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PART ONE:

 


BIG CAT

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


The man dove from the dock into deep blue
Aegean water and stayed down so long that Levent thought he might
be in trouble. It was a relief when the pale form began to move
beneath the surface, springing toward the middle of the bay in a
series of strong rhythmic kicks. He was twenty-five meters from the
pier when his bodyguard dove into the water after him.

The bodyguard would catch the older man,
though they were both good athletes. Military, of course.
Intelligence, Levent knew. The old man—his name was Tolga and he
was in his sixties—was one of the few operatives who was given
lifetime protection. For the things he had done, the Kurds would
kill him on sight. Some Arabs, too. Only the Israelis and Americans
approved of the mayhem that was synonymous with his career in the
service. They may have put up the money for the bodyguard. This
government certainly would not.

“What did you say you
do?”

Levent looked at the bearded man across the
table. An Italian named Federico, he had spoken in English. “I’m an
off-line consultant,” said Levent. “In Istanbul.”

Federico nodded as if he understood. Levent
did not usually tell civilians he was a police inspector in one of
the world’s largest cities. That often made them ill at ease. It
sometimes made them disappear.

“So far,” said Federico,
using his eyebrows forcefully, “I haven’t met one person in Bodrum
who’s from Bodrum. Everyone’s from Istanbul.”

“In summer, yes,” said the
third man at the table, a Turk named Turan. “It’s a colony, and it
was founded by people from the mother city to draw more people from
the mother city. Istanbul is such a big busy place. If you want to
see your friends, you have to come to Bodrum in high
season.”

“So they’re not here for
the water,” said Federico. “Seems a shame. Offshore or down deep
it’s some of the best I’ve seen.”

“Certainly they come for
the water,” said Turan. “There always has to be an excuse for
social occasions.”

Was that true? Did it matter? They were
making conversation, and Turan was a gifted talker with a fine
raconteur’s voice who wore his head of gray-black hair like a
crown. He had an enormous house outside the city that rode the
mountain like a crown, and that was only one of his places of
resort.

Levent was out of his social order when on
vacation and into the web of connections his wife kept like a
dowry. He had let her choose their place, a comfortable,
close-to-the-sea rental, but they always agreed on Bodrum. The
place had kept him and Emine coming back almost every year since
they were married. It was the finest summer resort in the world,
they liked to think—a mountain desert surrounded by water. And the
water at Bitez was the best of the best.

“The whole thing started
when Jevat Shakir was exiled here during the forties,” said Turan,
who had gotten into the rhythm of his story. “He was the son of a
well-known family from Istanbul—a family of artists—who was sent
down to Bodrum for shooting his father.”

“Dead?” asked
Federico.

“Of course,” said Turan.
“It doesn’t seem useful to do less if you’ve made up your
mind.”

“Actually,” said Levent,
“the father had taken Jevat’s wife as his mistress. She was an
Italian, by the way.”

“Understandable,” said
Federico. “A bit extreme.”

Turan looked at Levent either with
disapproval or as an oracle. “I hadn’t heard that part of the
story.”

“Well, it provides what’s
lacking,” said Levent. “Motivation.”

“It doesn’t really
matter,” said Turan, smoothing his way into the newest version of
the tale like a salesman. “He was a great man. A writer. He made
Bodrum what it is today. All those eucalyptus trees we see on the
road to Marmaris—the ones that sucked up the swamps and made the
place what it is—Jevat had them planted. He invented the Blue
Cruises that all the tourists enjoy so much. It wouldn’t be an
exaggeration to say that practically everything we love about
Bodrum is his legacy.”

“But it doesn’t seem like
a great punishment,” said Federico. “Being exiled to the finest
part of the country for patricide.”

“It wasn’t like that
then,” said Turan. “Bodrum was such a damned dead place in those
days. A fishing village. If you wanted to be rid of someone, this
was as good an exile as there was. What you see now is pure
sophistication. The Turkish Riviera.”

“An overbuilt Riviera,”
said Levent.

Turan looked at Levent as if he did not like
being contradicted, even in casual conversation. His eyes turned
from dark brown to the lack of light. He got to his feet abruptly,
turning to the back of his chair and the mask and fins he had left
to dry.

“I’m going in the water
and toward the point,” he said. “Anyone join me?”

Levent shook his head definitely no.

“I’m coming,” said
Federico. “Never go alone, they say, and if possible, with an
expert.”

Levent watched them gather their equipment
and walk up the plank-set waterside to the other end of the dock
closest to the point. Each carried a spear gun. Hunters for the
tribe. The Good Life tribe. It would nice if they managed a catch
as fine as the first—an octopus of generous size gotten not a
hundred meters off the dock. They had hired a boy to beat the
creature forty times against the stones at the bottom of the beach
to prevent the meat from toughening. It had not. Levent thought it
was the best lunch he had in some time after the octopus was
prepared by the chef at the cafe. That fellow was from Istanbul,
too.

The Inspector of Police, Istanbul Homicide,
moved from the table where he sat to the rows of chaise lounges
crowding the head of the dock. On one of the first in the line, his
wife lay. Hers was a highly ritualized encounter with nature,
following Helios in its movements through the cloudless sky with
the speed of a sundial.

“We might have some fish
for dinner if those two get lucky.”

Emine accepted the comment as if they had
been talking for hours. She sat up, looking over the breasts that
were so young, though she was not quite. Her black hair was done up
in a bandanna of dark green and gold, shading her eyes as she
searched the shore until she found Federico and Turan. Her eyes
held as the two men tumbled from the edge of the pier into the
water.

“I’m not sure luck is the
word,” said Emine. “I’ve heard tell that Turan was once the best
diver in these parts.”

“In Bodrum?”

“The Aegean,” she said.
“The Mediterranean, too, if you believe the gossip.”

“Seems like an odd skill
for an industrialist to have.”

“He wasn’t always so
urbane,” said Emine in her story voice. “In the old days when
Bodrum had one paved road, Turan was the captain of a working
vessel. After he taught the locals all they needed to know about
fishing and diving, he went on to greater things.”

“The word of his
friends.”

“And local
legend.”

“Put those two together
and it might settle somewhere north of the truth.”

“You’re skeptical,” she
said. “I might be, too, if he wasn’t so rich.”

“Stories always gather
around that much money,” said Levent. “The dirtiest ones are often
the truest.”

“I defer to your
expertise,” she said. “In the meantime, see to your cell phone. It
rang a few minutes ago.”

Levent did not like that. He was on vacation
and the only calls to his number should be social. Emine always
came by those first, so there should be nothing on his machine’s
mind.

“You’re sure it rang?” he
asked.

“Why don’t you look?” she
said. “There can’t be two phones on this coast that ring out Benny
and the Jets.”

Not likely. Levent dug his phone from the
white beach bag. Yes, a call came up on the screen of his
Samsung.

An unknown number. That was the best or the
worst. And there was seldom a best in his business.

 


* * *

 


It was the worst—the call had come from the
Chief. Levent would have recognized his number anywhere, even in a
dark dreamless sleep, but the call had not come from the office
phone of the most devious man he had ever known. Nor was it from
the cell phone of the most powerful man in the Istanbul police
department. The Chief had a new one, it seemed. The old one had
disappeared. Or been stolen.

“Left it on the damned
table at Mister Chips, just like any citizen does,” he said,
referring to a well-known bar and gambling den. “Got up to go to
the toilet and when I returned it was gone.”

“Unbelievable,
sir.”

“It’s an unbelievable
nuisance,” he said. “And it took a lot of ass. Everyone at that
table knew who I was. Everyone in the whole damned place. This is
as bad as stealing the imam’s master CD for the Call to Prayer.
It’s worse, because when I find that bastard, his balls are the
only thing he’ll have left. He might not want them back in that
condition, though.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t
arrest everyone there, sir.”

“The thought occurred to
me,” he said. “But I decided that I shouldn’t commit the Minister
of the Interior, the Deputy Mayor of the city, and my
brother-in-law to the same jail cell.”

“Perhaps only the last,
sir.”

“That would have been the
least safe,” he said. “You don’t know my wife well.”

“Hardly at
all.”

The Chief cleared his throat, creating space
for the unpleasantness he was sure to announce. “Enough of my
problems,” he said without meaning it. “I understand you’re at
Bodrum.”

“Yes, sir. And enjoying my
time away from the job.”

“But I know you, Onur. Two
days in the sun is the limit before boredom sets in. So I’ve
arranged to pass something of interest your way.”

“That isn’t necessary,
sir.”

“I’ll be the judge of
what’s necessary,” he said. “That’s my job. Yours is to listen. An
hour ago I took a call from the commandant of Jandarma down your
way. I’d have been on the phone sooner if I hadn’t had to look up
your number through my secretary. He’s a good man, the commandant,
met him at a conference in Ankara last year, but real crime is
something he isn’t comfortable with. This one has an odor.
Apparently, a man was attacked in daylight yesterday in the parking
lot of a convenience store. He was set on fire and burnt to toast
inside his car.”

“I hadn’t heard anything
like that, sir.”

“You wouldn’t,” said the
Chief. “It’s a serious crime in a prime tourist area. I don’t have
to say more. Before they send all the English packing for
Manchester, they’ll deny that anything took place. A bad carburator
or something. So the investigation has to be kept under tight
control. Nothing goes to the press and nothing for the hotel staff
to gossip about. This kebab never happened.”

“I understand,
sir.”

“I know you do, Inspector.
You’ll get to the bottom of this and do it without attracting
attention. I’ve guaranteed the commandant that. The man is at a
loss, never having dealt with anything more serious than honor
killings.”

“His name,
sir?”

“How do you expect me to
know that?” said the Chief. “He has one. I gave him yours so he’ll
be able to nod politely when you present yourself. You’ll be sure
to do that right away, Inspector.”

Levent let a long moment pass before he
answered. “Yes, sir.”

“This is a favor to me,
Onur. You know I honor my debts.”

Levent knew nothing of the kind. He might
have known the opposite if pressed. But there was no refusing the
Chief, or the Minister of Tourism, who was probably on the other
line. The only problem was how Levent would present this to
Emine.

