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PART ONE:
Visualization
He was sure it would go easy. All the lights had gone out in the houses on the street and the blue glow of televisions in dark rooms, too. One streetlight burned half a block away, and several dogs were close by. A hog-neck Rottweiler lived up the street three doors to the right, but even she had surrendered the watch to the breeze rustling through the trees.
He waited until the moon slid behind the clouds before he moved from the stand of mulberry trees and jumped the drainage ditch at the side of the road. He landed on the far side harder than he wanted, sending a message up his spine telling him not to repeat that entry. Without slowing, he walked across the narrow road, stepping around the potholes. Like everything in this country, the road was on the verge of becoming something else, and no one could tell if it was more or less.
He reached the darkness of the seven-foot wall and hugged it as he listened for sounds. There was no wire or glass at the top of the wall and no perimeter sensors inside. He was over the top without trouble, chinning and rolling and dropping onto the ground three long steps from the terrace.
Nothing left but a heat-sensitive PIR on the front door. And that wouldn’t matter if he was quick.
The lock on the door was new—a replacement—not the best that could be had, but still a problem. He slid the pack from his back and took the pick gun from the front flap and the tension wrench he had velcroed in. He went twice in the darkness to locate the face of the lock, but slipping the tension wrench into the bottom was easy. Wet pussy was never as easy.
No tension at all. Wet and wild. He felt his way into the keyway with the pick gun. It felt like a brute in his hand, but worked like a ghost. Four snaps set the tumblers so quickly that his time at the door was no factor.
He waited before he pushed the door open, visualizing the interior for the last time. He knew it as well as his own before he had closed the place. There was one long room inside that was really three, but not overcrowded with furniture. A kitchen on the left. A bath.
He knew about the alarm system on the control panel near the bottom of the stairs and knew it was set to silent. That meant no problems with the neighbors. Still, it had to be deactivated within forty-five seconds, or vouched for by phone. Most people set their alarms quicker, but she had problems with her memory when she drank. And she drank. Most nights.
He liked to think he knew the reason. He had watched her for the last three days through the glasses from the car. Her routine did not vary much once she reached the house. If she was alone. When she took strange meat to bed, which she had done twice and each time a different one, there was no accounting for a pattern. The lights usually went on fast in the upstairs bedroom before they went out for good. Both men had left in the morning ahead of the neighbors going to work or to the market. They had their own cars, nice ones, too, parked across the street in the lot.
She had nothing hard to play with tonight. He had waited until he was sure no one would arrive for a late date. One o’clock had been his go.
On a deep breath he went in, whipping the door open and feathering it shut. He could have used a ferrite magnet to disarm the switch, but that was never guaranteed. No, it was a race from this point.
The first floor had metal shutters on the windows that made the darkness inside deeper than the night. Even with his eyes accustomed to low light, he had trouble making his way through the front room without meeting furniture. He bumped the corner of the dining table on the right, but soundlessly.
It was good the alarm system’s LED display put out a peep of yellow light when armed. Not much but a target. The color stood for caution everywhere in the world except Istanbul, where it meant go faster. Beat the red.
That had to happen. He hit the stairs, measuring the height of the risers with the first step and letting it out when he was sure of the reach. Halfway up, the stairs curved to the left sharply. He took the turn without slowing, but his foot bumped on the second step, loud.
He would have stopped another time, giving the sound a chance to mellow in her dreams, but that was not an option for a man working against the clock. He took the last two steps as one, reaching the upstairs hall at a quick walk. He knew he had pushed the time all the way.
Then he knew he had pushed too far. The cell phone rang. Hers. He had a second to get into the bedroom, but that was all.
Byzantium
Levent drove up to the gate of the police chief’s residence, where he was stopped by two patrolmen in uniform. Neither recognized him as an Inspector of Homicide or anything else. They took his name and identification, which were the same, and communicated with the interior by a hand-held device. After receiving an answer, they waved Levent through with a degree of respect.
The house was old, but recently restored, with board shutters, jigsaw work, and perhaps gables. At one time, when this area was not part of the city proper, most of the houses looked like this—figured by the imagination, and for most purposes earthquake-proof. There were still some left, set down among the concrete apartment buildings like reminders of a much slower time when the town was known by its Greek name, Saint Stephanos.
The Chief was an urbane man whose features were less Turkish than Byzantine. His face with its brief nose, bright cheeks, and winsome eyelashes, could have been lifted from any of the mosaics at Hagia Sofia without alteration. That meant he was descended from one of the old families of Istanbul. His was a political appointment, leveraged by his ancient name, and not to be trifled with.
He waved from five meters off as Levent entered the sitting room where the Chief did much of his business.
“Inspector, you came quickly.”
“On your order, sir.”
“It’s good you don’t live far away, Onur, and unfortunate you should be going back into the city so soon.”
“May I know the reason, sir?”
The Chief did not respond as his servant entered the room with the coffee service. Both men sat in deeply creased leather chairs as the middle-aged woman, non-descript but for the size of her breasts, lay the tray on the table between them and quickly withdrew. The Chief took up his small cup of Turkish coffee, leaving the larger cup of filtered coffee for Levent. He had given no order for it. This man knew what his subordinate preferred.
“I called you here to take over a homicide investigation.”
“Another man’s investigation, sir?”
“That’s correct. Inspector Altay, as we know, is a fine investigator, one of the best in the service, but he’s not known for his ability to deal with people.”
