empty. I stood, slid the door closed again behind me and took a moment to listen, and allow my eyes to adjust to the dark. Still there was no sound, no movement, nothing. I inched across the floor, feeling with my feet for anything in my path. I came to the door and opened it onto a small hallway with a passage going one way to what I figured was the kitchen and the bathroom, and a dark staircase climbing to the bedrooms upstairs. I paused again. I had no doubt about what I was going to find, I just wasn’t sure where I was going to find it.
I checked the kitchen. It was small, cramped and probably hadn’t changed since it was built in the mid ’60s, but Tobias wasn’t there. Upstairs there were two bedrooms and a bathroom. He wasn’t in the small bedroom and he wasn’t in the bathroom. He was lying, fully dressed and grinning, on the big, double bed in the big bedroom. He wasn’t grinning because he thought anything was funny. He wasn’t thinking anything at all anymore. He was grinning because the piano wire that was twisted around his neck had sent him into an involuntary spasm and he had died baring his teeth and tearing at his neck with his fingernails.
The colonel would have approved. It was a silent kill, with no guns or explosions. But it was a bad way to die. One of the worst.




Two

I played the flashlight from my phone over his fingernails. The only thing he had under them was blood and gore from his own neck. There were no toothpicks, and all the fingers were there. None had been removed with pliers. I took my time and examined him carefully. Apart from the fact that he had been strangled and almost decapitated with the wire, there was no sign that he had been tortured.
I peered out of the window. The Mustang was still there and nobody seemed to be taking much interest in it, so I took a half hour to explore the house. I was thorough, made sure to leave everything as it was, and not to leave any prints. There was no envelope with documents, cards or instructions, and no sign of where it might be kept: no safe, no drawer with a false bottom, no compartments in the wardrobe, no floorboards, loose or otherwise. This was nothing more than a safe house. I knew Tobias didn’t live here. It was just a place to hide or a place to meet.
So that meant whoever had killed him, had also taken the envelope. It also meant they knew about the house.
I took a couple of seconds to think and decided my first imperative was to get out of the house and out of the neighborhood. I made my way back to the car and drove at a moderate speed down to Calle A, then made a circuitous route back to downtown San Juan via just about every part of town I could think of. All the way I had one eye on the mirror. I didn’t spot anybody tailing me, but that didn’t mean they weren’t. There was plenty of traffic, and a good pro could have kept me in sight without being seen. For a professional team it would have been a cinch.
On the Avenida Ashford bridge I hurled the burner out of the window and into the lagoon, then I made my way back to the hotel and back to my room. I had a problem, and it was not small. It was hard to tell just how big it was, but it could be really big.
It could be too big.
In my room I took an unused burner from my bag and called the brigadier. It rang once and a woman answered.
“Harry.”
“Colonel? I called the brigadier.”
“He is temporarily indisposed. Talk to me.” I hesitated. She said, “What’s wrong?”
“Tobias is dead.”
“Did you kill him?”
I felt a surge of anger. “Of course not!”
“Give me the details, fast.”
I told her what had happened, then added, “We have to stop communicating.”
“You need instructions.”
“No. Right now I am a liability to the organization. If I can fix it I’ll come in. If I can’t, you need to erase me.”
“Harry, that’s ridiculous.”
“Tell the brigadier.”
I hung up, pulled the SIM from the phone and destroyed it. Then I sat and wondered what the hell to do next. I didn’t have time to wonder long. The hotel room phone rang.
“Yeah?”
“This is the reception desk, Mr. Smith, I have a message to say that Tobias will meet you in the Caribar in ten minutes.”
“Tobias?”
“Yes, sir. That is correct.”
I took a moment to think. “Did Tobias give you that message personally?”
“No, sir.” He sounded embarrassed. “The truth is, the note was on the desk. Nobody seems to remember who delivered it, but it was addressed to you, with your room number.”
“You didn’t see Tobias?”
“No sir, I am very sorry. Nobody did. I don’t understand how it could have happened…”
“OK, don’t worry about it. Thanks.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The Caribar at the Caribe Hilton is not an ideal place to kill somebody. So whoever it was probably wanted to get my attention, and talk. I pulled on my jacket and made my way down to reception, and then to the Caribar. It was quiet at that time because most people were dining already. There were a couple of guys up at the bar, nursing complicated cocktails. There was a couple at a table laughing quietly at some private joke, and a table of five men in suits who were talking quietly about something that was making them all frown. There was nobody that made me think of Tobias.
I went to the bar and told the boy in the waistcoat and bowtie I wanted a Macallan, double, straight up. He gave me a paper doily and a bowl of peanuts, followed by a glass shaped like a giant iceberg, and poured a generous measure of whisky into it.
Five minutes passed and I was wondering if I had been lured away from my room so the Agency could inspect it while I waited like a sap for my dead colleague to show up. I was about to go back up when a woman stepped into the bar. She was alone, dressed in a scarlet, knee-length affair with a slash up her right thigh. Not many bodies can make a dress like that work. This woman made it work and had it on overtime. She had red shoes with straps and legs that were made to be undressed by candlelight. By the time I got to thinking about her bosom, her face and her auburn hair, she was already walking toward me like she knew me. She didn’t waste time with Mr. Smith, BS or small talk. She came right to the point.
“Mr. Bauer?”
“No. I’m Mr. Smith.”
“Buy me a drink and let’s sit down.”
“My room is less than a minute away. We’d be more comfortable up there.”
“Maybe later. Gin and tonic. Lime, not lemon.”
I conveyed the order to the guy in the waistcoat and the bowtie. He gave me another doily and another bowl of peanuts and we carried the drinks up five steps to the mezzanine floor. We sat at a small, white table by a palm and I smiled at her.
“Did you bring your piano wire? Or do you plan to use a slice of lime on me?”
She gave me a blank stare in exchange for my smile and said, “I’m disappointed. You’re making assumptions. That’s not smart.”
“I’m making assumptions, Tobias? No, I’m making facetious small talk while I wait for you to do three things.”
She raised an eyebrow. It was about as close as she could get to an expression. “What three things?”
“Explain why you called yourself Tobias, give me the envelope you took from him, and give me just one good reason why I should not hustle you into the can and break your neck.”
She nodded a few times, with her huge, green eyes examining my face. “Yeah, you are Harry Bauer.”
“Am I? You’re sure as hell not Tobias. So you’d better start explaining, sweet cheeks. The can is calling, and it’s calling your name.”
“I was told: He is arrogant, pushy, rude, facetious and excruciatingly misogynistic. He will not listen to you and he will probably threaten to kill you within the first five minutes.”
“You’ve been speaking to my mother. I’m actually a nice guy when you get to know me. Twice you have answered me and twice you have avoided the questions. You have one more shot, sister. Why did you call yourself Tobias? Where is the envelope you took from him? And, above all, give me one good reason why I should not take you out right now.”
She picked up her gin and tonic and wet her lips with it. As she set it down she said, “My name is Alice White.”
She opened her small red handbag and pulled out her purse. From that she extracted a driver’s license and handed it to me. I arched an eyebrow at it, and then showed the same eyebrow to Alice White.
“Don’t you get those free with cornflakes?”
She sighed. “This is going to be hard work.” She put the license back and went on. “I am an intelligence officer.”
“Who for?”
“Stop interrupting and I’ll tell you. I work for the same people you do…”
“Bullshit.”
She seemed to count to ten with her eyes closed, then soldiered on again. “And I was told that you would be just like this.”
“Who told you?”
“Don’t be absurd. Good lord! Have you no professionalism at all?”
I stared at her for a long time. It was like talking to the colonel. “Go on.”
“I called myself Tobias to get your attention and have you join me in the bar so I could update you and give you your new instructions. He was your first contact. I wanted to let you know I was stepping into his shoes.”
She took a deep breath and wet her lips again with her drink. After she’d wet them she licked them but didn’t set the glass down. She didn’t look nervous or scared, but she did look stressed.
“As to the envelope, I cannot give it to you because I don’t have it.”
“Who has?”
“I wish I knew. Whoever killed Tobias. Tobias was a good friend and a good colleague. I would like to get my hands…” She trailed off and smiled for the first time. She looked like she meant it. “I’d like to find who did this to him, and set you on them.”
I didn’t answer for a moment, studying her face for some sign that she was lying. I didn’t find one. “Bombs and all, huh?”
The smile shifted to ironic. “Yeah, bombs and all.” She shrugged. “As to a good reason not to drag me into the can and break my neck, all I can offer you is that you are now cut off. There will be no more contact until this is resolved, and all you have is me.”
I gave a short grunt of a laugh. “I got plenty of nothin’, but nothin’s plenty for me.”
A wave of irritation contracted her face. “Yeah, and you’re as flattering as tight leggings on a fat ass. I’m not thrilled about this either, buster, but it’s the job. And for your information, I am a rifle-qualified expert in the US Army. I am also trained in Krav Maga and I have a third dan in Tae Kwon Do. Is there anything else you need to know about me, Mr. Smith?”
“Yeah.”
“What?”
“What it is you are supposed to do for me. I need to get back to New York, soon.”
“And that, if you will give me a break, is what I am instructed to do. But we have to do it here and we cannot use the system or the organization. We have to make it with the resources we have in Puerto Rico.”
“Which are?”
“My contacts.”
I picked up my whisky and stared into it. I swirled it around a bit and took a pull. It burned.
“You’re telling me I am entirely in your hands.”
She shrugged and made a doubtful face. “I wouldn’t put it like that exactly, but I suppose to some extent that’s true.” She gave a more definite shrug and added, “I guess from time to time we are all in somebody else’s hands. Five minutes ago you might have said I was entirely in your hands.” She smiled without malice, but with a touch of humor. “The tables have turned a bit though, huh?”
I didn’t react to the humor. “I need to be out of Puerto Rico tomorrow.”
She nodded. “I know, and those are the instructions I have. Believe me, there are people back home who would like to have you back. And not only because if Bloque Meta gets a hold of you and makes you talk, a lot of heads are going to roll. They are genuinely worried about you. But you have to work with me.”
“What do you mean? How exactly?”
She sighed, then arched an eyebrow. “How about we start with you stop riding me so hard? We could then move on to you stop threatening to kill me. And we could then move on to you accept that it is very unlikely that I killed Tobias.”
“Why?”
She looked surprised. “What?”
“Why is it unlikely that you killed Tobias?”
She gave a small laugh. “Look at me! The guy was six two and as strong as an ox!”
“And according to you, you are an expert in Krav Maga and a third dan in Tae Kwon Do.”
She sagged back in her chair with a “who’s a silly boy?” expression on her face. “Really? They told me you were smart. You haven’t taken your eyes off this body all evening. So let me ask you something, genius. Do I look like a third dan in Tae Kwon Do and an expert in Krav Maga?” She made a dogleg of her right arm and clenched her fist. “You want to squeeze these biceps and tell me if I could break a man’s neck or bust his jaw?” She was right. She looked like she could play a good game of tennis or squash, but she didn’t look like a killer. She laughed and shook her head. “I was trying to get your attention and even things up a little. This isn’t an easy job, but I don’t often get threatened by a man as dangerous as Harry Bauer.”
“What is your job?”
“I told you, I’m an intelligence analyst.”
“Who do you report to?”
“No names. You know that.”
“You just named me, several times.”
“Yeah, and you make no effort to hide your name.”
I drained my whisky and sat looking at the empty glass in my hand. She was credible, but any good pro is credible. The fact was that I had no way of knowing if she was the real deal or not, and my choices were very limited. I said:
“What happened tonight?”
She leaned forward, with her legs crossed, her right elbow cupped in the palm of her left hand, holding her drink.
“Bloque Meta are swarming all over Venezuela and the west Caribbean looking for the guy who pulled off the three hits on St. George. As far as we are aware they don’t know it’s Harry Bauer—yet—but if you are not careful, yours is going to become a household name.” She took a deep breath and thought for a moment. “Tobias had been a fixture on this island for a long time. His specialty was always narcotics, but sometimes he did a little bit of this and that too. When he was detailed to liaise with you, a colleague and I were told to watch his back.
“He arrived at the designated address at six thirty and we were right behind him. We watched him go in and waited five minutes for him to send us the OK that he was in position. It never came. At ten past we went in and found him on the bed with the piano wire around his neck. The envelope he was supposed to give you was gone. We moved out.”
I scowled. “You could have warned me off.”
She gave a single laugh. “Are you kidding me? With your reputation? You’d have taken me and my colleague out before we’d said, ‘Good evening.’ As it is you almost took me out right here in the bar!”
I sighed. “Yeah, OK. So what’s next?”
“You’re a handsome guy who is dressed well, if a little unexcitingly. I am a beautiful woman who is exquisitely dressed…”
I nodded. “And very excitingly dressed.”
“And here we are in the Caribar having cocktails in the Caribe Hilton. What is the least conspicuous thing we could do, do you think?”
I shrugged with my eyebrows. “Put like that, I guess we should have dinner and then go to my room.”
She smiled without humor. “You are all of half right, pal. All of fifty percent.”