“I’ll let you know how
things come around, sir.”

“You’ll let me know when
you’ve done the job,” he said. “This case is out of our
jurisdiction, and out of my mind as of this moment.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


The crime was also outside the jurisdiction
of the Bodrum city police. That was the reason the Jandarma had
gotten the case. They were the state police who took care of all
the districts, rural and suburban, that were too small to maintain
a force of their own. A sensational murder was outside their normal
run of mayhem. A kebab was unusual anywhere outside Iraq.

Due to the population boom on the peninsula,
the Jandarma probably should have been replaced by a regular police
force, but Bodrum was a series of peninsulas within the larger one,
scattering in crooked fingers with small towns sitting on them.
This Jandarma headquarters stood like a white fortress at the top
of the hill twenty kilometers from the city, the driveway ending at
the iron gates of the compound.

The guard on duty was a private, but he had
the combat boots and green beret that all the Jandarma wore, as if
they were special forces. That was true in the east, where the
Jandarma were the first line of defense against civilian crime, and
the guerrilla forces that Kurdish terrorists, the PKK, kept in the
field. Since Levent’s only experience with a man being burnt in a
car had involved a terrorist bombing, his mind went in that
direction. He knew he should curb the feeling. The facts came
first.

“The car was released to
the Bodrum City Police to see if their forensics can find
anything,” said the commandant of the station. “They’re aware of
the priority and should be back to us today with preliminary
findings.”

Levent, who had taken a plastic chair that
looked like a slice of melon, did his best to come to the facts
slowly. The commandant’s name—the one the Chief had never
spoken—was Metin, which meant solid, strong, and contradicted
nothing about him. He was a thick block of a man, not tall or fat
but filling every angle of his uniform. His calm brown eyes were
the last thing anyone would notice, which was their mistake.
Well-spoken and a university graduate, he was glad to have
assistance from outside his command while surrendering none of his
authority inside his headquarters.

“The crime was committed
yesterday, I understand,” said Levent. “At about what
time?”

“Five in the afternoon,”
said the commandant. “The car was parked in the side lot of the
store and only the cars of some of the staff were there. No one saw
a thing, though some people had to pass through the store around
that time.”

“Have you questioned
everyone with a view of the parking lot?”

“The surrounding area,
yes,” he said. “The road has steady traffic, but it’s not like a
city street. Between five and five-fifteen any number of cars
passed on the road. Fifty or a hundred vehicles
probably.”

“Nothing from
them?”

“Nothing except the man
who stopped to say that a car was afire in the parking lot,” said
the commandant. “The clerk at the register had no idea. Looking
back, he thought he might have smelled smoke and heard a small
explosion. But he was inside all that time, seeing to some
customers and stacking a delivery that had come in half an hour
before.”

It was not likely that the man who lit the
torch would bother to report his crime, or that the clerk was
involved. The man should have noticed something, however.

“Did the clerk recognize
the victim?”

“The identification wasn’t
easy,” said the commandant with distaste that rode his hairless
upper lip. “The body was badly burnt. Even the face was completely
charred. But the clerk was sure because of the shoes he’d seen in
the store. They were new and white. Deck shoes. They turned several
different colors with the fire, but he recognized them. They were a
good brand, so he probably fancied them. Most people here wear
sandals in summer.”

Levent waited as one of the commandant’s
subordinates came with the tea service. The private with the slick
sleeve was well trained, waiting patiently at the door until the
commandant noticed his presence. One nod brought him into the room
with grave haste. Discipline and hierarchy were the hallmark of the
Jandarma as courtesy and a welcome of tea was the hallmark of this
land.

“Metin, with those deck
shoes, do you think the victim could have been a
sailor?”

The commandant agreed with a nod. “I have
some of my men checking the marinas downtown and in this area. But
there are a lot of boats in the summer. Not only the ones that hook
up at marinas, but others that put in to any of the coves. We have
a lot of those on the peninsula.”

Not an infinite number, but plenty. Three
major marinas, several minor ones, and fifteen or twenty coves by
Levent’s count, which could have been light. One of the first
things he would do was find a good map. The tourist never knew an
area like geodesic survey did.

“Had the clerk seen the
victim in his store before yesterday?”

“He said no. I couldn’t
find a reason to doubt him. He was cooperative and embarrassed by
all that happened. He seemed to think he should have noticed a
serious blaze in his parking lot.”

“Did you run a check on
him?”

The commandant’s reaction told better than
words. His deep chest seemed to take a physical blow. “No,
Inspector.”

“Do,” said Levent. “I like
to think I’d notice a car afire on my watch. I might even have
heard a scream from a man who was being burnt alive.”

“Yes,” said the
commandant, scrawling a note to the subordinate who stood outside
the door on duty. The man entered the room, took the note from his
superior and walked away down the hall. Almost before he
disappeared, another subordinate replaced him at the
door.

“It did seem odd,
Inspector. I asked forensics to have a look at the body to see if
the victim was dead before the fire started.”

“That should tell us
something one way or the other,” said Levent. “It would be good if
they find out how the fire started.”

“We may know something
about that already,” said the commandant. “We found the gas cap on
the ground ten meters from the car. It had been attached to the car
by a fastener and probably was blown off when the fire reached the
tank. There was a boom. Not Hollywood grade, but a definite
noise.”

That was odd. If the killer had finished his
victim, and afterward taken the time to wick a fire from the gas
tank, he was a confident operator. He did not seem concerned that
he might be interrupted at his work, or perhaps he counted on luck.
In that case, he was an amateur. A bold one.

“What kind of
car?”

“A Mercedes,” said the
commandant. “It wasn’t new before the fire took it the rest of the
way. Six years. Silver gray. We couldn’t even read the plates.
Forensics should have that soon.”

“So we have some time,”
said Levent. “Do you think the same clerk will be on duty at the
store today?”

“I don’t know,” he said.
“But we have his number.”

“Tell him we’ll meet him
at the store if he’s not there already.”

“Of course.”

 


* * *

 


They drove down to the main road, Levent
following in his car as several men piled into the large van that
the Jandarma used for everything but social functions. They were
all heavily armed with pistols and automatic rifles, including a
young sergeant with a specialist’s patch. What he specialized in
should become clear in time.

The store was part of a Turkish chain that
ran nationwide. It sat close to the road with several parking
spaces in front for quick ins and outs. Why the victim had parked
around the side was unclear, but it might have been to get his car
out of the sun. The side lot took some shade from the overhang of
the building.

The blackened and weirdly scorched area stood
three parking places in from the front of the store. It had been a
hell of a blaze that left holographic images on the concrete wall
five meters away. The local fire department had responded with an
array of vehicles, but were hampered as always by the lack of
hydrants. He was not sure any existed in the whole country, but the
firemen had put down enough chemicals to drench the area in a very
bad smell.

The flames had been so intense that several
lumps of congealed plastic fused to the asphalt pavement. Levent
tapped the biggest one with the toe of his shoe. Nothing budged,
but a glint of metal within the blob caught his eye. He bent down
to look closely and slowly pried the lump loose.

A curious fragment, a piece of metal with
notches or slots. It had a slight concave curve, and somehow seemed
familiar.

“What do you suppose this
belonged to?”

Metin bent down to look. He stayed down as if
he had something to add. “It could be a piece of windshield wiper,”
he said. “A headlight wiper. The car had one if I recall, hanging
from the left front headlight. I don’t think they make them any
longer, but some of the older models came loaded from the factory
like that.”

For an expensive car, Mercedeses were common
in Turkey, so anything that made it less common was a gift. A small
one. Levent placed the fragment in one of the plastic bags he
always carried. Why he should have carried it on his vacation made
a case for prescience or stupidity.

“Let’s go now and talk to
the clerk.”

 


* * *

 


He was a man on the near side of middle-age
with blue trousers that hung down to mid-calf, as if he was a
seagoing sort, too. Levent did not think that likely. The clerk was
short and bent at the shoulders, but it was less a matter of height
than the sad crouch of a domestic. He had grown a brush mustache of
the kind that had carried the Turkish nation from the wastelands of
Central Asia without one frozen lip in the tribe. Otherwise, he
seemed modern, even to the Chicago Bulls T-shirt. They had not done
well in the playoffs. Levent’s team, the Celtics, had taken the
crown.

“Are you certain you’d
never seen this man in the store before?”

“Not that I remember,”
said the clerk in a wary voice. “But I’m not the only man at this
register. Or woman, either. We have four clerks for the
shifts.”

“Was there anything about
him that you’d call memorable?”

“The look in his eye,”
said the clerk. “You see it when you go any place you’re not
wanted. They stand at the door. They only let the pretty girls or
the money in.”

“He looked like a
bouncer?”

“He looked like one who
got old in the saddle. I don’t know if they all do. He was about
fifty or a little more.”

“Do you remember why he
stopped in?” asked Levent. “What did he buy?”

“Cigarettes,” he said. “He
took a pocket lighter, too, one of the plastics on the counter
there. I’d hate to think I sold him the murder weapon.”

“Probably not,” said
Levent, turning to the commandant. “You didn’t find a sales receipt
in the car, did you?”

“Paper,” said Metin. “Not
a chance.”

“What about the sales
receipt from your register?” said Levent, turning back to the
clerk. “You should have it in your back tapes.”

“God knows,” he said.
“That was yesterday. I’d have to dig it out of the bin.”

“We can wait,” said
Levent. “Check now, please.”

The clerk went unwillingly but with
determination after he looked at Levent’s face. He opened a small
cardboard box from behind the counter. It was lucky that the tape
had not already been sent to headquarters in Istanbul, where all
the garbage landed. Levent saw that Metin was not quite sure of the
reason for the request.

“It’s useful to establish
time of death as close as possible. The tape should tell us exactly
when he left the store.”

The commandant smiled. “That’s very good,
Inspector. I’m making a list of the things I should have done.”

“They’re the things time
on the job makes automatic,” said Levent. “I wish I’d made a list
when I started at homicide.”

“I’m going to say I
believe you for now.”