“You mean the press, sir?”
“Among others.” The Chief touched his nose with his thumb as if at a bad smell. “This case will generate attention here and abroad. I need someone who can tether these people with kindness.”
“It’s not a small thing to take over another man’s investigation,” said Levent. “I’ll see resentment from all quarters of the watch.”
“I’m sure you’re correct,” he said. “And I’m just as sure you can handle every problem. I won’t mention your obvious competence as an investigator. That goes without saying. I expect you to solve this case—and quickly. You’ll have the close cooperation of my office.”
That was unusual. This was all quite unusual. It stunk like the sewers of two thousand years that ran under the oldest parts of the city. Not that old shit was worse than the new.
“How much time do I have before the murder becomes public?”
“The vultures will gather soon, if they haven’t already,” said the Chief. “It was a prominent woman who was murdered in her own home. Her name is Ayla Acheson. She was the founder and proprietor of a tourist agency that specialized in foreign venues for Turks and jaunts in this country by foreigners. AylaTur is the name you might have seen here and there.”
“I wasn’t aware of her or the firm,” said Levent. “Her name doesn’t sound Turkish. I mean, the last.”
“I understand her father was English. Or English-speaking. In any case, the daughter was multilingual with contacts in many countries. Some, I’m sure, will be coming to call.”
Now Levent understood more. He spoke English and had never considered that a flaw in his upbringing until lately. The thought of having to field questions from people who were accustomed to answers did not sit well.
“I imagine I’ll be able to handle this case, sir, unless I’m required to hold daily press briefings.”
“I don’t think that should be necessary, Inspector.”
“May I refer the press to your office, sir, for the usual no comment?”
“I’m afraid that isn’t a good option,” said the Chief. “There are strong overtones to this case.”
Levent took a large drink of his coffee, which was not bad, as he waited for the sword to come down. Overtones meant politics. The murder of a tour operator did not usually ascend to a realm that was both higher and lower.
“The lady was a feminist,” said the Chief delicately. “A rather prominent one in that respect, too.”
“Active?” asked Levent.
“Very.”
“Politically active?”
“Yes, indeed.”
Levent remembered that when the ancients led their sacrificial lambs to the altar, they sprinkled water over its head before the slaughter began. When the poor beast shook himself to clear the moisture, he seemed to agree to his fate.
“Was Acheson involved in the recent demonstrations, sir?”
“Inspector, why do you think you’re here?”
Levent did not follow the logic as well as he could see the facts. The demonstrations that took place on Women’s Day began peacefully, but turned ugly when the police charged into the ranks and did what they do best. Photographs of women and men being beaten appeared. Coverage in the foreign press was devastating. A police riot was the most generous thing that was said. The country’s accession to the EU, always doubtful, became suddenly more remote.
“Have we changed our position on what happened that day, sir?”
“There have been modifications,” said the Chief blandly. “We’re no longer saying the provocation was almighty.”
“Was there provocation, sir?”
“Of course,” he said, waving his hand at the world outside his compound. “We know left-wing elements were involved. Kurdish agitators, too. The problem is that these malcontents cluster together and muddy their own cause. Their numbers are never large enough, and solidarity is thought to be the answer to good sense. And, of course, we don’t teach good sense to our recruits.”
“No, sir.”
“Nor to our politicians,” he said, excluding himself by waving his hand wider.
“That would be impossible, sir.”
“But the politicians have also modified their position,” said the Chief, criticism scratching his words. “Now they’re saying that in spite of provocations, and the presence of agitators from within and without the country, those happened to be our mothers and daughters on the street.”
“How clever, sir.”
“But illogical. I know that must offend you, Inspector. I’m certain you’ll discover the perpetrator of this crime, and I know the truth when it emerges will not disturb the body politic more than it has.”
Finally, Levent understood why he had been called from his home and the dinner his wife had nearly brought to the table. He was to find the murderer of a political activist, and do it in a way that excluded Turkish society and its politicians. He was to make shit sanitary.
“Has Inspector Altay been informed of his replacement?”
“No,” said the Chief. “I thought it best not to disturb the collection of evidence at the scene. We know how important that is at the outset.”
“I see,” said Levent. “I’m to tell him.”
The Chief looked hard at Levent—not the first time he had ever done that, and perhaps not the last. “Since you’re already on your way, Inspector, I’ll inform Altay of his replacement.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Levent put the last of the coffee down and got to his feet. “I’ll keep your office advised of developments in the case. And the direction it leads.”
“Be sure you do.”
* * *
As he drove north, Levent no longer wondered how the Chief managed to retain his office through several changes of government, including the current one, which was the most fundamental kind. He was a remarkable creature with brass manners, a silver tongue, and lead in his pants. He was never the first through the door but often the last to leave. The important things were always brought up for discussion after the meeting adjourned.
Levent had once been called to arbitrate at one of those sessions after hours. He was on a case and in the neighborhood when he took a call that brought him to a room on the seventh floor of a seaside hotel. He found the Chief alone in a large suite with four cigars in the lapel pocket of his suit. Throughout the three rooms were the ruins of a major debauch. The smell of alcohol, tobacco, perfume, and sex was so strong it made Levent’s eyes water.
At least three men had been present by the evidence, but they were no longer available for questioning. In the bathroom, piled between the toilet and the tub, he found an attractive prostitute. It seemed she had swallowed a condom that somehow lodged in her throat.