Three

She had oysters and lobster. It’s the thing in the Caribbean, a lot of seafood. I enjoy it as an exotic interlude, but pretty soon my body starts asking for some good red meat. It’s like trying to drive an Aston Martin on a fine French cognac. It might get you to the next gas station, but what you really need is high-octane gasoline. So I had the oysters followed by a T-bone steak. Then we had coffee. She had the fine French cognac—maybe she needed it to get her to her next stop—and I had a twenty-five-year-old Macallan because cognac is too fine and too delicate for my palate. I sipped, felt the warm glow in my belly and asked her: “So now what, Alice? Do we step through the looking glass?”
She gave a small sigh through her nose. “Did anybody ever tell you that facetious is not the same as witty?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I had a Scottish sergeant in the SAS. He grew up in the poorest part of Glasgow, left school at thirteen, specialized in housebreaking until he was sixteen and then joined the army. He used to say to me,” I switched to a serviceable, incomprehensible Glaswegian accent, “Och yer feckin’ brain dead, ye feckin’ Yankee ignoramus! D’ye no’ understand that facetious is nay the same as witty!”
She laughed, and then she laughed some more. “Now that—see? That is witty.”
I smiled. The story—and the sergeant—were not mine, they were the brigadier’s and I had borrowed them from him. I added, still stealing from the boss: “He used to quote Plutarch at me.”
“Seriously? Now you’re pulling my leg.”
I shook my head. “His favorite was, ‘Know how to listen and you will profit even from those who talk badly.’”
The laughter faded to a smile with a hint of sadness in it. “Are you trying to tell me something?”
“Not at all. But I do try to listen and I have noticed that whenever I ask you an important question, you become evasive.”
She made a thin line of her lips and gave a small shrug. “Maybe that’s because you have a very aggressive way of asking questions.” She met my eye and held it. “I am an intelligence officer, H… Mr. Smith. All my muscles are in my brain. You are…” She took a deep breath and gestured at me with both hands. “What you are! You are most definitely what you are! A thousand years ago you would have had a horned helmet and an axe and you would have been plundering northern Europe.”
“I’m flattered.”
“Maybe you should be. It’s not an unattractive quality. You are very intense and you come on very strong. You would not normally find me in the field. This is new and a little bit scary for me. But it was an emergency—not to say a crisis—and I had to step up.”
“You’re doing a fine job. When this is over I’ll put in a word for you.”
“Thanks. I appreciate it. But for now you might just be a little more gentle.”
“OK.” I nodded. “So what now, Alice?”
She held my eye a moment without speaking, smiling, one brow arched and her cheeks colored with pink. In spite of myself I felt a burn in my belly. “Now,” she said, “being the gentleman you are, you drive me home and we see if we can’t scratch your itch.”
“I’m not going to ask you if that is witty or facetious. I’m just going to listen to my itch and go with the plan.”
I had the valet bring my car round and led Alice out into the balmy night. She slipped into the passenger seat, I climbed behind the wheel, and we took off toward the Avenida Fernandez Juncos bridge and, following San Juan’s crazy one-way system, took the Calle Olimpo, made a big loop north along Manuel Fernandez Juncos, and then dropped down south again to her villa on Calle José Martí.
The house was a big, rambling 19th-century affair with a gable on top and sloping roofs slanting over the first floor, where a patio skirted the left of the house among tropical gardens. The whole thing was fenced off behind a low wall with white, wrought-iron railings in the shape of spears. It wasn’t bad for the center of town and I figured intelligence officers must make a decent living at Cobra. I killed the engine and the lights and we climbed out. The attack came while she was fishing the keys out of her purse.
The streetlamps were few, a dull amber and largely concealed by the foliage of the abundant trees on the street. That meant the road was mainly in shadow and dark. It was also narrow, with a lot of parked cars lined up on each side. What little light there was reflected orange off the black windshields and the hoods. Alice stood before the white, wrought-iron gates, holding her purse open, and I stood looking up and down the road, searching only half-consciously for movement, anything that seemed wrong.
The sound came first. The opening and closing of car doors, four almost simultaneously, then four more. Eight men. My hand reached automatically for my Sig, but it wasn’t there. It was fifty miles east of Trinidad, at the bottom of the Atlantic.
I didn’t think. I stepped forward, snatched Alice’s purse from her hand, selected the most likely key and shoved it in the lock. I could hear feet, shifting fast from a tramp to a run. Alice was saying, “What the…?” I heaved the gate open, shoved her in with my left hand, ripped the key from the lock and slammed the gate closed. There was no time for anything else. I threw the keys over the gate and turned to meet my attackers.
I could hear Alice screaming, “Harry! No, no, no! Harry!” but I was too busy to answer. There were eight of them, they were pros and they were not about to give me time to think.
When you are under severe attack, there is only thing you can do: straight blast. Throw everything you’ve got at your opponent with as much explosive energy as you can find deep, deep within your reserves. A wise warrior once said that life’s battles do not always go to the stronger or the faster man, but sooner or later the man who wins the war is the man who believes he can.
I charged at the biggest, ugliest bastard I could see. I feinted with a straight right to his jaw, withdrew as he tried to bat it away, gave a small jump and crashed down with my heel on his knee. I felt it crunch and he screamed in pain, but already I could feel three hands grappling at me and bodies pressing in all around.
A face, ugly and snarling, loomed in front of me. I stabbed my fingers in its eyes. Blood spurted and the ugly mouth cried out. It was half a second and as I yanked my fingers out I smashed my elbow into the face behind me. Powerful arms gripped my waist and chest. A giant loomed in front of me and drove a massive fist at me. I weaved left, gripped a finger from the arms that were crushing me. The fist skimmed past me and grazed the owner of the finger. I yanked and twisted and snapped the joint of the finger. The owner screamed through gritted teeth in my ear. Some part of my brain was counting either three or four down, and for a tenth of a second I dared to hope. Then the big fist came back and smashed into my jaw, and there was darkness.
I awoke in pain. My head was in pain. It felt like a blunt cleaver had been wedged in my skull. But there were other pains too. My hands felt swollen, and there was a sharp, raw pain in my wrists. My back ached, and there was a numb rawness on my ankles. Slowly I became aware I was barefoot, and there was the sticky wetness of blood on my feet. Then I became aware that I was upright, and the pain in my back was from hanging forward, suspended by my arms.
I really didn’t want to open my eyes and for a moment I wondered if I could drive myself back to sleep. But the increasing throb of pain said that wasn’t an option. I opened my eyes.
I was in a small room, maybe nine by twelve, with a dirt floor and bare concrete walls. There was a bare bulb overhead. I figured I was in a cellar.
Ten feet in front of me there was a guy on a bentwood chair reading a holiday brochure. At his right elbow, a Glock 19 lay beside a mug of coffee on a small trestle table. From his belt hung a bowie knife with a twelve-inch blade.
It took me a moment to figure out that I was upright, attached by my wrists and ankles to the bedsprings of a double mattress. The bedsprings, I deduced, were attached somehow to the wall. Beside the door there was a plug, and a thick, white wire running across the floor to where one stripped negative wire was attached to the springs beside my head. The red, positive one was hanging loose, bent away from me. I shifted my eyes slightly to my wrist and saw it was bound with string.
I groaned, but hung my head like I was semiconscious. I sensed him raise his head, but I didn’t look up. I groaned again and mumbled. There was a rustle of paper as he put down the magazine and stood. Then there was the sharp stab of pain as he grabbed my hair and lifted my head to look into my face.
“Que pasa, gringo? Te duele?”
I was half expecting the punch to my belly, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. The second one made me retch. After that it was mainly backhanders to my face that left my head ringing and dizzy. It went on for maybe three or four interminable minutes. Then he grabbed my face in a filthy hand, squeezed hard and breathed rank breath at me.
“We can do this easy or we can do this hard, gringo. You wanna talk to me, or I call my pals down from upstair? We jus’ wanna know one thing, who you fockin’ workin for?”
I stared at him with unfocused eyes and muttered, “No, no electric…no…”
“Who you fockin’ workin’ for, gringo?”
“I can’t tell you, but please…no electric…”
He laughed, “No electric? You don’ like electric?” His eyes went wide with a manic grin that revealed teeth corroded by sugar and nicotine. “You don’ like bzzzz! Bzzzzz!”
I twisted my face into fear and grief and sobbed, “No, no, please…”
He reached for the positive wire, stepped a little closer, leering into my face, “You don’ like? Bzzzz! Bzzzz!”
I sobbed and shook my head some more. Timing was going to be everything. I stared into his crazy eyes. His breath was foul. I could see the individual pores in his skin. His leering mouth sagged open and he brought the wire to within a millimeter of the bedsprings. I sobbed and shook my head and as his ugly face twisted into triumph, as he connected the wire, I wrenched my hand forward. The springs provided enough give and I seized his wrist with my hand, clenching it hard into place. The current passed through me and into the son of a bitch with the corroded teeth. He clenched those teeth hard now as his hair stood on end, his eyes bulged and smoke started exuding from his skin.
But now I had a different problem. If I let go of the son of a bitch the current would stop flowing into him and start flowing into me. But fortune smiled on me and he started falling back. Our combined weight pulled the springs partially free from the wall, and the plug out of the socket. I let him go and he fell, stiff and twitching, on his back, leaving me suspended, half-crumpled, from the wall, still tied to the springs.
I could see his bowie knife attached to his belt, and using my legs as levers, I jumped and heaved, jumped and heaved. Every time I did, the bonds on my ankles and wrists bit deeper into my flesh. The pain was excruciating, but at the fifth attempt I wrenched the springs away from the wall and fell, twisting my body so that my bound right hand was a couple of inches from his belt.
Then it was the agonizing, claustrophobic process of inching closer and closer to the knife until I could wrap my finger around the hilt. What came next was the grotesque, exhausting process of crawling like a caterpillar over the dead man, with the bedsprings on my back, one heave after another, until I could pull the knife free from its sheath.
Then, as I lay panting and in pain, the sound came to me of voices approaching outside, feet tramping down stairs. There was no time to rest, not even for a second. I pressed the razor-sharp blade against the string on my wrist and felt it snap as the warm blood oozed down my arm. My left wrist and feet were faster, easier, and I rolled out from under the springs as the door opened and a man stepped in demanding, “Que coño pasó?”
What the hell happened? I let the bowie do the talking and smashed it through his sternum. His body went into spasms and I wrenched the blade free. A stream of blood gushed from the wound and hit the wall where the springs had been. That was somehow perversely satisfying. The door burst all the way open and there were two guys there with guns. They looked startled. I leered at them.
“Hello, fellas.”
I dropped to one knee as I threw the knife. It thudded home in the nearest guy’s chest and he fell back choking, trying to breathe but dying. The other guy was having trouble reacting. I exploded from my kneeling position and charged him. He fired but I had already ducked inside his guard and the shot went wide. I threw a straight right at his chin but he managed to weave and smashed his semiautomatic into the side of my head. The pain was intense and dangerous and I knew I had to ignore it, pierce it with my mind and keep attacking.
He swung the pistol again, trying to get enough distance to pull off a shot. I trapped his wrist with my right, snatched the barrel with my left and wrenched the weapon out of his hand. He screamed with pain and kicked me hard in the shin. I staggered back and he rushed me with two more savage kicks. One I avoided, the other caught my hip and I stumbled backward over the body behind me. As I fell the pistol spun across the floor. The guy kept coming, looming over me. I hooked my left leg behind his and kicked his knee with my right foot. It didn’t do a lot of damage, but he fell backward onto the trestle table and smashed it. That gave me time to scramble to my feet, while he reached frantically for his pal’s Glock. I saw his hands close on it under the glossy travel brochure.
He was too far for me to reach his hand. With an animal roar I jumped and stamped on his thigh. My foot slipped and I heard the crack of wood under my sole. The guy screamed with pain but he didn’t stop. He was whimpering and fumbling, turning to get me in his sights. I didn’t think. I bent, stepped on the cracked, splintered table, wrenched hard and pulled away one of the slats. For a timeless tenth of a second I was looking down the barrel of the Glock. I let my legs go limp and lifted my feet from the floor. I saw the flash of an explosion and felt the hot rush of searing lead skim past my head. Then my body hit his and with both hands I drove the wooden stake through his chest. His face twisted into an agony of pain and disbelief as he convulsed, and thick blood gushed from his mouth.
I staggered panting to my feet, staring at his horror-stricken face.
“Ride with the devil, pal, the only destination is Hell.”
I looked down at the Glock and thought about taking it, but some kind of instinct told me that silence was important here. I had no idea where I was. We might be in the middle of the jungle, or for all I knew we could be in a quiet suburb of San Juan. Either way, the last thing I needed was cops in the pay of Bloque Meta knocking on the door to find out what all the shooting was about. So I moved to the door, reached down and pulled the big bowie knife from the dead guy’s chest and moved slowly and painfully up the stairs.
The door at the top was closed, but there was an old Chubb key stuck in the lock. Under the door I could see a strip of light, and I could hear the faint sound of a TV. I took hold of the round, Bakelite handle and pushed. The door swung silently open and I stepped out into a suburban kitchen that was modern when Afghan coats and flares still seemed like a good idea. The light was on and there were four empty beer bottles by the sink.
I edged past a pine table and four pine chairs into a short corridor that led to a staircase, and a front door. The front door had glass panels in it. They were black in the night, but there was also fractured orange light in them which told me outside there was a street with streetlamps. To the right of the front door there was another door. Light seeped out from underneath it, and now the sound of the television was louder.
I approached the door and caught a glimpse of myself in the tall mirror in the hall. I was barefoot, my shirt was torn and so were my pants, and my hands, my shirt and my face were smeared with blood. I moved on, opened the door and looked in. There was just one guy. He was staring at me, astonished. He had a tray on his lap with beans and rice in it, and a forkful of food halfway to his mouth. I smiled.
“Hello,” I said.
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I lunged, seized the hand holding the fork and slashed savagely down on the forearm with the bowie knife, severing muscles and tendon. Bizarrely, I could hear laughter on the TV. Before he could scream I smashed my fist into the side of his head, stunning him badly, then grabbed a fistful of his hair and dragged him from the chair facedown onto the floor.
After that I worked fast. I tore off his shoes and his socks. The socks I stuffed in his mouth. The laces I used to tie his ankles together and his wrists behind his back. Then I took a cushion from the sofa, put it under his face, pressed hard with my left hand to muffle his screams, and thrust the blade of the knife deep into his thigh.
The scream was horrific and his whole body convulsed until he passed out. I left the knife in place and went to the kitchen for a saucepan of water. I took some ice from the freezer and added it, then went back to the living room and poured it over his head. He spluttered and came round. His pupils were dilated with fear and pain. I crouched down beside him and removed the socks from his mouth.
“You speak English?”
He nodded, blubbered, groaned, “Si, un poco.”
“Speak to me in English. OK?”
Still groaning, he nodded. “OK.”
“Who do you work for?”
“Bloque Meta. Señor, you crazy. You do this, they gonna kill you.”
“Whose house is this?”
“Nobody. Is no people. Tryin’ to sell it. The inmobiliaria, estate agent, belong to the boss… we use it.”
He was real pale, sweating and becoming delirious. I said, “Who’s the boss?”
“Boss, oh man, this hurt so much, please help me man…”
“Who’s the boss?”
“Don Francisco, man, please…,” he was beginning to sob and weep, “please man, Don Francisco Cejudo, it hurts so bad.”
“One more question and I call a doctor. Where are we? How far back to where you took me?”
“Is not far, man. Look, I didn’t have nothin’ to do with that. It was just order, you know? Nothin’ personal.”
“Tell me where we are.”
“Villa Marina, out by the airport. Calle Libra. Is like twenty minutes to where we took you, man.”
“Where is my car?”
“Where you left it. Please, man, the pain. I can’t take it no more. Call me a doctor, please…”
He was crying like a kid. His lip was quivering and his face was wet with tears. I wanted to feel compassion, but I wondered how many times this sociopath bastard had looked on a weeping face and felt nothing. I offered him more compassion than he deserved, pulled the bowie from his leg and drove it deep through his heart.
I fished through his pockets and found an iPhone and a key to a BMW. I put the key in my pocket and held the phone to his face to unlock it. Then I scrolled through the address book until I found Don Francisco. I memorized the number and dropped the phone.
Then I looked around the room. I tried hard to focus. I was in a lot of pain and my brain felt numb. There was a sofa facing the TV, a couple of chairs and a coffee table made of melamine and glass. In a corner I saw my boots and my socks, on the floor beside my jacket. I went and retrieved them and put them on. Then I went and found the bathroom, washed the worst of the blood off my face, and stumbled out to the porch.
I was in an ugly front yard on a corner. There were two cars parked out front, a BMW and an Audi, both black or dark blue. The street was poorly lit, but from what I could make out it consisted of low, one-story buildings and lots of palm trees. I pressed the button on the key and the BMW bleeped and flashed, so I climbed in and set the SatNav for Calle José Martí. Then, in a kind of trance, I allowed the car to take me along the expressway, back to Alice’s place.
When I pulled up again in the long, dark, silent street, it was like some kind of weird déjà vu. The street was the same, my car was there untouched, Alice’s gate was locked. There was absolute stillness. I tried to focus through the pain in my head, and the aches and needle stabs in my back, my arms and my legs. Nothing moved. Nothing made a sound.
I climbed out and went to her gate. In the upstairs window I could see light filtering out from behind the drapes. Beside the gate there was an intercom with a single button. I pressed it and a couple of seconds later I saw the drapes in the upstairs window twitch, a fleeting, female shadow against the glass, and then it was gone.
I leaned my head against the cold iron bars. Weakness threatened to drain my legs. Exhaustion moved through my back and my lungs. I wanted to sleep. I needed to sleep.
Then the front door of the house opened. There was no light in the hall, but there was light from the stairs and I could see her silhouetted against it. Her voice, cool on the sultry air, “Harry…?”
I rasped, “No names, remember?”
Then she was running down the path. The latch rattled loud and metallic in the dark and then the gate was giving way under my weight.
“For God’s sake!” She grabbed me as I leaned on her. “What happened to you? We’ve been looking everywhere!”
“Get inside,” I said. “And get me a Scotch.”
She locked the gate and we moved back down the path. I glanced over my shoulder a couple of times, but the street was empty. Then we were inside and the heavy door thudded closed. We were in a large, semicircular hallway. A white staircase curled up the back wall to the upper floor. A door on the right led to a dark living room. Another on the left led to what seemed to be a dining room. A passage under the stairs led to the kitchen and bathroom.
She guided me to the door on the right. The snap of a switch brought light to half a dozen lamps that stood on shelves and low tables. Two large, calico sofas and a couple of huge armchairs were arranged around a cold, dead, marble fireplace. A couple of thousand books lined the walls and expensive rugs were strewn, haphazard over the floor. She guided me to the sofa and I let myself drop onto it while she went to a drinks tray and poured a stiff measure of Scotch. She brought it to me and knelt to take off my boots and socks. As she did it I sensed her freeze and heard her voice, barely a whisper: “What the hell did they do to you?”
“I don’t know. I was unconscious most of the time.”
She removed the other boot and sock and shook her head, then reached for my arm. “Let me see?” She inspected the lacerations, then began to notice the smeared blood. “This blood, it’s not from these cuts. You’re injured somewhere.”
“It’s not mine.” She stared at me. “They had me tied up. There were five of them.”
She shook her head, her eyes narrowed. “They didn’t realize you had them at a disadvantage.” I was too tired to ask if that was witty. “Come on,” she said. “We have to get these cleaned up. I should call a doctor.”
“No doctors. I need to get off this damned island without anybody noticing me.”
“Those eight guys seemed to have noticed you earlier tonight.”
“Yeah,” I said, “but there are only three of them left.” I drained the glass and stood. Everything hurt. She stood with me and I leaned on her as she guided me up the stairs and down a long, white passage to a bathroom that was all toffee-colored marble and elaborate, antique faucets that were either brass or gold. I stopped in front of a large mirror over a marble sink and looked at myself. It was a nightmare image. My face was bruised and swollen, smeared with dry blood. My shirt was sodden with blood and my hands were stained with it. Alice pulled off my jacket and dropped it on the floor, then began to unbutton my shirt. She dropped that on the floor too. Then she knelt in front of me and started to undo my pants. She slid them down my legs and I stepped out of them.
“You’d better wash your hands and your face while I run a bath.”
She said it as she leaned over a large, marble structure in the middle of the floor and turned on the tap. Steaming water gushed out and she began to pour oils into it. I moved to the sink and tried to ignore the monster reflected above it. I scrubbed my hands, then my face and my hair, and let cold water splash over my wrists and my head.
After a moment I felt her cool hands on my back. I stood and turned to face her. “Come on,” she said quietly. “It’s over now. Come and rest. I’ll clean your wounds.” She smiled. “The ones on the outside, anyway. If you want to talk, if you want to tell me what happened, I can listen. If you don’t want to, I understand. That’s fine too.”
It was the kind of talk that would normally make me either mad or laugh, but right then it was exactly what I wanted to hear. I let her lead me to the bath and I stepped in to the hot, soothing water that smelt of jasmine and rose. As I lay there, I noticed for the first time that she was no longer wearing her red dress with the slash up the thigh. She was wearing a violet, silk negligee. One honey-colored silky leg showed through the folds. I observed it for a moment and smiled as the oils and the hot water soothed the pain out of my muscles and my head.
She smiled back and I noticed, absently, that she was undoing the tie that held the negligee closed. It slid open and she let it fall to the floor from her shoulders. She had on a very small, very transparent lace nightdress with cute pink flowers on it. Only she was slipping that off too. That floated softly to the floor like gossamer on a warm spring day. And after that she climbed in the bath with me, with the hot water rising around her, up to her shoulders. She leaned forward, still smiling. “Sometimes,” she said, “the best therapy is not to talk. To close your eyes and let good things happen to you.”
I closed my eyes, and allowed very good things to happen to me.
* * *
One of the best things that can happen to you, in my experience, is to wake up in a large, comfortable bed with an exquisitely beautiful woman beside you and exquisitely beautiful memories of the night before in your head, and she says to you, “I make the best coffee and scrambled eggs. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”
That was what happened to me the next day. I watched her, vaguely unbelieving, as she left the room, and I struggled painfully out of bed. I limped to the en suite bathroom and examined myself again in the large mirror. I no longer looked like something out of an ’80s slasher movie. I looked more like an extra from Night of the Living Dead. I searched around for my clothes and didn’t see them, so I limped back to the bedroom and tried to find a dirty linen basket. There wasn’t one. I wrapped a towel around me, opened the bedroom door and went downstairs to the kitchen.
In the morning light it was bright, luminous and modern, with broad windows and white walls. There was a round, pine table set with a blue gingham cloth and linen napkins, the coffee was on the AGA and she was beating eggs in a large pink bowl. She smiled as I stepped in and her eyes gave me an unashamed once-over.
I said, “I could use some clothes.”
“You sure could.”
“Where are they?”
“In the washing machine. If you’d worn them outside you might have attracted some attention. That’s something you don’t want to do, remember?”
“Yeah, I remember. You have a dressing gown or something?”
She laughed. “Not in your size, no.”
I sat at the table. She poured me some coffee and served us both with scrambled eggs on rye. She sat opposite me and we ate in silence for a moment.
“Tell me your size and I’ll take a trip over to Marshalls, get you some jeans and a couple of sweatshirts.”
“I’d appreciate that, thanks.”
“Meanwhile we need a plan.”
I spoke without looking up from my eggs. “I have a plan. The plan is, leave Puerto Rico and go to New York. What I need is papers and documents that identify me as somebody other than Harry Bauer.”
“My apologies, Mr. Happy.”
Now I glanced up. “Sorry. I should be on my way to the airport by now, and I am beginning to feel trapped.”
Her voice became tense. “Not by me, I hope.”
“No.” I sat back and sipped my coffee. “No,” I said again, “not at all. By the island, and the knowledge that Bloque Meta are out there and looking for me. I’m grateful to you for what you’ve done.”
I managed a bruised smile. She smiled back.
“Sure. Look, while I’m out I’ll go and see somebody. He works with us from time to time…”
“Us?”
“Yeah, us. He’s trustworthy in as much as any human is trustworthy, and he has never let us down so far. Trouble is…” She gestured at my face. “With those bruises he’s going to have to use Photoshop to make you look remotely normal.”
I gave her my skeptical face. “You want to take a photograph of me now, like this?”
She gave another of her pretty laughs. “No, I’m just going to talk to him. He’ll probably want you to go there. He doesn’t go out much.”
I nodded, muttered “OK,” and finished my breakfast while she cleared away. After that she dressed in a quarter of the time it takes most women to brush their hair, gave me a kiss and said, “Relax and heal while I get this sorted. I’ll be about an hour. Help yourself to whatever.”
I heard the door close, gave her fifteen seconds to cross the front yard and get through the gate, then sprinted upstairs to the front bedroom. From the window I watched her climb into a small, racing green Mazda sports car. When she had pulled out and disappeared down the road, I grabbed my burner from the bedside table and called a number in Scotland which was branded in my brain, but which I had not called in over three years.
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A thick Glaswegian whisky and nicotine growl: “Aye, who’s this?”
“Billy, it’s Harry. How’re you doing, man?”
“Harry, eh? Look what the fecking cat’s dragged in! Yiz oot of feckin’ money an’ yiz want me to loan ye a feckin’ quid fer a feckin’ pint, is it? Where are you, you feckin’ toad?”
I had long since resigned myself to the fact that I would never understand more than half of what he said, but most of that half consisted mainly of weird, vile Scottish swearwords and blasphemy, so it didn’t really matter. He was a loyal friend, and a good man to have with you if you were in trouble. One of the best. I said:
“San Juan, Puerto Rico.”
“What the fuck are you doin’ there?”
“Work.”
“Och, ay.”
“And the thing is, pal, I’m stuck. I lost my passport and my driving license.”
“So you need a consul?”
A consul was code for a guy who could provide you with credible travel documents at short notice. I nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I need.”
“Not in San Juan, pal. You don’t want San Juan. I know a wee bastard in Ponce, south coast of the island. He’s a wee little rat of a man. Be careful wi’ him, he’ll try to screw you. He’s only a wee little shit of a guy, but he’s not scared. You might have to slap him aroond a bit, so you might, but he’ll do the job right enough.”
“How do I contact him?”
“Wait ten minutes, then call this number...” He dictated it to me. “I’ll let him know you’re going to call. Tell him Chester gave you his number.”
“Chester?”
“Unlikely, right?”
“A bit.”
“So there ye go. Do you need anything else, pal?”
“No, I’m OK.”
“Good. You going to the annual reunion this year?”
“You bet. I’m taking my wife and kids.”
He laughed. “I’ll see you there, you Yankee bastard.”
He hung up. The joke was that special ops guys form an unbreakable bond. If you’ve been in the Regiment, you know your pals will always be there for you, and you’ll be there for them. But you never hang out, you never visit, you never meet for a drink or a jaw. It’s a thing nobody can understand who hasn’t been there and done it.
I hung around thinking for a while, then dialed the number he’d given me. The voice was oddly melodious.
“Yo…?”
“Hi, Chester told me to call.”
“Oh, yo…he tell you are going to telephone,” he said with a singsong, stressing every second word. It sounded vaguely Swedish or Norwegian. “You want to make a travel.”
“Yeah, how soon can you arrange it?”
“Depending on how much work. We don’t talk a lot on the telephone, yo? You need special anything?”
“Yeah, you may need to do some Photoshop…”
He giggled like a girl. “Been a bad boy, huh? We can make Photoshop no problem. You coming this afternoon. Two o’clock. We have a look.”
“How much is this going to cost?”
“Yo, yo, yo…we talk, we talk.”
“Yeah? Don’t try to screw me, Yoyo, my funds are limited.”
“Friend of Chester is a friend of mine, no problem.”
He gave me the address and I hung up, telling myself I didn’t like Yoyo, and I didn’t trust him either.
I wandered around a little longer, and when the washing machine finished its cycle I hung my pants and my shirt on the backs of a couple of chairs in front of an electric radiator and willed them to dry fast. It didn’t do much good, and by the time Alice got home carrying a couple of large plastic bags, they were not dry enough yet to wear without drawing unwelcome attention.
She dumped the bags on the kitchen table and smiled sheepishly at me.
“I’m afraid I got a bit carried away,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind.”
I upended the bags and spilled the contents on the table. There were a couple of pairs of Levis, three pairs of chinos, four formal shirts in varying shades of blue and cream, socks, shorts and a beige linen jacket. I looked at her and raised an eyebrow.
“That’s a lot of clothes.”
“Yeah.” She opened the fridge and pulled out a carton of pineapple juice. “It wasn’t entirely altruistic. I was being practical.”
“This is practical? I need a pair of pants and a shirt to collect some papers and catch a plane. How is this practical?”
Her eyebrows arched. “My goodness! We can be rude and boorish, too! Your qualities never cease to amaze!”
“Come on, Alice, cut it out. This isn’t a game. Look at my face. I was tortured last night and I could have been killed.”
She sighed, pulled a glass from the cupboard over the sink and filled it with thick, yellow juice.
“Sure, I’m sorry. If all you need is to collect some papers and catch a plane, a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt would do fine. But I am not sure how long the papers will take. It could be a day or two… If that’s the case you’re going to need to blend in.”
“What are you driving at?”
“I’m saying that if I have a man staying with me at my house, we have to go out to dinner, he has to take me dancing, we have to have a social life. Otherwise it will look as though I am hiding him…”
I grunted, then said, “I don’t mean to be boorish, Alice, but I have a room at the Hilton and I have a wardrobe with clothes in it, in that room.”
“No.” She shook her head. “You haven’t.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Harry Bauer checked out and flew to Hong Kong this morning at six AM. His PA went and packed his stuff and settled his bill. You are no longer in San Juan.”
I felt the first warm glow of anger in my gut. “Shouldn’t you have checked with me first?”
“Orders.”
“Who from?”
“You know who from. And you’re welcome, by the way.” I said nothing but watched her drink from her yellow glass. She sat opposite me and stared into my face. “You are a miserable bastard, Harry Bauer. Right now, as far as Bloque Meta
are concerned you are on a plane arriving at JFK in New York. So would you like to explain to me, Mr. Grouch, exactly how I have caused you a problem?”
I sighed heavily and slouched back in my chair.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s been a tough couple of days. Thanks.”
She smiled. “See? When that nice human being glimmers through, you are almost likeable.”
“Stop. You’ll make me blush.” I stood and started tearing the card off the socks. “How hard is it to get a weapon around here? This is Puerto Rico, it’s got to be easy, right?”
“Easy?” She snorted with more amusement than humor. “Yeah, it’s easy. It’s also easy for it to blow up in your face because some jerk put it together from spare parts in his garage. I can get you a weapon if you think it’s a good idea. You like the Sig P226, right? I prefer the 320 X5. I can get you either one.”
“When?”
“Let me make a call. Maybe tomorrow afternoon.”
“I want to be on a plane tomorrow afternoon.”
She gave her head a little twist. “If you’re on a plane tomorrow afternoon, Mr. Grouch, you won’t need a gun. If you’re not on a plane, I can get a gun for you. Are we happy now?”
I nodded and pulled on socks and jeans, and a black sweatshirt that suggested I had been to Harvard. Then I went upstairs to find my boots and the keys to the Mustang. When I got back to the kitchen she was making a salad. She glanced at me and narrowed her eyes.
“You going somewhere?”
I smiled. “Am I only allowed out if I take you dancing?”
“Pretty much.”
“I’m going for a drive. I need to clear my head.”
“In the Mustang?”
“Yeah, why?”
“That’s the car you had when you were Harry Bauer at the Hilton. He’s gone now.”
“So they rented the car to somebody else.”
“That’s not a good idea. That car has to be returned.”
“I’m going out, Alice. I need to get out and clear my head.”
“Fine, no problem. Just take a different car.”
“What car?”
She paused and stared at the floor for a moment. “I have a Ford Ranger in the garage. It’s a couple of years old…”
“You have a Ford Ranger, a pickup, in your garage…”
She walked over to me and poked me on the chest. She was smiling and her green eyes were alive.
“Listen, mister, I may look like a delicate, fragile woman who can only manage a desk, but there is another side to me you have not experienced yet.”
I nodded. “Hold that thought. Get me the keys to your anonymous pickup, get rid of my Mustang, give me a couple of hours to walk up and down the beach while I think, and then you can show me that side I haven’t experienced yet.” I placed my finger on her chest and gave a gentle prod. “Get me the papers, Alice. We’ll do dinner and go dancing, but get me the papers. I need to get out of Puerto Rico, soon, tomorrow. Can you do that?”
She became serious. “I’m on it, Harry. I really am. It’s just not that easy. You made a lot of noise, now everybody is looking for you.”
I nodded. “I know.”
I handed her the keys to the Mustang. She took them, put her hand on my shoulder and brushed past me. I heard her run up the stairs to the bedroom, and a couple of minutes later she was back down again, with the keys to her truck in her hand. She stood in the kitchen door, frowning at me. I moved close to her to take the keys, but when I took hold of them she wouldn’t let go.
“I’m…” she said, and stopped.
“You’re what?”
“I’m worried.”
“What about? You can’t get much more anonymous than a Ford pickup.”
Her frown deepened. “I’m not worried about that.”
“Then what, Alice?”
“I’m worried about…” She took a deep breath and sighed. “I don’t know, Harry. I may have given you the wrong impression.”
“About what, Alice? You’re not making a lot of sense.”
She shook her head. “Ah, never mind. I’m worried about you, Harry. Just make sure you come back, safe.” She pushed past me and gave me a small shove toward the door. “Go on, go! Just don’t be too long.”
I decided against asking her again what she was talking about, in case she might actually tell me, and went to get the truck from the garage. It had a quarter of a tank, so I spent half an hour negotiating the narrow streets of San Juan, between bungalows and banana trees, till I found a gas station and a Walmart. I filled the tank and bought myself six more burners. After that I took the freeway, headed west and south, and crossed the Teodoro Moscoso bridge over the San José lagoon. Halfway across I pulled over to the side with my hazards on, climbed out and hurled the burner I’d used to speak to the colonel into the black water.
I stood a moment, looking at the spot where it had plopped into the brine. There was now absolutely no way for the brigadier or the colonel to contact me directly. I was on my own. I frowned and wondered for a moment if that was right, but decided there was no way to know and dismissed the question from my mind. I climbed back in the truck and continued on my way toward Ponce, and my meeting with the man I had named Yoyo.
The obvious route was to head directly south via Caguas and Salinas. It would have been a sixty-five-mile drive and would have taken a little over an hour on Puerto Rican roads. The second option, at roughly the same distance, was to head west along the coast to Manati and then turn south to Ponce. But I was feeling paranoid and I didn’t like either option, so I took the coast road west as far as Arecibo. There I stopped for lunch and after an hour, when I was pretty sure I wasn’t being watched, I took Highway 10, which was actually little more than a narrow mountain road, south, winding through rainforest and small villages for forty miles at an average speed of thirty miles an hour.
I eventually got there at just after four PM, two hours after he had suggested. He lived in the Calle Segovia, in a small white bungalow with a giant rubber plant outside the front gate. Like most of the houses I had seen, there were hefty iron bars on the doors and the windows.
A white gate in a white metal fence gave onto a small front yard with a porch and a couple of chairs up against the wall. I made my way to the door and leaned on the bell. There was no answer. I leaned again and heard a door bang inside. Then there were footsteps, the rattle of several locks, and the door opened.
The man who faced me was probably in his sixties, five foot one or two and weighed ninety pounds with his shoes on. He was wearing Bermuda shorts and a shirt so loud they could probably hear it in Brazil. He had heavy horn-rimmed glasses and very short brown hair. He didn’t look real Swedish.
“Chester’s friend?”
“Yeah.”
“Come please in.”
I was about to ask him if he was for real, but decided against it. He stepped back and I stepped in. He closed the door behind me. I was in a narrow passage that smelt of boiled cabbage. He squeezed past me with a grin and I followed him toward the back of the house and into a kitchen with walls painted pale sky blue.
“You want a coffee?”
“Yeah, sure.”
He took a jar of supermarket instant coffee and spooned some into a mug of dubious cleanliness. He leered maliciously at the mug.
“Your face is a pretty big mess, huh? I need use Photoshop pretty big. It’s gonna cost more.”
He shrugged a few times and made a series of doubtful expressions, like he was having some kind of internal dialogue about what his work was worth and how much he could screw me for. At last he set the mug on the kitchen table and said, “Maybe five, maybe six grand.”
I held his eye a moment. “Four grand, and as a bonus I won’t kill you.”
He made a face like he was crying but a sound like he was laughing. “No need to be violence…”
“I’ll be the judge of that. And be clear about this, Yoyo, you screw me over and my friends will come to visit you. And believe me, you’ll never make another passport in your life.”
“OK! Fine! Relax and take it easy now. No problem.” He took his own mug of hot black bilge water and squeezed past me. “Coming with me. We go down.”
I followed him into the hall where there was a door under the stairs. He unlocked it and reached in to switch on a light, then led the way down a narrow flight of wooden steps. At the bottom there was a security door. He punched a code into a keypad by the door and it clunked and swung open. I followed him through into a basement that was set up as a photographic studio and workshop. In the center of the floor there was a stool in front of a white screen, and seven feet from the stool there was a camera on a tripod. Against the far wall there was a long bench with several computers and various monitors, and at the far right he had three separate large, complex printers.
He pointed to the stool.
“Sit, yo?” He positioned himself behind the camera as I sat. “With your face in this condition, it not matters if the Photoshop picture look like you or no, right? Matters that it look like it could be you if you don’t having all the…” He waved his fingers in front of his face. “All the ugly mess.”
“Yeah. Better.”
“I think so.” He nodded, staring into the camera. “If when your face is better you can say, ‘Oh, no, no, no, that is not me,’ is better, yo?”
“Yeah. It’s better.”
The camera clicked several times and he pointed to his right. “Look there.”
I looked. “I want all the pictures deleted when you’re done.”
“Oh, yo, naturally. You watch me delete everything. Always I am inviting my clients, ‘Please, you are watching me.’” He simpered at me. “Trust is everything in this work.”
“Yeah, well trust me, if you don’t destroy every damn picture, I’ll be back to talk to you.”
He arched an eyebrow at me and looked back to his camera. “Look that way now, please.”
I looked that way and told myself that if Billy had recommended this guy I could trust him. But every ounce of my intuition was telling me I was in deep trouble, and I needed to get out fast.




Six

When I left I took a moment to examine the street, up and down. I saw the same cars that had been there when I arrived. Nothing seemed to have changed. I saw nobody—either normal or out of place—anywhere. The street was empty. I climbed in the truck and headed back to Alice’s place. Yoyo had told me the documents would be ready the next morning at eight, and I was wondering what news Alice would have for me when I got back.
Along the way I kept my eye on the mirror, and I thought twice I recognized the car that was behind me, but it was hard to be sure because both times the car was a pretty standard model, first a cream BMW and the second time a gray Toyota. And on both occasions the car moved off pretty soon.
When I got back to Alice’s place the gate to the drive opened automatically. I drove in, did a three-point turn and I backed the truck in where I had found it, in the carport. As I climbed down from the cab the garage door started to close and the door from the carport to the house opened. Alice was there looking mad with her arms crossed.
“Walk on the beach and think?”
I approached and met her angry stare with a blank one of my own.
“I don’t know how to answer that, Alice. It sounds like a question but I don’t know what you’re asking me.”
Her eyes grew wide. “Where the hell have you been? It’s been hours! I’ve been worried sick!”
I shrugged. “I told you. I needed to get some air and think. I’ve been getting some air and thinking. I don’t need to be mothered, Alice.”
She shook her head and her mouth bunched into a thin line. “You are so…”
I cut her short. “Don’t make this personal, and don’t make it emotional. There are lives at stake, not least yours and mine, and if we start getting emotional, we will make stupid mistakes and people will get killed.”
She turned and walked away. I stepped into the house and locked the carport, then followed her into the living room and closed the door behind me. She was standing at the window looking out at her backyard with her arms still crossed.
“Have you heard from your contact about my documents?”
She was silent for a moment, then took a deep breath and said, “Yes, the documents will be ready the day after tomorrow. I’ll collect them first thing in the morning. Then you can book your air taxi and be gone.”
“I don’t want to do this, Alice. I can’t afford to do it.”
She turned and stared at me from under her brows. Her expression was hard. “Afford?” she said.
I took a step toward her, frowning. “There are organizations out there—not men—organizations that span countries and continents—who are hunting for me, and if they find me the best thing I can hope for is that they will kill me. I cannot afford to become emotional or sentimental, Alice. Come on! You’re a pro! You know how it works!”
She turned away and hugged her arms. “I told you, I’m an intelligence officer. I have never worked in the field before. I never expected…”
I waited but she didn’t continue. “You never expected what?”
“I never expected to meet anyone like you.”
“Oh, cut it out, Alice!”
She whirled to scowl at me. “You are such a brute! Why do you have to be such an animal?”
I struggled not to raise my voice and failed. “Because I am fighting to save my life and yours!”
She rushed three steps toward me and stopped. Her lip curled and suddenly there were tears in her eyes. She took another couple of steps and suddenly she was clinging to me, crushing my chest in her arms. I stared down at the top of her head, struggling to know what to do. All I could do was say her name, and when I did, she squeezed me tighter.
“What is this? What are you doing?”
“Please, don’t talk. Just hold me.”
She repeated it several times and eventually I held her. Then she said, “Please, take me to the sofa.”
I tried to guide her, but she wouldn’t move her legs. Her face was buried in my chest and she wouldn’t stop sobbing. In the end I had to pick her up and carry her. I laid her on the sofa, but as I made to leave she clawed at my arm.
“Please! Please, Harry, don’t go away again. Stay, sit with me, hold me just a little longer.”
She rose up on one elbow and made me sit with her head on my lap. I stroked her hair and she took hold of my hand and kissed it, then held it to her cheek and whispered, “Please, please don’t go away again.”
I didn’t answer. Five minutes passed in silence and then ten. Finally she took a long, shuddering breath and turned so that her forehead was pressed up against my belly.
“Harry?”
“Yeah…”
“I have a confession to make.”
“What is it, Alice?”
“I graduated from Stanford…”
I tried to inject some humor into my voice. “Not everyone can go to Harvard.”
“Don’t joke about this, Harry. I am really serious. I did social psychology there and graduated with distinction. I was recruited straight from university and spent the next five years as an intelligence officer, collating and analyzing intelligence we received from the field. I never…” She gripped my arm in both of hers and squeezed. “I have never come face to face with the reality of what we do. But a year ago, a little more than a year, I met an officer. I can’t tell you his name. He was a field agent.”
“What was he doing here?”
“I can’t tell you that. You know I can’t. But he was like nobody I had ever met before. He was…” She rolled back slightly to look up into my face. “He was free. He was wild. His mind…” She shook her head slightly. “He was completely free from the mental chains that hold other people back. He was exciting, terrifying, a monster and an angel. I adored him, Harry.”
“In the past tense?”
“He no longer exists for me to adore. He was destroyed. They didn’t just kill him, they destroyed him.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It was an improvised fertilizer bomb on a cannabis plantation. They used gasoline and nitrates. He was incinerated and vaporized, so that there was absolutely nothing left of him.”
She was quiet for a long while, staring at the back of the sofa beside me. When she spoke again she was like an automaton, barely human.
“They vaporized my insides too. They incinerated everything inside my skin and then vaporized it. I am dead inside. I am just a shell.” She raised her hand and touched my side so softly I could not feel it. “I was…” she said. “And then you showed up. You are not like anybody, much less like Sean… Sorry. That was not his name. Forget that. Either way it doesn’t matter. You are nothing like him. And yet you are wild and unpredictable and dangerous. You make your own laws. You excite me and terrify me and I find you completely absorbing and fascinating, and…” Her voice began to break and grow thick with tears. “I couldn’t bear it, Harry, if I lost you too. It’s too much to ask anyone to bear. When you disappeared this morning, I thought I was going to go crazy. I’m sorry. I know this is all wrong, but…”
She trailed off and lay limp with her head on my lap. I stroked her head and shook my own.
“Alice, I don’t know what to say, except that I am really sorry. This is the nature of what we do.”
She spoke absently, like a child who has been weeping. “The nature of what we do?”
“You know it is.”
“It’s not the nature of what I have done. All I ever did was collate information and analyze it.”
“You never stopped to think what that information was being used for?”
“No. I suppose I should have.”
“When you met this man, you knew what he did.”
She raised herself on one elbow, her face just a few inches from mine. “Did I? He never told me. We never discussed it. It was an invisible wall between us. There were days he looked drained, drawn…the way you look sometimes. I would fix him a drink, massage him, we would go to bed and it would be wild, as though all his strain and frustration was exploding out of him. But we never talked, never communicated!”
“But you knew.”
She drew herself up, so she was kneeling, straddling my legs. She cupped my face in her hands. Her cheeks were wet and shiny.
“Don’t you ever wish you could talk? Don’t you ever wish you could confess and spill everything you have done to just one person—one non-judgmental person who will listen to you and accept you as who you are—what you are?”
“Yes, of course.”
She wriggled and squeezed closer, so our bellies were touching, and started kissing my face and weeping, whispering in my ear. “Tell me, Harry. Tell me the things you do. Tell me the things you have done. Tell me about your pain, about your loneliness. Share your feelings with me, Harry. Please don’t cut me out. Please don’t leave me alone. Please stay with me. Be with me, Harry!”
I closed my eyes and sighed. “I’m a killer, Alice, you know that. I can’t share with you what I do. Nobody can share a thing like killing. It’s an ugly, tragic thing.”
She stroked my face slowly, moving gently over the bruises and the swelling.
“Why do you kill, Harry? Why does a man like you become a killer?”
I opened my eyes and looked into hers. “Because it’s what I was trained to do since I was a kid. Because it’s all I know.”
She sat silently stroking me. Her tears had dried on her face. I was struck by how beautiful that face was. “I was trained to be an academic.” She gave a small laugh. “But I always hungered for something that academia could never give me. I hungered for truth, for reality. I always believed that truth is something you can only face in the moment of death…” She paused. “Your own or somebody else’s. Is that true? Do you experience truth in the moment you kill somebody?”
I sighed again and shook my head. “That’s a question only an academic would ask, Alice. It’s not like that!”
She gripped my collar. “Then tell me what it’s like! Who was the last man you killed? What did it feel like? Do they applaud you and reward you?” She ripped off her blouse and her bra and pressed herself against me, whispering hot breath in my ear. “Tell me, Harry, please tell me!”
I gripped her shoulders and pushed her away from me, twisting her round until she fell on the sofa.
“Stop it, Alice!” I was shaking my head. “It’s not like that. The last man I killed I tortured first with a knife to get information. Then I stabbed him in the heart. He was crying like a kid. The only truth in that is the ugliness of human life, Alice.” I shook my head. “It’s not sexy and it’s not exciting.”
She lay twisted, half-naked with her hands over her face.
“I feel so ashamed. I just…”
“What?”
She spoke with her eyes still covered. “I just want so badly to get close to you.” She dropped her hands from her face and gazed at me. She looked suddenly exhausted. “I have been so alone, Harry. You know what it’s like to be alone. I don’t need to explain to you, do I? You know all about loneliness. My life may be nothing like yours, Harry, but believe me, I am so alone sometimes I think I am going to go crazy if I can’t share with somebody the hell, the torment and the sheer isolation that I feel sometimes inside.” She held my eye a moment, kneeling bare-breasted, sprawled in front of me. “Do you know what I’m saying, Harry?”
I nodded. “Yes, I know what you’re saying.”
I stood and walked to the drinks tray. I poured myself a stiff Scotch. Then I poured her a cognac and carried both drinks to the sofa. She inched herself into a half-sitting, half-lying position and took the drink. I stayed standing, looking down at her, wishing she was not so desirable. I took a pull on the Scotch. It did little to quell the fire in my belly.
“I killed five men. They were all from
Bloque Meta. The first one I electrocuted. He was just inches away from me and I was gripping his wrist, so the current would pass through me and into him. I watched the smoke rise out of his skin as he died.”
I watched the rise and fall of her naked chest quicken. She took a swig of cognac.
“Three men came down to see what all the noise was about. I killed two with a bowie knife, the third almost killed me. His shot skimmed my head before I drove a piece of wood through his chest. The fifth I tortured before I stabbed him through the heart, to find out who they worked for.
“I never acknowledge it, I can’t afford to, but I was sick with terror throughout. The terror is essential. It provides the adrenaline that allows you to do what you have to do, to go beyond your natural inhibitions. To kill.”
She held out her arms to me and I went and sat on the sofa. She laid her head on my lap.
“Why do Bloque Meta want you so bad?”
“Because they want to know who I am and who I work for.”
She frowned, sat up and took another swig of cognac. “But surely, Harry, if they knew where to find you, how to get hold of you, they already know who you are.”
“They know something about me. I have allowed myself to get noticed. But they don’t know who I work for. Nobody knows who I work for, right?”
She nodded. “Right. And for crying out loud, let’s keep it that way.”
She drained her glass and set it down on the floor. Then she held my face in her hands. “I have to tell you,” she said, and sounded slightly drunk, “I am awed, over and over, by how we manage that. There must be a hundred agencies around the world, from Mossad, to the Company, to MI6, Sinaloa… The list just goes on and on, but nobody has a clue who we are. How do we do that?”
I smiled and drained my glass. “You’re the intelligence officer. You tell me.”
“Maybe you kill everybody who finds out.”
“Maybe I do. I’ll tell you what. Get us another drink, lose the rest of your clothes, and I will tell you everything you want to know.”
She grinned and went to refill the glasses.