Make that forever, thought Levent, and call
it a start. The principle was the same no matter what vector the
case took. If a time of death was needed, the investigator had
better look around for things that told time. Machines did that
best.

“I’ve got it,” said the
clerk, coming up from his crouch. He held the roll of tape out by
both hands and moved it onto the counter. “Cigarettes and a
lighter.”

Levent bent down for a close look.
Cigarettes, a lighter—and something called a Magnum. That sounded
promising.

“What’s the last item
mean?”

“Magnum’s a chockolat
bar,” said the clerk. “Frozen. I’m guessing, but I don’t think they
do well in that kind of fire.”

No, but there was one surprise on the
receipt. The commandant said that the fire started around five, but
the machine reported that the victim had still been inside the
store at 5:11. Add another minute to get out the door to his car
and an indeterminate length of time before the fire was spotted. So
time of death could not have been much before 5:15. Possibly
later.

That meant nothing yet, but certainly could.
Levent passed out the front door of the store, following the path
the victim should have taken yesterday if he had gone in the
logical way that he should have.

The heat that replaced the air-conditioning
was staggering. It seemed to draw Levent into it with the false
promise that it could not grow worse. The highway that passed by
planed like a boat in the heat, rising slightly higher than the
front of the store. The buildings on the other side of the road
were higher still. Yes, this had been a hill before man leveled it
to his liking.

To the left stood a marble factory store with
slabs of product—bright white and probably local stone—displayed in
the front yard. The store should have been open at five
yesterday.

“I suppose you spoke to
the people at the marble shop?”

“Yes, but the owner saw
nothing,” said the commandant. “He was out back storing his best
travertine in the shed. The rest of the marble isn’t worth the
trouble of moving every night, so he leaves it outside.”

Levent was sure the man knew his market. He
was not so sure of the next business in the dusty line on the other
side of the road. It was a large gasoline station that stood
opposite the convenience store at a vaguely convex angle. The gas
pumps and service area were so far to the right that it would have
been impossible to see anything in the side parking lot of the
store.

But directly across the street, three large
tanker trucks were parked. They must be used for local deliveries
of the oil products that were becoming more precious by the day.
One hundred dollars a barrel. One-thirty. Almost certain to make
one-fifty. The tankers should be valuable even if they were not
fully loaded. Levent bet they were protected.

“You spoke to the people
at the filling station?”

“Yes,” said the
commandant. “They were aware of the fire, but late noticing it. One
of the men from the pumps ran over to help, but thought better of
sticking his head into the flames.”

“They weren’t in the best
position to observe,” said Levent. “Or help once the fire began.
But it might be different where the tankers are parked. How many
were sitting out yesterday?”

“The same number,” said
the commandant. “Three. I’m sure.”

“So several tankers are a
constant,” said Levent. “I’d like to know how far management goes
to protect its investment.”

“What are you
thinking?”

Levent shrugged. “A surveillance camera?”

Metin tried to hide his embarrassment again.
“I didn’t ask. They didn’t volunteer. The only men around late
yesterday were the ones at the pumps. And they may not know they’re
being watched.”

“Given the price of oil,
we should find out how well the station is equipped. It seems like
a new installation.”

“It is.”

Metin motioned for the Jandarma with the
specialist’s patch to join them, and they walked across the hot
dusty road. Levent followed, stopping every few paces to look back
at the parking lot at the side of the building where the victim
died. He could see the area clearly all the way to the other side
of the road.

As they came near the tankers, Levent noticed
for the first time the little building standing behind a row of
freshly planted evergreens. Midway between the tankers and the
service area, it was almost secreted there.

“The manager’s office,”
said Metin as he stepped up and knocked at the door.

The man who opened the door was obviously in
charge of the station, though he wore no uniform and clearly would
have been uncomfortable in one. Just above six feet tall and fifty
years old, the strong foundation of his face welcomed the advance
of age from deep eye sockets and brown eyes that seemed sunk in the
bed of the earth. Their look changed from cross at having been
interrupted to accommodating as he considered the commandant and
his entourage.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “May
I help you?”

“Commandant Comert,
Jandarma,” he said. “I’m afraid we didn’t have a chance to meet
yesterday.”

“Fazil Gazi,” said the
man, putting his hand forward for a brisk shake. “I’m the manager
of this station. Please, come in.”

The commandant made the introductions as the
three visitors filed into a wide one-room building. Twin desks
stood east and west, as if maintenance of the station required
those numbers. Certificates of competence lined the walls, along
with photographs enumerating the important career points of
management and the details of their lives. That included the
declining beauty of their wives and a gaudy circumcision portrait
of someone’s son. Also a portrait of Ataturk in evening dress. A
good sign. It meant the man was secular in his leanings. That
sometimes helped.

“Tea?” he
asked.

“Of course,” said
Levent.

The manager rang up his service with pleasure
as his guests took seats before his desk. Levent’s eyes searched
the photos and gewgaws before settling on a large console on the
wall between the two desks. Like all the furnishings, it was well
made. Levent was sure something important was housed inside.

“I’m sure you know about
the incident that took place yesterday across the street,” said the
commandant. “The fire.”

“Of course I was told,”
said the manager, running his fingers across the hairline that
formed a fine widow’s peak. “Terrible business. And terrible for
business. I don’t know what this country is coming to when things
like this happen in a public place in broad daylight. I’ve been
living in Bodrum for thirty years and don’t ever recall anything
like it.”

Levent found the man’s emphasis correct. He
seemed to lament the state of affairs under the current Islamic
government. The breakdown of order had advanced at a record pace,
fueled by the empowerment of their supporters—the poor.
Unfortunately, what the poor often felt empowered to do was
criminal.

“Have you had much trouble
at this station?” asked Levent. “Say, with theft or
vandalism?”

“I suppose we’re lucky our
customers don’t have much choice,” said the manager. “When they
look at their gas gauge, they know it’s time to get off the road.
Most of the trouble we’ve had has been pilfering from the fast food
racks. This station stays open until ten o’clock every evening, and
we keep three men on duty. It helps.”

“What about the evenings?”
asked Levent. “Has the station been broken into?”

“Once,” he said. “But we
caught the thieves on our camera.”

“Your surveillance
camera?”

“Yes, indeed,” he said as
if proud to be current. “We have a full array, as all the new
stations do. We called the Jandarma at once—not your station,
commandant, but the other up the road—and they ran those shameful
bastards down in good order. The same day, in fact. That kind of
news travels fast among criminals. We haven’t had any trouble
since, except for some midnight raids on our tankers.”

“You’re talking about the
tankers down at this end of the lot,” said Levent. “Are they
usually filled with oil?”

“Always some,” he said.
“The thieves can’t steal the trucks because they’re immobilized,
but they were siphoning off oil late in the evenings. It was a
clumsy business that made for some difficult repairs until we
installed a camera to cover that part of the lot. We haven’t had
any trouble since.”

“The camera,” said Levent.
“It should have a partial view of the convenience store across the
street, shouldn’t it?”

“At long range,” he said,
drawing his hands apart. “I’m not sure you could find anything to
use from the tapes.”

The tapes. Of course they should keep them,
at least for a while. A day might be all that Levent needed. Even a
camera at long range could provide a record. It should be something
like a sales receipt in that it kept time.

So they went to the console as the tea
service came through the door. The large wooden leaves of the
cabinet opened to reveal a surprising number of monitors. Three
rows. Nine in all. Levent found out how the sergeant got his
specialist’s patch in the Jandarma when the young man took the
equipment in hand. With no help from the manager, he dialed through
the tapes until he arrived in digital numerals near the correct
time on the preceding day.

Eight of the monitors were focused too
narrowly on the busy front of the station, but one returned
something like the view that Levent wanted. The camera, mounted
high on the fence, rotated through a semi-circle of nearly one
hundred and eighty degrees, taking in the right side of the
gasoline station. Basically, that was the tanker view, but as the
camera swung to zero and back again to the tankers, the road beyond
the station could be seen. The front parking lot of the convenience
store and the apron of the side lot came into view between the slow
rotations.

Levent could see at once that no significant
detail would be gotten from the crime scene three parking spaces
deep in the side lot. The range was too great and several
obstructions at the front of the station intervened. A small tree
at the side of the store that he had not noticed seemed to spread
its dusty leaves for the sole purpose of obscuring the camera
eye.

But the road was visible periodically, and
the sergeant stopped moving through the tape when the read-out on
the screen said: 5:06.

“I’ll run it five minutes
preceding the event and five after,” he said, as he worked the
backward and forward arrows. “We can’t count on accurate clock-time
from these read-outs.”

The sergeant moved forward with real speed
but not in real time. Nothing passed on the road for the first two
minutes except two cars. Neither stopped. Neither slowed.

At three minutes, a silver Mercedes pulled
from the road into the front parking lot. The driver seemed to
hesitate, driving slowly past two empty spots in front before
cruising to the side of the store. He was visible as he entered the
side lot, and then, damn it, he disappeared. That meant what
happened to him later, after he left the store, would not be part
of the record either.

Levent’s luck worsened when the camera swung
from the road to a tighter focus on the tankers. If another car
followed the Mercedes into the lot, he would miss it.

He almost did. Nearly ten seconds passed as
the camera swung away, and he did not see the man exit the Mercedes
or walk to the store. But he saw the rear of a second car enter the
side lot. It passed out of sight as the Mercedes had. Levent had no
means of identification except to note that the car was dark
green.

“Back it up,” he said to
the sergeant. “Run the sequence again.”

The sergeant-technician rewound the tape
until he reached the beginning of the sequence where the Mercedes
appeared.

Unfortunately, the repeat of the tape was no
help. The Mercedes passed. The camera rotated. When it came back to
the scene, the rear of the green car moved out of sight into the
lot around the side. If anyone got out of the car, he did not show
himself for the camera.

“If it matters,” said the
commandant, “both cars came from the direction of
Yalikavak.”

Yalikavak was the only town close to the
scene of the crime. It was almost too much to think they could
narrow the investigation to that area.

“Run the rest
now.”