It was not Levent’s place to ask what so many men had done with a share of the same woman, or how many more women had been invited to the party. It was his job to dispose of the body in a way that attracted no attention to the authors of her fate.
He supposed he would have done that. If the police were not the guardians of morality, they were the ones who absorbed its meaning. Levent thought of heaving the body out the window onto the apron of the swimming pool until he realized the windows were permanently shut in the American fashion. He thought of sending her down the laundry chute for a quieter exit. He was preparing to wrap her in a bed sheet, his hands in her armpits, when he suddenly understood, skin to skin, that she was not dead. Bluish purple, but still alive.
Luckily, a hospital was located two blocks down the same seaside street. With even more luck, the woman survived. What could have been a disaster was now the subject of department jokes that the Chief himself circulated.
The only details that did not come public were the identities of the men who had shared the suite. They were understood to be prominent, but anonymous. Never to be known in any form was the man who by his method in love had caused the complete dysfunction of an experienced whore.
The intervention had not harmed Levent’s career as he was afraid it might. The way the event had made its way into folklore was a measure of the Chief’s cunning. The threat of blackmail was never an issue, since death did not result. As long as the names of the parties involved were unspoken, the only man who benefited by the silence was the Chief.
And Levent. He was promoted to Inspector later the same year. He knew he had gained the position by merit, as well as he knew the Chief had put in his word. The nature of the incident also gained Levent a reputation as a man who could be trusted for discretion. When a case demanded it, Levent expected a call. He never complained. Not, perhaps, until today.
He had a queasy feeling about this one. Mothers and daughters indeed. When politics and common sense met, the results were always absurd. This time promised to be no different. When he called his wife, Emine, as he sped along the freeway, she had asked: “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” he said, wondering how his words had betrayed him. His work was his mask, and he did not often speak of it to her.
Of course, she might have assumed he would never miss her kirlangich except for an important reason. It was trash fish, as ugly a creature as God ever made, and could not be eaten until its flesh nearly dissolved in a long-simmering pot.
But then it was heaven. And a lesson in life. The really important things, the ones that could not be enjoyed as they came from nature, were the province of women and their subtle alchemy.
Psychopath
Ayla Acheson had been murdered at her summer home in the country, if such a thing existed in Istanbul any longer. What was heavily wooded land not long ago now looked like a suburb in patchy leaf. As he drove in, Levent had passed two new housing developments with swimming pools and tennis courts. Levent had never met a Turk who played tennis, but thought his innocence might not last much longer.
The victim’s two-story house, painted a strange but comfortable shade of gold, stood alone and fenced all around, with several neighbors a few meters distant. Levent parked his car across from the house in a small lot scratched out at the side of the road. The house had a short driveway and garage, but it was completely filled with police vehicles, including the technician’s van.
It was an unwritten law in the department that the more prominent the victim, the more homage paid in personnel. Already, the front lawn had been trampled, cigarette butts embedded in recent footprints. So much for outdoor forensics.
Levent made his way through five patrolmen standing on the terrace without making comments or losing his temper. Plenty of time for that. Dealing with Inspector Altay came first.
He was a grim stocky man whose coat had not been buttoned since it left the lowest rack at the discount store. He came to meet Levent at the doorway, his heavy eyelids almost closing at what he did not want to see. Lighting a Samsun in his mouth off the one in his hand, he blew smoke at his colleague, speaking in the gruff voice that intimidated many men.
“You don’t need to worry, Onur. The Chief called.”
“I’m sorry about this, Deniz. You have to believe it was not my doing.”
“I don’t have to believe it,” he said. “I have a right to be pissed off, and I don’t want you or that sex kitten taking it away.”
What a strange way to refer to the Chief. But appropriate. Altay was never far off target. “Who found the body?”
“We did.” Altay’s eyebrows went up halfway to his brow. “Anonymous call to the authorities, don’t you know?”
That was as bad as it came to the table. Someone who knew enough to alert the police to murder knew enough to have done it. Or who had done it. And wasn’t telling.
“Don’t worry,” said Altay. “You and the Chief believe in angels. You just don’t believe in wings.”
“Go home, Deniz. Make love to your wife, but be sure to call first. She might have to move someone out the back door in a hurry.”
He smiled, biting his overhung lip. “If you’re thinking it’s going to be as easy with this one, you’re mistaken. When they analyze the semen in her bed, you’ll have to stand for a roll call.”
“That busy?”
He took the cigarette from his mouth and pointed it at Levent. “According to the neighbors, this is a whorehouse without apology. I sent them home for now because the numbers they gave me were preposterous. AylaTur, one called her. That’s supposed to be a joke.”
Levent should be sorry to hear that. An investigation could drown in too much information. But a lottery of suspects meant a range of choice. That was better than none.
“How long have the technicians been here?”
“An hour before you,” he said.
“Good,” said Levent. “I’ll get them out the door as quick as I can.”
“I can take a hint, Onur. I’ll leave a copy of my notes on the table as soon as I make sense of them.”
“Thanks, Deniz. I owe you.”
“Your balls,” he said. “That’s what you’ll lose this time if you don’t give that pussy what he wants.”
“What does he want?”
“A psychopath would be best,” said Altay. “Mindless, of course.”