Seven

After the night’s activities, and the large quantities of cognac which I had kept feeding her, Alice was asleep at six in the morning when I got up. I showered, dressed and had breakfast and collected the truck from the garage, and by half past seven I was pulling onto Calle José Martí and heading for the freeway which would take me across the island to Yoyo’s place.
This time I picked out the car that was following me within the first five minutes. I was looking for it, I had narrowed it down from the previous afternoon, and when I saw it again I recognized it. I also recognized the second car that had fallen back, trying to stay out of sight. I made no effort to lose them.
Occasionally the nearest would peel off and disappear as though it had taken another road to another destination. Then the more distant car would close in to a hundred yards or so, and the car that had disappeared would show up at the next intersection and take up its position a couple of hundred yards back. They did it well. They were obviously professionals and the day before they had pretty much fooled me. But today I had been expecting them, and I knew they would be the cars I had seen the day before.
At Utuado I came off and did a lot of very fast driving, U-turns and figures of eight. I lost them both almost immediately. They were probably expecting me to continue on to Ponce, and by the time they had managed to exit for Utuado and start looking for me among the mountain roads, I was back on the freeway, headed for Ponce again. Half an hour later, I came off again, this time for the Villa del Carmen neighborhood, and made my way toward the baseball ground. From there I wound slowly toward the Calle Segovia and Yoyo’s house, with one eye on the mirror. It was five minutes to eight.
The street looked pretty much the same, except for a black SUV that had not been there the previous afternoon. That in itself didn’t mean anything, but I didn’t like it. I parked in front of the house and waited, watching the SUV. Nothing happened. The truck, an Audi Q8, had tinted windows so it was impossible to see if there was anybody inside. The choices were simple: one, go knock on the window and see if there was anybody there; two, take my chances and go inside the house to collect my papers.
Knocking on the window had the advantage of letting me know who had brought a Q8 to this neck of the woods, but it had the disadvantage of risking drawing unwanted attention to myself. Going in as planned had the disadvantage that I might find a bunch of heavily armed Colombians waiting for me. Given that I had been followed most of the way here by two cars, that was a distinct possibility.
The third option was to turn around and leave. But I really didn’t want to do that. I really wanted to collect my damn documents and get the hell out of Dodge. I opened the door and swung out of the cab, crossed the sidewalk and the front yard and moved down the side of the house toward the back. There I peered in through the kitchen window and saw a small plate and a knife in the sink and a mug on the draining board. There was a frying pan on the stove and a jar of instant coffee beside the kettle. There were no people, and there was no sign that people had been there, either peacefully or violently. I tried the door. It was locked, but a minute and a half with my Swiss Army knife had the door swinging silently outward, and me stepping silently inside. I closed the door and listened. There was no sound at all.
I moved to the door under the stairs, opened it and switched on the light. I figured he might be down in his workshop finishing the documents. I went down the stairs and rapped on the door. There was no answer. I closed my eyes and visualized his hand yesterday as he’d punched in the code. It was just four digits: one, nine, five, six. Two got you twenty it was the year of his birth. I punched it in and the door unlocked. So much for security doors and codes.
I pushed the door open and stepped inside the musty cellar.
I had half-expected it. If I had not been so desperate to get the documents, maybe I would have fully expected it. Not that it would have made much difference.
Yoyo was tied to his chair with wire. His nails and fingers were a bloody mess, there was blood on the floor under his chair, and a plastic bag had been secured over his head with duct tape.
I was pretty sure Yoyo had not held out to protect his client. My hunch was that he had told his attackers everything they wanted to know before they had tied him to the chair. His torture was an attempt to extract information he didn’t have, and, along with his death, a message to me, a message to let me know that when they caught me, things would not be easy for me.
Looking for the documents was pointless. There was no doubt in my mind that his killers had them, just as there was no doubt in my mind that they had been sitting upstairs in the Q8 when I had come in. And now I was down here, in this cave, and they were coming to get me.
A cave is a grave, I told myself, and turned to scramble back up the stairs.
I stopped dead on the first step. There was a skinny guy there looking down at me. He had on jeans, a camouflage T-shirt and a bandana covering his face. He also had an AK47 pointed at me.
A shadow loomed in the open doorway and a second man stepped in. He was probably in his forties, with tightly curled hair and a heavily pockmarked face. He also wore jeans, and riding boots on his feet.
“I am El Sicario,” he said. “A little like you, I guess, huh? I take care of business for Don Francisco. You are Harry Bauer. You are a big pain in Don Francisco’s ass. So, I’m gonna take care of you.”
I felt sick. One squeeze of the trigger would tear me to shreds. I could try to throw myself into the workshop, but that would be my death sentence for sure. Once inside, there was no way out. I offered El Sicario my best lopsided grin.
“That’s the nicest thing anyone ever said to me.”
“Yeah? You gonna like this more. I ain’t gonna kill you. Not yet. You get a chance. Don Francisco wants to know all about you. He admires you. Play nice, maybe you get to live.”
I nodded. “You’re right. I do like that better.”
He jerked his head at me. “Get up here. I know you one dangerous fuck. I got seven guys with assault rifles, Harry. So you better be very sure you can win if you try somethin’, coz I will cut off your fucking legs if I have to. I’ll get you there alive, but not necessarily in one piece.”
I sighed. “You don’t have to. I’m not going to start a fight I can’t win.”
“Smart man.”
He stepped out of the stairwell and the skinny guy with the bandana covered me as I climbed the stairs. When I was six steps from him he stepped outside too, and as I came to the door I saw four more guys, all with camouflage shirts and bandanas, all covering me with AK47s. I didn’t stand an ice cube’s chance in a supernova.
The Sicario was over by the front door. “End of the road, Harry. We all come to the end sometime, right? This is the end of the road for you. We gonna cuff you. We gonna walk you to the Audi SUV out there. Then we gonna drive you to a house in the country. We not gonna hurt you. We gonna treat you good. Then we gonna fly you to Colombia. Don Francisco really wants to meet you. He is real curious about you. OK?”
“Sure.”
“Be good and nobody’s gonna get hurt. Be stupid, and we gonna hurt you so bad you won’t believe it. You unnerstand me?”
“Yeah, I unnerstand you.”
He gestured to me with both hands. “So come to me, put your hands behind your back and Jorge is gonna put the cuffs on you.”
I was beginning to feel something very like panic inside. My options were closing down fast and as far as I could see it was a choice between a suicide attack now, or keep my powder dry and try something in Colombia, assuming he wasn’t lying to me.
I knew for a fact that Bloque Meta and Sinaloa both wanted badly to know who the hell I was and, more to the point, who I worked for. A lot of powerful people had died in the last year, and a lot of powerful people were getting nervous, wanting to know who was putting out the hits, and who was executing them. So there was an outside chance I could make it as far as Colombia. If I was going to make a stand, or a suicide attack, it would have to wait till then.
I walked toward El Sicario and placed my hands behind my back. He signaled to make me stop, and after a second I felt the cold bite of steel on my wrists and heard the finality of the click of the cuffs. Then I felt arms slip through mine and two guys, one on either side, gripped me hard. El Sicario smiled and stepped up close to me.
“I toll you the truth, Harry. Don Francisco really wants to know you, and he admires you a lot,” he smiled, “coz you such a bad motherfucker. But those boys you killed yesterday? One of them was my cousin, the others were my friends. I really wanna kill you for what you done, but I can’t. So what I am gonna do, I’m gonna hurt you, real bad.”
He was as good as his word. He knew how to punch. He hit me hard in the floating ribs. He hit me in the belly, he hit me on my arms and kicked me in my legs. And when he was done, he started again, from the beginning. He worked me over, not enough that I’d be useless to Don Francisco, but enough to make sure I regretted killing his cousin and his pals. I swore to myself that I would not make a sound. I kept my mouth shut and took what was coming. But it wasn’t easy.
The truth is, by the time they dragged me, limping and spitting blood, into the front yard, I had made myself a silent, solemn promise, that I was going to send El Sicario and all his pals, including Don Francisco Cejudo, on a one-way trip to the deepest, darkest, cruelest pits in Hell.
One of the bandana boys opened the gate and they hustled me toward the Q8. Through bleary eyes I saw that a second SUV, which might have been a Land Rover, had pulled into the street and a couple of the men were climbing in. El Sicario shoved me in the back of the Audi and got in beside me. I slumped against the headrest, closed my eyes and tried hard not to think. Because the only thoughts I had right then were pain: sharp, raw, dull and aching, from the soles of my feet all the way to my scalp, and everywhere in between. A lot of people don’t realize that feeling is the way your body thinks. And right then, all my body could think about was the world of pain it was in.
The cars pulled away and we began to move, winding and turning at first, but eventually accelerating and maintaining a steady, forward motion. Gradually I slipped into a state of groggy semi-consciousness. I wasn’t sure if I was moving forward or backward. I felt kind of disembodied. I knew there was pain, and a lot of it, but I seemed to be regarding it from somewhere else. A cell phone rang, there was a chatter of voices and somebody said, “Patillas, el lago Patillas…”
A lake. We were going to a lake called Patillas. Patillas in Spanish was “little feet.” I had a comical image of all the people who lived at the lake having really short legs and small feet, like the Munchkins in the Wizard of Oz. I wondered if I’d be able to ask them for help, but then thought that with such short legs the Sicario’s men would easily kill them with their AK47s.
I realized I had been semi-delirious when the rhythm of the car changed. Suddenly we were slowing, turning, winding again, climbing slightly. The pain in my body was still there, but it was duller, and I found I could think through it. I kept my eyes closed and tried to make out what was being said. It was hard. They spoke fast, used a lot of slang, but I heard El Sicario say, “La orilla norte, en el bosque.”
Something about the north shore, in the forest. It didn’t sound like they were going to introduce me to anybody. It sounded more like they were going to use me for fish food, or fertilizer for the trees. I thought maybe it was time to open my eyes and start preparing myself for what might be the last big fight of my life.
What I saw, when I managed to peel my eyelids back, was tall, brilliantly green, forested mountains beyond a broad lake. We were on the near side, skirting the water among suburban streets and houses with broad backyards and front lawns, rich in trees and flowers.
At length we left the scattered suburbs and started winding among rolling green hills beside a broad river. We slowed as we approached a rickety bridge and crossed, with slow care, onto the far side. Then we started to accelerate, skirting the lake toward the dense woodland. And that was when I saw the plane. It was a Grumman G73 Mallard. It was sitting on the water, painted brilliant white, waiting for us. Waiting for me, to take me to Colombia, and, I had no doubt at all, to my death.
We took a couple of right turns among green fields and then we were accelerating again, skirting the lake toward where a large Zodiac was pulled up on the shore, twenty or thirty feet from the tree line. There was a man standing beside the Zodiac, smoking, watching us approach. Another was sitting on the craft with his elbows on his knees. He stood as we slowed to turn in, and it struck me that he was big, taller and broader than most Colombians.
We stopped. The driver killed the engine and there was a rattle of doors as they all climbed out. I heard the Land Rover pulling in beside us and two guys leaned in to pull me out. After a moment I heard El Sicario raising his voice. He was arguing with the guys I assumed were the pilots of the plane. They were shrugging a lot and he was demanding, “¿Pero por que no me ha llamado a mi? ¿Como llegan ustedes sin aviso, sin llamar?”
He was mad that he hadn’t been advised of something, and he wanted to know why. The pilots didn’t know. They just knew how to shrug and say, “No se, nosotros solo seguimos ordenes…”
We just follow orders.
It’s something you get to recognize very quickly. It’s like a subsonic whisper, a pressure in the air, something that brushes your eardrums without ever really becoming a sound; like the presence of a ghost, or death. It takes a second, maybe less, and then it strikes.
It’s a round from a sniper.




Eight

There was a sharp sound like a “Tack!” Everybody was looking left and right, frowning, a little bemused. Then one of the bandana boys slowly knelt down and died. By that time there had been another “Tack!” and another of the boys sagged, staggered slightly and lay down. The sniper was not making headshots. He was shooting at the heart. An exploding head raises alarm, but for these vital seconds all that was happening was a soft noise, and somebody would lie down, and die. And Sicario’s boys were down from eight to six.
Suddenly El Sicario was screaming for his men to take cover. He and the two pilots ran for the shore, behind the Zodiac. Three of the bandanas ran for the trucks and the two guys holding me tried to hustle me that way too. I allowed myself to become a dead weight and fell. They dropped me and ran.
Then there was a noise like a roaring hiss, like a thousand fireworks taking off at the same time. I knew the sound. It was an RPG and I scrambled frantically for the shore of the lake. It struck the Land Rover which jumped four feet off the ground and was engulfed in a ball of fire. Then the rattle of automatic fire started. There was a lot of shouting, an occasional scream of pain, and the next thing I knew a powerful hand had grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and was dragging me painfully toward the Zodiac. I looked up and saw it was one of the pilots. I struggled to get to my feet and he snarled, in a strong Texan accent, “Shut up and do as I say, you might just get out of here alive.”
He hurled me in the Zodiac and I saw half a dozen guys in body armor and balaclavas advancing out of the forest with assault rifles at their shoulders. One of them started running for the Zodiac. I glanced over at the smoldering wreck of the Land Rover and saw that four of the Sicario’s men had taken cover behind the Q8 and were returning fire.
Now the two pilots were pushing the Zodiac into the water and the third guy who had been running toward us jumped and scrambled in, crawling and wriggling as high-powered rounds kicked up towers of spray around us.
I heard a grunt and saw one of the pilots go down, sliding off the stern of the launch. Then the guy who’d jumped in was all over the outboard and the other pilot had one leg over the side. I saw him grimace and say, “Oh, shit…” Then he slid off the side, the engine roared into life and we were speeding away, kicking up spray behind us. The last thing I saw was the men who’d emerged from the woods closing in on the smoldering remains of the Land Rover, as the Q8 sped off the way it had come.
I turned toward the guy in the body armor and the balaclava who was guiding the boat at speed toward the plane.
“Who the hell are you?” There was no reply. “That was a military operation you just executed there.” Still no reply, like I hadn’t even spoken.
We pulled up alongside the Mallard. The side door was open. Balaclava unlocked my cuffs and I pulled myself in. Balaclava followed, leaving the Zodiac to drift away. I lay on the floor looking at the leather sofa and seats with high-polish mahogany tables. There was a bar too, and a john aft.
I lay on my back and groaned while Balaclava slammed the door and moved fast to the cockpit. After thirty seconds I heard the turboprops roar, and managed to get myself into one of the seats, where I strapped myself in and closed my eyes. The plane surged, spray rose high to either side of us and suddenly we lifted, weightless, and rose high above the green peaks of Patillas and Maunabo, banking right, south, over the Caribbean Sea. Looking out of the window, I watched the late morning sun position itself on our starboard side. Which meant that we were traveling north—I estimated slightly west of north—toward Central America. I tried to see the map in my exhausted brain. Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica…
Panama.
Two got you twenty we were going to Panama. But what for? I struggled with my mind, trying to focus. Who would want to take me to Panama? What would they get or achieve by doing that? What was in Panama?
The Panama Canal was in Panama. So was the border with Colombia. It sat between South America and Central and North America, like an inverted funnel channeling all the cocaine from the southern continent into Mexico and the US, and the Caribbean Sea. With the moral fluidity of its political leaders, its status as a tax haven and its banking system, and the ease with which money could be laundered through those banks, all of Panama had become a place of prime interest to the US—and many of its political leaders: those in Congress, and those anonymous men and women in smoke-filled club rooms in DC. It had led to Noriega’s rise to power, and the subsequent US invasion in December 1989; and it had led to a permanent, highly active presence of the CIA there.
The CIA. That made sense. That’s who would want to take me to Panama.
In the cockpit I saw the pilot stand and turn, leaning in the doorway to look at me. The right hand rose to pull off the balaclava. Alice didn’t smile. “You look like shit,” she said.
“I’d look better if you’d moved in back at the house instead of waiting till we got to the damned lake.”
“We wouldn’t have needed to move in at all if you’d stayed put and taken my advice. And by the way—” She pushed off the door and walked past me to the bar. I heard the chink of ice and the gurgle of booze. Her voice came from behind me. “I don’t appreciate being got drunk, taken sexual advantage of and then abandoned in the morning.”
I shrugged and eased myself into a sitting position from which I could drink. “Who would?” I said sympathetically. “But you left me no choice. You made it obvious you were from the Company and that you were not going to let me go unless I spoke to you. And I really don’t want to speak to you.”
She handed me my drink and sat opposite me across the high-gloss dark wood table.
“I made it obvious? How?”
“Among other things you said you were head-hunted and recruited direct from Stanford. That made your employer a government agency, most probably FBI or CIA. If you were a Fed you’d be back home guarding the motherland, but you were in Puerto Rico. So that made you either DEA or CIA. Your brief was obviously to find out who I was and who I worked for, so that narrowed it again. You had to be CIA.”
“That easy, huh?
“’Fraid so.”
“I could do the same analysis on you and say you are clearly SAS, but I’d be wrong. You don’t lose your background just because you change jobs.”
“Good try, but I am not convinced. If you work for the same employer as me, why are you constantly trying to find out who I work for?”
“I never asked who you work for. I assumed…”
“You assumed I wasn’t CIA. But how do you know I’m not?”
She went very still. “What are you telling me?”
“I’m not telling you, I’m asking you. How do you know I don’t work for the Special Activities Center? How do you know you’re not investigating yourselves?”
Her eyes went hard. She didn’t answer for a moment. Then she said, “We made inquiries. The order to investigate you comes from the top…”
She paused because I was laughing. “You asked? Are you serious? And they didn’t tell you?” I laughed again. “Did you ask them if a flying saucer crashed at Roswell in July 1947? Did you ask who shot JFK and if there was a second shooter?”
“You’re a real pain in the ass, Harry.”
“I’m glad to see you got over your infatuation, anyway. I was starting to worry I might have to break your heart.”
She sighed loudly and turned her head to gaze out of the window. “This isn’t a game. You have a duty to your country.”
“Save it, Alice. I stopped playing games before you were born, and I know all about my duties. I owe a duty to my country, to the Constitution and to the dreams and ideals of the Founding Fathers. I owe no duty to a bunch of corrupt parasites who would sell me and you down the river without a second thought. Save your lecture for some poor sap who might believe you.”
She didn’t look mad. She looked sad and averted her eyes.
“You have it all wrong, Harry.”
“No kidding.”
“I know it sounds hollow, and you must think I am some kind of whore who would sleep with any man if it was expedient.”
“You said it, not me.”
“But you’re wrong. Our federal system has flaws, but I believe in it as the best there is. I believe we have to fight to preserve it and make it better. There are enemies everywhere, Harry, and our democracy will only survive if we are vigilant and strong. If the CIA becomes aware of a rogue like you, they have an obligation to investigate.” She stared at me like she really meant it. I didn’t answer and she averted her eyes again. “And, what happened between us, I didn’t have to do that—I wanted to. You drive me crazy, but the attraction was genuine and real.”
“As genuine and real as Sean, who was vaporized and left you an empty shell?”
“That happens to be true.”
“Sure. Well, true or not, Alice, you want any information about me you’ll have to go back to Langley and ask your boss again. Maybe if you sit on his lap and ask nicely he’ll tell you the truth.”
“That was uncalled for.”
“Was it? I’ll tell you one thing, though, Alice. If you and your masters are going crazy trying to find out who I work for, I’ll tell you why you’re coming up empty. Because I work for myself. I have no masters, nobody tells me what to do. I hear there is a Serbian son of a bitch war criminal hiding out on St. George and I show up to bring him to justice. While I’m there I hear there is a drug-trafficking son of a bitch there who works for Bloque Meta. I have a special hatred for drug traffickers, so while I am there I take him and his rival out and dump them in the trash. Then I go finish the job with the Serbian. No boss, nobody telling me what to do or how to do it. But the whole dark, ugly underworld which you and Sinaloa, and Al-Qaeda, and the rats and the snakes inhabit, is scurrying, slithering and sliding falling over itself to find out—who does he work for? Well here’s a news flash, sister. He works for himself. A soldier of fortune who got tired of killing under orders just because he was told to, and decided to put something back in the only way he knew how. By killing the bad guys.”
She stared at me for a whole minute, then sipped her cognac and said, “That’s a really touching story, Harry. It’s also a crock of shit.”
I shrugged my bruised, aching shoulders and sipped the whisky, which was a gentle balm.
“I don’t need you to believe it. It is what it is. So what happens now? Waterboarding?”
She rolled her eyes and groaned elaborately. “Let’s try and avoid that, shall we?”
“OK, let’s try and avoid it. So what happens next, short of waterboarding?”
“We take you to a facility in Panama where we debrief you…”
You read about people throwing back their heads and roaring with laughter, but few people actually do that. I have to say that right then, that was exactly what I did. I threw back my head and roared with laughter. She sat with a tight, contracted face and thin lips and watched me till I’d finished.
“You done?”
“You’re going to ‘debrief’ me? And how do you plan to do that, Alice? Are you going to put toothpicks under my fingernails?”
“We don’t do that, Harry. We’re a little more sophisticated than that. And I am hoping that you will see sense and realize that this is your government you are dealing with. You have a duty to serve your country…”
“I already asked you once, Alice, but I’m going to ask you again. How do you know I am not already serving my country? How do you know I am not working for the Agency? How do you know I am not with the SAC?” I gave her a moment to answer. She didn’t so I went on. “You don’t. You’ve made your inquiries and you have received unsatisfactory answers. But you have brass who do not like the feeling of not being in control, so they send people like you to go and find out. And they don’t care whose toes you tread on.”
“If you work for us…”
“I didn’t say I work for you. I asked how you can be sure that I don’t work for the Federal Government, or even the CIA.”
“Fine!” She raised her hands and rolled her eyes. “If you work for the Federal Government, how come nobody has intervened on your behalf? How come nobody has claimed you?”
“Let’s start with the fact that I already told you I work for myself. But assuming I did work for the Federal Government in some covert capacity, let me ask you this: Just how clandestine is your operation? How legal is it? And above all, aside from your colleagues and your superior officer, who knows about it?” I waited. She said nothing. I went on, “Nobody, right? So who the hell is going to come forward and claim me, if nobody knows I need claiming. You’re not stupid, Alice, but your actions are stupid, your operation is stupid and your boss is stupid.”
“You’ve got some mouth on you, Harry.”
“Yeah, that’s what my mother told me before she kicked me out of the house aged eight.”
She sighed and shook her head. “Make this easy, Harry. These people have a thousand ways of hurting you, not just physically. They can destroy your life. They can get to you in so many different ways. Don’t go up against them. Cooperate.”
“Suddenly it’s them? It’s not us anymore?”
“Stop it, Harry. I really don’t want to see you get hurt.”
“Then you should do what you’re best at and look the other way. But you’d better get used to the idea that sooner or later it’s going to be your turn, sister. What goes around has a way of coming around before very long. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get a couple of hours’ sleep before you guys start torturing me in the name of the Federal Government, Truth, Justice and the American Way.”
“You son of a bitch. You know what? Screw you.”
“Right back atcha, sweetheart.”
I closed my eyes and allowed my mind to travel, step by step, over each aching, damaged part of my body, easing it with my mind and making it relax and heal. It took a lot of steps, and along the way I tried hard not to think about what was waiting for me in Panama.