It was nervous work watching the tape,
especially during the periods when the camera swung away to the
tankers. The periods seemed to lengthen even as the machine that
performed the functions measured out the same interval. At no time
when the camera returned to a frontal view did Levent see a sign of
another human being in the side lot. The only thing that he thought
he saw—then became sure of—was a startled flight of small
birds—starlings probably—that rose in a small cloud from the back
of the lot and quickly vanished into the continuation of the hill
behind the store. Had they reacted to a movement? A sudden
noise?

Then he saw the man. The dead man.

It was no more than a glimpse that lasted a
second, but he was the only thing moving toward the side lot. He
wore new white shoes.

Levent waited. He saw nothing more for the
longest time. He did not know if they were seconds or minutes.

All he had to do to find the time that had
elapsed was look at the numbers on the screen. He found he could
not. Although Levent was an experienced investigator whose soul had
been confiscated by his work years ago, he felt the emotion in his
body. A man would die in that lot. A man would die soon. There was
no way to shout a warning into the past, but everything in Levent
wanted to.

The man was probably dead already. He had
walked into the lot at 5:12 bearing on 5:13, not in a great hurry
but not dawdling. Though it was hard to judge size from the angle
of the monitor and the distance, the victim was not a small man.
Broad-shouldered with a tight mound of belly, he was at least six
feet from the ground and possibly more. Bouncer material. It would
not have been easy to bring him down in a head-to-head
confrontation. But an ambush, yes.

Any man, yes.

At exactly 5:18, like a breath of an angel,
Levent saw a plume of pale light jet from within the parking lot.
He would not have known it was fire without this window from the
future. Coming within the heat of the day, the greater heat seemed
to glow like a faint gas.

Suddenly, a green car crashed from the lot,
digging into the asphalt as it mounted to the level of the road.
The killer was no longer cool. Smoke followed his car, first black
and then white, as if more than one thing were changing states.

Peugeot,” said the commandant. “It’s a dark
green Peugeot.”

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Finding a green Peugeot on the peninsula did
not seem difficult unless someone was intent on hiding. If that
were true, the advantages changed to disadvantages.

The job would have been much easier if the
license plate had been visible, but the distance and camera angle
were bad. The angle would have been best after the Peugeot turned
onto the road, but the camera had swung away to the tankers just
then. Nothing could be seen of the driver or any passengers.

So they went with what they had. The sergeant
specialist took the tape and left the station. He would send it to
Ankara to see if the images could be enhanced to a point where they
were good enough for identification. The commandant sent word to
his men in the field, and to all other posts in the area, to be on
the alert for a dark green Peugeot. It was a two-year-old model.
The commandant was sure because his cousin in Adana had one like
it.

They might get lucky. The man who did his
killing in the vicinity of a filling station with surveillance
cameras was not the definition of a professional. Everything the
killer had done to this point indicated he was a man on a mission
that was less business than personal.

Levent made a right turn from the service
station to the marble shop that lay next along the road. He spent
some time talking to the owner, who had been on duty the day
before, but he added nothing substantial to the take. Serpil Pepe,
a man with one brown eye lost to his work in stone, had become
aware of the fire belatedly. Of a Peugeot in any color, he knew
nothing.

“If it was me killing a
man,” he said with an eastern accent, “I’d have stolen a car. You
could have done it right there in that lot for all the trouble
they’ve had.”

“Trouble?” said Levent.
“What kind?”

“Break-ins—more than you
can count,” he said as if he had counted all of them. “Didn’t you
see the sign posted in the lot? ‘Don’t leave anything in your car
if you want to see it again. We can’t be held
responsible’.”

Levent had seen what might have been a sign
that was badly scorched by the fire. But it did seem the Jandarma
should have known about criminal events that were common.

“You mean Commandant
Comert keeps busy at that store?”

“I think most of the
complaints went to the other Jandarma station,” he said. “We’ve got
two around here, but there might be none for all the good they do.
There’s any number of people, you know, they come out of the store
with their little bags of things they just had to have before they
shit themselves, and they see the broken glass where their back
window used to be, and they just throw up their hands. They don’t
report it, especially if nothing much was taken.”

“What’s usually
taken?”

“I’d say whatever is in
their beach bags. These bandits aren’t much for soggy bathing
suits. They’re usually looking for cameras or cell phones. You can
find a market for those on any street corner.”

If he stayed in this dusty marble yard for
long, Levent might find out where the stolen goods were fenced. The
trail might lead to one of Pepe’s relatives or his enemies, if that
was what Levent wanted. But he would rather have a watcher on this
road—the main route from Yalikavak to the city of Bodrum. There was
no telling how bold, or careless, the killer might be.

“You’re outside the shop a
lot,” said Levent. “I’d like you to keep your eyes open for a dark
green Peugeot on this road. It’ll be two years old and probably
have a man at the wheel. You’ll do that for me, won’t
you?”

“This is the killer we’re
talking about?”

“He’s a suspect right now.
I’d like to move him to a more permanent position on the board with
your help.”

“A position on the board,”
said Serpil. “You make it sound like a game.”

“It’s not like that for
him, I’m sure,” said Levent. “Let’s just say that I sometimes enjoy
the chase.”

Serpil looked closely at the card Levent
handed him, moving his lips. “Istanbul,” he said. “It comes here
every summer, but never quite like this.”

“The second number is my
cellular,” said Levent. “That works everywhere.”

 


* * *

 


Not long after Levent left the marble
shop—when he was about to turn onto the dirt and wishful concrete
road that led to the Jandarma station at the top of the hill—his
cell phone rang in his pocket. He might have hoped for a quick
report from the marble shop, but Levent was not disappointed to
hear the commandant’s voice.

“We had word from
forensics on the license plates,” he said after a brief nod at
pleasantry. “I can give you the complete plate, but the relevant
numbers are the first two. Forty-eight. That’s Mugla district and
Bodrum. The car is registered to a Nadir Panter. We have his
current address as Konak 3, Number 420.”

“Where’s that?”

“It’s on the mountainside
behind downtown Bodrum. I can pick you up and guide you in if you
like.”

“I’ll find it,” said
Levent. “But we should have a locksmith ready to get us into the
place. Panter doesn’t have to be married or living with anyone. I
don’t like breaking down doors in an empty home.”

“I’ll have a locksmith
meet us there,” said the commandant. “There are a couple on
twenty-four hour call.”

Levent turned around and headed down the road
that led into the city of Bodrum. It would have been wrong to call
the place a city at most times, but to the Greeks or Romans or
Byzantines, Bodrum had been known as Halicarnassus, an important
place. After the Turkish conquest, it reverted to its original
purpose as a fishing village for several hundred years. Now it was
a question of where the city limits of Bodrum came to an end, or if
they ended at all.

The entry into the town was one long glide
down the mountains through country that was arid but not
unattractive, with glimpses of the bluest sea on earth opening up
at every point of elevation. Levent barely noticed anything but the
traffic, which also had not existed before mass tourism struck with
soft hammer blows. From six kilometers outside the city, the sides
of the roads were crowded with shops selling prefabricated mosaics,
slabs of marble and granite, outdoor furniture, pottery, and every
quick-stop notion for summer people. Even this long way from the
center, roadside inns, restaurants and nightclubs had
proliferated.

Levent would soon know Panter’s part in this
sprawl. He did not think the man had come by his silver Mercedes as
a bouncer, though his name might be meaningful. Panter meant big
cat. A panther. Though names often meant nothing, his grandfather
had chosen it as his symbol when the Republic demanded he should
have a last name for the tax rolls. Why that one? Because he had
admired the fierceness of the beast? Because that was the name of
the village where he had been born? Because that was the way he
behaved? All those things?

Levent passed the turn-off to Bitez, where
his wife waited for his return. She was used to waiting for her
police husband, but not on the vacation she prized so much. The
look she had given Levent said he had better return for dinner. It
was almost six o’clock. That gave him three hours until the late
meal they always had in the south. He was damned if he did not make
it on time.

He turned off at the
fourth light and climbed the hill into the development that had
spawned from dry hills where there had recently been no vegetation
or water. The units were painted white to conform with the
architecture that had characterized old Bodrum. Near the middle of
the hill stood the third site. That word, which came from the
French, would have been citee
before Turkish claimed it. Number 420 was one of
the last units on the left along a vehicle-crammed
street.

Levent was lucky to have arrived at the place
before the others. That brought him the last parking space. 420 was
on the second floor—the top floor—that was draped in red
bougainville. Everyone had a piece of the sun in Bodrum as,
eventually, the sun took a piece of them.

Levent had no answer to his knock at the door
of 420. The sound seemed to echo, as if to say that no one had been
here for a while. For a day at least.

Then he heard the others climbing the stairs.
First, he had heard the squeal of the Jandarma van as it braked to
a stop in the street below. Now the boots climbed the steps and the
commandant’s voice sounded strong.

“You must have broken the
speed limit coming here, Inspector.”

“Just a bit.”

“No one home?”

“No one who answers the
door.”

“We met the locksmith
coming up the hill,” said the commandant, passing his hand to an
anonymous man who followed two Jandarma onto the stoop, crowding it
completely. “He’ll have us in quickly.”

Levent stepped back, bumping one of the
privates onto the stairs, as the locksmith, a tiny man with a
week’s growth of gray beard, moved to the door. He took out his
tools and knelt to the lock with the total attention of a man who
knew that he was earning credit with the police.

“I received another call
from forensics as we drove in,” said the commandant in a tone that
titled at the end. “They have results on the fire, some quite
strange.”

“How so?”

“They’re good these days
at determining the causes of fires,” he said. “They can recognize
almost any accelerant used to start a fire. There’s never more than
one apparently.”

“Are you saying they found
multiple accelerants?”

“Multiple meaning two.”
The commandant took his notebook from his pocket, flipping through
his hurried scrawl. “There are several common chemicals that can
cause a fire to jump into a blaze, and that was true in this case.
Petroleum derivatives were used. The gasoline family. The car
seemed to be doused in gasoline, and the gas tank was wicked with a
long length of gauze-like material. The killer didn’t want to take
a chance on Mister Panter’s survival.”