Altay moved onto the terrace and displaced the crowd of patrolmen. He sat in a chair before a glass-topped table under an electronic insect-machine that snapped every time it made a kill.
Levent could not help wondering why anyone would leave such devices and fine furniture where they might be stolen. The chairs were paper-wrapped a thousand-fold to look like snug wicker. Indestructible by the elements and eight hundred dollars apiece. Four of them.
She would have put them inside unless she was living here more than not. Still careless, though perhaps not for the rich and promiscuous.
The interior of the house was as expensive. Levent had seldom seen furnishings like these except at a showroom in one of the best parts of the city. He always wondered who bought things with fabric so colorful, angles so sudden, made with bright metal fittings, and, yes, daring. The only things that seemed traditionally Turkish were the carpets and kilims scattered about. Even these were done in seldom seen shades of orange and blue and all the variations of gold. Very cool. Earth tones, if the earth had ever been so fashionable.
The murder had been done on the second floor by the traffic that passed up and down the staircase. Levent noticed the security system mounted on a panel at the bottom of the stairs. A lot of good it had done the victim.
“Are you finished up there yet?”
“Soon,” said the man coming down the stairs. His name was Tavshan, and he was a fingerprint technician.
“Find anything?”
“How would I know? There’re lots of prints in the bedroom from lots of people. And the rest of the house, too.”
“Your report in a week?”
“I’m sure we can do better.”
“Try.”
Tavshan muttered something unheard. A good thing, but Levent did not discard technicians’ work like some detectives. It was not impossible for fingerprints to match up with a murderer. That happened once three years ago. It would happen again in 2009 unless the averages lied. Every killer, or burglar, knew enough to wear gloves. Levent thought he had a chance with science if he dealt with an amateur or a madman, though an angry lover might be both.
When Levent reached the top of the stairs, he met Derya Silme coming down the hall. The medical officer, grossly fat and triple-chinned, was the best man for guesswork until the autopsy came in.
“What do you have for me, Bones?”
Silme smiled with teeth that had been made and others that were unfortunately natural. He was a science fiction addict who reveled in blood, which only seemed like a contradiction. Turning around in the hallway barely wider than his frame, he led Levent to the second room on the right.
“I’ve seen worse, Onur, though not lately and not from star-crossed lovers. He used a knife for the work, and probably not from the kitchen. It looks like a double-edge with a serrated back.”
“A hunter.”
“Of bipeds,” he said, as they entered the room.
Not a bedroom. A study, and as modern as the rest of the house. A writing desk stood in the center of the room with little clutter except for the laptop computer. Directly ahead was a television set large enough to present life-sized images. A tall built-in bookcase sat on the right with two filing cabinets opposite. All of it—every piece in the room—had been disturbed, including its occupant.
She was a woman of about thirty-five who sat in her nightgown in an office chair on wheels with her hands behind her back. Her throat had been cut, and other parts of her body seemed mangled, too. The garment was ripped down the front, so most of the blood skirted the nightclothes, painting her breasts and settling like slush in the chair. Its fabric had always been red, but a difference could be seen now.
Levent tried to discover what she looked like before her death. He had little success. Her left eye—the one that was turned away—had been plucked from its socket in a rage of blood and transferred to the printer stand at the side of the desk, which she faced. Look at me, it said, and think of the other. Levent looked at the other. It was blue and wide open.
“I’d like to see the autopsy results quickly,” said Levent. “Tomorrow would be late.”
“You’re dreaming.”
“The Chief doesn’t dream. I think he’d be normal if he did.”
“Then I’d better get her out of here before she starts to melt,” said Silme. “I’d have done it already if they hadn’t said you were on the way. I know you like to shake hands with the dead.”
Levent liked to know them, true. That was the best way to find out who wanted them dead. Somewhere he would put a hand on a lever that would prove a killer as human as his victim. She was very much that.
“When did it happen?”
“Less than a day. I’d say last night late until we know more. We should be able to narrow it down.”
“No evidence of rape?”
“None that shows,” said Silme. “Unless he had a liking for half-blind women, I’d be surprised.”
So the Chief might have his psychopath after all. Levent did not often see torture in his work, and never such a mutilation of a woman. The man who did this was deliberate and absorbed in his work. Unless the victim had deactivated her security system downstairs, he bypassed it. He had taken the time to bind and terrorize her, so he probably wanted something.
What?
Levent noticed a fingerprint, oval and dirt red, implanted on top of the printer. Bald with no whorls, a gloved hand had made it. The print was probably useless if the blood was the victim’s. It had been left behind as if the killer was careless. Or as an advertisement.
When he moved around the desk to the back of the chair, Levent saw her hands were cuffed. Unless she liked sexual games, the killer brought them. Standard black and cheap, they could be found without much trouble. Still, it was unusual. This man came well prepared.
On both her hands were fine rings. One was a diamond set among smaller, more colorful stones. The other, as big as a Napoleon cherry, had been carved from a single piece of stone. It looked like a bird in flight, and no doubt was expensive. So this did not appear to be a robbery—not the ordinary kind.
On her back, about eight centimeters below the beginning of her neck, was an incision too precise to be called random. Or mayhem. Levent could not tell more because of the blood.
“There’s a cut here,” he said. “The garment was pulled away to make it.”
“Yes, I saw that,” said Silme. “Rather neat. He could have put some pressure there to tell her that he was serious. At a glance, the wound doesn’t look deep enough to sever the spinal cord.”