Nine

We touched down in the sea about eight miles from Colon and the harbor of the Bahia de Manzanillo, at the mouth of the Chagres River, which ran roughly parallel to the Atlantic side of the Panama Canal and formed the northernmost edge of the San Lorenzo rainforest. We headed slowly for a long strip of white sand that separated the jungle from the sea, and gently nosed up onto the beach. We clambered down into a foot of water and waded ashore among small, transparent waves. On the beach Alice trudged through the sand and sat on a fallen palm at the edge of the tree line while I stood looking around.
“Now what?” I called to her.
“Now we wait.”
I took a few steps toward her, pushing through the sand. “We wait for what?”
“We wait for Raymond.”
I came up beside her. “Raymond?”
“Yeah, Raymond. He’s keen to meet you.”
“Is he your case officer?”
She watched me through narrowed eyes for a long moment. “How come you never answer any of my questions, but you always expect me to answer yours?”
“That would be a yes, then. And I have answered yours. You wanted to know who I work for. I told you. I work for myself.”
She narrowed her eyes, shook her head and sighed. “Did it ever cross your mind that maybe I do work for your employer, and how stupid you’ll look when you discover that? Did it ever occur to you that maybe I work for the Company and your organization?”
I shook my head. “No. I already told you, I work for myself.”
We lapsed into silence after that, but after ten or fifteen minutes I heard the faint buzz of a powerboat echoing across the still water. It grew steadily louder until a dark blue speedboat swerved around the headland on our left, kicking up a high wall of spray. It lined up its prow with the Mallard and powered in toward the shore. Alice stood and made her way down to the water’s edge to wait for the launch to arrive. I followed some way behind.
Twenty or thirty feet from the beach it cut its engines and coasted to the shore. There were five men aboard. Four of them wore camouflage. The fifth, seated in the back, was dressed in an expensive, dark blue suit. The four guys in camouflage jumped out. Two pulled the launch up onto the sand, while the other two scrambled into the Mallard. The guy in the suit climbed out and jumped down onto the dry sand. He had dark, permed hair and very black Wayfarer sunglasses. He spoke briefly to Alice and then waded through the sand toward me, smiling like he was about to ask me if I was Dr. Livingstone. As he approached he held out his hand.
“Mr. Bauer, I am delighted to meet you at last. Raymond Hirsch, Central Intelligence Agency. How do you do?” This last was said as he pumped my hand.
“You want to tell me what this is all about, Mr. Hirsch?”
There was a cold glint in his eye as he observed me a moment. Then he nodded. “Of course. To start with, we just lost two good men, friends, saving your life in an operation that was improvised at the last minute.” He paused. His smile was unamused, a little affronted. He gestured at me with his open hand. “You have not been kidnapped or abducted, Mr. Bauer. You have been rescued. Forgive me saying so, but it looks as though our Colombian friends were giving you a pretty rough time.”
I nodded. “I am sorry about your men. I owe them a debt of gratitude. But as I understand it, you didn’t rescue me just because I am an American citizen. You want something from me.”
His eyes darted over my face for a moment. Other than that he was expressionless. “Yes,” he said at last. “We would like you to cooperate with us. We’ll take you to a facility we have not far from here. There we would like to debrief you and reach some kind of an understanding.” I drew breath to answer him, but he didn’t let me. He raised a hand and shook his head. “But, contrary to what popular fiction would have you believe, Mr. Bauer, we at the CIA are human beings. So before we do any debriefing or talking, we need to get you seen by a doctor, patched up, fed and, I would imagine,” he grinned, “fixed up with a stiff Scotch. How does that sound?”
“That sounds pretty good.”
He led the way to the launch while the guys in camouflage pushed the Mallard back into the water. Alice and I climbed in the back and Hirsch sat up front beside the helmsman, while we were pushed back into the shallow, transparent waves. We reversed away, then did a tight turn and picked up speed, smacking over the small waves, raising high walls of spray to the sides, accelerating fast toward the headland from which the launch had appeared.
It was a three-and-a-half-mile trip along the coast to Piña, a small, soulless town that sits at the mouth of the river of the same name. We entered the waterway and moved slowly past the clusters of small houses, the dirt roads and the groups of staring, yet incurious people: men, women and children who existed on the edge of the jungle, on the edge of chaos and anarchy, not even pawns in the Great Game.
We left them behind and moved under the bridge, in among the rainforest. The water was murky and creamy under overarching trees. Invisible birds called and their calls echoed dull under the dense canopy that became closer and tighter by the minute, changing the quality of the light from the clear blue of the tropical sky to the dense green of the forest. We followed the river for about a mile, with the foliage growing thicker and more tangled, dangling long lianas in the river. The air grew clammy and hot. Eventually we sighted a clearing up ahead on the right, with a wooden jetty and a couple of boats moored there. As we drew closer, a cluster of buildings became visible. They weren’t the kind of shabby hovels you’d expect to find upriver in the middle of a tropical rainforest. They were slick, modern prefabs that looked as though they had been airlifted there. And as we docked and climbed from the launch onto the wooden jetty, I saw that the huts, half a dozen of them, were arranged like a military barracks, and to the right of the complex the clearing had been expanded to allow for a helipad.
Hirsch stopped and turned to Alice. “Will you take Mr. Bauer to his lodgings, Alice? Make sure he is comfortable and arrange some food and drink for him.” He turned to me. “Talk things over with Alice. I’ll call on you a little later when you’ve settled in to make sure you have everything you need.”
I smiled and nodded. “There is one thing I could use, actually, Mr. Hirsch.”
“Sure thing. Tell me what it is and I’ll see what I can do.”
“I could use a Sig Sauer, P226 Tacops if you have one lying around.”
His smile became a frigid rictus. Everything was in the right place, but he’d lost the warmth and the feeling of bonhomie. He sniffed and gave a quick nod. “I’ll see you later, Mr. Bauer.”
He turned and walked away in his dark blue suit, across the green grass. I watched him go while Alice watched me, shaking her head. “You are some piece of work, Harry. Can’t you see the man is trying to help you?”
I pulled my gaze away from Hirsch and focused an arched eyebrow on Alice’s face. “Sometimes,” I said, “I think you actually believe the things you say. You have instructions to provide me with a shower, food and a bottle of the Macallan. How about you do that and quit the Laura Ingalls act?”
“Yeah, I wonder what the Colombians had lined up for you.”
“When I get there I’ll send you a photograph by WhatsApp.”
She didn’t answer. She shook her head and headed toward a long wooden structure with a long gabled roof. There were windows spaced along its length and a door in the middle with four steps rising to it. She climbed the steps and pushed through the door. I followed her into a basic but comfortable living room with a sofa and a chair, a melamine dining table with four pine chairs, a couple of lamps and an electric fire. A second door led through to a functional bedroom and an en suite bathroom.
I looked around and asked her, “Where do you sleep?”
She looked at me with distaste. “These are reserved for senior officers. You’re lucky to get one…”
“You know? I feel lucky.”
“I’m going to arrange your food. Is there anything else you need?”
“Aside from a flight home to New York?”
She turned and left. After she’d gone I tried the door and the windows. They were all locked. So I went to the bathroom, stripped and stood under a hot shower for ten minutes, then turned it to cold, stood another five minutes and climbed out to towel myself dry. I dressed and ten minutes after that a young woman in camouflage fatigues turned up with a tray of chicken and mashed potato with broccoli, a can of Coke and a bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label. She set the food on the table, smiled and left.
I ate hungrily, tipped the Coke down the sink and had two generous shots of whisky. Then I lay down on the sofa and fell into a very deep sleep.
When I awoke there were cubes of golden light on the wall opposite, bisected by deep shadows. I sat up rubbing my face and looked out of the window at the clearing outside. The jetty was visible, and just beyond it the dense trees of the rainforest in dark silhouette against a scarlet and gold sky. There was not much activity. One or two people crossing from one hut to another, a couple of guys talking beside a boat.
Night falls very fast near the equator, and the glow above the trees faded quickly, leaving a translucent sky above black trees. The two men talking by the boats separated and walked away. That was when I saw Hirsch and Alice making their way toward my hut. They disappeared from view and a moment later there was a knock on my door. I thought that was cute because I couldn’t open it, so I bellowed, “Come!” and sat at the table to wait for them.
The door opened and Alice came in, followed by Hirsch. He smiled at me like we were old buddies.
“Did you get a good rest?”
“You know I did.”
They pulled out chairs and sat with me at the table. He ignored my answer and asked, “Have you got everything you need?”
“Except my freedom, my papers, a ticket back home to New York and a Sig Sauer P226 Tacops, yes.”
He didn’t lose his smile. He nodded a couple of times and said, “Well, let’s see what we can do about that. Because it seems to me that we have a very dynamic situation with a lot of potential for meaningful progress. You have a number of things that you want from us, which we are very willing to give, and there are a couple of things that we would like from you. So there is no reason why we should not be able to reach an accommodation.”
I nodded like I wasn’t really interested, glanced at the window, then at the tabletop. “You know, Mr. Hirsch…”
“Raymond, please, let’s dispense with the formalities.”
“…Raymond, I already had this conversation with Alice, and I don’t think we are going to make much meaningful progress. You want to know who I work for. Now there are two possible answers to that question: one, I work for the Special Activities Center of the Central Intelligence Agency; two, I work for myself.”
“What about the Command?”
I shook my head. “You know it’s not their style. No, if I were a trained observer having a look at the activities which can be attributed to me over the last few months, I would say, ‘This guy cannot possibly be working for anybody. He is too wild, too noisy and too erratic.’”
Hirsch chuckled. “He is also far too well informed and well equipped. He also has access to documents that are of a quality that rival our own,” he paused before adding, “and ours are authentic.”
I spread my hands. “So draw your own conclusions.”
“I don’t want to draw my own conclusions, Harry. And why should I when I have you here to tell me what I want to know?”
I sagged back in my chair. “Let me ask you something, Hirsch. Why does it matter to you? I take out the trash. Somebody has to, right? My targets are not people the Company has any interest in. So what difference does it make to you?”
“In the first place, Bauer, I don’t want any loose cannons in my backyard, and neither does Gina. And in the second place, if anybody takes out the trash, it’s us. That’s our job.”
I gave my head a little twitch. “The way you did Noriega? The way I hear it, you guys spend so much time sifting through the trash to see which bits are worth keeping just in case, you’ve kind of forgotten how to tell the trash from your own bullshit. Noriega being a case in point. I also hear that your internal communication is so clogged with paranoia and secrecy, your left hand doesn’t know when your right hand is jerking off.”
He didn’t think that was funny at all and said so: “That is a very offensive thing to say.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were sensitive. My point is, Raymond, that however often you have tea with Gina, SAC is not going to brief you on its operations. And if SAC creates a special operations group tasked with eliminating bastards who are beyond the limp, ineffectual reach of international justice, they are not necessarily going to drop you a memo about it. The way it works, they’re not necessarily going to inform the director, or the president for that matter, if they don’t have to.” I pointed a finger at him like a gun. “You know that as well as I do.”
His sigh descended into a grunt. “Be straight with me, Harry. Are you telling me that you work for a branch of the Special Activities Center?”
“I’ve told Alice and now I am telling you. I work for myself. What I am saying is that if I didn’t, the only organization I could possibly work for is the Central Intelligence Agency’s SAC division. And if that were the case, Raymond, you would not know about it. You would not be entitled to know about it, and I would not be allowed to tell you.”
Alice sighed and stood, and went to the window. “You’re talking in circles.”
Raymond said, “So you work for yourself.”
“That’s what I said.”
“All right, let’s play along. How do you get your intel? You are very well informed about the activities of people who are completely off the radar. How do you manage that?”
I shrugged. “Well, for a start, I don’t depend on an overinflated agency that is so bound up in red tape it needs to break the law in order to get anything done. I am very rich and I have had a very checkered past, so I know a lot of people and I have a lot of contacts, from the Pentagon to Sinaloa, from Islamabad to the White House.”
He narrowed his eyes and looked skeptical. Then he shook his head. “The Einstaat hit, that was you. How the hell did you get the intel to make that hit?”[2]
I laughed out loud. “Seriously? Most of it I got from Google. It’s all there.”
“You’re not being serious.”
“Deadly, Raymond. But how about you answer your own question? If I didn’t get my information from personal sources and contacts I’d made while I was with the SAS, can you think of a single outfit that would have selected those targets, and could have supplied that intel? Aside from SAC, who has the resources, or the interest?”
He glanced at Alice, who was still standing over by the window. She didn’t react. I pressed him. “Let me ask you something else, Raymond. Have you inquired at Langley? Have you made an official request for information?”
“Yes.”
“What did they tell you?”
“That the CIA did not operate any outfit specifically to assassinate personas non gratas.”
“And yet, isn’t that exactly what SAC exists for?”
“Not officially, no.”
“Precisely. It seems to me you have answered your own question.”
Alice exploded. “What the hell, Harry! One minute you say you work for yourself, and the next you insinuate heavily that you work for the SAC! Which one is it?”
“You do the math!” I shouted. “Either I work for myself, in which case I have already given you a straight answer, or I work for the Special Activities Center, in which case I cannot
give you a straight answer without betraying my country and my unit!”
“Your unit?”
He glanced at Alice. She shrugged. “SAC operate in tactical units.”
He sighed heavily. “I’m going to have to think about this, Harry. I have to say I was hoping you’d be more cooperative. I’m disappointed. I’ll have your supper sent over, and maybe we’ll talk some more.”
They left and closed the door. And I sat and wondered what the hell I was going to do next.




Ten

They came for me the next day, Hirsch, Alice, and four guys in camouflage fatigues, with automatic rifles. Hirsch sat with me and said, “You know what it is, Harry? I just don’t believe you. A guy gets drummed out of the SAS for not wanting to hand over a prisoner to his American allies, because he wants to execute that prisoner personally, himself. And then, after a couple of months back home, in New York, he suddenly becomes extremely rich and starts an international killing spree, taking out all the world’s undesirables. It’s fantastic, ridiculous. You were recruited. I want to know who recruited you.”
Unwittingly, the bastard had managed to get to me. I felt a hot pellet of anger in my gut and fought to control it.
“You stole Mohammed ben-Amini from me.[3] Your Captain Bill Hartmann let us do all the work, risk our necks, and then moved in to take the prisoner. He didn’t just take him, he rescued him. That man should have stood trial for war crimes and crimes against humanity. Instead the CIA chose to debrief him and treat him to a life of luxury in California at the taxpayers’ expense, as a reward for murdering an entire village, raping children and killing them in front of their parents’ eyes. You think it’s ridiculous that having watched that happen, I should want bastards like him to face justice—real justice? That’s because you have no soul, Hirschfield.”
He stared at me for a moment. Then he said, “Right,” and stood. “I didn’t want to do this, Bauer, but you leave me no choice. I am going to ask you one last time, then I hand you over to the experts. Who recruited you when you were in New York looking for work?”
“Nobody. I recruited myself.”
He looked at the four guys in camouflage and nodded. I looked at Alice sitting beside him, but she averted her eyes. Two guys came up behind me and slipped their hands under my arms to lift me up. One of them said, “Come with us, please, sir.”
I stood, keeping my eyes on Hirsch’s. “I have a rule,” I said, “I never knowingly kill a government agent. You’d better be damn careful, Hirsch, that I don’t change that rule.”
“Are you threatening to kill me, Harry?”
“Does it sound to you like I am, Raymond?”
The officers in camouflage fatigues led me out of the apartment into the fresh, bright morning. We crossed the clearing and they took me behind the huts that formed the far side of the perimeter. There I saw a small hut, isolated on its own near the tree line. I felt a jolt of adrenaline in my gut and knew it was fear. One of the officers jogged ahead, unlocked the door and they shoved me inside. They came in after me and closed the door.
There was a modified gurney in front of me, and several plastic gallon water containers on the floor. On a chair there was a stack of towels. I turned to face the four men in fatigues. “Which one of you lucky boys in going to strap me down?”
Two of them raised their weapons and trained them on me. One of the boys at the front said, “Either one of us, sir. It’s best if you cooperate.”
I grinned. “You can’t interrogate me if I’m dead.”
“We can’t kill you, sir, but we can injure you, and that’s a lot worse than the waterboard.” He sighed and shrugged. “Look here, sir, the waterboard feels like hell, but I’ve seen it done a few times and it don’t harm you any. At the end you just get up and walk away. But if we have to shoot you in the leg, you could lose the leg. You really are better off cooperating.”
I calibrated the four of them. They were young, but they were tough and well trained, and the risk of getting shot was high. My best option right then was to let them strap me down and take what was coming. So while two of them kept their weapons trained on my legs, the other two strapped me to the gurney and tilted it back, so my head was near the floor. Then the guy who had spoken before, spoke to me again.
“My name is Smith. I am a trainee interrogator. I have heard a lot about you, Mr Bauer, and I have a lot of admiration for you, and for what you do. So, if there is any way in which I can help you, all you have to do is let me know. OK?”
I spoke uncomfortably, from my inverted position. “Sure, thanks.”
“Now, I am going to administer the technique today, but I have to tell you, Mr Bauer, that we are not looking for any information. What we are seeking to do today, is to help you to realize that your best option is cooperation. So I am just going to keep going until you let me know you can’t take anymore, and you are ready to cooperate. Do you understand?”
“Sure. You want to stop talking and get on with it?”
“Of course, but before we begin, I am instructed to inform you, sir, that lunch today is sirloin steak and a good claret. You will of course miss lunch if you do not cooperate. Is that understood?”
“It’s understood, Smith. Let’s do this.”
He was in no hurry, not because he felt any kind of compassion for me, but because he knew that anticipation of pain can be worse than the pain itself. So they took their sweet time arranging everything, placing the towels and the water beside the gurney and eventually placing the towel over my mouth.
People talk a lot of shit about waterboarding. You want to know what waterboarding is like, get someone to hold you upside down in a barrel of water until your breath runs out. And then keep you there for twenty seconds more. Your lungs go into spasm, your diaphragm goes into spasm and your arms and legs go into spasm. You cannot control you bodily movements and there is nothing you can do, nowhere you can put your face, nowhere you can turn to get away from the screaming panic of the imperative need to breathe.
It went on until I eventually passed out. When that happened they woke me up, and started over again. After I had passed out four times Smith stopped and hunkered down beside me. “Are you ready to cooperate with Mr. Hirsch now, Mr. Bauer?”
I looked into his bland, pitiless, obedient face and said, “Yeah, I’ll cooperate.”
They released the straps that held me down and helped me to a chair, where they gave me a dry towel. When I tried to stand I found my legs didn’t work, I was dizzy and confused from the lack of oxygen, and they had to support me when I walked.
We came out of the hut and I noticed the sun was high overhead and the day had grown warm. I asked Smith, “How long were we in there?”
“Three hours. I think that’s a record. You’re a pretty hard man.”
“You have no idea,” I muttered.
He sighed and shook his head. “Don’t do nothing foolish now, Mr. Bauer. We’ll only have to take you back. We wouldn’t want that.”
They took me back to my apartment and set me on the sofa. When they had left I closed my eyes and relaxed and did slow, steady breathing exercises. Slowly I began to feel better, but all I wanted to do was sleep. That, however, wasn’t going to happen. Five minutes after Smith had left, there was a rap at the door. I guessed it was a courtesy in case I was taking a leak or strolling around nude. A moment later the door opened and Hirsch came in with Alice. She remained standing and he sat at the table, watching me.
“Had you ever suffered waterboarding before, Harry?”
“No,” I lied. It had been a part of our training, along with techniques to help you get through it.
“As I understand it, it is practically impossible to endure.”
“I made out.”
“We can keep going if you want. You will not last a week. You will not last half a week. But you won’t die, either. There is no release from it.”
“I don’t want to. But you are leaving me no option but to lie to you. I have told you, I am independent. I am a private contractor. I work for myself. How do you want me to explain it to you?”
Hirsch was frowning. Alice said, “That’s a little different to what you said before.”
I shook my head. “Only because you’re listening this time. You were so damned bent on proving that I worked for some agency, you twisted everything I said. I told you I work for myself. Obviously I take contracts, but I choose the contracts I take. And sometimes I choose the target, too. And there are some employers I work for more often than others.”
Hirsch leaned forward, frowning. “Like who?”
I took a long, deep breath and allowed it to shake as I breathed out. “The British government, the White House, the Pentagon. A couple of times the European Commission approached me with a contract, but I didn’t accept. I only accept contracts on people who I consider to be enemies of humanity, people who use torture, who commit genocide, who rape and murder, you get the idea. As far as I know Boris Johnson never did any of that stuff.”
He raised an eyebrow at me. “So how come these people know about you, and know how to contact you?”
I shook my head. “It doesn’t work that way. I found the contacts. I gave them the information. They offered it to their bosses.”
“Explain that.”
I sighed, sat up and spread my hands. “I have identified a number of targets I want to eliminate. It’s a pretty long list. So let’s say the next person on my list is Don Francisco Cejudo. I cast around among my contacts to see if I have a taker. Maybe somebody at the Pentagon or the White House thinks it’s a good idea to get rid of him. Maybe somebody who is planning to run for office doesn’t want it known that the CIA once employed him as an agent. You know the kind of thing. So my contact will have established a code word with their boss. And the boss will say, ‘That Cejudo is a real pain in the ass, Perkins. I wish Beelzebub would take him!’”
“Beelzebub?”
“For example. So Perkins knows he has received his instructions and he passes that brief on to me. Payment is made into a numbered account and I do my job.”
“Who ordered the hit on Colonel Kostas Marcović?”
“One of the things I offer, Hirsch, is total deniability. The hit on Kostas Marcović was requested, and paid for, by people who would have you dragged out to the rainforest and buried alive if they knew you were asking that question. People you brush shoulders with when you’re back in Langley getting your hair cut. Are you sure you want me to answer that question?” He drew breath to answer but I interrupted him and cut him short. “I don’t work for SAC, Hirsch, but have you ever heard of subcontracting? Have you any imagination at all?” I looked up at Alice. “How far are you going to let this go?”
I saw him glance at her and she frowned, and I knew I had planted a seed of discord. I didn’t know if it would be any use in the long run, but it couldn’t do any harm. She scowled. “Why don’t you just answer the question?”
“You know why. If my client is the Federal Government, I cannot reveal that.”
Hirsch stared at me like I was crazy. “You just did!”
I shook my head. “No, I am speaking hypothetically. Besides, you have starved my brain of oxygen for three hours, you cannot rely on anything I have said.”
He laid his palm down on the tabletop, like he was trying not to slam it, and spoke emphasizing each word. “I-have-enquired-and-they-have–told-me-no!”
“And you’re surprised? Jesus! Just how stupid are you? If this is what they have at the Intelligence Agency, what the hell have they got at the Stupid Agency?”
He looked offended again. “Bauer, there is no need for…”
“It’s illegal, Hirsch! It is illegal to go around killing people! And it is illegal to pay people to kill them! The CIA’s record on invading foreign countries, murdering foreigners and riding roughshod over the rule of law stinks! It’s notorious! The CIA are seen universally as the bad guys. Your public image sucks. They are struggling to improve their public image and you are surprised that they don’t want to tell you they employ a soldier of fortune to eliminate undesirable foreigners? Why the hell would they tell you? Who the hell do you think you are?”
“How about you let me ask the questions, Bauer?”
“How about you ask a few intelligent ones, Hirsch? I already told you I offer complete deniability. There are jobs even SAC cannot undertake, because the risk to the USA’s public image, which is already badly tarnished, and the risk to the CIA’s image which is universally negative, is too great. So they use me because what I do is deniable!
De-ni-a-ble! Do you understand that simple concept, Hirsch?” I shook my head. “You come along, a middle-manager busybody, wanting to know who the new boy on the block is. So you make an official request for information to your superiors. So what? They say ‘No, we have no idea who he is. He is certainly not employed by us.’ I’ll go further. I’ll bet they told you that your assertion that Harry Bauer had killed all these people was little more than unsubstantiated speculation. Am I right?”
He sighed. “Bauer, your attempts to take control of this interrogation are transparent and will not get you anywhere…”
I barked a loud laugh and looked at Alice. “I am not attempting to take control of this interrogation. You have simply lost control of it because you know as well as I do that however much you torture me, even if I were to go to pieces and confess everything, you will never know whether I told you the truth or not. Because whether I work for myself, whether I subcontract or whether I work for SAC, they will never acknowledge it.” I wagged a finger at him. “In fact, I bet you are beginning to get a nasty sinking feeling right now, aren’t you, Hirsch? Because two out of those three scenarios spell bad news for your promotion prospects. Let me ask you something. Who detailed you and Alice on this mission?”
He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t try to shut me up, either. Alice said, “What are you getting at, Harry?”
I looked at them both in turn. I pointed at Hirsch. “You got the brief from Langley, right? Alice advised that I had arrived in Puerto Rico and you asked her to get close to me. That how it went?” They didn’t answer. They just stared at me. “If I were you, Hirsch, I’d make some inquiries about your immediate superior and find out what ties he had to Serbia twenty years ago. And you.” I pointed at Alice. “If I were you I would distance myself from this guy,” I jerked my head at Hirsch, “because he is on his way down. I am supposed to be totally deniable. With this guy doing everything he can to run an exposé on me, I am going to become very hard to deny, and there are going to be some very mad people in Washington and in Langley looking for scapegoats. That’s you. Both of you.”
Hirsch stood up and sighed. “I have heard about as much of this as I can stomach for one day. Get some rest, Bauer. You’re going to need it.”
“Your boy Smith said something about a sirloin steak and some wine. I have cooperated, so how about it, Hirsch? Are you a man of your word?”
He and Alice exchanged a look and left without answering.




Eleven

It was about half an hour later that I saw Raymond Hirsch walk to the jetty and leave in the launch. Fifteen minutes after that Alice showed up. She brought with her a sirloin steak, medium rare, with boiled new potatoes and broccoli, dowsed in butter. She also had a bottle of Casillero del Diablo. It’s not my favorite wine, but I’ll drink it if it’s all there is in a prison in the middle of a Panamanian jungle. She’d also brought a couple of glasses.
She set the whole lot down on my table and sat to pour two glasses of the ruby wine. I sat to eat. With my mouth full of superb beef I picked up my glass and sipped the red wine. It’s one of those pleasures that make the gods jealous.
“Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “I’m grateful, and it’s nice you’re not asking questions or stripping naked. But I can’t help wondering, what are you doing?”
I helped myself to another chunk of meat and chewed while she smiled at me. It was a sad smile.
“You asked Raymond for a Sig Sauer.”
“I like the Tacops, P226, as you know.”
She ignored the comment and went on. “If you had it, what would you do with it?”
I didn’t hesitate or smile, or pause in my slicing of the steak. “I’d shoot you and Raymond and get the hell out of here.” I looked up at her face. It was very serious. I grinned. “I’m being facetious. I am not allowed to knowingly kill CIA officers.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Allowed? I thought you worked for yourself.”
I nodded and stuffed more meat in my mouth. I spoke around it. “And I thought you were supposed to work for the same people as me. But let me ask you, does the CIA ever subcontract?”
“Of course.”
“Those are your agents, right? You’re officers, they are agents. Do you ever impose rules on them—conditions for the subcontract?”
She nodded and sighed. “OK.”
“So one of my contracts stipulates I can’t kill federal employees.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to anyway.”
“Can we get back to my question?”
“Sure, but it strikes me, Alice, as a stupid question. One that assumes I am stupid too. You want me to say I’d use it to escape? Of course I would. But you know damned well that when I said that to Raymond I was being, as you like to say, facetious. And we both know that he would rather have his balls waxed than give me a weapon, and we both know that this conversation is being filmed and recorded. So what the hell are you playing at?”
“What if I told you it wasn’t. What if I told you I’d had the cameras and the microphone switched off, and this was strictly between you and me? And by the way, I do work for the same people as you.”
I snorted an unamused laugh. “You know the Spanish expression, ‘tu puedes decir misa’? It means, ‘you can say mass,’ it doesn’t make it any more true. I’d have to be a moron to believe you.”
She nodded. “What do I need to do to convince you this is between us?” She glanced at the window. “We can take a walk around the grounds.”
I stuck half a potato in my mouth. “You’re wearing a wire.”
She stood and stripped off her pants, her blouse and her undergarments. There was a smile playing on her lips and in her eyes.
“You can explore further if you like, Harry, but as far as I know technology has not developed that kind of microphone yet.”
I picked up her pants and her blouse and inspected the buttons. Then I tossed them at her and turned back to my food.
“Get dressed. OK, let’s go for a walk and you can tell me what this is all about.”
She pulled on her clothes in silence while I finished eating. Then she said, suddenly, “You may not believe it, Harry, but I miss you.”
“This again?” I arched an eyebrow at her and drained my glass.
“I don’t blame you for not believing me.”
“Let me know when we get past the bullshit.” I stood. “Shall we go?”
She took a deep breath and expelled it as she got to her feet. She moved to the door and stood with her hand on the knob. “I’ve earned this, so I’ll have to put up with it. But you’ll also have to listen.”
She opened the door and we stepped out into the late afternoon sun. We started to stroll along the perimeter, twenty feet or so from the edge of the rainforest. She was looking down at her feet as she walked.
“You’re very different to me.”
“More BS?”
“Just shut up and listen, will you? We haven’t got unlimited time. You’re not the only person in the world who has an uneasy, troubled conscience. When I was recruited to the CIA I believed what I was doing was the right thing. Sure, it’s fine for tree-huggers, men in beards and sandals and feminist lesbians with hairy armpits to make sweeping, dogmatic judgments on how governments should behave and what is acceptable and what is not acceptable.” Her voice began to rise and her cheeks colored. “That’s fine from the safety of your stripped pine kitchen or your university campus, but it’s not so easy when you’re on the front line facing the likes of Iran’s ayatollahs, al Qaeda—evolving like a smart virus—China, the most predatory nation on Earth, Putin’s Russia, Sinaloa and the resurgent Colombian organizations. People who don’t give a good goddamn whether trees have feelings or whether human beings have rights or freedoms. You know what happens to the only nice kid in the playground? He gets seven bales of shit kicked out of him and his lunch money gets stolen.”
She fell silent and I watched her face as we strolled on. After a while she said, more quietly, “There is no second place in the power game. Sure, if you are Denmark, Norway or New Zealand, you have a population of four or five million people, you can afford to be holier than thou, because you have the USA standing behind you with a General Electric Minigun. But if we weren’t there, how long do you think these little kingdoms and republics would last? By 2030 they’d all be eating with chopsticks and throwing the damn I-Ching!”
“Is this going somewhere, Alice?”
She kicked a twig. “Yeah, I am trying to explain to you—I am trying to make you see why my…” She paused and stopped walking, stared me in the face. “Maybe you have the idea that I am not a moral person. Maybe that view is justified because of my actions recently. But what I am saying to you is that you have to put those actions into context.” She thrust out her hand and gestured at me. “You kill people. A lot of people would say that that is morally unacceptable. You justify it by saying those people are trash and need taking out, but many would say you crossed a line. Killing a human being is never justified.
“So, you might say that I lied to you and I cheated you. And to some extent that is true, but I say I did what I did to protect my country. That is my moral justification. I don’t know who the hell you are. Not even your employers know who you are. But I—and they—know that you are a rogue assassin, and too often you go beyond your brief. The CIA doesn’t know who gives you your orders, on what basis those orders are given or what criteria you use to select your targets. They don’t know if tomorrow you are going to go after the president, after the queen of England or the prime minister of Canada. So I think I am justified in laying a trap for you to find out who the hell you are and where your loyalties lie.”
I grunted. It was a good speech and, by the color in her cheeks and the rise and fall of her chest, it looked genuine. She turned and started to walk again. I fell into step beside her. I didn’t say anything and after a while she said, “And none of this takes away from the fact that what happened in Puerto Rico was genuine.” She placed her left hand on my shoulder as we walked. “Not the scene I made, that was theater and I apologize, I had to pull out the stops to make you talk. But sleeping with you,” she glanced at me sidelong and suddenly she was a sheepish teenager, “or not sleeping with you, that was genuine, Harry. It makes no difference now, but I want you to know it. I have never prostituted myself, for a job, for the Agency or for anyone.”
I sighed. “You talk a good fight, Alice. But unless this is a confession for your own peace of mind, I still don’t know what this is about. Or why you asked about the Sig.”
She didn’t answer straight away. She bit her lip and glanced around with her eyes, keeping her head down.
“We both know that the Company sets its moral standards just about as low as the Federal Government will allow it. With some of the people who get elected to Congress, that can fall pretty low. We also know that there are covert missions, and covert departments, where accountability is simply not an issue…”
“And you’re telling me this is one of those missions.”
“It might be, and I have a feeling that if Hirsch can’t get you to talk, his instructions might be for you to fall into the Rio Piña and get eaten by crocodiles.”
“Crocodiles?”
She glanced at me. “There are no alligators in Panama, Harry. Except for little caiman. There are American crocodiles, which can grow up to twenty feet. They’ll drag you to the riverbed, spin you around till you drown, and then eat you.”
“Thanks for the heads up.”
She paused again and stopped to look me in the eye.
“You’ll want to start taking this seriously, Harry. You are in very serious trouble. Nobody is coming to bail you out. I told you back in the Hilton, I am your rescue team, but you don’t want to buy it. You said yourself, you offer absolute deniability. That means nobody has your back. You’re alone, except for me.”
I arched an eyebrow at her. “Except for you, because you miss me?”
She gave a small shrug. “Maybe.”
“What are you trying to do, induce Stockholm syndrome in me?”
“No, I know that would be a waste of time. But you have me wrong, Harry. I’m not your enemy.”
I stared hard at her, trying to read her. It was impossible. She said suddenly, “Keep walking or we’ll attract too much attention.”
I fell in step beside her again. “Alice,” I watched her carefully as I asked her the question, “are you telling me you will get me a weapon?”
She nodded at her feet as we strolled. “I can’t allow you to get tortured anymore, and I can’t allow you to get killed. I want you to go home to New York. But whatever else I am, I am a CIA officer, Harry, and I have a duty to my country to do my job. So I’ll trade you. You tell me what I need to know, and I’ll get you your weapon. All I ask is you don’t kill any of our people.”
“OK.” I nodded several times. “But you have to help me out, Alice. How do we do this? How do we solve this problem, that I have already told you what you want to know. I have already answered your question. I am an independent operator. I have set up a network of contacts, using people I met while I was with the Regiment, who employ me to take out bad people. That’s my criterion. They have to be very bad people indeed. My contractor pays me and I go and do the job. That’s it, Alice. There is no more than that.”
“How do you get your intel? Your intel is too good. How do you get it if you are not part of an organization?”
“That is a stupid question, Alice. Think. How would I get it if I were attached to an organization?”
“The organization would source it and provide it to you for the operation.”
“And that is exactly what happens. The client provides the intel. We are talking about clients like the Pentagon, the White House, CIA, MI6. They have the intel but they need absolute deniability, so they outsource the operation to somebody like me.”
She grunted under her breath, “There is nobody like you.”
I shrugged. “If that’s true, it kind of confirms what I am saying, doesn’t it?” I gave a small laugh and shook my head. “You don’t make any sense, Alice. You say you work for the same people as me, that they sent you to bail me out, and then you ask me who I work for. You want to explain that to me?”
She sighed and looked away at the trees, then turned to face me. Her cheeks flushed and her eyes were bright. “What do I need to do to make you trust me?”
“You work for the CIA, Alice. Hirsch has you trying to make me say what he wants me to say. But I won’t say it. For the last time, I work for me!
I am my boss! Nobody tells me what to do and nobody gives me fucking orders!”
It was a nice piece of acting, which was strengthened by the fact that it was basically true. I did subcontract to Cobra, I was my own boss and the brigadier and the colonel knew it. The fact that I only worked for Cobra was beside the point.
We stood facing each other in silence and I thought maybe my words had struck home. Her eyes searched my face and found the passionate commitment I had to my own independence, and the hatred I felt for the targets I went after. It came across as sincerity and I thought maybe, just maybe, she bought it.
I shook my head. “I am not going to lie to you, Alice. You want the truth, I am giving it to you. But you yourself have to admit the options are limited. Joint Operations are military and have no use for a guy like me. The only possible candidate in the intelligence community is SAC, and I already told you they contract out to me. So what more do you want? What are you looking for? You think I work for the Russians or the Chinese? Have a look at my victims, for Christ’s sake! You think I work for Sinaloa? Again, look at my victims. What do you want from me?”
She looked around without really seeing anything, like she was examining different thoughts inside her head. She started walking again.
“Fine! OK! Just don’t kill any of our guys. I know these people. They’re not my friends but they are my colleagues, and whatever you may think of them, they are good, patriotic Americans.”
I felt a hot pellet of excitement in my gut. “What are you saying?”
“They’ll take you for another session tonight. This time Hirsch will be there.”
“The four guys with assault rifles?”
“Yeah, they’re not taking any chances.”
“You may not have noticed, but I’m not in great shape right now.”
“You play the hand you’ve been dealt, Harry. Behind my hut there is a narrow track that leads through the rainforest as far as the Chagres River. There, there’s a wooden ferry where you can pull yourself across. It’s old and it doesn’t look so good, but it will take the weight of a Land Rover. Cross it and the track will continue as far as the highway that leads to the Atlantic Bridge over the Canal.”
“How far is it?”
“It’s about nine miles to the highway. It’s a difficult track. Once you get to the highway it’s another five miles into Colon.”
“I have to do this on foot?”
“Behind my apartment there is a Land Rover. We’ll walk past it in a minute. I’ll leave the keys in the ignition. If you can get away from Hirsch and the boys, take the truck and get the hell out of here. In Colon I’m afraid you’re on your own, but make your way to Panama City and I will find you there.”
“What other vehicles have they got?”
“Boats. The river is the highway here.”
“So they’ll follow me to Colon by boat. They must have an office in Colon.”
She nodded. “Yeah, Hirsch’s office. That’s where he’s been today, and right now he’s on his way back. You’ll be OK for a few hours, but lose the truck as soon as you get into town.”
I nodded. “OK. I’ll thank you when we meet in Panama City. Otherwise, if we ever meet in New York, I’m in the book.”
She returned the nod. “I know. Come on, I’ll walk you back to the apartment. The story is, I’ve been trying to persuade you to talk to Hirsch, but I’ve wasted my time and I’m angry and frustrated. You, as usual, are a smug bastard, even in the face of torture.”
“Nice, thanks.”
“See why I find you so attractive?”
I scowled at her and saw that she was repressing a smile. The smile faded as we heard the distant echo of a power boat approaching from downriver. Hirsch was on his way back, and I was due for another session of the waterboard.