That’s clear,” said Levent. “But he chose a
flamboyant way of disposing of the victim. A bullet in the head
would have done the job with much less trouble.”

“We know what caused the
blaze, and we can assume the killer brought the goods along with
him,” said the commandant. “At least he doesn’t appear to have
stopped at the station across the street on a whim. He knew what he
wanted to do and how to do it.”

“It isn’t something most
people couldn’t manage.”

The commandant put his notebook away, as if
what he was about to say had settled to depth in his mind. “Yes,
but before the victim went up in the blaze, he’d been doused in
ethyl alcohol, too. You know, the drinking kind.”

“He was soaked in
liquor first?”

“That’s the way it
looks.”

If so, the killing was overkill. Why set a
man on fire twice? Why did the killer expose himself to danger by
repeating an unnecessary act that consumed time in a public place
where he might be seen by anyone? It seemed as if he was sending a
message. To whom? To say what?

“What kind of liquor was
it?”

“They don’t know yet,”
said the commandant. “But they think they can pin it down soon. It
wasn’t beer or wine or any mild spirit. It had to be a concentrated
amount of a strong alcohol. Since they’re Turks, they’re betting on
raki.”

That was fifty percent alcohol and easy to
get. Nothing was easier to get than raki. “So he doused the victim
in alcohol, then lit him up. He did this before setting the car
afire. Is that the way they have it?”

“I’m sure they have it
more complicated, but yes. That’s it.”

“And the man sat passively
while the killer did this,” said Levent. “A big man who would not
be easy to put down.”

“He was hit on the head
with a blunt instrument first,” said the commandant. “It might even
have been a raki bottle.”

 


* * *

 


Levent wanted to think the victim was
unconscious when he was set afire—and not simply immobilized.
Watching. As personalized murder went, this was an example of
calculated fury. Panter must have done something extraordinarily
foul to have come upon an end like that. What kind of man had he
been?

Levent hoped to find out when the locksmith
pushed the door open and stepped aside to let the police pass. The
commandant entered first, coming into the foyer briskly, in a
business-like crouch, so Levent was surprised when that calm
professional stopped and said, “Would you look at this world of
shit?”

People sometimes said shit when they meant
chaos. The apartment had been ransacked by someone who enjoyed his
work and worked fast. Even the kitchen on the left by the door had
been searched, the pots and pans, the dishes and dry goods, and the
frozen food from the freezer. The last was truly messy. Puddles of
melted fluids had run down the counters and the fronts of the white
cabinets—red for beef, green for pistachio ice cream, and dark
brown for the chocolate bars that were called Magnum.

The rest of the rooms were as chaotic but
less liquid. The apartment was laid out on slightly descending
levels, three steps to the living and sleeping rooms, and another
short step to the balcony. The last was a generous space with
hanging plants that could have held twenty people. The view over
Bodrum with dusk coming was hallucinatory. The tight squat spaces
of the city center, the palms of the seaside boulevard, the tall
masts and spars in the harbor, and the great castle that reached
into the bay, rose like the misty presence of the past.

Levent waited as the commandant’s men sorted
paper, books and clothing into coherent piles. In doing so, they
cleared space in the study where filing cabinets, a drawer filled
with file folders, and a computer were placed.

It was the work area of a man who took some
of his work home. While Levent fired up the computer, he took a
look at one file folder that said DenizKum Insaat.

Sea Sand Construction.

Sand Sea Construction, reverse order, was
more Turkish. The name still didn’t make sense, though it was
reasonably nautical. Several other folders were marked with the
same company name, enough to indicate that Nadir Panter had been an
employee.

Correction: he was more. On a letter below
his signature near the bottom of the page was his title. General
Manager. Although Levent was aware that titles were given out like
baskets of fruit in many firms, Panter could not be an underling at
this one. A general manager was considerably more than a
bouncer.

But construction was an area where a man of
no special skill could fit in. Physical strength might have put him
in the company at a menial position until seniority made him more.
That route was common in Turkey.

Levent read the letter dated three weeks ago.
Even before he reached the end of the page, it was clear that
DenizKum was responding to pressure from another firm called
Kanatli Beton. Winged Concrete. That name did not make sense
either, but the bill that was presented to DenizKum by Kanatli had
not been paid. General Manager Panter had countered their demands
with controlled aggression. He noted several instances where
Kanatli Beton had supplied less concrete than they had promised at
higher prices than they had quoted. Payment, therefore, would not
be rendered until all outstanding issues were resolved.

Feuds like this were common in business and
often led to lawsuits when nothing was resolved. What seemed
uncommon was the number of unpaid bills presented to DenizKum.
Levent scanned four letters and found that half repeated similar
arguments to various firms in the area.

Pressure was not simply being applied to the
firm. It seemed to have come from every direction—a kitchen
appliance firm, window installers, and the plumbers, too. All had
bills that were not being paid. All the firms were being put off
with complaints about the quality of their work.

Panter’s business was in trouble. Levent was
aware that he had found motivation for murder. He looked through
the folder until the end and found three more bills being put off.
The list of suspects who might turn violent was probably longer
than that. If any had Mafia connections, the likelihood increased.
In Istanbul, the usual Mafia response was a bullet in each leg. A
tardy general manager of construction could find that the reminders
were directed at his knees. Incineration, well, that was a twist,
and not a smart one. How could a kebab pay back his debt?

Levent sat down at the computer. It had the
new system, Vista, which meant that nothing could be seen. The
password box was busily taking Levent’s guesses and kicking them
back without remorse when Metin came into the room and sat in the
chair beside the desk.

“Any luck?”

“Mine’s better than Mister
Panter’s,” said Levent. “His company, DenizKum, appears to be under
financial strain.”

“Could be.”

One thing Levent understood in his short
acquaintance with the commandant. He was not a man for
possibilities. He knew something about DenizKum and not from their
press releases.

“Metin, are you trying to
tell me something about this company?”

The commandant sat back in
the chair and tapped his nose with the index fingers of both hands,
as if summoning up his information through a bad smell. “What I
know is that DenizKum has been building a large site over by Gumushluk. It’s one of
those newer kinds where you can look at the deep blue sea from deep
inside the swimming pool. The common swimming pool, that is. They
built a lot of units quite a way back from the shore, as if
distance from real water was what their clients wanted. All the
units are for sale, but even with the real estate boom they’ve had
trouble moving them. At least that’s what I heard.”

“What kind of problems do
they have?”

The commandant shrugged,
but not like an accountant. “I imagine they’re the same problems
most of these companies have. They sell their units to people
without a deed. In other words, they hand the customer a paper that
says he has the right to occupy one-fiftieth or one-hundredth part
of the site. The
paper doesn’t bother to say which part of the fraction is theirs
and which is someone else’s. They don’t find out that they haven’t
been assigned a specific unit until later—about the time they
decide to put their place on the market to sell.”

“It’s the same in
Istanbul,” said Levent. “But if all the construction firms here do
it, why is this one having so many problems?”

“That I can’t tell you,”
he said. “If you get into the computer, maybe you can look at their
books. Tomorrow, we’ll run down to their office and make noises
with the staff. The office is on the main street through
town.”

“That could be an
interesting visit.”

“Let’s try to make it
one.”

The commandant left to see one of his men,
who called with a question about the bathroom. Levent returned to
the password screen without having any luck. Only by accident did
he realize that Panter’s computer used an English keyboard. A lot
of people in Bodrum spoke English if they worked in tourism or
related industries.

They usually did not speak or write English
well, but Levent decided to try variations in that language for the
password. He had punched in four or five alternatives when he
thought that he might go with a simple translation of the firm’s
name.

Sandsea as it might be spoken from Turkish
came to nothing. But seasand as it was spoken in English brought
results. The password box vanished to be replaced by a wallpaper
picture of a woman. Young. Much younger than Panter. And
attractive.

It would be useful to know who she was, but
Levent found no reference to her anywhere on the hard drive. The
correspondence directory told him no more than he had learned from
the file folders. Some of the letters were identical, printed by
the HP on the sideboard.

The spreadsheets were different. They
contained a host of numbers that might be interpreted if he had the
time to decipher them. And the expertise to know which were real
and which were kept for the government.

Levent had better luck with the email, which
opened with the password reversed. Turkish grammatical order.
Sandsea. One message led to the Web site of a Turkish bank that was
also bookmarked. The screen name and password had stupidly been
committed to the machine’s memory. When Levent hit Return, the
account opened instantly.

Like most Turks, Panter had little use for a
checking account in a country where checks were refused by
everyone. He did, however, have a savings account that was a find.
This man, whose firm was being dunned by half the businesses in the
district, had a lot of money put away. The total was upwards of two
million lira.

About two million dollars, a portion of which
was denominated in dollars. Had Panter done so well in his life he
managed to put aside that much money from his pay? Even if he was a
partner in the business, that much?

There was another way for him to grow rich.
He could have been skimming from the company and salting the theft
away over a period of time. In that case, the people he cheated
would have been motivated to see to his end.

Those people might have been his friends, or
business associates, or both. The killing, after all, seemed like a
personal matter.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Levent made it back for dinner without much
time to spare, though he had been wise enough to keep in touch with
Emine during the day. He had even made one request—for an
invitation—that should turn the evening more interesting. That was
more than he usually contributed to their social life.

The evening was not likely
to be less interesting than the rest of the afternoon at
Konak Site.
Levent had gone through the rest of computer without finding much
except for a hint of the identity of the wallpaper woman. She was
almost certainly the Skype contact known as Istanbullu24. Her place
of origin was obvious, and the number might have been her
age.

Canvassing the neighborhood to try to track
the man who ransacked the apartment did not turn up much. No one
had seen a stranger anywhere near Unit 420. The woman who shared
the parking in Panter’s cluster unit said that yesterday in the
evening she had seen a car parked in Panter’s space. She did not
remember the make or color and would not have noticed the car at
all except that she had gotten so accustomed to seeing the silver
Mercedes in front of the jacaranda tree.