“But the cut extends below the skin,” said Levent. “Would he know how far to go before she wouldn’t be able to help him any longer?”
“A surgeon would. A man off the street—no. If there’s a halfway place between those two, I haven’t seen it.”
“An experienced torturer might know.”
“Come across many of those?”
“Not yet.”
Levent was afraid he would never know if the man was as good at his trade as he seemed. Experience like this set him apart from ninety-nine percent of suspects. Unless Ayla Acheson kept mean company, the killer could have been hired. And that meant someone had hired him.
“Anything else?”
Silme pointed to the floor. “She had six toes on her left foot.”
Levent looked. He saw nothing unsightly about the foot, but even among the carnage, he felt a shock. Something primeval had crept into an investigation where so much was incomprehensible.
“I noticed because her slipper was missing,” said Silme. “The surgery wasn’t done last night. She had the extra one removed some time ago. Better for the beach. And at the haberdasher.”
“In some places, you know, that makes her a witch.”
Silme’s laugh was like the wheeze of a wounded giant. “I wasn’t aware you were superstitious, Onur.”
That was a joke. All Turks were superstitious. They learned that, if nothing else, at their mother’s knee.
Time of Death
In the bedroom, Levent found the lost slipper half hidden by the duvet that lapped onto the floor. Had she been surprised while asleep?
Obviously, she had time to put on the slippers. The killer might have given her that time, but it seemed more reasonable to assume that she had awakened and put on both of them, possibly at the moment she was taken. And lost one before leaving the room?
There were no other signs of struggle, but a double-edged knife at the throat gathered attention instantly. It would be in character for the killer to carry another weapon, like a gun. This man came equipped.
Except for the heavy work he had done in the study, Levent found no trace of the killer. He had left no cigarette butts or dropped anything he had not picked up. No sign of forced entry, though the front door had probably been used. A lock pick sometimes left tracks. The techs might be able to tell if the tumblers were scarred.
One thing bothered Levent. He found no cell phone. A woman in business, let alone a Turkish woman, would never be without one. As necessary as makeup, at least one would be in the house and close at hand. If she hadn’t wanted to be bothered, she could easily have switched it off.
An inconsistency. When Levent got over being bothered by them, he liked them for the questions they brought up. Could the killer have been in her phone directory and not wanted to leave a trace of himself behind? That seemed unlikely, but Levent had known stranger things that psychopaths overlooked. Think in those terms. The Chief’s terms, as it were.
Levent went on a hunt for the cell phone. He did not find one in the spare bedroom that seemed not to have been used lately. Nothing in the bathroom either, which was overused in most respects. He saw things he had rarely seen before, including a bidet and cosmetics from every part of Europe and America.
Levent did not know why he found himself staring at the object hung by a chain on the back of the door. It was a gozboncu. A glass bead. They were usually blue, and almost always round with a definite center, like an eye. They could be big or small and were to be found in every home in the country in almost every room. Levent had noticed several at strategic places in the victim’s rooms.
The gozboncu was said to ward off the Evil Eye, which resulted when jealousy was directed at the inhabitants of the house. In theory—and it could not be otherwise—the glass bead attracted negative power and deflected it from its target. Sometimes, when the jealousy was directed in a powerful way, the glass cracked.
Now Levent realized why he looked so intently at this little blue bead described in descending circles of yellow and white.
It was cracked.
* * *
There was more than enough to envy in all the rooms of the house. Levent made a list as he went down the flight of stairs that turned a complete one-eighty. The kitchen that lay directly ahead was what he expected. A bright fall of brushed metal with counter space in granite. The appliances were German with digital displays, and the cabinets Italian, blood red, elegantly forbidding.
All these things seemed a lot for the mind of a maid—and there must be one. She would come round in the morning unless tomorrow was her day off. Levent might still be here when she arrived if he was unlucky. He looked forward to meeting the woman who could tell the most about her mistress’ home.
One question he would ask concerned the alarm system on the wall between the kitchen and the stairs. It had been deactivated by Altay or someone, but seemed to be physically intact. Levent was not well versed on this system. Was it armed at all times? Could it be disarmed by the owner—or anyone else? How many people were on the OK list?
Usually, the alarm worked on a timer. Thirty seconds from the door without entering the codes alerted the security firm. If they received an unsatisfactory reply, they contacted the police. Levent looked at Altay’s notes, because he was sure the inspector had noted that. One of the first said: “Call BSS.”
Levent dialed the number Altay had written. Without much trouble, he located the supervisor for the district, who asked for his bona fides and was not too easily satisfied. That was fine and competent, if slow.
“All right, Inspector,” he said with a long sigh into the receiver. “I believe you’re with Homicide, and I imagine there was a murder. We hate to lose customers. What can I do for you?”
“First, tell me if you had any reports from here last night?”
“Just a moment.”
It was more than a moment before the voice returned. “We had two calls to that location last night,” he said. “Both verified.”
“How were they verified?”
“By the contact person,” he said. “Ayla Acheson.”
“You’re sure it was she who answered?”
“We require our customers to verify our calls by a password they choose,” he said. “And we instruct them not to share the password with anyone. If she shared it, that might be the reason she’s dead.”
So the victim—or someone who knew her password—provided the verifications. That was clear, but not foolproof.
“When were these things done?”