Twelve

The Land Rover was where she’d said it would be. It was a twenty-year-old Defender in dark green and I figured it would do a good job of getting me through the jungle as far as Colon.
She took me to my door and let me in. On the doorstep I told her to take a hike, I had told her everything I was going to tell her and if that wasn’t enough, tough shit. She told me she had done everything she could to help me and whatever happened next was on me, not her. I slammed the door and she walked away toward the jetty, where Raymond Hirsch was clambering off the launch and onto the banks of the river, assisted by one of his paramilitary boys in camouflage.
Alice joined Hirsch and they stood and talked for a long while. They seemed to be arguing and occasionally glanced toward my apartment. I watched them and wondered about the logistics of five men, four with assault rifles, and me recovering from two bad beatings and three hours of waterboarding. I wasn’t crazy about the odds. Especially as they were free to shoot me, but I had to show restraint.
I sat on the sofa, closed my eyes and went inside. I put my body to sleep, and in my mind went through everything I was going to have to do. When I was done, I stood and turned to the window. I saw Hirsch approaching with four paramilitaries. They disappeared from view beyond the window frame and a moment later I heard the door open. No courteous knock this time. They marched in and the boys in camouflage took up positions where they could shoot me if they needed to. Smith was there, and he didn’t look as friendly as he had the last time I’d seen him. Hirsch looked grave, a good man forced to do a bad thing.
“Bauer, I have given you every opportunity to cooperate, and to serve your country, but you have consistently refused. You have lied to me and you have taken every opportunity to avoid your duty to America, and to the Federal Government. You leave me no option but to take you for a further session of enhanced interrogation. I am hereby giving you a last and final chance to confess the truth about who you work for.”
I offered Smith a lopsided smile. “We both know the talk is for the benefit of the troops, Hirsch. Just like we both know I already told you everything you want to know. What you want is an excuse to break me and kill me. Go for it. There is nothing I can do to stop you.”
One of the boys stepped forward and put a plastic zip tie around my wrists. Then I was propelled toward the door. We stepped outside into the lengthening shadows of the late afternoon, and as I went down the wooden steps I sneezed violently. They led me around the back of my apartment and we crossed the grass toward the torture hut. Halfway across I sneezed again, leaning forward with the violence of the spasm. Smith said, “Take it easy.”
We came to the door of the hut. Smith unlocked it and I was propelled inside and the five men came in behind me. I made a single, “Ah…!” sound and prepared myself for another violent sneeze. But this time I stretched my arms out behind me and as I sneezed I pulled my wrists apart and slammed them hard against my ass. The zip tie snapped.
The secret to winning any fight is to end it within seconds. And the secret to doing that is to be explosive, fast and extremely violent.
Hirsch was just behind me, with two of his paramilitaries just behind him. Immediately on my left were the other two, and one of them was Smith. We were close and clustered, and any shooting would risk hitting not only their comrades, but Hirsch. This was the one opportunity I was going to get. I exploded, and with extreme violence I smashed a stamping sidekick into Smith’s knee. Simultaneously I wrenched the rifle from his hands, smashed it into his jaw and took a big step back with my left foot, to smash the butt into the other guy’s face. Two seconds maximum.
That left a very astonished Hirsch and two paramilitaries just behind him. I thrust the cannon of the rifle in his face and barked, “Stop!” The three of them froze and I kicked Hirsch hard in the nuts. As he went down I spun the rifle and rammed the butt into the jaw of the guy behind his left shoulder, then swung it like an axe onto the last guy’s head.
The next steps had to be methodical. I removed all their bootlaces and tied their wrists and their ankles. Then I used their socks to gag them. Finally, I slapped Hirsch around for a while and poured water over his face to make sure he was awake. Then I got up real close and whispered in his ear.
“You are alive because I have a policy against killing American government employees. But you have pushed me to the brink, Hirsch, and if you come after me again, I will personally drown you, with my own hands. I told you everything you wanted to know, now back off, and tell your brass to back off too. We are on the same side, but push me, just push me a little further, and I will kill you. Understand that.”
Then I smacked him in the jaw and put him to sleep.
I stepped out into the rapidly failing evening light and sprinted, close to the trees, to the Defender parked at the back of Alice’s hut. I didn’t go to the truck. I went to her door and knocked. After a few seconds the door opened and she stood frowning down at me. “What the hell…?”
She didn’t get any further. I pushed her in, smacked her in the jaw, tied her up and gagged her. I figured averting suspicion away from her was the least I owed her. Then I made my way to the truck. The door was open and I climbed in, pulling the door closed without slamming it. It fired up the first time. I spun the wheel and drove fast through the dying light into the black maw of the forest, where the track started.
The track was narrow, sometimes narrower than the Land Rover, so that branches and twigs struck the chassis, snapping and breaking as I sped along the path. Night fell and I switched on the headlamps. The ground was rutted, with small potholes and rocks that made the vehicle bounce and jump. A couple of times I came to river fords, where tributaries to the Piña River crossed the track a couple of feet deep, making the ground muddy and slippery. At other times the track grew so narrow it was hard to see, by the dull light of the lamps, what was track and what was simply a gap in the trees. Then I had to slow right down and pick my way along at barely five or six miles an hour.
Eventually, after about an hour or a little more, the track opened out into a narrow clearing, and in the amber glow of the headlamps I saw, in the blackness that surrounded me, a couple of large, wooden posts, and moored to them, an ancient, dilapidated barge that was more of a floating platform, barely wide enough for the truck, and beyond it the deep, broad blackness of the Chagres. I swore obscenely under my breath and went to check the mooring and the barge. They seemed solid enough, so I picked my markers on either side, took a couple of gas cans from the back and stacked them at the end of the barge, and finally found a couple of large rocks which I placed before the end of the barge, where the wheels needed to stop moving.
I went back to the truck, climbed in and lined the Defender up, then started to creep forward. I passed the posts without any incident, but as soon as the front wheels hit the barge it began to slew and rock. If I had braked then I would have gone in the water. Instead I hit the gas and pulled the truck onto the barge. The weight of the Defender stabilized it, but the momentum carried it forward and for a moment I felt the front wheels hit the rocks and skid. I heard one of them splash into the river. The gas cans went after it. I hit the brakes hard, pulled the hand brake and put the truck in first gear. Then I climbed out and started pulling myself across, into the darkness.
The river was a hundred yards across, at least, and as I inched forward I could see, under the light of a crescent moon, the occasional glint of a crocodile, following me with curiosity. Then there would be a loud splosh, and the barely seen glint would disappear into the murk below.
It was exhausting work, and the current out in the middle of the river made the raft toss and dip, and threatened to rip the ropes from the winch and drag the craft and the truck away, leaving me at the mercy of the crocs. At that section of the river the progress was agonizingly slow, but eventually, as I approached the far side, the current eased and after about ten minutes I finally felt the bottom of the barge grind on the shingle, and heard the welcome crunch as we beached. I made it fast with the rope, so that anyone trying to follow me along the path would have to find another way across the water, and drove the Land Rover off the ferry and onto the muddy ground of the jungle.
The path was not at first easy to find in the intense darkness, but after a brief reconnoiter of the area, I found a narrow track, similar to the one I had left on the far bank. It wound and twisted its way, penetrating into absolute blackness under the heavy canopy. I clambered back into the Defender and inched my way forward into the tunnel following the small, dim cones of my headlamps.
That section of the journey seemed to go on forever. No matter how much I turned, spun the wheel this way and then that, however much we climbed or slithered down muddy slopes, the dark world around me never changed. It was an eternal, claustrophobic nightmare world of impenetrable trees looming out of the blackness, a world of gnarled, twisted branches, deep shadows and dangling, suffocating creepers hanging like curtains from the trees. And around every bend, up every slope and down every hill, there was more of the same.
I crawled along, creeping over rocks and clunking through potholes, splashing through streams, always with my eye on the rearview mirror for those pursuing headlamps, for what was probably little more than three quarters of an hour, but felt like the whole damned night.
Eventually the road straightened out and broadened to all of seven feet across and I was able to accelerate to maybe ten or fifteen miles an hour. Then suddenly the blackness began to fall away on either side, to be replaced by a vast turquoise sky illuminated by the crescent moon. As I moved forward, accelerating to twenty, then twenty-five miles per hour a highway came into view, and beyond it, rising luminous into the night sky, the ghostly form of the Atlantic Bridge. For a moment I felt a jolt of exuberance, but reality set in fast.
In the first place I now had to find travel documents to get me out of Panama and back into the States. That was going to be no easy task. One option would be to turn up at the embassy and tell them I had been robbed and my driver’s license, passport and credit cards had all been taken. But it was a no-brainer that the CIA would alert the embassy to be on the lookout for me, and the moment I stepped through the door they would call Hirsch to come and get me. I’d be signing my own death warrant.
The other thing that had me worried was Alice. Vanity and false modesty aside, I did not have myself down as the kind of man who could, in a few short hours, make a woman like Alice fall so desperately in love she would betray the CIA and put her career and her life on the line to help me escape. Neither did I buy her story that she worked for Cobra.
She had done what she had done for a reason, either with or without Hirsch’s knowledge. And the only reason I could think of why she would do that was to see where I went and who I contacted, hoping I would run back to my employer, so she could follow me. And if that was the case it meant just one thing: the Land Rover was bugged and she—or they—were tracking me right now.
I crossed the bridge and made my way into the Cristobal port district of Colon. Colon is a sad, dilapidated, crime-ridden town. Drug trafficking is rife here, with the major cartels vying to get their product smuggled onto the ships that go through the canal. It was exactly the kind of place I needed.
I cruised around Cristobal for about half an hour, searching for a suitable prey. I crawled through the parking lot at the Millennium Plaza, then cruised down the Ruta Panama Colon to Rainbow City and did a slow tour of the streets there, then moved on to Pizza Hut. That was where I saw what I was looking for. It was a black BMW with tinted windows and big, fat chrome exhausts. I pulled into the lot and parked my scruffy, muddy Land Rover next to the sleek bimmer, climbed out and sat on the hood of the Drug Mobile, looking around and waiting to be spotted.
It didn’t take long. After less than a minute three guys came out. The one at the front had a shiny, mauve suit with a purple shirt and a blue tie. He had on heavy black shades and a dark red fedora hat. It wasn’t exactly a sixth sense that told me this guy was El Jefe. The two boys with him were not so smart. The guy on his left was gym-fit, with a six-pack and pectorals you could go skydiving off. He had a blue bandana over his tightly curled hair and a blue string vest over his sculpted body. The guy on his boss’s right had no shirt at all, but a death’s head tattooed across his chest. He was the one who spoke. Maybe he had the gang’s neuron that week. He pointed at me and told me in Spanish to get off the car.
I smiled and shrugged and asked, “Do you speak English? I want to buy some cocaine. Can you help me?”
Shades laughed and looked up at the sky.
“Ya, ya,” he said. “I speakin’ English. I can get you cocaine, but first you gonna get off my fockin’ car!”
He shouted the last bit like he was getting real mad. I held up both hands and stood, real slow.
“Hey, I had no idea this was your car. I meant no disrespect. It’s a beautiful car. Nice. Real nice.” I moved toward the Land Rover with my hands at chest height, putting six feet between me and String Vest. “If you want me to leave, I can go. But I am looking for a reliable supply of good quality coke.”
They glanced at each other.
Zamudio, my JKD master, had hammered one thing home to me, every time we worked out, every time we sparred, every time we spoke. Explosive speed is everything.
They glanced at each other and I exploded in one long leaping stride across the six-foot gap, with my right fist driving in a straight lead to the tip of String Vest’s jaw. It smashed home and withdrew in less than a second. I didn’t pause. In the same fluid action I stamped into the Fedora’s right knee, heard it crack and as he drew breath to scream with pain I drove a right hook into his open jaw and heard that snap too. Less than a second had elapsed when I drove my left instep into Death’s Head’s crotch. As he doubled forward and my foot hit the ground I clamped his neck between my forearm and my upper arm, squeezed hard and levered back. His neck broke and I let him fall.
I hunkered down and pulled a switchblade from his pocket. Fedora was whimpering with pain. I slipped the blade down behind his left collarbone and relieved him of that pain. I also relieved him of the cash in his wallet, his cell and the keys to his ride. String Vest was out cold. So I sent him to the same warm place his pals were headed. Hell has a very special place for dope dealers.
I looked around. There was nobody watching. It didn’t matter much either way. If anybody had seen what had gone down, they’d looked the other way, fast, and moved on. I took five minutes to switch the plates from the Land Rover to the BMW, and vice versa. When the BOLO went out, it might just give me some time before they registered that the plates had been switched. I didn’t need a lot of time. I just needed to get to Panama City.
I left the bodies lying on the sidewalk—they were somebody else’s trash now. I climbed in the bimmer and pulled out onto the Carretera Transistmica, then turned right at the circle onto the Panama Colon Expressway.




Thirteen

It was a forty-five-minute drive. On the way I stopped at a gas station with a convenience store where I bought a couple of burners. Back in the car, driving into the night among the hills and forests, I agonized for twenty minutes, then called the Cobra emergency number.
The line was dead.
Absolute deniability. I had pushed too far and become visible. The price for that was excommunication. As far as they were concerned, I did not exist. And if I went rogue, named them or tried to implicate them, I would be just another nut with a conspiracy theory.
I drove on, trying to think, trying to find answers, but finding only a dark, winding road through dark landscapes of jungles and wilderness. One way to go. Only one way out.
There was only one way out.
I got to Panama City at just after ten. Over the Bridge of the Americas, I turned right into the El Chorrillo district, where the poor, desperate and dispossessed hang out. I took the Cinta Costera Road, made the circle and came off onto the Avenida de Los Poetas, and from there wound in among the dilapidated apartment blocks and warehouses, where girls in small groups stood on street corners, displaying their cleavage and their hips, and the red gashes of their lips, as they watched the cars crawl by: predators hunting predators in a game where the prize was more despair.
I parked on Calle el Chorrillo, checked the trunk and the back seat for anything useful, found nothing and walked a hundred and fifty yards to a filthy, dingy bar painted peeling blue outside and peeling, oxblood red on the inside. There were mismatched tables and chairs on a floor littered with cigarette butts and spit. Some of those tables were occupied by middle-aged couples who were drunk enough to feel amorous, but too drunk to do anything about it, so they gave each other toothless kisses and laughed.
Up at the bar there were younger guys with dangerous eyes that said they didn’t like strangers, and they especially didn’t like Yankee strangers. I ignored them and walked to the counter. The barman, bald, with a big moustache and mean black eyes, jerked his head at me.
I said, “Whisky, Johnny Walker, sin hielo.” Without ice.
As he poured it, under the hostile gaze of the men beside me, I pulled out Fedora’s wallet, checked the money inside it and extracted the credit cards, the ID card and the driver’s license. I did it so that anyone watching could see it wasn’t mine.
I paid, then took my drink and the wallet to a table in the corner. I sat sipping and thinking for a long time. Finally I took Fedora’s cell and dialed a number I had memorized in Puerto Rico: Don Francisco Cejudo.
A voice answered immediately in Spanish.
“¿Quien llama?”
“My name is Harry Bauer. I want to talk to Don Francisco Cejudo. You can find me on this number.”
There was a long pause. “’Arry Bauer? You say you are ’Arry Bauer?”
“That’s what I said. I believe you’ve been looking for me. I am willing to come in and talk to you. Tell your boss to call me.”
I hung up, then disabled the GPS and finished my drink.
I stepped out into the seedy gloom of Bocas del Toro and walked east with some vague idea of finding a cheap hostel, and hoping that some of the guys from the bar might follow me. I crossed 25 Oeste and paused in the light of a streetlamp, trying to decide which way to go. The only cars were parked, with blind windshields and depressed orange light reflected off dull paint. There were no people walking. This was an empty world populated by hidden, frightened people.
The scuff of a footfall behind me made me turn and look. There were three of them. Their features were dimly visible in the dull light. The one in the middle, with tightly curled hair and a pencil moustache, had been standing next to me at the bar, and he had seen Fedora’s wallet. The guy on his left was tall and skinny and had a rollup hanging from the corner of his mouth. His right hand was in his pocket. The guy on his right was heavy built, with the dark skin and angular features of an Indian. His hair was long and black, pulled back in a ponytail. I waited for them and, as they crossed the road, they fanned out. They stopped six feet from me, forming a rough semicircle. The one in the middle spoke.
“The wallet you got, it ain’t yours.”
I shrugged. “Is it yours?” He didn’t answer. I went on, “So what’s your problem?”
“You give it to me, and the money, we don’t kill you.”
I smiled. I took the wallet from my back pocket and carefully removed half the money. It looked like about two thousand bucks. I showed it to him. He began to look mad. I put the wallet back in my pocket and said, “I’ll tell you what we’ll do. You can have this if you can give me the information I need. And if the information is good, you can have the wallet, and ten times what’s inside it.”
He jerked his chin in the direction of my back pocket. “How much inside?”
“A thousand dollars.”
He cleared his throat and spat at my feet. “You, desgraciado, you got ten thousand dollars?”
A desgraciado was somewhere between a loser and a piece of shit. I figured the way I looked right then, he had a point. I pulled the wallet again and held it up. “Who are you going to sell this to?”
“Tu puta madre!”
My whoring mother. Nice. I put the money back in the wallet and slipped it back in my pocket. I smiled at Moustache. “I was with yours last night. There was a family resemblance, especially the moustache.”
They didn’t like that. The three of them came at me together, reaching for me to grab me and take me down. A small step to my right put me outside Skinny’s guard, while my left hand grabbed his left wrist. I gave a tug to help him along and smashed the heel of my right boot into his ribs. His face said he was astonished that anything could hurt that much. I had news for him. As he went down I twisted savagely on his arm and pulled his shoulder out of its socket. He would have screamed, but he had no breath.
He was lying between me and Moustache. The Indian was behind him and trying to get around him, with a big, ugly blade in his hand.
I stepped across the whimpering, prone, skinny form and corkscrewed a straight lead right through Moustache’s guard and knocked him cold. He fell on his whimpering pal who started to panic and suffocate.
The Indian slashed at me and I pulled back. He jumped over his pals and slashed again, at my face, then came back with a low cut at my leg. Before he’d finished he was stepping into a lunge at my gut. I twisted away, leaned back and smashed a side kick into his knee. I heard it snap. His teeth bared into an ugly expression of agony.
I won’t take a knife from a live man. It’s too dangerous. I will only use disarming techniques in moments of extreme need. It is much smarter to kill your opponent before you disarm him. As he staggered, trying to hold his weight on his left leg, I delivered a cruel front kick to his solar plexus. He went down retching spasmodically. If the kick didn’t kill him, the heel to the back of his neck did. I took his knife and cut Skinny’s carotid artery and jugular vein. He gave a small spasm, his feet kicked, and then all his worries were behind him.
I rolled Moustache over and slapped his face a few times. When he opened his eyes his pupils were huge. He groaned and gasped for air. I slapped him a few more times until he focused on me.
“Your friends are dead.” He gaped and I showed him the wallet. “This, who were you going to sell it to?” He licked his lips and swallowed. I sighed. “Give me your telephone.”
He glanced at the breast pocket of his jacket. I reached in and pulled out his cell. He scrambled backward to the wall and came up on his elbows. I showed his face to the screen and it opened. I went to his address book, showed it to him and said, “Who? Who were you going to sell it to?”
He licked his lips again and his frightened eyes darted to the screen. I was getting mad. I put the point of the knife on his thigh and counted elaborately, “One…two…”
He stretched out his hands, his leg jumping and quivering. “Nononono…! I tell, I tell…”
“Name!”
“Omar! Omar Fuentes!”
“I want to talk to him. Where?”
“Casco Antiguo, Calle 14 Oeste! Number fifty-five! He buy, good dollar!”
“Who do I tell him sent me?”
“You tell him José Menendez send you.” He hesitated. “You give me thousand bucks now?”
I followed the dictum, do unto others as you would be done by, and did to him what he was going to do to me. I made it as quick and painless as I could. Then I pulled out his ID card and his wallet. His ID said he was, indeed, José Menendez. He had two hundred dollars, which I took. From the other two I scavenged another couple of hundred. I was going to need everything I could get.
I made my way back to the BMW on El Chorillo and drove slowly through the empty, shadowy streets to the Casco Antiguo district, the Old Town. I followed Avenida A headed east and soon came to Calle 14 Oeste. I turned in and found number fifty-five. It was a ramshackle place with a corrugated roof and a peeling, green wooden door. I parked out front and dialed the number I’d got from Menendez’s cell.
A voice answered, “¿José, que pasa amigo?” He was asking José what was up. I could hear a TV in the background. I said in my faltering Spanish, “Soy amigo de José. El me da su numero. Necesito ayuda. Poder pagar.” There was a long silence. Eventually I asked, “Do you speak English?”
“Yes, I am speak English. José give my number?”
“Yeah. I had to pay him a thousand bucks, but he gave me your number. If you can do the job, I have to give him another thousand bucks.”
“What do you want?”
“I have some documents for you. And you name your price, I’ll pay. I need a passport and a driver’s license.”
“American?”
“Yeah, American.”
“Five thousand dollars, and the documents you have…?”
“I found them in Colon.”
“Uh-huh… OK, when you need them?”
“Tonight.”
“Impossible.”
“Tomorrow morning.”
“Tomorrow afternoon. The sooner you get them, the less perfect they are.”
“They need to be good. If they’re not good I don’t pay.”
“Tomorrow evening.”
“OK. You get started now.”
“I need to see you, take photos…”
“I’m outside your place now.”
A heavy sigh. He wasn’t going to get to watch his TV show. “OK, you come in.”
I climbed out of the car and went to the green, peeling door. After a couple of minutes it opened. I was looking down at a small man with balding, gray hair. He looked like he was in his late sixties, in baggy brown corduroy pants and a threadbare gray cardigan.
“You are José’s friend?”
“Yeah. Can I come in? I don’t want to be seen.”
He stood back and closed the door behind me, then led the way in silence to a back room. Like Yoyo’s basement, it had several computers along a bench against the back wall, and there was a camera, with a stool and a backdrop, and a couple of spots. But there was none of the high security. That told me he had an arrangement with the cops, and that was good news.
He pointed at the stool. “Sit.”
I sat and he took several photographs of me. “What name you want?”
“Harry Bauer.”
I watched his face for any reaction. There was none. The grapevine had not reached him.
“Spell for me the letters.”
I spelled it out and he made a note. We went through date of birth, height, birthmarks and all the other details he needed. When we were done I said, “There are two things I need to tell you.” He frowned at me. I went on. “I am a pro, Omar. I know when a document is good, and I know when it isn’t. If you can give me a good document tomorrow morning, I will double your fee. Forget the TV, work through the night. Drink a lot of coffee. I need this. OK?”
He nodded. “OK.”
“Second, your friend Menendez and his two pals,” I raised my hand to indicate height, “tall skinny guy and an Indian. They tried to steal my money. I killed them.”
He went pale and swallowed. I pulled the wallet from my pocket, extracted the money and dropped it on the table. “As promised. I always keep my promises, Omar. Do this job and tomorrow I’ll pay you ten thousand bucks.” He nodded. “I’ll be here at ten thirty AM. Will that give you enough time?”
He nodded again. “Yes.”
I left, stepped out into the dingy alley, and climbed back in the BMW. I made my way back to Avenida A and drove east for a couple of blocks. There I turned left and pulled into the parking lot of the hotel Casa Antigua. It was a dive where you went if you didn’t want to hand over your passport for some reason. No questions were asked, and payment was in cash.
The doors were closed, but when I knocked a portly man with heavy glasses and balding hair opened for me.
“I need a room for the night. Cash. My documents were stolen.”
He nodded, let me in and closed the door behind me. “We are closed,” he said, as he led me to the reception desk. “But I make exception for you tonight.” He shrugged and spread his hands. “I must charge more, of course. Fifty bucks for the night.”
I handed him fifty bucks and he handed me a key. I took hold of his wrist instead of the key. “I need to go out. I need to buy some cocaine or some H, you understand me? I can pay you a couple of Cs on top of that fifty, if you can tell me where to go.”
He smiled. “Of course, señor, just on the corner, the Maraka Club, there you will find music, girls, everything an American gentleman can require.”
I smiled. Now I had my ten grand for Omar the next morning, and there would be a little less trash in Panama.