The car could have belonged to the killer,
who had certainly been here less than a day ago. The commandant
left one of his sergeants at Panter’s apartment to make sure the
man did not return to see what he had missed. The sergeant could
also accept calls from anyone not aware of Panter’s death. The most
likely prospect had him taking heat from people demanding money of
DenizKum. If a contractor existed anywhere in the area who did not
have a complaint, Levent would be surprised.

“So your business caught
up with you down here?”

Levent smiled across the dinner table at
Zekeriya Tek, a man with thick white hair so closely cropped to his
skull that it was like the down of a bird. A seagull, perhaps. He
was a friend of two decades, first known in Istanbul where he ran a
business restoring homes. Twelve years ago, he had moved to Bodrum
to recreate a similar business in a sunnier place. As was often the
case, timing was the thing that mattered. Tek’s company thrived,
riding the building boom in the area. Other men might know more
about that business here, but not many.

“I’m consulting and trying
not to break a sweat,” said Levent. “The Jandarma has a problem
with a man who died before his time. In fact, he went to hell
before his time. He was in the building trades, by the way. You
might know him. Nadir Panter was the general manager of a
construction company.”

“The name doesn’t sound
familiar,” said Tek, sipping his raki from a tall thin glass. He
was one of the few men Levent had known who drank raki straight.
More remarkable, he never let the fifty percent go to his
head.

“If you could ask around,
the name might become more familiar,” said Levent. “Anything
concerning Panter or DenizKum Insaat would be a help.”

Tek nodded as if he would say more. Though he
was a good friend, and they always met for dinner when they were in
the south, Tek had arrived tonight on short notice. Emine never
seemed to have problems with refusals even when they were last
minute requests by her husband. Tek’s wife Eser was one of her best
friends here.

“DenizKum’s a
different story,” said Tek, shrugging the eyebrows that were also
white and cropped. “I went out to their site twice. South Beach, they call
it, as if you have to be careful not to take a wrong turn at
Disneyland. There’s no way I could forget that place. The first
time out they wanted an estimate on what I could bring their
kitchens in for. I gave them three prices for three grades of
cabinet work and appliances, starting with what they should do and
getting down to what they might do if they were cheating their
customers blind. That’s the way estimates are given here, if you
want to know. But they showed no interest, even with the last
estimate. It was clear I was out of touch with their reality. I
went away thinking they didn’t have a grip of any kind of reality
that I knew of.”

“So they were cutting
corners,” said Levent. “I gathered that from what I’ve learned
about the company. I hope it’s not typical of construction in
Bodrum.”

“Actually, I think those
goons are from Istanbul,” said Tek. “Came down in a pickup truck
with the company’s name stenciled on the doors. The first time it
rained, everything washed off, including the logo.”

“I didn’t think it rained
here in the summer,” said Emine lightly. “You’re exaggerating
again, Zekeriya.”

“They brought the rain
with them,” said Tek, favoring Emine as he liked very much to do.
“It was winter, if I recall, and the rain kept on for forty days
and nights. I swear I never believed in karma until then. When I do
business with people, I don’t pass judgment. There’s no profit in
it. But every once in a while you come across something that makes
you think that hidden laws exist. No, God doesn’t care if we make
ten million or fifteen. He lets us buy the pickup truck on easy
credit and get together all the things to start up in business even
if we have no idea of what we’re doing. He gives us the rope to
hang ourselves, so to speak. All this is prelude and brings me to
my second visit to South Beach.”

“I recall there was a
second,” said Emine, who knew how much her husband wanted to hear
Tek’s story. “I admire your courage.”

“It almost took more than
I have,” said Tek, who had begun to enjoy himself enormously. “They
wanted me to look at their bathrooms that time with redesigning
them in mind. There were about sixty units in all, and I remember
when I looked at the things they’d put up and called bathrooms, I
kept thinking—times sixty. Lord. It would take the rest of my life
to do the job. I don’t know who they hired for the original design,
but he must have been a peasant with a vengeful turn of mind. I
mean, they had the space to make good bathrooms. Plenty. But on the
left side, they put up cabinets and a long counter that exhausted
two-thirds of the room. That left the shower cabinet with no space
at all—or let’s say enough for a coffin. You couldn’t turn around
in it. You couldn’t hang a soap dish without the risk of impaling
people on it.”

“I was told they were
having trouble selling the units,” said Levent. “It’s
understandable from what I’m hearing.”

“Only another peasant
would buy one of those places,” said Tek with the disgust of a man
who was used to dealing with the best materials and designs. “Every
damned thing there is plastic. It looks fine from a distance, at
least as long as it’s new, but when you move up close you become
aware that the enamel on your teeth is reacting in a very bad way
with the glossy surfaces. It’s as if a natural surface can’t
coexist with something so unnatural. The tile is something for the
books if you’re writing horror stories. If you struck a tuning
fork, the cabinets would shatter to the core. There’d be nothing
left but a heap of petroleum distillates on the floor.”

Levent regretted that image presented to him
at the dinner table. He could still see the small headlight wiper
that he had pulled from a heap of petroleum distillates. A Mercedes
should have melted down in a better way.

“I think it’s a good thing
you didn’t take on that job,” said Levent. “From what I can see, a
lot of contractors who worked for DenizKum are having a hell of
time getting paid.”

“Those people aren’t the
only ones in Bodrum backing out on their contractors,” said Tek.
“But they might be the worst.”

“Well, there’s always the
law,” said Levent. “The contractors will be bringing suits shortly
if they follow through on their threats. We could see bankruptcy
all around for DenizKum. It should make quite a pile of paper. And
quite a stench.”

“Stench,” said Tek
gleefully. “That’s what I remember. I don’t know how I could have
forgotten. There was a stench in those bathrooms that I’d never
come near to in my life before. The smell wasn’t shit, you
understand. That would have been too natural. It came up from the
drain in the floor like a protest from deep in the earth. If they
opened Adolph Hitler’s tomb, a smell like that would find its way
out.”

“Hitler doesn’t have a
tomb,” said Eser. Tek’s wife was a good cook, good company, and the
sometime editor of her husband’s errors. “There’s no monument, no
marker, nothing.”

“Damned shame for my
story,” said Tek. “But you get the idea. Only bad people can create
an ungodly smell like that.”

“I believe you,” said
Levent. “Something tells me the stench from this company will be
with us for a while.”

“They’re born from nature
like all of us, but this kind, they go stinking back to the source
even before they’re dead.” Tek took a long drink that finished the
last of his raki. “They fuck up the business for everyone else,
too.”

 



PART TWO:

 


DEEP STATE

 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


Levent awoke early when the bay was utterly
calm, like a darkly silvered mirror. He took his two slices of
toast and coffee to the balcony. What came to him was a view of
sublime Aegean waters hemmed by hills that had changed forever.
Fifteen years ago the surrounding hills were as beautiful as the
sea. Tangerine groves flowed down the slopes into the valleys and
almost to the shore in shades of deep green spiced with bright
color. Bitez had once been called Agachli—Full of Trees.

Idly, he counted another
concrete site that had been built since last year. Nearly every year Levent
made the same count, wondering not when the march of progress would
stop but when it would be called by a better name. He did not know
the name—greed, degradation, the rites of pollution—but he could
not deny that everyone was entitled to a slice of heaven. Not all
people were like the Inspector of Homicide, a man who liked to
rent; who liked to leave no trace of his passage; who liked not to
own even when owning was wise.

When his cell phone rang, Levent grabbed it
quickly off the table. Benny and the Jets was not for everyone,
especially Emine in the morning. She liked to sleep late on her
vacation, maintaining with some reason that Levent preferred to
brood by himself until the caffeine took over.

Levent recognized the familiar name that
appeared on his screen. “Erol, good morning.”

Detective Erol Akbay, Istanbul Homicide,
coughed on his first cigarette of the day. “Boss, I ran this man
you asked me about last night. Ready with a pencil?”

Levent liked Erol for several reasons, not
the least his lack of sentimentality. He did not want to know about
the weather in Bodrum, which was constant and good; nor did he ask
after his superior’s well-being, which he assumed was constant if
not good; and he never wasted time on anything that he had been
assigned.

“I have a pen in my hand,”
said Levent. “Go ahead.”

“This man Panter,” said
Erol with what was almost a laugh. “You told me he was dead. Well,
I can confirm that he doesn’t exist. He never existed from what I
can see. He has no record with us or anyone else in the country and
owns no real estate anywhere that shows. He was put on this earth
with a set of keys to a Mercedes and nothing else. In other words,
he’s a Turk.”

“I don’t need notes for
that, Erol.”

“I’m done saving you
ink, Boss. What comes next will move you out of your lounge chair
fast. You seem to have stepped into something ugly here. Nadir
Panter isn’t a man so much as an alias. There’s no record of his
real name or even if he has one. He only appears twice in the
records, but when he does it’s as spooky as things get in this
country. What I mean is, he wears his dick outside his pants.
He’s Derin Devlet for sure.”

Derin Devlet. The Deep State. It was the name
the media had given to what they called the shadow government that
operated behind Turkey’s public government. They were never known
by their names, but sometimes by their aliases. Something had
turned up that put Nadir Panter in the light.

“I’m listening,
Erol.”

“First you said ‘shit,’
Boss. I heard you. But don’t worry. I went outside to make the
call. This is a clean phone.”

“No phone is clean
enough,” said Levent. “So now you can give me the really bad
news.”

Erol made a strange nonverbal sound that
seemed to preface an explanation. “You remember the Turk they
caught running drugs in England a few years ago?” he said. “Hard
drugs in big quantities. It was more than enough to keep their
soccer hooligans quiet until the next match. Well, this man had
some fruity English name like Reginald, but his last name was
Okbash. The British nailed him through phony buyers, and they were
waiting with cuffs when his men made deliveries of the product. No
way out for Reginald, it seemed.”

“I do remember something
like that,” said Levent. “Tell me again what happened to
him.”

“They let him out on bail,
thinking he couldn’t go far without a passport,” said Erol. “I
guess the British think in straight lines—A to B. They don’t
understand our alphabet. It turns out that Reginald somehow got his
hands on a passport—very official—and walked out of the country
without waving goodbye. They stamped his passport like they do all
the tourists. Now the clever detective would know the name on the
passport he walked out of the country with.”