“The first was at 8:43,” he said, quickly now. “I don’t know the reason for the alarm. We get a lot of this sort of thing. Usually, they forget to punch the codes into the box, or don’t do it quick enough. From what I see in the records from that number, the lady malfunctioned now and then.”
“Careless?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“How loud does the alarm sound?”
“That depends,” he said. “They can set it as loud as they like. They can set it to silent as well.”
She might have done the latter. And possibly that was the reason she was dead. “How do I tell?”
“Set the alarm off yourself,” he said. “It won’t matter because I’ll know you’re there. You’ll know when your ears begin to scream.”
“So the alarm is loud?”
“Depending on the level they set, the answer should be somewhere between yes and God almighty,” he said. “We’ve had dogs that were left in the house go insane from the noise.”
Levent would set off the alarm next. Now, he had other questions. “How long did she have to input the codes?”
“Forty-five seconds in this case. That varies from client to client. It’s what they ask for that determines the interval.”
“And she asked you to call her directly?” said Levent. “Not the police?”
“Yes. That’s another option they have.”
A confident woman. Alone out here, but apparently unworried. Levent guessed there were not many like that. She was accustomed to dealing with problems, and she probably came across many in her business.
“What about the second call?”
“It came in at 1:12 a.m.,” he said. “Another false alarm. The client answered with the password and did not ask for assistance.”
Levent was interested in a call that came in late last night. Silme, who was usually accurate in his guesses, thought that was the approximate time of death.
“Who took the call?”
“The man on duty.”
“His name?”
“That would be Tahsin Turkler.”
“I’d like to speak to him.”
“He’s at home, Inspector. This is his day off.”
“Did I ask for anything but his number?”
“Just a moment.”
* * *
Tahsin Turkler was at home, but slow to respond, saying he would be with the police in “just a minute.” Assuming the minute would grow, Levent stepped to the box set in the wall at the base of the stairs, activated the alarm system, and set off the intruder alert.
Nothing. Not a sound.
Careless. A silent alarm was very careless. The killer could have entered with nothing to fear if he knew he had nothing to fear. And he might. He seemed to know everything he needed to know about the house. All he had to worry about was the call that came from the security firm. From Turkler.
When he came back to the phone, his voice was abrupt, as if he had been disturbed at something important, like watching a football match. “You’re not showing much respect for me. What did you say your name was?”
“Inspector Levent. I’m the man who’s going to drag you out of your home in the next fifteen minutes if you don’t straighten up.”
“No need for that,” he said, backing off instantly. “What do you want to know about this woman?”
“You took a call from her last night just after one o’clock. Tell me everything you remember.”
“Not much,” he said. “I had an alert from her house and called to see if anything was wrong. She told me she forgot to hit the box when she went out of the house.”
“At 1:12, she went out of the house?”
“I don’t argue with them. If they say there’s no problem, that’s how it stands.”
Levent was sure of that. If Turkler was all that stood between the victim and her fate, she had been in trouble from the day she signed up for the service.
“The contact number was her cell phone, is that correct?”
“It always is if they have one,” he said. “It’s better that way. They might be anywhere in the house or even on the toilet. They could be gone from the house if it wasn’t them that set off the alarm.”
Levent did not know why the victim’s cell phone was missing, but she had used it to take the call from security. It was on the loose now.
“Did you often have to call her late at night?”
“It happened. Earlier for the most part, I’d say.”
“Did you notice anything in her manner that seemed strained last night?”
“I don’t think so. She was one of my regulars. About once a week she couldn’t find the codes in her head or anywhere else. It’s not unusual. Sometimes I think they do it—or don’t do it—because they need someone to talk to.”
“Is that what you thought last night?”
“No,” he said after a pause. “She didn’t run on. Just said goodnight and thank you.”
“Did she usually thank you?”
“I don’t think so,” he said.
“So that was unusual.”
“I’ll have to think about it.”
“Please.”
Levent heard Turkler’s breathing in the phone. If that was his protest, or his way of thinking, it needed work. “I’m going through my mind,” he said, “and I don’t think she ever was polite. I usually got a ‘no problem’ from her and a quick goodbye. A couple times she was drunk and fooled around, but I can’t say she was passing out invitations. Or tripping over herself to be polite.”
“Based on your previous contacts, would you say she seemed under stress last night?”
“I can’t guarantee it, Inspector. She seemed in a hurry to get off the phone, if that helps.”
Levent was thinking the killer might have made his way to the victim before she answered the call. That made him the fastest break-in artist in the country. And a gambler. Did that make him a psychopath?
“Was she quick to answer the phone?”
“Not at all,” he said. “I remember that. It was six or eight rings. I was ready to hang up and try again.”
“Was that unusual, too?”
“I can’t say it was, Inspector. People forget about the system. They fumble in the dark trying to find their cell phone. Sometimes they have it shut off, so it buzzes in their pants. Those are the worst ones. I have to call your people then. When they come to the house and find nothing wrong, they’re unhappy.”
No surprise. But a guaranteed police presence put a premium on answering the phone with a positive response. That happened last night at an awkward hour during an intrusion that turned deadly. Levent hoped that what he had found was a reasonably exact time of death.
Contacts
Just as the body was being removed, Detective Erol Akbay, Levent’s best man, arrived in his dusty BMW. Before entering the house, he took a long look at the body as it was loaded into the van. Akbay never trusted photographs or reports. He smoked most of a cigarette as he examined the corpse, holding it by the left hand that was one finger short of a fist.