Fourteen

I spent two or three hours that night pursuing my favorite sport, Hunt the Dealer. They are easy prey. They are weak parasites who are easy to lure. They come looking for you if you’re in the right area, and they take you to quiet, lonely places to take your money and sell you death. They are cowards, and if you hurt them, they tell you whatever you want to know—and they give you whatever you demand. Most times you don’t even need a weapon. You can use theirs. I finished that night twenty grand better off, with two dealers in the bag.
There was no word from Don Francisco Cejudo. It had been a long shot. At the time, finding somebody to make a fake passport had seemed like a still longer shot, and Cejudo had looked like my easiest option. But the way things were playing out, it looked like I might be out of Panama and on my way home by the next day, if I wanted.
At ten the next morning I was at the Albrook Mall when it opened. I bought a pair of Levis, an expensive white shirt and an expensive linen jacket. I dressed in the john and made my way back to Calle 14 Oeste. I got there at twenty minutes to eleven and he opened the door to me looking worried. He took in my new aspect at a glance, nodded and stepped aside to let me in. As I entered he closed the door and said, “Is ready. Is good. Nobody can tell.” He gestured at me with both hands as he set off down the corridor. “And like this, you not attract so much attention. Your face…” He shrugged. “But what can you do?”
He showed me the documents. They were good. I wasn’t sure they’d stand up to a minute inspection with electronic equipment, but they would get me onto a plane and through passport control at JFK.
I paid him his money and stepped out onto the street. As I opened the door of the bimmer and climbed in Fedora’s cell rang. I swore softly under my breath and answered.
“Yeah?”
“Mister Harry Bauer?” The voice was rich and melodious.
“Yeah.”
“I am very curious that you have called me. I can explain it only one of three ways: you are deeply stupid, you have huge cojones or you are lying and you represent the DEA.”
“I’m not really interested in your analysis of the situation, Mr. Cejudo. I have a big problem. I need you to solve it and in exchange I can offer you something of real value to you. We need to talk.”
He gave a rich, comfortable laugh. “You need to talk. I might be interested to talk. Tell me where you are, I will send my chauffer to collect you.”
“That’s the kind of stupid suggestion that is going to make me walk away. I figure you would like to have a man inside the CIA’s Special Activities Center. If you’re not interested in that, that’s fine. I’ll be on my way.”
There was a few seconds’ silence. When he spoke again he sounded curious.
“This is who you work for?”
“You want to talk or you want to waste time? I have the airport fifteen minutes away. Either I go there or I go to meet your representative. You decide.”
“You are not a respectful man, Mr. Bauer. I don’t like your tone.”
“Yeah? That’s too bad. You want to talk, Mr. Cejudo, or do I go on my way?”
He grunted. “Panama Hilton, Balboa and La Guardia, in the Marbella district. Go to the Bar Blue at five thirty PM and sit by the window.”
“I’ll be there.”
I hung up and sat for a while thinking. The smart thing to do was get the hell out of there and go back to New York. On the face of it, that was the smart thing to do. But there are some things you can’t run from. I had exposed Cobra to the prying curiosity of the CIA and Bloque Meta, as well as others. There was a chance I had assuaged, at least partly, the curiosity of the Company. But after what I had done on St. George, I knew Bloque Meta
would not stop coming until they either knew who I worked for—or had worked for—or until I was dead.
I fired up the German Dope Mobile and drove to the Vista Hermosa district and the Avenida Simon Bolivar. Since working for Cobra, and enjoying the brigadier’s “spoils of war” policy, I’d had to open a couple of offshore accounts with banks that were more interested in banking than in policing. All of them had numbered accounts, one of them had an office on Simon Bolivar. After half an hour in an oak-paneled office drinking coffee and chatting about the deplorable rise in crime, I emerged with an attaché case containing fifty thousand dollars and a promise that a replacement credit card would be couriered to me at the Hilton.
After that I went and had some lunch, bought some more clothes and then went to the Hilton and booked a room, advising them that a credit card was being couriered to me from the Panama International Finance Bank at that address. They were suitably impressed and gave me a room with a view of the bay. I went up, showered, changed and finally, at five PM, when the Bar Blue opened, I went down and ordered a martini dry, shaken, not stirred, and sat reading the New York Times for half an hour. It seemed the Republicans were still getting it all wrong.
At five thirty-five three men in blue suits walked in. They all looked like they’d been licked clean by mommy cat and then brushed with cologne. One of them had an attaché case like mine, the other two had discrete bulges under their arms. Those two sat at the bar and the third one walked briskly across the room and stood in front of me. He gave a small bow and said, “Mr. Bauer?”
I nodded and folded my paper. “Are you Mr. Cejudo’s representative?”
“Indeed. My name is Alejandro Vargas. May I sit down?”
I gestured to the chair opposite me. He sat and set his attaché case by his side.
“Mr. Bauer, before we begin, Mr. Cejudo has asked me to explain a few things to you which he is anxious for you to understand.”
I shrugged with my eyebrows and signaled the waiter. “Go ahead,” I said.
“Things have changed a lot in Colombia since the days of the cocaine cartels. The way people talk about it,” he pulled down the corners of his mouth and shrugged with his shoulders, “you might think it was last week. But really, it was thirty years ago.”
The waiter arrived. Vargas ordered a Cuba Libre and the waiter went away. I said, “I am aware of all that, Mr. Vargas. What’s your point?”
“As I am sure you know, the major cartels are now in Mexico. The organizations, like Bloque Meta, which remain in Colombia, are not drug trafficking cartels per se. We also have political and philosophical aspirations. We are not criminals, we are freedom fighters.”
“Fine. What’s that got to do with me?”
He spread his hands and smiled. “Maybe nothing, maybe everything. Mr. Cejudo wanted you to understand that when you negotiate with Sinaloa, a whole range of considerations apply, which will not apply with us. Maybe we do not share your moral values, Mr. Bauer, but unlike Sinaloa, we have moral values. We are not the cartels of thirty years ago.”
“That’s very heartwarming, Mr. Vargas. Can we get down to business now?”
“Mr. Cejudo wanted me to make this clear. I have made it clear. Now, what is your proposition for Mr. Cejudo?”
I nodded and sipped my martini while the waiter delivered Vargas’s Cuba Libre. When he’d gone I said, “I’m going to outline it for you in rough terms. But I want to talk to Don Francisco myself, in person.”
He made a “we’ll see” face and said, “That depends of course on what your proposal is, and if it is of interest to Don Francisco.”
“It will be. Bloque Meta has been looking for me, especially since I killed Gonzalo Herrera on St. George a while back. I figure you weren’t so happy about Kostas, either. More recently, you tried to take me in Puerto Rico, and I killed your Sicario and his boys. I also stole your Mallard. I mention these things so that we are both clear I am not bullshitting. I am Harry Bauer, the man you’re looking for. Have we established that?”
He nodded. “I think you have established that, Mr. Bauer.”
“Good. So, I am offering Don Francisco two things: One, I will tell him what he wants to know about who I work for. Two, I can provide him with a permanent, highly placed man in the CIA’s Special Activities Center.”
His eyebrows knit and he picked up his glass and studied it, like he didn’t remember ordering it and wondered what it was doing there.
“And what do you want in exchange for this extraordinary offer?”
I gave a lopsided smile and a small laugh. “Money, what else?”
“How much?”
“I don’t discuss that with the help, Vargas. No offence. I know the value of what I’m offering, and I know you are not in a position to buy anything that expensive. You go tell your boss what I’ve told you. I’ll be here till tomorrow. Then I’m gone and the deal is off.”
He nodded for a little longer than was necessary, then pulled off half his drink and stood.
“We’ll be in touch, Mr. Bauer.”
“I know, Vargas,” I said obnoxiously, picked up my newspaper and turned to the crossword page.
He and his boys left and I sat staring at one across, “Eliminate initially the monarch is not well—4,” wondering what the hell to do. It was a maxim of the Regiment, never get into a fight you’re not sure you can win. It was another golden rule that you should get as much intel as you possibly could before mounting an operation. I was willfully ignoring both of those rules and going instead for the motto: “Who dares wins.” It was what the colonel was always complaining about in me, that and my taste for blowing things up. It was what had got me left out in the cold, with my only lifeline cut off. I smiled. It was a rueful smile, but it was a smile. I had Don Francisco Cejudo in my sights. One of the biggest sons of a bitch in the Southern Hemisphere—in any damned hemisphere, for that matter. He had the blood of untold men, women and children on his hands. He controlled an estimated forty percent of the flow of cocaine, heroin and related byproducts into Mexico for distribution in the USA. The number of destroyed lives that could be laid at his door from that alone was impossible to calculate. Add to that the human traffic in prostitution, and this was one man the world did not need. I had sentenced him to death in my mind. Now my only problem was how to execute that sentence.
Vargas had said that Bloque Meta was not a drug trafficking cartel. He’d said they had political and philosophical aspirations. They were not criminals, but freedom fighters. He’d said that, unlike Sinaloa, they had moral values. They were not the cartels of thirty years ago. I could have told him that if I was looking for bullshit I would have gone to a cattle ranch. But I needed to get inside. I needed to get close, close to Don Francisco Cejudo, close enough to cut his throat.
With what was a second problem, one I was ignoring. I had no weapons, not even a knife.
I finished my drink and went up to my room. From there I called reception and told them to book me on the next flight from Panama to New York. He told me the next nonstop flight was at ten past ten the following morning, and got me to JFK at three twenty in the afternoon. I told him to book it and stretched out on the bed to wait for something to happen.
Something happened twenty minutes later when there was a knock at the door. I swung off the bed, stood to one side of the door and called, “Who is it?”
A man’s voice came back slightly raised, muffled. “Mr. Bauer, this is Roger Ambrose, from the United States Embassy. Can I speak with you?”
I opened the door. He was slightly less than six foot, balding, well groomed in a light blue suit and a face that was accustomed to smiling, even when it didn’t want to. “How do you do?” he asked. I stepped back to let him in. “I do all right. How do you do?”
He showed me his teeth and made a noise that must have been laughter, nodded a few times and entered hesitantly, like a grinning chicken entering a new shack. I pointed him toward a table by the window where there were two armchairs.
“Take a seat, Mr. Ambrose, can I get you a drink?”
He crossed the room and hovered around the chair. “Oh,” he said it like the question had thrown him off track. “Well, um… Coca-Cola?”
“Sure, I’m going to have a martini. You sure you won’t join me?”
“Oh,” he said again and raised his eyebrows. “Well, perhaps…”
I fixed two martinis and put one in front of him as I sat. “What can I do for you, Mr. Ambrose?”
“Well, here’s the thing, it’s a little unusual.”
“It is? What’s the thing, and what’s unusual about it?”
“It’s the CIA, you see. We have a request from the Central Intelligence Agency to talk to you. You are Mr. Harry Bauer, of New York?”
“I am. Why does the CIA want you to talk to me?”
“To persuade you to, in their words, come home.”
“Who sent you, Mr. Ambrose?”
“Who…? Why, the CIA…”
“Who, Mr. Ambrose? What was the name of the person who asked you to come and talk to me?” He hesitated and I pressed him. “You’ll understand that I am not going to take much notice of a request from somebody who isn’t willing to give their name.” I gestured at him with my hand and smiled. “I don’t even know for sure that you are from the embassy.”
“By all means call…”
“I don’t need to do that. I am pretty sure you are. But I do need to know the name of the officer who asked you to come along and see me.”
“She is the current station chief. Her name is no secret, as I am sure you know. She is Araminta Browne. She told me to mention the name Tobias, and requested that you come to the embassy where you will, of course, enjoy the embassy’s full protection…”
“From whom, Mr. Ambrose?”
He grinned and produced his strange laugh. “I am not fully briefed, Mr. Bauer, but it is my understanding that there are some Latin American organizations who seek to harm you. Mr. Hirsch, and naturally your embassy, we are keen to protect you and look out for your safety as far as we are able.”
“Why didn’t she come herself?”
“She said you would ask that.” He simpered a moment. “It seems she believes you would not open the door to her, but asked me to tell you that this was stage two. She said you would know what that meant.”
“Well, Mr. Ambrose, I am grateful to you for conveying Ms. Browne’s message. I am sorry you have had to waste your time. But please let her know that as soon as I get back to the States I will be very glad to see her. However, I have a flight home to JFK tomorrow morning at ten past ten, and I don’t plan to leave the hotel until eight AM when I get a cab to take me to the airport. So you don’t need to worry about me.”
“I see.” He looked unhappy. He stared at the drink he had barely touched and gave a small sigh. “Permit me to say, Mr. Bauer, that in my opinion you are making a bad mistake.”
“I permit you to say that, Mr. Ambrose, but this conversation is over. So unless there is something else I think we are done.”
“Of course,” he said, but stayed in his chair staring at his glass. After a moment I said, “Was there something else, Mr. Ambrose?”
He raised his eyes from his glass and stared at me for a long moment. “Mr. Hirsch… He is not a man who is easily put off. He can be very persistent. You should be… You should take care.”
I smiled. “I know all about Raymond Hirsch, Mr. Ambrose. That’s why they want me to come in. He is not at all happy about the stories I am going to tell when I get to Washington. He’d rather they stayed in Panama.”
“Oh…” He smiled uncertainly. “It’s not quite like that. But still, if your mind is made up, let me wish you a safe and, um, productive journey…” He stood, reached inside his jacket and pulled out a brown leather wallet. From that he extracted an elegant, embossed card and handed it to me. “Please keep this safe. If you need any help, any help at all, call this number.” He paused. “Mr. Hirsch is not aware that you have this number.”
He gave a little bow and I followed him to the door and let him out. After he’d gone I sat for a while staring at nothing in particular, thinking about Alice, Hirsch and Mr. Ambrose, and the Central Intelligence Agency. Then I put the card in my wallet and returned to my martini.




Fifteen

It is a simple rule in life, not to make it difficult for people to do the things you want them to do. So at shortly before eight o’clock I pulled on my jacket, rode the elevator to the lobby and stepped out into the balmy night. Then I strolled casually up Calle Aqulino de la Guardia to the end of the block. This was the nice part of Panama—all lights, sparkling buildings and expensive cars. You could almost kid yourself that you were in a country where they had things like the rule of law and democracy, where corruption was not a way of life and the CIA didn’t have carte blanche to eliminate people it didn’t like.
At the intersection I stopped and looked around for a while. A guy stopped and had a good look in the window of the Banco General. Maybe he needed a mortgage. I crossed Avenida 5a
and kept strolling downtown toward their 4th Avenue, which was where all the life was. At Calle 48 Este I paused again and had a look around, like I was trying to decide which way to go. This time my tail was in the window of the Banco Internacional de Panama. He obviously had a thing about banks.
Like I said, I didn’t want to make it difficult, so I turned left and strolled west down Calle 48 Este toward a bar I could see on the far side of the road, about a hundred and fifty yards away. There were a few people outside, talking and drinking, but this street was a lot quieter and a lot darker than the main avenue I had just left, and ahead of me, on the left, I could see a large parking lot and a large area of wasteland. If Don Francisco Cejudo was going to jump me, it would be here.
I was drawing level with the parking lot when the headlamps turned the corner ahead of me and started moving toward me. I turned to look behind and saw a dark SUV coming in off Aquilino de la Guardia. My tail glanced back at the SUV too. Then saw me looking and started to run. The two cars accelerated and I thought, why waste time? I turned and started to walk back toward the guy running at me. As he approached I called to him, “What’s your problem? What do you want?”
But by that time the two SUVs had converged on me and were screeching to a halt, blocking the road. The doors burst open and men in balaclavas spilled out. I counted eight of them, nine with the guy on foot. Four of them had assault rifles, the others had semiautomatics. They were all training their weapons on me, all keeping their distance. They were not taking any chances. One of them shouted at me in English with a Latino accent.
“Put your hands up! Keep them up! Do not move!”
Somebody stepped up behind me and yanked my right arm around to the small of my back. Then he pulled my left arm back and I felt the steel bite of handcuffs. That I didn’t like. I felt the hot burn of adrenaline in my gut and snarled, “What the hell is this?”
“Shut up! Don’t talk!”
Next thing a dark bag was shoved over my head and I was being pushed toward the SUV. There were voices shouting and then a granite block hit my head. There was a lot of intense pain and then nothing.
* * *
I was cold. I had a headache and I felt nauseous. Aside from that I was OK, except for the pain in my wrists. The memories crept back like painful stabs in my head. I remembered the handcuffs and felt my wrists. They were swollen and sore, but they were no longer cuffed. I opened my eyes. There was darkness. Slowly I became aware of a thin strip of light in front of me. A door.
I rose to a half-kneeling, half-sitting position and the darkness rocked and spun around me. A wave of nausea overwhelmed me, I retched violently onto the floor and the room began to settle. I climbed to my feet and stumbled, groping through the dark to the door. I hammered on it and shouted. Nothing happened. So I hammered some more, but got the same result. Remembering Einstein’s observations on insanity, I felt my way along the wall till I found a corner and eased myself back down to the floor.
I don’t know how long I sat there, I know that I began to feel hungry, that eventually the hunger passed and I began to feel sleepy. I slept, for I don’t know how long, and eventually awoke feeling hungry again. An edge of panic crept in on me. How long were they going to leave me there? A day? A week? Weeks? Perhaps they planned to starve me to death. Perhaps they didn’t give a damn who I worked for anymore. Or perhaps Hirsch and Alice were in the Colombians’ pay and had told Don Francisco they believed I was an independent contractor who worked for SAC. In which case all they now wanted was to get me out of the way.
I killed the panic. All I had was perhaps, and perhaps was not worth panicking over. What was clear was that they planned to leave me alone in the dark, without food, for an indefinite period. That gave me an indefinite period of time in which to do something.
Something was a slow, groping exploration of the walls, from the left of the door all the way around to the right. I found no more doors, no features and no furniture. I also found that the room was approximately twelve foot square. The door seemed to be of either wood or painted board, and the screws for the hinges were on the inside of the jamb.
Next I explored my clothes. I had my shirt, my pants and my boots and socks. My jacket had been taken, so had my Swiss Army knife. I had no tools, and not a lot of options.
I ran my hands over the door again and noted that it was flat. There were no frames, no shaped wood. I tapped it softly and noted the slightly hollow sound. This was one of those real cheap jobs with a cheap pine frame and chipboard tacked on over the top. I found the approximate center of the door, took a measure on the distance, took a big step back and delivered a powerful kick to that spot. I gave it another and kept going at a steady rhythm, aiming always for the same spot with my heel. And on the seventh kick the plywood gave and split down the middle. A few more kicks and the split was wide enough for me to get my fingers inside it and start heaving and pulling. The board ripped away, leaving the back of the door exposed. A few more kicks ripped the pins out of the wood and the whole backboard collapsed and fell to the floor. Light flooded the room.
I stepped out into a corridor, shielding my eyes from the light. The floor was tiled. To my right there was a paint-stained folding ladder draped with a dirty white sheet. There was a bucket of white paint on one of the steps. To my left, there was another door beside mine. That one looked like solid wood with panels, and at the end of the corridor there was a third door facing me. It was also wood and had colored glass panes in it. It opened suddenly and four men came into the passage. They were all holding guns, and they all pointed them at me.
The one at the front was in a blue blazer and beige chinos. He said something in Spanish which I didn’t catch, then said, “Son of a bitch, you broke the fockin’ door.”
I snarled at him, “Get a little closer. I’ll break your fucking neck!”
“Take it easy, gringo, you in no position to be makin’ threats. Don Francisco wants to see you.”
“Yeah? I’d like to see Don Francisco, too.”
“Come on, tough guy. Let’s go.” He grinned. “And please, do somethin’ stupid. I hear all about you an’ I really just want an excuse to shoot you like a fockin’ dog.”
They left the door open and backed out into a wider corridor. As I went after them the guy with the chinos and the mouth gestured at a flight of marble stairs that descended from a landing farther down the passage. Nobody grabbed my arms and nobody came close. I grinned at them collectively. “I guess you have heard about me.”
I walked ahead and descended the stairs into a grotesquely ostentatious white marble entrance hall. There were imitations of the Boy David and the Venus de Milo standing either side of the staircase, which fanned out at the end like a scallop shell. Greco-Roman columns held up the galleried landing above, and beyond the columns vast walnut doors gave access to a drawing room on the right and a dining room on the left. I felt like I had been abducted by the Vatican.
The Mouth pointed toward the drawing room and I entered a nauseating museum of burgundy drapes, gold leaf and Rococo French furniture festooned with pictures of naked, nubile wenches. A huge, marble fireplace dominated the room. We didn’t stop to admire it, we crossed it to another walnut door, smaller than the first. There Big Mouth knocked, opened, and jerked his head at me to go inside.
I went in. The room was smaller than the vast drawing room, but otherwise it was almost identical. It was all Rococo and gold leaf, and nauseating. Here the fireplace was smaller too, and opposite it there was a vast oak desk with a very small man behind it. He had gray hair swept back to reveal a widow’s peak, a gray goatee that made him look like Satan’s grandfather and a gray suit that looked too big for him. His eyes were green, and held an expression of loathing and cruelty.
Sitting at the end of that desk, in a chair that probably cost more than my new house on West 128th, was a woman of striking beauty. Her hair was black and glossy and reached down to her ass. Her eyes were large and a deep nut brown, her skin was tanned, making her look slightly more Indian than Spanish. Her features were regular and her mouth was very red and perfectly shaped. She wore a simple red silk dress that revealed a generous cleavage. Her waist was slim and her hips feminine, and broad enough to give her an hourglass figure. Her legs were long, exquisitely shaped and looked silky to the touch. As she watched me enter there was amusement in her eyes. I ignored her and looked at the guy with the green eyes. He was taking his time to speak, so I didn’t waste mine.
“Are you Don Francisco Cejudo?”
The only change in his expression was that his eyebrows rose slightly. Then he turned to the woman and gestured at me with his hand, like he was saying, See what I mean? Then he turned back to me.
“You come in here askin’ me questions? You telephone me, you wanna make a deal. You gonna infiltrate the fockin CIA an’ you gonna solve all my fockin’ problems. Now you walk in here like you are fockin’ somebody, askin’ me questions in my own fockin’ house?”
I let him finish and asked him again, “Are you Don Francisco Cejudo?”
He looked at the Mouth, shrugged and spread his hands. The Mouth stepped up and hit me twice in the floating ribs. I retched but had nothing to bring up. When I looked up the guy behind the desk said, “You done asking questions?”
“I don’t know. I guess that depends on whether you are Don Francisco Cejudo or not.”
His face went real hard then. His eyes said he really wanted to kill me. After a moment he gave a small laugh and shook his head.
“There is no doubt in my mind that you are Harry Bauer. You are reckless. You do not take care about your identity. Is because you are a soldier. You were not trained by a secret service. You are direct. You go in, you kill in the most efficient way and then you go back home. But crime is a different kind of war. Is the war in the shadows, at night, nobody can know who you are. But I know…” He jabbed his finger at me a few times. “I know you are Harry Bauer.” After a moment he added, “And I am Don Francisco Cejudo.” He laughed. “The fact that I am telling you this is bad news for you, because it means most probably you gonna die.”
The girl with the legs and the cleavage said, “And I am Gabriella Esteban. Don Francisco’s wife.” She turned and smiled at him. “We just got married, didn’t we, cariñito?”
I ignored her again and addressed Don Francisco. “If you don’t want to deal with me, why the hell have you brought me here? Why didn’t you just kill me in Panama?”
“Always with the fockin’ questions. I didn’t kill you—you are alive right now—because I want you to explain to me this bullshit about bein’ a man on the inside in the Special Activities Center of the CIA.”
“It’s not bullshit. Who the hell do you think I work for?”
He grinned at Gabriella. “I know for damn sure you don’t work for the SAC.”
I sighed. “Yeah, of course. The American government does not operate that way. We can’t just employ assassins. I am a private contractor, but I work primarily for SAC. I am their deniable option. They want to take somebody out and they don’t want SAC to be accountable, they employ me.”
It was the same story I had given Hirsch and Alice, and right then—maybe because I had told it so many times—it sounded plausible even to me. I saw him pause to think. Gabriella stopped smiling and raised an eyebrow at her husband. He ignored her and I thought then that that was a mistake. Gabriella was a not a woman you should ignore.
“SAC give you contracts? Who else?”
I pulled down the corners of my mouth, like I was giving it some thought. “Departments within the Defense and Intelligence community. They contact me through selected individuals and they never tell me what the department is. I offer two services to them: I eliminate targets, and I offer them absolute deniability. But I know the contracts come mostly from Langley, sometimes from the Pentagon or the White House, also occasionally foreign agencies like MI6.”
“You made the job in Einstaat?”
“Yeah.”
He grunted, picked up a fountain pen from his desk and looked at it for a while like he was thinking of buying it from himself.
“So how can you offer me eyes and ears in SAC?”
“Well I can’t if I’m dead, can I?”
“If you’re dead, you can’t do shit, Mr. Bauer. So if you don’t wanna be dead, I suggest you begin cooperating pretty quick. Enough with the attitude. How can you offer me a man inside SAC?”
“Because I am going to work for SAC.”
“Too easy.”
“Think with your brain instead of your ego, Cejudo. Look at the situation I’m in? Why am I here? In your own words, I was good but I was too reckless. I got noticed. I wasn’t trained as a covert operative. I was trained as a soldier, and that’s how I operate. It was effective for a while, but it got me noticed. So I talked to my contacts in the CIA and we agreed, I would do one more job and then take a position within SAC. The job on St. George was supposed to be the last, but I got careless.”
He nodded for a while. “Gonzalo was a friend of mine.”
“Yeah? Tough shit. You killed a lot of people’s friends. They have to live with it. That’s the way it goes.”
The Mouth stepped up to me and slapped me hard, then backhanded me. “You got a big mouth, gringo. I should cut your fockin’ tongue out!”
“Fermin!” Don Francisco made a “slow down” motion with his hand. Fermin stared at him a moment, then stepped back.
“Fermin?” I asked, like the name was funny. He stepped forward like he wanted to hit me again. I said, “Keep your panties straight, Fermin. Hang around, we’ll talk later and I’ll show you how to hit like a man.”
“Enough!” Don Francisco leaned back in his chair and spread his hands at the same time as he shrugged. “You know what, Mr. Bauer? I don’t need nobody in SAC. And, I tell you somethin’ else. I don’t need you. I will never know what you gonna do next. You’re crazy. You take big risks. I will never know when you gonna come after me. I tell you somethin’ else. Maybe you do work for SAC, and you are crazy enough to think that this is a smart way to infiltrate Bloque Meta. I don’t know…” He made a face and hunched his shoulders at Gabriella. “I don’t understand you gringos. You get gringos with big IQs, from Stanford, Harvard, all the fockin’ Ivy League fockin’ universities, and they’re all like you, fockin’ stupid. You’re a real stupid man, Mr. Bauer. You think you’re smart, and you made this smart move, you gonna fock up the stupid Colombians, but you ain’t got shit. You gonna die. You know why? Because I don’t need shit like you.”
Gabriella leaned over and placed her hand on his arm. “Quiero hablar con el antes de que lo mates. Nos puede ser útil.”
She wanted to talk to me and thought I might be useful. Don Francisco didn’t look happy. They spoke quietly for a couple of minutes. He sighed and huffed and puffed a lot. Finally she leaned in closer and breathed to him, “Cariño, si hay que matarlo, lo mato yo con mis manos, para que tu lo veas.”
My belly burned and I felt a cold prickle run through my skin. She wanted to talk to me. I might be useful. If I had to be killed, she would kill me herself, with her own hands, for him to watch.