“Nadir Panter.”

“You win, Boss, along with
some sharp fellows in the British media. They got wind of the
customs walk-through. A couple of days later they came out with
screaming headlines and even printed the name in the paper. You
have to imagine the noise they made. The Pink Panter was the best
thing they said. There was a lot of stuff about heavy breathers,
too.”

The connections between drug running and the
Deep State were constant and not unusual. Criminal enterprises
needed a ready supply of cash to enable their operations. Enable.
That was a nice way of putting it.

“But you said you came
across the alias twice,” said Levent. “Was it earlier or later the
second time?”

“Later.”

“It doesn’t seem like a
good idea to use an identity that’s already been compromised.
Especially when the British press know it.”

“It might have something
to do with arrogance,” said Erol with the harshness in his voice
that appeared when he looked up and saw only dark space in the
bureaucracy above him. “Or carelessness. You know these DDs are
connected high up. When they started out under another name, they
were protected by the CIA because they were such fine communist
killers. Later, they were protected by our military because they
were such fine Kurd killers. No matter how many drugs they run,
they make sure to spread the money around. They’re confident they
can find someone with the juice to bail them out. It doesn’t matter
how dumb they are. To prove it, I’ll tell you that an identity card
in the name of Nadir Panter was one of the things us cops found
when we made the very first Ergenekon raid.”

That was a well-known event. The Istanbul
police after a long investigation had broken a conspiracy that
specialized in political assassinations. Some of the right-wing
extremists who made up the Ergenekon group were interrogated and
jailed. The Islamic government was relieved because some of the
group’s activities pointed toward a coup d’etat.

“I see the thread in this,
Erol.”

“It’s the kind you don’t
want to pull on hard or the Sunday suit falls apart,” he said. “But
I did my duty, as requested. I don’t know what you’re going to do
with this. I’ve been in touch with London and asked them to send
scans of Reginald’s prints and what he used to have for a face.
They said they would.”

“I’m going to say thanks
with reservations.”

“You always keep something
in reserve, Boss. This time you might need more than you think.
You’re going up against legends. They’re covered with slime and
they stink like hell, but they’re bigger than life. Your
size.”

“Goodbye, Erol. Send the
London information to the Jandarma.”

“Glad to
oblige.”

 


* * *

 


Levent did not like being depressed when he
brooded. A human torch was disturbing, but the Deep State was
worse. Any group that had sanction for murder was a homicide
inspector’s nightmare. Under different names they had been doing
exactly that since the early days of the Cold War. They had gone by
many names—Gladio, Grey Wolves, Counter-Guerillas—but the names
were variations on the same theme. These were Turkish patriots who
killed anyone who was not a Turkish patriot.

Of course, they controlled the definition.
Foreigners were not Turkish patriots. Minorities like Kurds and
Armenians were not. Anyone who criticized a tremendously imperfect
state was not a Turkish patriot, which meant that newsmen, as well
as the rest of the media and arts, were always under suspicion and
liable for assassination. And yes, there was a list.

The worst thing was that they were tolerated.
The military used the Deep State to do things that they legally
could not. Politicians fed off the drug money that the groups
provided. Almost anyone could be corrupted by the elixir of
patriotism and black money. The police, who were usually
conservative and sympathetic to nationalists, could be co-opted to
the cause or to silence.

Adolph Hitler’s tomb was not in his own
country.

It was here.

 


* * *

 


“Mind if I do the questioning?”

Levent asked that of the commandant, who sat
in the front seat. Metin had consented to ride in the nimble Honda
that Levent had driven from Istanbul. Even he saw the disadvantages
of rolling into DenizKum Insaat with outriders in a paramilitary
van. If he regarded Levent’s request as a process of emasculation,
he did not show it.

“I’ll pay close attention
to your technique, Inspector. This is a chance to learn that
doesn’t come along often.”

Levent said nothing. He had told Metin
nothing of the Deep State vector in this investigation. Although it
was not much more than a rumor, Levent was sure it would grow to be
more. The Jandarma were the most right-wing of all the police
forces, and the most sympathetic to sanctioned kills. Feeling the
commandant out about these matters would be a gradual process that
might never come to a good end.

Levent pulled into the parking lot of a small
building on the wide boulevard. It was the main road in what might
be called Bodrum New Town, and it ran along the upper part of the
hill as the feeder route through the city. The two-story building
set slightly back from the road was one of the older units that had
been put up perhaps ten years ago. DenizKum Insaat occupied half
and the other half was a real estate agency. Had either paid their
rent?

The DenizKum office was dominated by a
gigantic idealized portrait of South Beach (“For Those Who Have
Arrived”). It wrapped the back wall through two corners,
superimposing the swimming pool and clubhouse at odd angles.
Several desks were spread liberally with advertising brochures and
promotions—except one desk near the door that gave space to a
middle-aged woman.

The nameplate on her desk said that her name
was Pinar Seles. She was overweight, but not terribly so. Her eyes
were blue but nothing like the sea, yet they seemed alert and
intelligent. Surprised by her visitors, she rose from her chair to
greet the commandant in full appreciation of his uniform.

“Welcome, sir,” she said
in a voice much smaller than her size. “What can I do to help
you?”

“We’d like to ask you some
questions,” said Levent, moving her attention toward him. “They
concern the death of Nadir Panter.”

Clearly, she had no idea that a key member of
her firm had died. She took hold of the chair that stood in front
of her desk as if bad weather had suddenly come up. “Mister
Panter,” she said. “He’s . . . dead?”

“Murdered.” Levent
directed her into the chair that she still held to. “We’re
conducting an investigation into the circumstances surrounding the
murder. When was the last time you saw him?”

She fell into a long count, as if distancing
herself from the question. Her eyes took a sheen that could have
been grief—or calculation. “Why, I haven’t seen him in two days,
though I called his house,” she said. “He was in the office
Wednesday.”

“The day he died,” said
Levent, like an accusation. “Was it a special day? How did he act?
Did he say anything to you that indicated he was upset?”

“Upset,” she said. “Mister
Panter?”

A poor choice of words. If Panter was the
thug he seemed to be, he had plenty of experience hiding his
emotions. Showing them would have been unnatural.

“Did he seem worried about
anything?”

“No,” she said. “Not that
I could see.”

“Perhaps he was
distracted,” asked Levent. “Or forgetful.”

“I don’t think
so.”

“Did you notice him making
uncharacteristic mistakes?”

She almost offered a quick
no, but held back. “There may have been one thing,” she said. “In
the afternoon, Mister Panter told me to fetch the client and
visitors books for South Beach. The client book is the list of
people who bought units at the site. The visitors book is a list of
people who stopped at the site
and left us their names. Mister Panter gave me
the name to look up, telling me he wanted to find it. I scanned the
books, but found nothing about this man. He apparently never came
to South Beach even on a virtual tour.”

“And that was an unusual
mistake for Mister Panter to make?”

“It wasn’t a large
mistake,” said Pinar. “But not many units have been sold at South
Beach—not a third of the site—even after prices were reduced.
Mister Panter should have known most of the names of the buyers by
heart. The visitors less so. All I’m saying is he wouldn’t normally
do something like that.”

“What was the name he gave
you to look up?”

“Varan,” she said. “You
know, like the tourist company. I thought the name was Turkish
because of that, but Mister Panter said no, it’s
French.”

“Have you sold many units
to foreigners?”

“No, sir. Two or three. To
my knowledge they were all English. That’s what mostly comes to
Bodrum, and that’s why I thought it odd.”

“What did Mister Panter
say when you told him the name was not on the list?”

“He didn’t seem
surprised,” she said. “He shrugged and said he wanted to check to
see if it was there.”

“And that was all he
said?”

“Yes.”

The lapse, if that’s what it was, did not
seem like much. Levent made a note of the name, but only because it
could be foreign. Out of character for Bodrum and Panter made it in
character for homicide.

“One thing in all this
surprises me, Pinar. I don’t see how Mister Panter, as the general
manager of the company, could be as calm as he seemed with all the
creditors he had to face.”

Pinar looked at Levent as if trying to judge
how much he really knew. “I wasn’t involved in financial matters
here,” she said. “That was Mister Panter’s area.”

“It was an area where he
did not do well,” said Levent. “I’m surprised he didn’t confide in
you, Pinar. Did he ever suggest that you would be wise to look for
work with another company?”

“No,” she said.

“Then he was more
dishonest than we thought,” said Levent to the commandant. “He was
a very dishonest man not worth loyalty from his employees.” Levent
turned back to Pinar. “When was the last time you were paid a full
salary?”

She lowered her head, turning her pale blue
eyes out the door to the busy road. “Three months, sir. I’ve been
on half pay.”

“I’d like to think you
have money saved,” said Levent. “Mister Panter certainly did. He
was a rich man in fact.”

“He’s the general manager,
sir.”

“Would his position here
give him the means to put away two million dollars, do you
think?”

Her gaze hardened and her spine in the chair
seemed to find equilibrium. “No, sir. Not from his pay. He hasn’t
been with the company from the beginning. The last eight months is
all. I don’t see how his pay made him millions of dollars.”

“But from the operations
of the company? How about that?”

“I wouldn’t be able to
say, sir. The money to finance DenizKum came from the parent
company in Istanbul.”

“The parent,” said Levent,
knowing this was important. “Who is that?”

“Bozkurt, sir. Bozkurt
Commerce.”

The nerve of these people. They hid their
identities but never their intentions. They wanted the public to
know who they were so the public could be better intimidated.
Bozkurt meant Gray Wolf. Ergenekon was the mythical valley where
the Turkish tribes lived trapped between mountains with no way out,
no way to expand, no way to realize their destiny. A gray wolf
showed them the secret exit from the valley. And so we all believed
there was a secret way to our destiny.

“Can I have the address
and phone number of the company?” asked Levent. “And the man to
contact there.”

“Yes, sir,” she said,
turning from the chair to the desk drawer as if to all the good
things. “I have the address and number, though I don’t often talk
to Bozkurt. When I do, it’s never to a man.”