“Sorry I’m late,” he said as he came up to Levent. “I was on the Other Side taking care of my father’s things when I got the call. Forty minutes to the bridge, forty on the bridge, and the rest here.”
Nothing was ever to be done about traffic in Istanbul in Europe or Asia. Akbay was on leave because of the death of his father and had a good excuse not to show at all.
Levent spent some time filling Akbay in—longer than he thought. When he finished, he said, “I’m going upstairs to look at her study again. I’d like you to visit the neighbors. Inspector Altay didn’t get much from them.”
“I’m sure Altay was happy about being relieved.”
“A little less than us, Erol. We’re on the front burner again. This one comes from the Chief.”
“From his mind or his asshole?”
“Both.”
“Some day you’ll let me know how to tell the difference.”
“Some day you’ll know yourself. Meanwhile, get as many of these bystanders out the way as you can.”
Akbay set to work clearing out the uniforms that were still milling about. Some of the technicians, who liked to extend their time outside the lab, had already started out the door as Levent climbed the stairs again.
The study seemed more unquiet after the body had been removed. It was often that way, as if death left a residue that increased when the flesh was elsewhere. Levent, who was minimally superstitious, never failed to note the phenomenon. Ayla Acheson was gone, but in some form she still wandered.
In the first drawer of the desk, Levent found an address book with a golden cover. These were once the sine qua non of police work, but now everyone kept their numbers electronically and often failed to correct the print. Still, it should be useful in tracing her contacts. The book was filled, and the margins crammed with additions, so it might be up-to-date.
The filing cabinets were filled with commercial papers that Levent would look over more closely later. For now, they confirmed that the victim was a successful entrepreneur with contacts worldwide. The Middle East, Europe—and Russia if it was European—were her main areas of concentration. The trend followed closely the main lines of Turkish tourism.
The computer was more interesting. Devoted to business, it also kept her personal correspondence. One directory held letters to women’s groups all over the world. A second was for friends. Levent made notes of those. She had several acquaintances in North America and Russia.
She had an active online presence through her DSL connection. Her email contacts were substantial, and Levent printed those. She also used ICQ, a communications module. Her online handle was Hera, the goddess of Heaven. Wife of Zeus. Or, in other incarnations, Mother Earth.
In the time that Levent cruised her files, Hera was buzzed twice by her ICQ contacts, one named Dilek (Wish) and another named Blue Cruise. The second name related to sailing excursions along the southern coast of Turkey, unless it had another meaning in English that Levent did not quite comprehend.
He did not list the ICQ contacts, who used fictitious names. The real ones should be on the company’s books, but would take some doing to discover. He did not spend time looking at her library either. There were as many books in English as Turkish. A lot dealt with her business, guidebooks and atlases, but the fiction was revealing. She liked thrillers, American mostly. He did not see any feminist tracts, but probably would not have known them anyway.
Akbay had not returned, so Levent called the number he had been given for continuous updates to the Chief. He had little to say to the man who answered the phone, but said it at length, so the Chief would think he had done his job. It was like that when reporting to the clouds. By the minute, not relevance.
When Levent heard a call from Akbay downstairs, he left the study and tramped down the steps again. He wondered how anyone could have made a fast trip up the steep winding staircase. A young man, probably. An athlete was more like it.
Except for two uniforms on the terrace, the downstairs was nearly empty. The supersonic furniture, the fantastic colors, and the gewgaws placed exactly where the eye could find them, looked like the deck of a cruise ship headed for an unknown destination. Say, the stars.
None of the neighbors, of course, had been in bed. Akbay could have conducted interviews in their houses, but knew it was best to have witnesses test their memories in neutral surroundings.
It was too bad the house was not more neutral. Three of the four neighbors had never been inside the place, and the first occasion turned their minds to awe. They were all happy to finally gain a view of the interior and tattle on its owner, although they had little more than tattle to give.
Not until the last couple entered the room did things change for the better. Temel and Meral Buhar were proof that a long-married couple did not have to come to look like each other. He was dark, slim and taciturn, his wife gruesomely fat, maliciously blonde, and talkative. As a division of labor, the arrangement seemed to work as broken mirrors functioned when their purpose is gone.
“At least three bottles of raki a week, every week, and sometimes more,” said Meral, turning toward her husband vengefully. “If you drank like that, you’d be up all night pissing.”
Temel seemed to shudder at the thought, but said nothing. Clearly, he did not share his wife’s opinion of their neighbor. But if he felt the need to revise, he could not bring himself to it.
“Mrs. Buhar,” said Levent. “How do you determine things such as the alcohol consumption of this house?”
“I talk to the maid now and then. She’s as friendly as the other one was stuck up.”
“Her name?”
“Fatma. She lives a good way from here, but I don’t remember where. She takes the bus three times a week to work.”
“You’re a keen observer,” said Levent. “That’s always helpful to an investigation. What we’d like to know is if you saw anything unusual in the last week around this house?”
“I can’t say I saw anything like that,” she said. “The normal was bad enough. In fact, there were two in this week, though that isn’t worth remarking for her.”
“Two?” said Levent.
“Visitors,” she said venomously. “You know the kind. They come late and leave early. You can tell by the way they walk to their cars that they had enough to last them a while.”
“They were men?” asked Akbay. “Strangers?”