Sixteen

They had talked for a while in Spanish while I stood and tried to catch some of what they said. It wasn’t easy. He was getting mad, and the madder he got the faster he spoke. She didn’t get mad. She stayed ice cold, interrupted him often and finished the discussion by raising an eyebrow at him. To which he grunted, snapped some orders at Fermin and stood. He scowled up at me.
“My wife wants to speak with you. She believes you might be useful. I doubt she will convince me. My decision is made. I leave you with two men. If you try anything, they will kill you. You have one, very slim chance, Mr. Bauer. Convince my wife you might be useful.”
He left with Fermin and left two boys on the door. Gabriella pointed to a chair. Her English was faultless. “Please sit down, Harry. Nelson and Gomez don’t speak English, so we can talk freely.”
I sat in a red and gilt monstrosity at the far side of the desk from her. I didn’t say anything and she asked, “Would you like a drink?”
“I don’t know how long I have been here. I haven’t eaten and I threw up in my cell. I am hungry. I’d like something to eat, some coffee and then I’d like a Macallan, no ice.”
“You do know what you want, then.”
“I know exactly what I want.”
She turned to the two boys on the door and rattled something in Spanish that contained the words, “café” and “whisky.” One of them gave a small bow and said, “Si, Doña Gabriella,” and left.
She turned and smiled her slow smile at me. “Now, let’s be honest with each other. I think perhaps you can be of benefit to me, but I am not sure. So talk to me. How do you think you can help me?”
“It’s not complicated. If I ever make it back to New York, I have a job waiting for me at the CIA as a senior intelligence analyst. My area of expertise is the increasing levels of cooperation and hybridization between major drug cartels and terrorists. I don’t need to tell you that Bloque Meta, and Colombia as a whole, falls squarely into that category.”
“Can you prove this?”
“Of course not. How the hell could I prove something like that from here?”
“That’s not helpful, neither is your attitude.”
“Yeah, but in both cases that’s the way it is. I wish I had some way I could prove to you that the CIA have recruited me. It would make life easier for me too. But I haven’t. I wish I could be a nice, caring person who worries about the environment. But I’m not. I’m a son of a bitch who kills people for a living, and I am tired of working for chicken-shit fees when people half as good as me are making millions. If any of this sounds unlikely to you, press the red button.”
She smiled. “No, it’s not unlikely. I just don’t know if it’s true.”
“So reserve judgment and move on. The proof is in New York and it’s not beyond the intelligence of a woman like you to devise some kind of operation that will test my loyalty and the quality of the information I can provide.”
“Is that what you’re offering? To provide information?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I’m offering exclusivity, and all the loyalty money can buy. I work for you and only you. That means whatever intelligence crosses my desk—and that will include sources from Mossad to GCHQ, DEA, FBI, NSA, field agents of the CIA and a lot of etceteras—can be made available to you. It also means that if there is any kind of field operation you need doing, I am available to do it. The contract is for five years and then I disappear a very, very rich man. That’s the deal.”
There was a knock on the door. Our lone guard opened it and his pal came in with a tray of sandwiches and a pot of coffee. He set it on an occasional table in front of me and went back to stand by the door. I bit hungrily into a cheese and ham sandwich and studied her face while I chewed. She was thinking.
“How can I be sure,” she asked at last, “that you will not simply hand everything you have over to the DEA?”
“Because I know that if you and Cejudo go down, somebody else will step into your shoes, and it will be simply a matter of time before I am executed.”
She nodded. “That is true.”
“I know it is. And besides, informing the DEA of what I know will not give them much they don’t know already, and will get me nothing.”
“So what you want in exchange for this is…”
“Money. Lots of it.”
“How much?”
“A hundred million dollars over five years.”
She threw back her head and laughed out loud. “You must be out of your mind, Harry! I am not going to pay you a hundred million dollars!”
“Why not?”
“It’s an insane amount of money!”
I picked up another sandwich and bit it in half.
“Listen, Gabriella, I know that you calculate wealth not in millions but in billions. A hundred million is a lot of money, that’s why I want it. But it is a fraction of what you can make using the intel I can send you.” I stuffed the other half of the sandwich in my mouth and pulled off half the cup of coffee. Then, wiping my mouth on my wrist, I leaned forward. “Aside from keeping you up to date on operations directed against you and the Mexicans, I can seek out and provide intel that will allow you to open up the Caribbean corridor again, and cripple Sinaloa…”
“Come on!” She was dismissive, but her eyes said she was interested.
I smiled. “You don’t believe me? Why the hell do you think the USA hasn’t crippled Sinaloa by now? Why did we reach and actively strike at Colombia, when all we do with Mexico is complain and patrol the border? How the hell does so much merchandise enter the USA, and why the hell do we do so little about it? I’ll tell you why, because Sinaloa is making a lot of people, on both sides of the border, very, very rich.”
“That’s not news, Harry.”
“No, but this is: I can provide you with names and concrete evidence of those people’s involvement. We are talking about senators, judges, military brass, chiefs of police… Now you give that some thought and you tell me whether you could not use that information to affect the unofficial policy of the USA toward Sinaloa. You want to tighten up border control along the American-Mexican border and the Gulf of Mexico. You want it to relax it in the Caribbean. I can provide you with intel that can make that happen. Now you tell me, what is that worth to you? Is that worth a hundred million over five years?”
She stared at me blankly, blinking occasionally. I added: “Twenty million a year, and if at any stage my intel is bad, or I let you down, or you have reason to suspect my loyalty, you stop paying and you have me killed.”
She gave a small grunt. “We have seen that that is easier said than done.”
I spread my hands and looked around. “Really? Seriously? I am pretty sure you could manage it. You got this far. There is nothing to stop you from doing it right now.”
She grunted softly again and instructed one of the guards to go and bring me a glass of whisky. She watched me in silence while he did that, and I finished the sandwiches and the coffee. When he’d set the glass in front of me she licked her lips.
“It seems to me, Harry, that there may be room to expand this agreement a little, and make it more attractive to me.”
I sipped the whisky and felt its warmth ease down through my belly and into my bruises. “So tell me. I’m not exactly in a position to say no.”
“I’ve been thinking for some time that Colombia needs to get back in the game. So your arrival is timely. But there is more to it than that. If you are going to move into a market, it is not enough to make a product. It is not even enough to have a good product and access to that market…”
She waited. I was reading her and I told her what she wanted to hear.
“You also need a good team who understand the goals, and will take a positive, aggressive approach to launching the product and tackling that market. Most important, you need management who believe in what they are doing.”
Barely perceptibly, she nodded. “It is really important to have the right team. And in the right team, somebody who understands what is necessary—what has to be done—can make a lot more…a lot more…than a hundred million dollars. How far are you willing to go, Harry, to make your fortune?”
I took another pull on the whisky. “As far as is necessary.”
She looked at the floor while she tapped out a tattoo on the desktop with her long, red nails. Then she spoke to the two guards on the door. Whatever she said to them made them frown and look unhappy, but eventually they left and closed the door behind them.
“I’m having you moved to a more comfortable room…”
I interrupted, “Will I have to kick the door down in this one too?”
She smiled. “No. The door won’t be locked. It will be next to my room, and there is a door that connects the two. I want to keep a close eye on you.”
“How close?”
“Not that close.” She paused and I could see her chest rising and falling. “Not yet. If you want that, there are some obstacles you’ll have to remove.” I gave a single nod that I understood. She went on. “But just keep a low profile for now. I need to do some negotiating. Francisco isn’t going to be too happy about this, but I can bring him around.”
“I’ll bet you can.” I paused and considered her for a moment. “You want to tell me where we are?”
She thought about it. The tapping of her nails had become more of a gentle clawing motion. “Sure, why not? We are on a ranch, just south of Bogotá. It is very green and very exclusive, but we are only a few miles from the center of the city. There are no police because there is no crime. Nobody is stupid enough to commit a crime here.”
“OK.” I nodded a few times. “I need cash, I need a car and I need clothes.”
She laughed again. “Let’s take it one step at a time, shall we? We have five cars here. If you need to go out you can take any one you like. But for now I’d like you to stay in the house or the gardens. As to clothes, give me your measurements and I’ll arrange for some to be bought for you. Cash, when I feel it’s OK for you to go out, I’ll get you some cash. For now, have a shower, rest in your room and I’ll call you when I am ready. Anything else?”
“Yeah, I want my jacket, my wallet and my papers, and I want to go back to New York.”
Her smile was slow. “So soon? You will, don’t worry, but first we need to get to know each other. Relax, we’re going to have some fun.”
I returned the smile. “OK, Gabriella. Let’s have some fun. But don’t keep me caged too long, or I’ll start to get restless.”
“Oh? And what will happen then?”
I didn’t flinch or hesitate, but the smile died on my face. “I’ll kill you and Don Francisco, and all your men. I’ll take your money and I’ll leave.”
“Understood. It won’t take long, Harry, just a couple of days or three.” She stood, and standing up her body was everything it promised to be while she was sitting down. “Come on,” she said, “I’ll show you your room.”
We climbed the cascading staircase and crossed an acre of house by way of marble corridors. Finally we came to a set of tall, French windows at the end of the passage, which overlooked what appeared to be a small woodland. Just before them, on the left, were two doors set about six feet apart. She stopped at the first one and opened it.
“This is you,” she said, and went through.
I followed. The room was what you’d expect in a house like that. It was on the vast side of spacious, with a four-poster bed on the left, a suite of eighteenth-century furniture against the far wall, a marble fireplace and a set of folding, glass-paneled doors that gave onto a terrace. There were two other doors. One she opened to reveal an en suite bathroom. It had a freestanding tub with elaborate gold taps, a full-length mirror and a shower cubicle the size of a small house. The other door was double. She took hold of the handles and pulled both sides open. There was another bedroom, slightly larger than mine but in a very similar style.
“This is my room,” she said. “If I ever have nightmares, I may have to come and wake you up. I do have nightmares sometimes.”
“I’ll do my best to comfort you. Where does Don Francisco sleep?”
“He has his own room in the other wing. He has sleep apnea and snores. You don’t snore, do you, Harry?”
“I don’t know, you’ll have to tell me, if you ever have a nightmare.”
She placed one of her long nails on my cheek and stared at my mouth. “Oh,” she said, “if I have a nightmare, Harry, I promise you, you are not going to sleep.”
She pulled the two doors closed and crossed the huge marble floor to the door through which we had entered. There she stopped and turned. I wondered if she was going to ask me if I knew how to whistle.
“Have a shower, or a bath, you look dreadful and you smell like a stray dog. Your jacket and your wallet are in the wardrobe, but I’ll get some new clothes for you.” She smiled. “I think I can guess your size. I am going to talk to Francisco now. I’ll come back to see you in a couple of hours.”
She stepped out and closed the door behind her. I heard the lock click.
I made my way to the bathroom and stood under the shower for fifteen minutes, scrubbing myself clean and allowing the piping hot water to wash away the filth, sweat and grime of the last few days. Then I turned it to cold and stood gasping for a few seconds as the icy water drove new life surging into my limbs. After that I climbed out, toweled myself dry and stood staring at myself in the mirror. I looked a mess. My face was bruised yellow and purple, and swollen around my left eye. My ribs were also decorated with multicolored bruises. But I looked worse than I felt. I dropped the towel on the floor, went to the bedroom and opened the terrace doors. Looking over, it was a sheer drop of maybe twenty feet. If it didn’t kill you it would break your legs. I went inside and fell on the bed, smiling to myself and wondering what the hell was going to happen next.
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What happened next was that I fell asleep for three hours. When I awoke the sun was setting outside my terrace and the evening air was full of the sound of tropical birds calling their kids home for supper.
There was another sound too. The sound of my bedroom door being unlocked. I swung down from the bed and reached for my pants. As I stood to pull them on Gabriella appeared with her arms full of shopping bags. I noticed she’d put her hair up into a low bun. It did nice things to her neck. She was smiling and stopped to let her eyes rove for a while, then said, “I don’t think you’ll be needing those.”
I dropped the pants and walked over to her. “Yeah? You bought me some new pants?” I looked in a couple of the bags. They were full of expensive clothes, suits, silk shirts, socks and shoes. I took them from her and dropped them on the floor. Then I took hold of her waist and pulled her to me. She placed her hands on my chest and suddenly her eyes looked mad.
“What do you think you’re doing? What do you take me for, some cheap whore?”
I curled my lip and snarled, “There’s nothing cheap about you, baby. You’re high class all the way to your Lise Charmel suspenders.” I swung her around and pushed her toward the bed. “And as for your first question, I’m sick of waiting and I intend to take what’s mine.”
She swung at me with her long nails hooked into a red claw. I gripped her wrist with my left hand and with my right I cuffed her cheeks twice so they flushed pink and her hair fell across her face. She bared her teeth and hissed at me. “I’ll kill you with my own hands! I’ll tear out your eyes and skin you alive!”
I gripped her hair at the back of her neck and pulled her close, so her face was an inch from mine. I leered and growled, “You and what army, sweetheart?” She pressed hard against me. I spun her round and ripped the flimsy red dress from her body. She screamed and I pushed her face down on the bed, with her black hair strewn across her perfect back.
What followed was not my idea of a romantic evening. In my opinion, life brings enough pain as it is, without my having to go out and look for it in my leisure time. Clearly Gabriella held a different view. My purpose, right then, was to convince her that I was the man she needed to build her empire and to while away the hours in her four-poster bed. Two hours later, battered and considerably more bruised than I had been when I’d looked in the mirror that afternoon, I felt I had done a fair job.
Gabriella lay sleeping beside me, with a few bruises of her own. I withdrew my arm from under her neck and noticed a couple of hairgrips still clinging to her hair. I paused a moment in thought, then took one of the grips, and made my way to the bathroom to shower again. When I reemerged I dumped the clothes she’d bought me on the bed and started looking through them. They were unexpectedly elegant and understated.
She moaned, stretched and turned on her back to smile at me.
“You are the three Bs, Mr. Bauer.”
I pulled on a pair of jeans and said, “I’m what?”
“The three Bs, a brute, a beast and a bastard.”
I smiled as I pulled on my boots and laced them. “I thought I might find a Sig Sauer in among all these clothes.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself, lover boy. Todo a su debido tiempo.”
“Everything at it’s proper time?” I picked up a shirt and slipped that on. “Who decides when that is? I’m not good at being told what to do.”
“We’ll decide together.”
There was a loud rap at the door and for a moment I saw real fear on her face. A muffled voice I recognized as Don Francisco’s shouted, “Mr. Bauer? You are in there?”
Gabriella jumped from the bed, grabbing at her undergarments strewn here and there. She was halfway around the bed to get her red silk dress when the door burst open and Don Francisco walked in accompanied by six men, one of whom I recognized as Fermin, all carrying guns. His face was almost purple with rage and he seemed to be chewing his own teeth.
“What,” he said and paused, staring at his naked wife as she held a pair of torn silk panties and ripped black stockings in front of her, “…in the motherfockin’ hell is goin’ on?”
I smiled as I slipped on an Armani jacket. “Mrs. Cejudo and I were just discussing the finer points of Freud’s theories on sexuality and sexual deviation.” I paused and looked him in the eye. “She made some very acute observations.”
He thrust a trembling arm and finger at her and screamed, “Llévensela! Enciérrenla!”
Fermin and two of the boys rushed at her, grabbed her by the arms and dragged her away. As she went she was screaming in Spanish. I caught references to blood and testicles, but little more.
Then he pointed the same, trembling finger at me. “And you, hijo de puta, you gonna die tonight. Tonight you gonna die!” He turned to his remaining four men. “Llévenlo al Río Guape! Mátenlo!”
I had a look at them. If they had come at me I might have stood a chance, but they knew me and they kept their distance. There was the senior guy, big gut, lots of black hair, a big moustache and a red shirt; there was the groomed guy in the Armani jeans, Boss jacket and permed hair. He was gym fit. Number three also worked out. He had a ponytail, cowboy boots and a cowboy hat. The fourth one was in his forties, the kind of guy you might meet at your local pub. But he was wiry and hard, with Indian features. He was the dangerous one.
Three of them covered me with their guns and he cuffed my hands behind my back. Then they were shoving me out of the room, kicking at me as we went. They pushed me down the broad, fanning marble staircase and dragged me, beating me as we went, out of the front door and out to the driveway. There they bundled me in the back of a black Land Rover, two climbed in the front and two got in either side of me. I could taste blood in my mouth and cramp gripping at my shoulders with my hands behind my back. There was an absolute knowledge in my mind that I was very close to the end. My belly was on fire and I knew I was staring death in the face.
But there was another certain knowledge in my mind too. That I would take each and every one of these bastards with me when I went. It was not just my death I was staring in the face. They were all going to die.
* * *
It was a three-hour drive, but it felt like double that. We headed south and east from Bogotá, climbing through mountain farmland. The headlamps, sweeping through endless bends in the darkness, picked out sleeping farmhouses, shacks and hovels. The road was narrow and pitted. The banks were steep and overgrown, and the higher we climbed the more the farmhouses and the farmland were replaced by wilderness and forest. We passed villages that were little more than roadside settlements, with some of the dwellings just wooden shacks with corrugated roofs. Eventually, after an hour and a half, we came to an intersection. There was a school and less than a handful of houses, all set around the junction of roads. The houses were all dark and quiet. The stillness was total.
The driver spun the wheel right and after a mile of more bending, winding roads, in the total darkness of the mountains, the headlamps picked out a dirt track that branched off the road to the right. He slowed and pulled off. Then we were bumping and jolting through wilderness along a track damaged by wind, rain and the passage of cattle, carts and trucks. At times we were among empty fields, and at others dense forest rose up suddenly around us, threatening to invade the road with roots and branches. Gradually, those patches of forest became more frequent and soon that was all there was. Dense trees all around us, and I knew that this was the place. This was where they were going to kill me. Nobody spoke. Each of them stared out of the windows into the blackness outside.
We came to a second, smaller track and turned right, plunging deeper into the forest. Now we wound slowly down, picking our way among roots and potholes. We came, at the bottom of the slope, to a small ford where a stream ran across the track. Here the undergrowth was thick and tangled. I saw trees half collapsed and branches scattered on the ground. We inched through them and began to climb again, more steeply this time. Occasionally the tires slipped in the mud, the engine strained as we climbed farther and ever steeper.
Then the ground leveled off and we pulled over and stopped. I felt a hot jolt in my gut. They were going to kill me. There was nothing I could think of, no option, no solution. The opportunity had not appeared. All I had left was to try and kick my way out, but they knew I’d do that and they were going to keep their distance. They would shoot me before I got anywhere near to them.
They climbed out and trained their guns on me in the back seat. “Baja! Baja del coche!”
I obeyed and climbed out into the muggy darkness of the forest. All around was the sound of frogs or toads, and the occasional night bird calling for a mate. But louder, forming a sighing backdrop to all the other sounds, was the heavy rush of water through the mass of trees.
I heard the trunk of the Land Rover slam and the guy with the hair and the Red Shirt approached and handed out machetes. Then he jerked his head at me and said, “Walk.” He pointed to a narrow path that headed in among the trees. As I moved that way, the sound of the water began to get louder. I tried to identify if it was a rapid or a waterfall. It was hard to be sure. Rapids tend to be a high-pitched hiss, where waterfalls are more like thunder. But this was neither of the two—or a mixture of both.
After five minutes of walking we came to a clearing in the forest. Moonlight streamed in from above, illuminating a gorge up ahead and across the gorge, on the far side, a steep, densely forested slope. Below, at the bottom of the gorge, was the sound of rushing water. When we were ten or twelve feet from the edge, Red Shirt’s ugly voice rasped behind me. “Stop.”
I stopped and turned around to face my killers. They had formed into a semicircle. They had their guns in their belts and each held a machete. Hot rage began to burn in my gut. They were going to hack me to death and throw me in the river. Red Shirt moved first. He rushed at me with the machete over his right shoulder. On cue the other came too. I didn’t think, I turned and ran, hell-bent for leather.
It was very clear in my mind. If I stayed to fight, death was certain. If I jumped into the abyss, death was highly probable. So I went with the better odds. I ran, as best I could with my hands cuffed behind my back, sensing the blades about to slash at me and tear me open. I reached the edge and leapt. Behind me I heard shouts and laughter. Ahead of me I could see only blackness, and beneath me the empty, bottomless drop.
I fell sickeningly. My body tensed for the hard, shattering impact of hard, wet stone. For an interminable moment nothing happened. And then it came. The shattering impact of ice-cold water. I plunged. My lungs went into spasm with the impact and with the cold, and I sank, kicking with my legs, struggling ineffectually with my arms, trying to free my hands, and sinking, ever deeper, with my lungs screaming for air.
My feet touched slippery rocks and I was swept forward. I kicked hard against the bottom and rose, dragged by the current. I kicked again and again, unable to see the surface in the blackness. The pain in my lungs was unendurable. Everything screamed at me to breathe. I fought it, clenching my teeth against the impulse and kicked again, and again.
And suddenly I erupted out of the water. But no sooner had I gasped air into my lungs than I sank below the surface again, unable to keep myself afloat without my arms. I kicked, surfaced, gulped air and sank again; kicked again and tried to spin, turn onto my back for better buoyancy. All the while I was aware of the current growing faster, the roar of the river growing louder, turning from a hiss to thunder.
And then, for the second time, I was swept into the void and I was falling, spinning helplessly among the shower of foam and water. If there were rocks at the bottom of the waterfall, I knew I was dead. But what there was was more water, cold and hard as I hit it. But the current had stopped and I was able to kick myself to the surface.
Here the sound of the waterfall was different, somehow stiller and quieter. I could see the foam, luminous in the moonlight, and as I swam away from it, on my back, I realized I was in some kind of large rock pool, surrounded by rainforest. The water was motionless and I pushed myself toward the bank, where a small stream spilled from the lake, out among the trees. Soon I found my feet and waded out onto the bank.
I found a rock where I could sit, but before I sat I did what I had not been able to do in the house or in the Land Rover. I felt in my back pocket and, with great difficulty, pulled out the hairgrip I had taken from Gabriella’s hair. It’s not hard to pick the lock on a pair of handcuffs. It’s actually surprisingly easy. The mechanism is pretty basic and all you need is a paper clip or a hairgrip bent to the right shape. But it’s a hell of a lot easier if the cuffs are in front. When they are behind your back, it’s damn hard. Especially when your fingers are numb from the cold. But after a couple of minutes I managed to unlock the left cuff. Then I was on my feet, stumbling toward the trees, and the general direction where I knew the road had to be.
I didn’t take long to find it. Logic dictated that the stream that was flowing into the trees from the pool had to be the same stream we had crossed at the bottom of the hill on the way up. I followed that stream at a slow run with the hot ember of rage welling in my gut. Now that my hands were free, all I could think of was that those bastards had wanted to hack me to death with machetes, and now I was coming for them.
I came to the path after about five minutes. I knew I had maybe ten minutes before they arrived, and somehow I had to stop the truck. I looked around me, breathing hard and trying to control the rising rage, forcing myself not to think of the hard, cold machete blades, but to focus instead on the resources I had around me.
I saw then again what I had seen from the window of the Land Rover: the half-fallen trees and the broken branches. I ran. I ran into the undergrowth and dragged the biggest branches I could find out onto the road. I got six of them, strewn across the path, but it was not enough. The Land Rover would roll over them and plow on. Overhead I saw a large branch, about the size of a small tree, hanging from a half-fallen pine. I scrambled up the trunk, fifteen feet over the road, and eased myself out along the damaged branch. As I approached the end I felt it bend and heard it crack. I eased a little further, looking down into the darkness with the moon glinting on the stream. I took a firm hold of the branch and swung down. It sagged, cracked and splintered. But it didn’t break.
Now, in the distance, I heard the faint hum of an engine. I pulled myself up, with every muscle in my bruised, exhausted body screaming at me to stop, dropped again and began to swing. With every swing the branch creaked and cracked and gave a little more. The sound of the engine was growing louder, and now I could see the glow of the headlamps rising like a halo above the trees. I heaved my body up again, dropped and swung, willing myself to be heavier, willing the branch to break. The hallow was now a glow around one or two bends and the hum of the engine had become a growl. The truck was going to pass beneath me and go on its way. I yelled and bellowed and heaved myself up one more time, then let myself drop. There was a deep crunch and the branch splintered and came free, and crashed down to the road taking me with it.
I sprawled painfully in the gritty mud below, scrambled to my feet and dragged the huge branch down the slope to the others I had gathered. Then I dived for cover in the undergrowth as the Land Rover rounded the bend, hurtled toward the stream and skidded to a halt barely inches in front of the branches, nine or ten feet from where I was lying. After a second the driver’s door opened and the fat guy with the red shirt swung down shouting something in Spanish. From under his seat he pulled a machete, and at that moment the other three doors opened too. I didn’t wait.
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I exploded out of the undergrowth and covered the ten feet in two long, fast strides. On the second one I smashed the heel of my right foot into the side of his knee. I felt the crunch of broken cartilage and heard him screech with pain. By that time I had his right wrist in my hand and I was twisting savagely as I smashed my left fist down on the elbow joint. I felt that snap and crunch too, and took the machete easily from his hand.
Behind me I heard a scrambling and spun to see the guy with the Boss jacket jumping down, swinging his machete overhand to hack at me. I blocked the blow and sliced down into the angle of his shoulder and his neck. Blood sprayed high into the darkness and rained down on the roof of the truck.
I knew that Red Shirt behind me would be trying to reach for his gun. So I took a step back, turned and continued the arc of the machete through Red Shirt’s thick neck. His head dropped and rolled to rest against the branch. But by that time I was already running toward the back of the truck.
I met the cowboy there, with the Indian just behind him. Appropriately they were not carrying machetes but pistols. He skidded to a halt and his weapon thrust out in front of him toward my face. I weaved to the right and in the same motion fanned the machete up and through his elbow. He looked in astonishment at his truncated arm as the hand holding the gun dropped to the mud. He saw it for a fraction of a second because in the next instant the blade of the machete had flashed back and sliced through his throat. I kicked him hard in the gut and he fell back against the Indian behind him. The Indian stepped back, clawing his dying pal out of the way.
As the dying man fell to the ground I sprang forward. There are twelve angles of attack in kali. I wanted to use all of them on that dangerous son of a bitch. I slashed diagonally down from right to left as he thrust out his gun hand to shoot me, and severed it at the elbow. As he staggered back, screaming and gaping at his arm, I slashed backhanded diagonally across his chest. Then I moved in closer and slashed right and left horizontally through his belly and then drove the sword up to its hilt into his chest. By that time there was nothing left to kill. He fell backward into the undergrowth and that was the end of him.
I spent the next fifteen minutes removing the branches from the road to clear the path. Then I collected the two remaining machetes from the back seat and set off back toward Bogotá.
I drove fast and recklessly, skidding and fishtailing around the corners and making close to a hundred when I came to the straights. I had no idea what time it was, and I had no idea what time it was when I hit the main highway. It was a miracle I wasn’t stopped by the cops and an even bigger miracle that I didn’t kill myself on that drive. But the rage inside me had reached fever pitch. I had had one beating too many, one waterboarding too many, one death threat too many, and the machetes had sent me over the edge.
I didn’t know, either, how many boys Don Francisco had in his house, but I figured at least the two who had taken Gabriella to lock her up. I wondered if she was still alive. She was a survivor, but she also played a very dangerous game. I figured the chances were even and wondered what I would do with her.
Before long I came down out of the foothills into the farmland where Don Francisco had his ranch. I fishtailed off the road and surged up along the path that led to his wooden gate. I didn’t stop. I smashed through the gate and hurtled down the drive toward the front of the grotesque, palatial house. As I arrived I saw two guys in jeans and expensive jackets trotting down the steps with guns in their hands. They spoke to each other, like they had recognized the Land Rover, and stared, searching through the windshield. I opened the door and swung down, keeping the machete behind the door.
They were the two who had taken Gabriella with Fermin. Their jaws dropped when they saw me, but I didn’t give them time to react. A backhander severed the nearest guy’s head, and as he fell, spraying like a red fountain, to the ground, I stepped forward and drove the blade into the other guy’s chest. I pulled the blade free and, as he dropped, I reached in the cab of the truck. I pulled out the other machete and slipped it in my belt, behind my back. Then I walked up the steps toward the front door.
The door was open and I stepped through into the grotesque entrance hall. I crossed to the tall walnut doors of the drawing room and went through. There was nobody there. A fire had been lit in the marble fireplace, but it warmed an empty room. The rugs muffled my steps as I approached the study where I had first met Cejudo and Gabriella. I opened the door and stepped inside.
Cejudo was behind his desk. Fermin was sitting on the corner of the desk, smoking. A third guy, with a long, black ponytail and a double-breasted Italian suit, as expensive as it was vulgar, was sitting in a chesterfield on the other side of the desk. They were all looking at me with an identical expression on their faces. It said, “Does not compute.”
Explosive and fast, Zamudio had said to me: “Jeet Kune Do relies on explosive speed.”
I pulled the machete from behind my back and ran the two strides that separated me from Fermin. Then the rage inside me against these bastards exploded into my limbs. Heaven Six is a kali combination of six blows. I only needed three of them. The first I struck with the right blade at his neck. The second, backhanded with the left blade, struck at his left temple; the third, backhanded with the right blade, severed his head. Total time: half a second.
Explosive speed.
Cejudo was scrabbling at his desk, trying to press a panic button and open a drawer all at the same time. I roared an incoherent noise and kicked the desk. It was heavy, but my rage was hot and violent and the desk struck him hard in the chest. He fell back, pulling the drawer open as he went. He grabbed frenetically inside, screaming at me, “Estas muerto! Estas muerto, hijo de puta! Eres un puto demonio!”
He figured I was dead, and a whoring daemon. Maybe he was right. I leapt over the desk as he pulled a Glock 19 from the drawer and waved it hysterically in my direction. I kicked his chair and he spun away as the shot went wide and wild. As I strode toward him again I glanced at the ponytail. He had adopted the fetal position and was whimpering, “No me haga daño, señor! Por favor, solo soy contable, por favor…”
Just the accountant. I kicked Cejudo’s chair again, and then again, bellowing at him, “You want to hack me to death, you son of a bitch? Get on your feet and do it yourself!” I threw the machete in my left hand on the floor and kicked the chair again and again until it tipped over and he sprawled on the floor by the blade. I stamped on his hand, the Glock fell from his fingers and I kicked it away. He grabbed for the machete and I waited for him to stand up. He got to his knees, holding the brutal sword in both hands, pointing it at me. I bellowed at him again, “Get up, you son of a bitch! Get on your feet!”
He got first onto one foot, then the next. His voice was shaking as bad as his hands. “My men are coming! They are upstairs. Now they are coming. I call them! Dense prisa! Esta aquí! Esta aquí!”
Then he threw the machete at me and turned to run for the door. I batted it away and went after him. The doors burst open and four of his men came in with guns in their hands. His face flushed red. He turned to me with brilliant eyes, tears streaming down his face to a wet, laughing mouth as he screamed hysterically, “Mátenlo! Mátenlo! Mátenlo!”
Kill him, kill him, kill him…
They raised their weapons and their weapons exploded into a hail of death. Eight times they spoke, and thirty-two searing, molten slugs tore through Don Francisco Cejudo’s quivering body. His head erupted in a shower of red gore, his chest tore apart and he dropped to the floor, oozing lifeless blood.
The four men raised their weapons and pointed them at me. They were too far for me to reach. But I didn’t want to reach them anyway. My rage had been, if not stilled, put on hold. Through the door, behind the gunmen, Gabriella stepped in. She was as cool and perfect as ever I had seen her. She smiled at me. Her eyes were alive. She moved past her boys and stepped over her dead husband to where I was standing, and touched first my chest and then my face.
“You are indestructible, Harry. How do you do it?”
“Whisky, cigarettes and bad women.”
“Animal…” She said it affectionately, then turned to her boys. “Limpien esta mierda de aquí. Y lo que hay fuera! Venga! Rápido!”
She’d told them to clean up the shit. When they hesitated, she told them to do it fast. Then she rested her ass against the desk where Fermin had lost his head. She picked up his pack of Camels where they lay on the desk, pulled one out and poked it in her mouth. As she lit it she looked at me under her brows, inhaled deep and said, “Every time I see you, you are in need of a bath, a good meal and some healing.”
“Right now I could use a bottle of whisky.”
She shifted her gaze to the accountant, who was gradually uncurling from the fetal position, like a new life form emerging into consciousness. “This is Arnaldo Suarez. He is the best accountant in Bogotá. That is why he worked for Francisco, and that is why I am praying that he did not betray me to my…,” she smiled at me, “…ex-husband.”
He started shaking his head, pulling himself to a half-standing position. “No, no, nonono, señora, Doña Gabriella, no, never…”
“Give the guy a break.”
“We will see the accounts, Arnaldo, and we will see what you did and didn’t do.”
“Don Francisco was beginning to tell me what he wanted when the…,” he looked at me and swallowed, “when the señor arrived. I was advising him, do not do that, Señor Francisco. Nothing has changed in the accounts. You are his wife. You inherit everything, Doña Gabriella.”
She smiled at me throughout the speech. When he had finished she said, “Give him a break?”
“Yeah. I’m taking him as my accountant now.” I looked at him. “You belong to me now, Arnaldo. Is that clear?”
He nodded so hard I worried his head would fall off. Gabriella raised an eyebrow at me. “What’s this? Compassion? Kindness? Am I seeing weakness in my superman?”
I observed her beautiful face and her perfect body for a moment, wondering if I would have to kill her. “Only one way to find out, Gabriella. Put it to the test.”
I saw the flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. “You didn’t kill Francisco. I had my men do it. Our understanding was that you would do it.”
“Does that mean I’ll have to kill you?” She frowned. I smiled. “What do you think would have happened if you’d arrived five seconds later? How many bits of Francisco would your boys be bagging up right now?” Her eyes strayed down to Fermin, bisected at her feet. I shook my head once. “Don’t make a mistake, Gabriella. I came back here for you, not because I’m weak, but because I want what you offered me. Step out of line and I’ll kill you like I killed the rest of these rats.”
“You are dangerous to have around, maybe too dangerous.”
I shrugged and shook my head again. “No, I am dangerous to go up against. I don’t care how far you go. I will always go further. But if I am on your side, I’ll protect you. We learn loyalty in the SAS. It’s a useful quality. More useful than fear.”
She frowned at me like she thought what I’d said was something she should learn to understand, but she didn’t answer. She turned to Arnaldo.
“Where are the accounts?”
He pointed at the desk. His hand was shaking badly. There was a small stack of papers. The boys had taken Don Francisco’s body out, leaving most of his blood behind on the marble floor. Now they were collecting Fermin and his head. Gabriella stepped over her ex-husband’s blood and sat in his chair, pulling it up to the desk. She leafed through the accounts, muttering, “Belize, Switzerland, Panama…” She smiled and looked at Arnaldo. “This is the total?”
He nodded. “Cash accounts, yes. Then there are the assets. I would need to get an up-to-the-minute list, but it must be in the region of five or six hundred million US dollars.” He gave a shrug that was almost apologetic. “Then there are the operations. That money is very hard to assess, but it brings in maybe two billion a year.”
She leaned back in the chair. “It looks as though I am very rich, Harry.”
“What about me?”
“What about you? As I said, you didn’t kill Francisco. That was the deal, you kill Francisco, you join me as my partner.”
“So I am going to have to kill you.”
She raised her eyebrows high on her forehead. “Seriously?”
My voice was flat, without feeling. “Seriously. We had a deal. You don’t renege on a deal. He was as good as dead, and if I didn’t kill him it was because you intervened. You break your word and I’ll kill you.” I turned to Arnaldo. “Your life depends on me, pal. You tell these boys that if she dies I take over. The dope trade is mine, the numbered accounts are mine, and as for the assets, you find the way…”
Gabriella broke in. For the first time she sounded worried. “Take it easy, Harry! Take it easy. I was teasing you…”
“Don’t tease about money. And don’t mess with business. A deal is a deal. I’ll take care of you as long as you are loyal. Cross me and your life isn’t worth shit. Do we understand each other?”
She nodded. “Yes.”
“So what do I get?” She drew breath. I interrupted her. “I want him.” I pointed at Arnaldo and spoke to him. “Get in your car and get the hell out of here. Give me your card, go back to your home and I’ll call you tomorrow. Get out. Go now.”
He bobbed, bowed and left in a hurry. As he went out I pointed at the accounts and said, “Let me see those.”
She hesitated, then handed them to me. “Be careful, Harry.”
I spoke absently as I leafed through them, totaling up the sums. “Why would I start now?” I held up the sheaf. “One thousand million dollars. In Mexican terms this is chickenfeed. It should be ten times this much. With this kind of money you don’t stand a chance against Sinaloa, unless you have a real smart strategist.”
“You…”
“If you have any doubts ask Francisco and Fermin. I want half these accounts.” I picked off the ones I wanted and threw the others on the desk. “And from here on in, we go fifty-fifty on everything. Step out of line and…” I leaned across the desk at her and leered in her face, “I will kill you with my own hands, while you watch yourself die in the mirror.” I saw real fear in her eyes and knew that right then, I owned her. “Ride with the devil, sister, and the only destination is Hell.”