“A woman then?”

“Yes, sir. Sultan Kara is
the general manager there.”

Levent was surprised. Though he had known
women chief executives, and heard of many more, he had never
associated any with the Deep State. They were a masculine club of
killers. Until now.

 


* * *

 


Levent stayed with Pinar for forty-five
minutes that were well spent. She talked in a relaxed fashion once
tea came from the service that even bankrupt Turkish firms kept.
When Levent suggested she should call Zekeriya Tek to enquire about
a position at his firm, and to use the Inspector’s name, she
responded with thanks.

Although Pinar had a propriety feeling toward
the company for which she had worked as a secretary for more than a
year, her reserve had been completely penetrated by the truth.
There was nothing subtle about the discovery. Financial truth is
always the most immediate.

Levent was most interested in finding out the
real name of Nadir Panter. He still could not believe that the man
would take the name of an international felon for his own,
regardless of the power of his backers. Doing that was more than
stupid. It was arrogant stupidity that always exacted a price.

When Levent asked Pinar if she had ever heard
Panter called by another name, she said no. A moment later she
said, not really, but—. It would not be an exaggeration to say that
the tea in her hand stimulated her memory.

Early this year she had taken two calls from
what seemed like the same man. He had a low purring voice and asked
for the general manager. He had used the name Fish (in English) to
refer to Panter. The man sounded friendly but commanding. Panter
had spoken to him in a more respectful and congenial fashion than
usual.

When Levent pursued the lead, Pinar offered
no further help. She had never received correspondence for Panter
from anyone under a different name, first or last. She had never
heard anyone call Panter by the name Fish in the office or on the
street. She thought it might have been a nickname. The man who
called was possibly an old friend, though someone who mattered. The
two had talked of both business and pleasure, and some of their
references seemed to come from a shared past.

Had she ever heard the stranger’s voice
before Panter came here as the general manager? Pinar was not sure.
His voice was distinctive, but she had little to compare it with in
the early days. Experience in the business had told her which
things were usual and which not. There were several things about
working in this office that were not.

Panter had been the second general manager of
DenizKum Insaat. The first was Ali Berman. He was experienced and
spoke excellent English, but after six months had been hired away
by a firm in a town near Fethiye. She had never heard from him
again, though she found out through a friend that he had gone to
work for another construction company in that town on the sea to
the east. He was said to be doing well.

Panter had been sent from Istanbul last fall.
Pinar was told of his coming by Berman, but had been surprised when
the new general manager took control because he seemed to know
little about the construction business or how to promote sales. He
told her that he could not have done without her. That was true.
Luckily, the fall and winter were slow seasons in Bodrum and by
spring Panter had mastered most of what he needed to know.

Pinar did not think that blame for the firm’s
troubles should all be laid to Panter. He had made some innovations
that Pinar thought were good. He paved the road from South Beach
all the way to the main highway out of town, so access was not a
problem. He organized “Inspection Tours” from England to bring
foreigners in for long weekends of pressure looks. He replaced the
firm’s web presence with a state-of-the-art site, hiring a local
man to revamp it. The Web site now got ten times the amount of
hits.

Many of the problems that
Panter faced were a product of the times. Housing stock in Bodrum
was overbuilt even before South Beach came onto the market.
New sites with
ample backing and larger staffs were common, as was usual in Turkey
when there was money to be made. If Panter could be faulted for
anything, it might be for his personnel decisions. He often hired
men who had little experience in the construction business, putting
them into almost any position.

“Why did he do
that?”

“I’m not sure of the
reason,” said Pinar. “Frankly, I wouldn’t have done it. But no one
asked my opinion.”

“He must have been trying
to cut costs.”

“Possibly,” she said, but
as if she reserved her doubts. “But inexperienced men can cost more
in mistakes than they save in pay.”

“Did these men come from
Istanbul?”

“No,” she said. “They were
local, but usually not from Bodrum. I mean not from the city, that
is.”

“Where did they come
from?”

“It took me a while to
discover almost all of them came from the same place,” she said. “I
suppose I should have realized it earlier, but some of them had
addresses in the city. They weren’t city people, though. Most came
from a village back in the hills. Or they’d come from the village
before settling in town.”

“The same village?” he
said. “All of them?”

“I really can’t say that,
Inspector. I didn’t make a study of their backgrounds, and I picked
up information as I went along. A lot of them came from that
village. It’s sometimes like that, you know. Word gets around that
work can be had in the big city—and this is a big city now. The
villagers don’t want to stay where they are. They want to have
cable television and shop in the chain stores. At least they want
to have some wages instead of working on their father’s farm for
the food he puts before them.”

Everything she said was true. Having lived in
the area all her life, Pinar knew the way the boom in tourism had
drawn young men from their villages. But Levent felt that gathering
most of the workers for any purpose from a single place was
strange.

“What’s the name of this
place?”

“Yelkenli.”

The word meant sailing ship. Levent did not
understand how a mountain village came to have that name, but there
might be a reason.

“Where is it?”

“I can show you on the
map.”

 


* * *

 


Levent made a note of the location of the
village, hoping that if he decided to go, his Honda would have
enough for the climb into the mountains. He liked the car, but knew
it rode low to the ground. Back roads with potholes and boulders
that appeared at random were not the things it liked best.

Pinar did not know if Panter had ever gone to
the village, but if he did he had driven that silver Mercedes. He
took it everywhere, as if it were as much a talisman as a car.
Once, he told her that it had been a present given to him by his
ex-wife, when she had been in love with a younger and more athletic
man.

Panter assured her this story was true. He
told it more than once, as if trying to impress on Pinar what she
might do to please him. A Mercedes was beyond her imagination, and
an affair was something she never seriously considered. Panter may
once have been an attractive man, but that was before his hair
thinned, his belly thickened and his mind told him that no further
input was necessary. He was a typical Turk of late middle-age in
those respects.

She would not have liked being married to him
even if the subject had been discussed. Nothing about Panter marked
him as a family man. Even when he spoke of his family, it was as if
that thing was hopeless. His parents were dead or denied, and his
ex-wife pursued her own life. He had a son and a daughter. He spoke
of them as if he was proud, but even so, could not keep hints of
criticism from his gruff voice.

When Levent described the
young woman who performed as computer wallpaper, Pinar said that
yes, it sounded like Melisa. Pinar had met her when she came to
Bodrum in the spring after she graduated from the university in
fashion design. She called occasionally. Pinar learned to recognize
her voice and transfer it to her father’s phone, even if he was at
the site, where
he sometimes went.

The girl’s phone number had certainly been in
Panter’s cell phone directory, but if so, it was one more thing
that had declined into hydrocarbon debris. Pinar promised to ask
Sultan Kara at Bozkurt if she had the number.

Levent had no objection to that happening
immediately. He told Pinar to call Bozkurt, thinking it was better
to overhear the conversation. She seemed not to mind and made no
attempt to find privacy in another room. There was one in the back
of the office with a hotplate and cabinets and a toilet that Levent
had asked to use. He found nothing of interest there. Having been
forewarned by Tek, even the smell seemed familiar.

The one-way conversation he listened to was
more useful. Though speaking woman to woman, Pinar did not presume
upon their relationship. She was considerate in the beginning and
on the steady side of somber when she gave the news of Panter’s
death.

The reaction on the other end of the line was
odd. It seemed clear that the general manager of Bozkurt knew about
Panter’s gruesome death, a fact that Pinar confirmed after she hung
up the phone.

How did she know when the authorities had
done their best to obscure the event? According to the commandant,
no information had been released to the media or other police
departments in the area. Levent trusted Erol Akbay to keep his
information quiet, especially since he had been told to do so.

But there were ways of siphoning the pipeline
if your sources were well placed. Obviously, Panter and Bozkurt had
ways of intercepting information. The Chief knew what had happened,
but it was remarkable how unguarded people at the top could be.
They liked being in the know. They liked it more than anything
except power. And knowledge was power.

Sultan Kara also asked Pinar to keep Panter’s
death to herself. Nothing overhung prospective sales as heavily.
The general manager of Bozkurt would be in town shortly to help
with the transition to better times. She was in fact about to
deplane at the Bodrum airport, and would be in the city, traffic
permitting, in an hour or so.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


Turkish was a logical language, but there
were exceptions. One had to do with names. Sultan should have been
a man’s name since it was the title of the rulers of the Ottoman
Empire, who were never women. A woman could rule through the harem,
however. That was a very old Turkish tradition.

Levent waited at the hotel when Sultan Kara
appeared in her red BMW rental. She had the bellhops truck her
luggage in pods of pale leather to the front desk, sweeping through
the lobby like the queen of the night that was so famous in Bodrum.
Her black hair, long but bright and glossy, framed a face with a
high forehead and higher cheekbones. Her nose was a classic Ottoman
scepter and her body swum in and out of her silvery dress in smooth
visible strokes. Though nothing like the usual CEO, her manner
showed that she was accustomed to being treated with executive
privilege. She seemed to note only the things that should serve
her.

Levent was not included in the group of
underlings who vied for her attention while knowing they would
never have it as they wanted it. This was a woman more expensive
than their hotel, which was very expensive. The desk clerk had
greeted Levent like something wet and gross that had dried on his
mouse-gray livery. But he promised to tell the sole occupant of
401, the penthouse suite, that an inspector of police awaited her
in the cafe. This public servant was not to be put off, said
Levent, if there was justice in the world.

Sultan Kara did not like being redirected
from the progress of her arrival. She gave instructions to the
bellhops about the luggage, gave them fifty lira to guarantee
obedience, then entered the lounge where Levent watched and
waited.

“An inspector of police,”
she said, standing before him as before the conquered. “May I see
your credentials?”

Levent showed her his shield, understanding
that this was part of the process. She might have known who he was,
and his home address, but wanted confirmation for her records.

“Istanbul,” she said.
“Aren’t you out of your jurisdiction?”

“I’m assisting the
Jandarma in their investigation of the murder of Nadir Panter of
DenizKum Insaat. You should know him, Miss Kara. It is Miss, isn’t
it?”

“You’re not proposing
marriage?”
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