Nineteen

“Explain it to them.”
We were still in the late Don Francisco’s study. I had a large whisky in my hand and Gabriella had a martini with a lot of gin. The bodies had been cleaned up and loaded into the back of a Toyota truck and were now on their way to fertilize a poppy field. It seemed like a fitting end.
Now Gabriella and I had our asses up against the edge of the desk and José, Justiniano, Jesus, El Aguila, Lopez, El Indio, Oscar and Nelson were seated around the room, frowning and looking worried.
Gabriella began to speak in Spanish. My Spanish is not good, but it was good enough to understand that she was telling them there was a new order. Don Francisco was dead, she was the new head of the cartel, and I was her equal partner. We were going to have a tough time ahead bringing the other members of the cartel into line, but if they thought Don Francisco was hard and ruthless, they’d not seen nothing yet. We would be generous and abundant to our friends, but cruel, vengeful and unforgiving to anyone who crossed us. For the faithful there would be riches undreamed of, for the traitors there would be pain and suffering beyond imagining. Mexico’s days were numbered, Colombia would reign supreme once more, and this time the USA would fall on its knees before us. It was a rousing speech, if you happened to be a Colombian drug dealer with little else to look forward to in life.
As a gesture of gratitude I handed out a grand in US dollars to each of them, with a promise of ten grand each to follow the next day. I told them, through Gabriella, that this was a new dawn, a new age was beginning for all of us, and there were great things ahead.
I said it as, outside, the sky was turning blue-gray on the eastern horizon. “Get some rest,” I said. “It’s been a long day and a long night. Eleven AM I want everybody up, showered and dressed. We have a lot of business to attend to. Get your sleep now.”
They nodded, thanked me, and Justiniano, the senior remaining member of the gang, spoke to Gabriella for a moment. What I gathered was that they were worried, but they trusted her and whatever she said they would do. If she needed anything, they were there for her. She thanked him and told him the only thing she wanted from them was that they show me the same love and loyalty they showed her. He gave a small bow and they left for their bedrooms at the back of the house, beside the kitchen.
We sat in silence for a moment, then she stood and went to the chesterfield where Arnaldo had regressed to his fetal origins earlier that night. She took Fermin’s Camels with her and lit one. She inhaled deep and blew a stream of smoke at the ceiling while she observed me.
“I am a very good observer of men, Harry. I know men very well.”
“Congratulations.”
“And I can see under your hard, ruthless exterior, there is a core that is noble and honorable.”
“Are you trying to insult me?”
“Always the easy joke to avoid the truth. There is nothing wrong with honor and nobility, Harry, so long as it is not misplaced. It is just a sign of devotion. Justiniano, for example, is honorable and noble. He is devoted to me, and he will do anything, anything at all, for me.”
I sipped my whisky and sighed like she was boring me. “I put it down to your legs. They are damn fine legs.”
She ignored me and went on. “You are honorable and noble too, but where is your devotion? I think you should be devoted to the USA, or to the CIA.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand what you are doing.”
I sighed and took another pull on the whisky, like I was dowsing a fire inside me. Maybe I was.
“It’s not hard to understand, Gabriella. I’m not good at all this soul-searching bullshit. Life is what it is, there is nothing more to discover. The USA—America, the great mother that you say I should be devoted to—well, she sold me down the river. She took everything I had to give, and when I had nothing left she hung me out to dry. She betrayed me and left me for dead. When she needed me, I gave it all. I killed, I risked death, I was tortured, repeatedly, by her amongst others. But when I needed help, she turned and walked away. That has a way of taking the gloss off honor, nobility and devotion.
“The same applies to the CIA and SAC. I gave them everything they wanted and more, well beyond the call of duty. They took it, and when I needed help the line went dead. So I called Don Francisco and offered my services to him.”
She was frowning. She took a drag, followed by a sip of martini, then released the smoke through her nose. “So, would you like to explain to me, if they sold you down the line, hung you out to dry and all those other metaphors—you want to explain to me how come you have a job with SAC where you can give us all that information?”
I gave her a lopsided smile. “You want to engage that brain of yours before you open your mouth, Gabriella. SAC were supposed to get me out of St. George after the Kostas job. But they felt I’d made too much noise when I took out Gonzalo Herrera and Luis Aguilera as a bonus. I had to get off the island myself, with the cops looking for me as well as Bloque Meta and a few others. When I got to Trinidad there was a message waiting for me to the effect that I had attracted too much attention and they were invoking their right to absolute deniability. In other words, they were cutting me loose. So I went to Puerto Rico, aiming to get back to New York from there, if I could get a new passport and driver’s license. While I was there I contacted a CIA intelligence officer and sent a message through her to the brass at Langley, Virginia, that I had enough information on their unlawful assassination program to put them all behind bars for the rest of their lives. Absolute deniability goes only so far. All it takes is to connect the assassin to the contact, and the contact to the agency brass, and you have a case. Give that case to a hostile press and an opposition senator, and you have the CIA sitting in a pile of its own shit once again.”
“So they offered you a job as an intelligence officer?”
“They offered to bring me home, in the unofficial language of the trade, and give me a well-paid job at a desk. It was insult after injury, and the straw that broke the camel’s back.”
“And you decided to ally yourself to your ancient enemy.”
“You make it sound like bullshit.”
“It sounds like bullshit.”
“You want to explain to me, then, what the hell I am doing here?”
“Going undercover?”
I threw back my head and laughed out loud. “You’ve seen too many movies. When an agent goes undercover the risks are carefully studied and minimized. The risks in doing what I did were off the chart. If you hadn’t been interested in overthrowing Don Francisco I would have been dead a long time ago.”
“You owe me your life.”
“Yeah, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
“So, basically, you are telling me that what you did was an act of desperation, rage and revenge.”
I nodded. “I can be like that if I get pushed too far.”
“All right, Harry. So where do we go from here? What’s next.”
“You mean after bed and breakfast?”
She looked bored and nodded. “After bed and breakfast.”
“I go back to New York. I report to SAC headquarters at the George Bush Center, and take up my post in New York. You give me a contact and within the week I will deliver intelligence to him that will allow us to start moving on Sinaloa and opening a route through the Caribbean.”
“And if you betray us?”
“You kill me. There are too many of you for me ever to be able to get away. If you don’t get me, your successor will, and if not him, his successor.” I smiled, then laughed. “Besides, what would you do in my position? Take half a billion bucks and all the power in the world, or throw that away for the satisfaction of handing the most beautiful woman in the world over to the people who abandoned you and betrayed you?”
She crushed her cigarette, pinched it under her long, red nails, and drained her glass. “Come on,” she said, “Let’s go upstairs.”
Four hours later I showered and dressed, and packed a suitcase, and Gabriella and I went down to the waiting Bentley. Justiniano was our chauffeur, and Oscar and Nelson went ahead of us in the Land Rover. We took the Bogotá-Villavicencio road north, which eventually fed into the Avenida Boyacá. That took us across the city, to the north, where we turned into the Avenida el Dorado, which took us to the airport. We didn’t talk much. She wore heavy, black sunglasses and kept her face turned away from me, looking at the passing city.
We parked outside the Salidas gate. You were not allowed to park there, and the place was swarming with cops in brown uniforms, yellow reflective jackets and black jackboots. But they all were busy with something else, and failed to notice the Bentley and the black Land Rover. Gabriella muttered something to Justiniano about waiting for her and we both climbed out and made our way to the Colombair VIP lounge where my baggage was fast tracked onto the air taxi that was waiting for me on the tarmac.
An airport official was there to glance at my passport and guide me through security so that I was not inconvenienced. At the gate Gabriella took my arm and turned me gently to face her.
“Don’t let me down, Harry. I like you. It would hurt me a lot if you betray me.”
I smiled like I liked her too. “Don’t get sentimental on me, Gabriella. We’re on the same page, we want the same thing. It’ll work out.”
“Somebody will contact you in a few days, maybe a week. Arrange a discreet meeting…”
“I know what to do.”
“But keep a low profile.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll be discretion itself. You’ll have the first bite of information within ten days. Then we can start to move.”
“OK, darling.”
She reached up and gave me a kiss that was as cold as it was disturbing, then ran her long, red nails down my cheek and walked away. The customs official gave me a smile and a bow and led me through a maze of passages and corridors to a small office where white, double wooden doors with glass panels in them gave onto the tarmac. There a black Mercedes was waiting to take me to a Bombardier Challenger 350, and a stewardess waited at the foot of the steps to guide me to my seat and provide me with a pre-luncheon martini. I was beginning to think that maybe the life of a drugs baron might suit me after all.
Within ten minutes of boarding I had been supplied with the Washington Post and the New York Times and we were hurtling down the runway toward take-off and New York. I had finally made it, but it seemed to me, as I watched the land fall away beneath me, that instead of escaping, I was taking my prison with me. By choosing to go to Colombia, by choosing to go after Don Francisco, instead of returning to New York, when I was in Panama, I had mired myself so deeply in Bloque Meta there was now no way out. A saying from Budo came to my mind. “Do not look into the eyes of your enemy, lest you become your enemy.” Had I, in my obsessive quest to destroy the monsters that plague our world, become one of them, become a monster myself?
For a brief second I felt the need to talk to the brigadier—and the colonel. I felt a strange homesickness. I wondered if my new house on West 128th would still be there for me. I wondered to what extent Cobra had cut me out. I realized I wanted badly to come home. But there was no home to come home to, only a house, and perhaps not even that.               And however much money I had amassed in my offshore banks, I knew myself well enough to know that there were no new beginnings for me, buying a ranch in Wyoming or Texas, or settling down to write my memoirs in some sleepy coastal town in New England. I was what I was, and when the end came for me it would not be in a bed reflecting on my past. It would be sudden and final, cut down by a bullet, or a silent blade.
I ate lunch and read the papers, had another martini, and gradually the small jet flew into the dusk, as darkness crept across the northwestern hemisphere. We touched down at JFK at six PM. The passport Omar had made me in Panama got me through passport control. I found my brand new TVR Griffith in the long-term parking lot, where I had left it, and cruised through the New York evening, enjoying the feeling of being back. I avoided the obvious route along Grand Central Parkway and the John F. Kennedy Bridge. Instead I wound my way through Brooklyn and crossed via the Brooklyn Bridge, then took Madison Avenue as far as East 129th, then came back down Fifth Avenue.
All the way I was aware I was being followed by a dark Audi. It wasn’t unexpected. I figured it was probably Gabriella’s contact, keeping tabs on me and reporting back to base. Either that or the CIA had put out a BOLO on me, and passport control had alerted them. Either way, it was not unexpected.
I entered West 128th from Fifth Avenue and pulled up outside my new brownstone. I had no key, but I had a Swiss Army knife I had picked up at the airport. I had no idea whether the house had an alarm, but it didn’t much matter, because it was mine anyway. So I jammed the knife in the lock and let myself in.
There was a broad, mahogany staircase on the left of a spacious hallway. Double doors gave onto a large, comfortable living room-cum-dining room on the right. There was a fireplace, a sofa and armchairs which were expensive and eclectic. The shelves had been stocked with books and there was a silver tray on a sideboard with a bottle of the Macallan, a bottle of dry martini, and lead crystal glasses. There was a solid mahogany dining table, and six handsome chairs.
There was also absolute silence.
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I dumped my bags, poured myself a generous measure of whisky and sat on the sofa, looking around at my new home. After a moment I spoke aloud, and my voice was jarring in the silence.
“I don’t know if you can hear me. I don’t know if you’re listening. But I’m back, and we need to talk.”
Nothing happened. I sat and drank for five minutes, then carried my luggage upstairs, to explore the house and see which bedroom the brigadier had chosen for me. I had thrown my case on the bed and opened the wardrobe when the bell rang downstairs. Instinctively I checked my bedside table and was surprised to find a Fairbairn & Sykes fighting knife and a Sig Sauer P226 in the drawer. It was loaded. I slipped it in my waistband behind my back and went down the stairs to open the door.
Alice was there on the stoop. Behind her, parked in front of the TVR, was a cream Golf. There was no scarlet dress this time. She was in jeans and a leather jacket and had her hands stuffed in her pockets. She made a smile with her mouth, but her eyes looked sad.
“Hello, Harry.”
“Hi.”
“You said to look you up when you got back. Here I am.”
“How did you know I was here?”
“Let me in and I’ll show you.”
I took a moment before I stepped back. She crossed into the hall and stood looking up at me. After a moment she took the door and closed it.
“You going to keep me here in the hall, or are you going to offer me a drink and light the fire?”
I moved into the living room and she followed, closing the door as she came in.
“I have whisky or martini. Should you be drinking on duty?”
“I’m not on duty, Harry. A martini will be fine.”
She sat in one of the chairs as I poured. I handed her the drink and sat on the sofa.
“So, how did you know I was here?”
“Give me your wallet.”
She held out her hand. I reached in my jacket pocket and pulled out my wallet. She took it from me and leafed through the billfold section. From there she pulled out Roger Ambrose’s card. With great care she inserted her thumbnail in the edge and peeled it back. There, printed onto the inside of the card, was a chip. I scowled at it.
“So the CIA have known where I was since Ambrose came to my room in Panama?”
She shook her head. “No, I have known where you were. Hirsch has no idea. He is currently suspended pending an investigation into his activities in Panama.”
My scowl eased to a frown. “Are you going to testify?”
“Yes, and so are you.” I sat back and sipped my whisky. She added, “It can’t always be guns and knives, Harry. Sometimes we have to actually use the system we are protecting.”
“Is that why you’re here? To ask me to testify against Hirsch?”
“Partly, yes.”
“What’s the other part?”
“I wanted to move in when you were snatched in Panama. Hirsch went over my head and I was overruled. I requested we move in when you were taken to Colombia, but I was overruled again. It was pointed out to me that you had been taken to Don Francisco’s house, and for about three days you did not move. When you did finally move, you were escorted by Don Francisco’s wife to an air taxi and flown home.”
“So what?”
She took a deep breath and stared down into her martini. “Harry, since you did the Kostas job on St. George, people have been worried about you.”
I scowled again. “What people?”
“Just shut up,” she said mildly, “and listen. Remember Plutarch? Well take your own advice. There were those who were concerned that you were becoming too erratic, too much of a rogue, and I was detailed to keep an eye on you.”
I drew breath but she held up a finger. I closed my mouth.
“It was ironic, because the more I became convinced that you were solid, the more my reports convinced my employers that you were becoming unreliable. And then you pulled the stunt with Bloque Meta. I have to tell you, that had even me worried. Now, I am going to ask you straight—and I told you I am not on duty—this is strictly between you and me. Have you gone over to Bloque Meta?”
I laughed out loud. When I was done I shook my head. “If I had, what makes you think I would tell you? What makes you think I would be stupid enough to trust you?”
Now she scowled at me. “The fact that I helped you escape from Hirsch?”
I shook my head. “You didn’t help me escape. You set me a trap, in the hope that I would trust you and finally tell you who my damned employer was.”
“Yeah?” She gave me a look that said I was just as stupid as she thought I was. “Are you sure, Harry? Have you thought this through? Because I think the paranoia is getting the better of you. You know damn well that another week of waterboarding and you would have told me the color of your employer’s panties! Why the hell would I let you go and then send you a message when you were in Panama City, asking you to come home?”
“Come on, Alice, or Araminta or whatever the hell your name is! You were trying to get my trust! It was transparent!”
“I was not trying to get your trust! I knew already I didn’t stand a chance in hell of getting your damned trust! Nobody has that! Not even…” She stopped dead.
“Not even who?”
“Never mind. I have been aware from the start that nobody has your trust, and I sure as hell was not going to win it. That’s why I sent Roger Ambrose instead of going myself. If I had gone you would have sent me packing. Ambrose, as the benign face of the US Embassy, stood at least a chance. And if you sent him packing, at least I could track where you went and keep an eye on you.”
“You thought I’d come back to New York and you hoped I would go and report to my supposed employer.”
“No.” She stared at me for a long moment, and her eyes were still sad. “I knew you would not do that.”
“How…”
“And besides,” she interrupted me. “If that was my cunning plan, now that you have returned, why have I come here now, instead of staking you out and following your movements? Why have I been so naïve as to come and ask you, face to face, if you have gone over to Bloque Meta?”
I had no answer for her. She held my eye and I had to look away, into my whisky. I said, half to myself, “This is the price we pay for living in a world of lies, without limits or inhibitions.”
“Trust?”
I was surprised by the simplicity of the question. There was no irony, no sarcasm. I glanced at her, then nodded. “Trust.”
“It’s a vicious circle. I can tell you that you can trust me, and you can. But you will never take that risk, so you will never break the cycle.”
“I can’t.”
“I came here to tell you, you have friends. Don’t be rash, or vengeful. Don’t go to the other side, Harry. I know how much you hate them; don’t join them. Don’t become your enemy.”
The synchronicity of hearing that phrase startled me. I frowned, then shook my head.
“I have not joined them, Alice. I don’t know if you’re wearing a wire, hoping for a confession, whether I am talking to you or your case officer… I am what I am, and I am not about to change now. What I told you in Panama stands in New York. I am self-employed, I am my own boss, and I take out the targets I choose. That’s all there is.”
She smiled. It was a surprising smile. It was unaffected. Just a smile.
“OK, Harry. I understand and I believe you. What are you doing with Bloque Meta?”
“I just told you.”
“Why didn’t they kill you? Why didn’t they torture you? Why have they let you come back to New York?”
“Why would I tell you any of that?”
“Because you’re on your own and you need help.”
I shook my head. “No, I don’t.”
“Harry.” She paused, watching my face. “Please, let me be your friend.”
“There is no room, Alice. I told you. We sacrifice trust, and with it friends and family. There is no room for friendship in what we do.”
She didn’t answer for a moment. Then she put down her glass and stood up. “That’s very sad, Harry. And I’m not sure it’s worth it.” She pulled a card from her jacket pocket and placed it beside her glass. Before I could speak she said, “It’s not a bug, or a tracking device. It’s just my private number. Copy it onto a piece of paper and burn the card, if it makes you feel safer.”
She turned and left, and after a moment I heard the front door close. I stood at the window and watched her trot down the steps and climb into the Golf. She climbed behind the wheel and for a moment I saw her look at me. Then her indicator was winking and she was pulling away.
I ordered a pizza, ate it watching The Maltese Falcon and went to bed.
The next day I drove down to Virginia and spent an hour strolling around Langley Fork Park, a stone’s throw from the Central Intelligence Agency complex just off Colonial Farm Road. I had a picnic of hamburger and beer, and then drove back to New York. After that I spent four days doing nothing much. I ate out a few times, took strolls, read the paper and waited for something to happen.
It happened on Friday evening, as I was settling down on my sofa to read J.B. Priestley’s Shapes of Sleep which I had just picked up in a secondhand bookstore. My cell rang.
“Yeah?”
“Mr. Harry Bauer?” It was a man’s voice and he sounded Latino. I sat up.
“Who is this?”
“I am friend of Gabriella. She is wonder if you have some news for her.”
“Yeah. I have. You want to grab a beer somewhere?”
“I call you. I be in touch.”
The line went dead. I had a bad, prickling feeling in the back of my neck. I didn’t know why and I couldn’t put my finger on anything that he had done or said, or failed to do or say, but all my alarm bells were ringing. I went up to my room, took the Sig from my drawer, slipped it behind my back into my waistband and put the knife into my boot. Then I did a tour of the house, checking the windows and the back door. Finally I settled at the dining table to wait. I didn’t know what it was I was waiting for, but I knew it was coming.
There was no second phone call. Outside the dusk quickened into darkness. The streetlamps came on and sent dappled light through the leaves of the plane trees, making orange glints on the black glass. For a while the traffic swelled in the street outside: people returning from work, the spillage from the rush hour. Then the swell subsided. The last doors slammed closed. The last of the families shut themselves away for the night and the street grew quiet and still.
Nothing happened. No call came.
At nine fifteen a car pulled up outside. I saw the reflection of the indicator on the glass in the window. The engine died. The indicator was stilled. A door slammed. Steps on the stoop outside. And then the bell startling and loud in the silent house. I rose and went to the hall, stood beside the door and called out, “Who is it?”
A voice, muffled, female, close to the door. “Darling, let me in. It’s me, Gabriella.”
I slid the latch and opened the door. She was standing in a black fur coat, extraordinary and beautiful, with black eyes searching me. Beyond her I could see a black Mercedes with tinted windows.
She came in, put her arms around me and kissed me on the mouth. I closed the door and she clung to me.
“Take my coat, darling. Fix me a drink. It is cold in New York. This is your house? It needs a woman’s touch. You should have a maid. Will you take me out to dinner? Make me a martini, cariño.”
I fixed her a dry martini. She sat in one of the armchairs and I sat in the other, facing her. She sipped and I watched her without speaking. She said, “This house is so quiet. You are so quiet. Have you missed me, amor? I have missed you in my big bed.”
“Why are you here, Gabriella? You said you would send a contact. A man phoned a few hours ago. He said he was your friend and he was going to get in touch later. What’s going on?”
She listened till I was finished. Her eyes were hard and her face expressionless. It was a striking contrast to the words she used and the way she spoke.
“You are not happy I am here?”
“Delirious. You want to answer the question?”
“Why am I here?”
“Yes, why are you here instead of the contact?”
“Because I miss you.”
“That’s nice, what’s the other reason?”
She made a face of disgust. “I cannot understand you. For an accountant you risk your own life to save his. You are all noble sentiment and honor. But for me, you are so hard and unfeeling.”
“Gabriella, one thing I am not is stupid. You are a hard woman and a hard businesswoman. I know you didn’t fly five hours from Colombia because you miss me. Now cut the bullshit and tell me why you are here.”
She sighed. “I am nervous, darling. This is a very big risk I am taking. I want to hear from your own mouth what you have for me. Did you go for your meeting in Langley? Have you been working hard these days?”
“Yeah, I went to Langley and they confirmed my post there. I am now officially a senior CIA analyst with the Special Activities Center.”
“Then why are you in New York, Harry?”
“I work from home.”
“And what have you got for me?”
“After four days?”
“Yes, Harry. After four days what have you got for me?”
“I have an internal report on the activities of the DEA in Mexico, and the future programmed operations against Sinaloa. I have also requested files on federal and government employees who are suspected of collaborating with Sinaloa.”
She smiled, but her eyes were hard. “Oh, that’s very good. I have to tell you I am surprised, because my man here tells me that you have spent all your time walking in the park, shopping, having lunch, reading books…”
“Where are your men?”
“In the car outside.” We sat in silence, looking at each other. After a moment she shook her head. “Why, Harry? What did you hope to achieve? Was it desperation? Did you really think you could pull it off?”
I shook my head in an echo of her own gesture. “It was none of those things.”
She gave a small laugh. “Then what? You must have known that we would watch you. That it would be just a few days before we realized.”
I smiled. “You’re not thinking, Gabriella. I had been beaten to within an inch of my life. I had nearly drowned in the river. I had been warterboarded for hours. I had a serious lack of sleep. There was no way I could take you and your men on in my condition. I had to get back to New York. And you did that for me, in style.”
She spread her hands. “But my question still stands. You must have known that we would realize within days that you were a fake, and we would come for you.”
“Yes.” I nodded. “I was banking on it.”




Twenty One

“Entren ahora.” She said it in the same, flat tone of voice, as though she was talking to me. I heard the doors slam outside like gunshots, and after a moment the tramp of feet on the stoop. The door opened and they came in.  There were six of them. Justiniano was at the head of them. He had an AK47 in his hands and he was looking at me like he couldn’t wait to take me apart. Behind him was a fat guy in a red sweatshirt that had probably been clean back in the ’80s. He had an HK G28 and a knock-kneed waddle when he walked. Without the rifle he was nothing.
The other four had handguns. They looked like Glocks. They fanned out behind Justiniano and the fat guy. The one on the far left had a red bandana and T-shirt with cannabis leaves on it. The guy next to him was young, maybe eighteen or nineteen and he looked nervous, with darting black eyes and jutting knees. I figured this was his first kill and he wanted a snort before he did it. Next in line was granddad, with graying temples and a gray moustache. He had a big gut and cowboy boots. He had seen it all before and he was cool. Another dead gringo and then a Tex-Mex restaurant and an expensive whore. Life was good. The fourth guy was young too, in his twenties. He had a ponytail and a death’s head tattooed on his left arm.
Gabriella smiled at me. “How are you going to get out of this one, Harry?”
I didn’t wait for her to finish. I took one long stride. By the time I got to her the fighting knife was in my right hand, and my left hand was wrapped around her beautiful, long black hair. I twisted hard and yanked her to her feet. She screamed with pain. I turned her so she was facing Justiniano and placed the tip of the blade against the side of her neck.
“Let’s start,” I said, “by making you all understand something. Who has the most to lose here?” She didn’t answer. I could see her chest falling and rising. She was rigid with fear. “I have nothing to lose because I am effectively all but dead, right? But you? You have everything to lose.”
I jerked my head at Justiniano. “You, vena aquí!” He shook his head. I shifted the blade so it was pressing against her cheek. “You want me to give you a permanent smile? Tell him to come here.”
Her voice was shrill. She half screamed at him and he approached. His eyes were angry, affronted, terrified. He waved the rifle at me. I snarled, “Put it down!” and pressed the blade into Gabriella’s cheek so that a spot of blood appeared. She screamed, “No! No! No!” He echoed her and crouched to lay the rifle on the floor.
I said, “Come close, ven muy cerca, and turn around.” I gestured him to turn and face his pals.
He came up close so his back was touching Gabriella’s body. I yanked hard on her hair so she screamed again and I thrust forward savagely so the blade of my knife stabbed deep into the back of his neck, separating the vertebrae and severing his spinal cord. I withdrew the knife and replaced it against the side of her neck as Justiniano went quivering to his knees. That was one down and five to go, and I was clean out of tricks.
I jerked my head at the fat guy with the Heckler and Koch. “You, fatso, you speak English?”
He nodded. “Yeh.”
I gave Gabriella a savage yank again. She screamed and I put the blade to her face again. “You like your boss’s face? You think she’s beautiful?” He swallowed and nodded. “You want her to stay that way? Put your rifle on the floor, beside Justiniano. Do it now!”
He looked at Gabriela for confirmation. I pressed the blade into her cheek again and she screamed, “Hágalo! Hagan lo que dice! Por dios hágalo!”
She was telling them to do what I said, and I was beginning to feel a glimmer of hope. He came forward and laid the HK G28 beside Justiniano’s body. That was the two most dangerous weapons neutralized, and I now needed to get one of those rifles into my hands instead of the knife. That was not going to be easy. Gabriella was beginning to panic, and her boys were seeing the balance of power gradually shifting from them to me, and their eyes said they were getting real nervous.
I pushed Gabriella forward and with my foot pawed the AK47 toward me. I was just considering my next move when the young Indian guy with the ponytail changed everything. He had the cold, dead eyes of a sociopath. He stuck his arm out straight in front of him and, without a flicker of emotion in his face, he pulled the trigger and put a slug right through my right shoulder. The searing hot pain sent my tight arm into spasm and I dropped the knife. Next thing Gabriella had turned and was clawing at my face with her long, red nails. My right arm hung limp and numb by my side. I tried to fend her off with my left hand but her claws raked my face. There were voices screaming and shouting. I felt a rain of kicks and punches on my arms, my head and my body.
Hot blood ran onto my neck and down my arm and my hand. The room pitched and swung and I fell backward.
Then Gabriela was on top of me. Her nails were biting deep into my neck. Her thumbnails plunged into my throat and she started to squeeze. The five guys were in a chorus around us, jeering, shouting and clapping. I slammed my left hand into her elbow. She winced with pain and the youngster with the nervous eyes grabbed my knife from the floor and, laughing hysterically, handed it to Gabriella. Her eyes lit up with lust and she thrust the long blade down toward my face. I grabbed her wrist with my left hand and she leaned all her weight on my arm, forcing the knife down and screaming at me.
“You are going to die! You are going to die and I am going to drink your blood, you son of a whore!”
There was a noise, a loud smack. Then there was a loud crackle, like fireworks going off, and suddenly her boys were staggering, staring and falling. Gabriella made a sound like, “Uh?” and turned to look. Her weight was taken off the knife for half a second, but it was all I needed. I rammed the Fairbairn & Sykes home through her ribs and deep into the void where her heart should have been.
She jerked, spasmed, and stared at me in astonishment. Then her eyes glazed and she tilted sideways and fell. I fell back, struggling against the pain in my shoulder, and the dark unconsciousness that kept trying to overwhelm me. A face swam into view. It was Alice. She was frowning.
“I called the ambulance. They’re on their way. Hang in there. It doesn’t look life threatening.”
I growled, “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Yeah, I’m glad to see you too. The brigadier and the colonel gave me the go-ahead. So I came back to tell you…”
I frowned at her, then the blackness closed in and I was gone.




Epilogue

There was a watery sun casting long shadows across a very green lawn among a coppery light. Clouds that looked as though they had bean beaten with a whisk hung high and motionless in a mild blue sky. There was a chink of china as the colonel poured tea from a Delft teapot into delicate china cups. She was in her blue suit, and her blouse looked very white. Her string of pearls sat nicely against her throat.
The brigadier had a silver flask in his hand and was adding what he called a “snifter” of whisky to the tea, “To liven it up a dash.” I allowed him to add a “snifter” to mine.
Alice shook her head and told him her tea was quite lively enough.
“What I don’t understand,” said the colonel, as she handed me my cup and I took it with my left hand, “is why you went to Colombia in the first place, and having got there, why you entered into this bizarre contract with Gabriella.”
I sipped my tea and nodded at the brigadier. “Lively,” I said, and then to the colonel, “It’s actually very logical. I knew that the CIA and Bloque Meta were not going to stop coming, unless I stopped them. I was pretty sure I had sold the self-employed story to the Company,” I glanced at Alice and she nodded, “but Bloque Meta were going to be harder to stop. So I decided to go to them and take out Francisco Cejudo and his brass. I had no documents at the time, so the easiest way was to have them come and get me. I knew they wanted information, so my best plan was to offer them a permanent source of information.”
Alice added, “You had the story you had sold Hirsch fresh in your mind, so you just elaborated it for Don Francisco, and then for Gabriella.”
The colonel shook her head. “But, how did you hope to finish it?”
“I never expected Gabriella to come so soon. I knew she’d be watching me, that was obvious. But I expected to feed her contact information for a while, gain her confidence, and then have her come over with her senior lieutenants and then take them all out at once. But I guess I screwed up on that one. She got suspicious and came after me.” I drained my cup. “Now I have some questions.”
The brigadier nodded. “Of course you have.”
I turned to Alice. “Why the hell didn’t you give me proof that you were with Cobra right from the start? You played it deliberately to make me believe you were CIA and trying to pump me.”
“I am CIA, and I was trying to pump you. I am an intelligence analyst with the Company, but I moonlight with Cobra because I believe in what Cobra does. It also allows me to feed intel to Cobra when necessary.”
The colonel interrupted. “It was my fault, Harry. You had me worried. You have been increasingly reckless, and your actions on St. George were frankly insane. I asked Araminta—Alice to you—to test you.” She must have seen the expression on my face because her cheeks colored. “I am sorry, Harry, but nobody is beyond investigation—not even the brigadier or me. I was worried that you might do something crazy. So I had her put you to the test and try to get something out of you about Cobra.”
I raised an eyebrow at Alice. “Well you did a damn good job.”
She winked at me. “Fortunately you are as obstinate as you are insane.”
The colonel glanced at the brigadier. “I have to say that Buddy never doubted you for a second. But then, when you went to Colombia, none of us could make head or tail of what you were doing. Buddy said he was certain you had gone to kill them, but even he…”
She turned to him and he laughed. “I thought you’d taken leave of your senses, frankly. But you proved your worth, Harry. Extraordinary job.”
I smiled at the colonel. “And not one shot and not a single explosion.”
She sighed and rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. Alice leaned forward. “When I went to see you in New York, I had to make one last try at making you break. You didn’t, and I really wanted to prove to you that I was with Cobra, but I had no authorization. So I went and spoke to the colonel and the brigadier, and they authorized it. It was a good job they did, or we might not be having this conversation right now.”
I arched an eyebrow at her. “What makes you say that?”
“Well, Gabriella was sitting astride you, holding a knife to your throat, you had a bullet through your right shoulder and you were surrounded by five Colombian gangsters. Even you, Harry…”
I snorted. “You came in and shot those guys before I had a chance to get at them.” I wagged my left finger at her. “I had them at a serious disadvantage right then.”
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One



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