“As strange as two moons in the sky,” she said, drawing her hand across her face. “But if you mean have I seen them before, the answer is no to the first, and yes to the second. He was the Thursday night for lack of a better way of putting it. He drives a white Mercedes, and you’d better get out of his way.”
“This man came every Thursday night?”
“Not on a clock, but often. Leave out vacations, then it was pretty much Thursday night on the hoof.”
“Do you know anything more about him?” asked Levent.
“Married for sure,” she said like a war cry. “He’s got this one night a week out of the house to visit his sister with cancer. She lives where his cell phone finds him.”
“Where does he live the rest of the time?”
“Istanbul by the license plates,” she said. “But you’re talking about a citizen of the world in that one.”
“Do you have any idea what he does for a living?”
“They don’t work when they look like that,” she said. “We pay them to visit the common folk in style.”
Meral looked at her husband as she spoke, as if he was a gigolo, too. Although nothing seemed more unlikely, Temel used the occasion to speak for the first time.
“He works for the city municipality.”
Temel immediately shrank back, aware that he had interrupted his wife’s tale with fact. Levent would not allow him to hide again.
“Mister Buhar. Sir. Can you tell us how you know this man works for the municipality?”
“I saw him downtown one day last year when I went about my Social Security,” he said. “He works for the tourist bureau. That’s her business, too, but on the other side. The private side, I mean.”
“Do you know his name?”
“No, but I can tell you where to find him.”
* * *
Levent didn’t make too much of the connection between the victim and her visitor. Thursday nights for a quiet dip was not the same as torture and murder, but it should be profitable to talk to someone who knew the victim and her habits in a very personal way. It was early to predict how the investigation would turn, but Akbay was excited by the new direction.
“He’ll be easy to shake loose if the husband knows what he’s talking about. A married man working for the city. With those covered heads and their lords and masters around, we won’t have to make a scene.”
It was true that fundamentalists were always most concerned with the sins of others. That kept them from looking too closely at themselves, where the view was twice as boring.
“We could make our pay for the year if we were that kind,” said Levent. “But we’re not, and we have to tread carefully on this one.”
“If that’s the way you want to play it.”
“That’s the way we will play it,” said Levent. “Why don’t you go upstairs and check for things I missed. Another pair of eyes should be useful.”
When Akbay left to make his sweep, Levent did the same downstairs, looking for anything he had overlooked in his scan. He found nothing in the front room, which was so orderly it had obviously seen the services of a maid on a steady basis.
He went into the kitchen next. He found several carving knives, but none that were missing from their holders. Silme was probably right. The killer brought his own tools, and they were professional weight.
On the sink top stood one empty raki glass with pale liquid at the bottom. She hadn’t had company last night by that measure. Levent searched all the drawers, finding nothing until he gave up and came to the notes hung by magnets on the refrigerator door. There were several names and phone numbers, all for local services, he thought. One said Fatma—672-9380.
The maid, probably. Although it was midnight, Levent thought of calling her when he heard Erol’s voice from upstairs. “Onur, I think you should see this.”
Akbay’s tone pushed Levent up the stairs fast. He turned into the study to see Erol at the desk looking intently at the computer screen. Now Levent remembered he had left the machine on.
“Come and look,” said Akbay. “This name means too much to be a mistake.”
Levent sat down in the chair that Akbay vacated. A small window was open on the screen. An ICQ window. In it was one line of text.
KARANLIK: Hi.
Karanlik meant darkness, or perhaps shadow. The Shadow? Whoever he was, he must have been OK’d by Hera, so she had talked to him before.
“When did the window come up, Erol?”
“Just now. I was sitting at the desk when the icon lit up. I didn’t say anything, but let him enter because of the name.”
Levent took a moment to switch the keyboard from Turkish to English, which was the language Karanlik liked. Levent was still wondering what he would say when he hit the first keys.
HERA: Hello yourself.
For a long moment, Karanlik gave no answer. He must have been waiting for a response, but loosely. Having a smoke and not paying attention? Thinking of what he would say? His first words were pertinent, and perhaps impertinent. They assumed too much.
KARANLIK: Who am I talking to?
HERA: If you don’t know, I’ll have to end this conversation.
KARANLIK: I don’t think you will.
In spite of what Levent knew of this night and any other, he felt a chill pass over his back. He could not swear it began with the hair on the back of his neck.
HERA: Your confidence is misplaced. Tell me what you want, or I’ll sign off right now.
KARANLIK: You won’t sign off, cop.
That said a lot. That said everything, but who would have the nerve to call this house at this time. Karanlik had obviously gone online and seen that Hera’s ICQ was active. The program came up automatically when the machine was turned on. And he might have been waiting for a while. He must have been.
HERA: I’m listening.
KARANLIK: That’s good. The next thing to obedient. Now tell me your name. First and last.
HERA: Police Inspector Onur Levent. I should know yours.
KARANLIK: You can look it up in the directory later.
Levent was sure he would find the alias of an alias there, but he was determined to please this dark man. He knew the police were in the house. Had he called them to report the murder as he was calling now, anonymously?
HERA: I’m at a disadvantage. I’m not used to that.
KARANLIK: You’ll have to alter your ways, Inspector. I’ve had to all my life.
HERA: That makes you sound like an old man.
KARANLIK: That makes me sound experienced. I’ve lived a long time in bad places. When it was different, I don’t recall, but I never got proper compensation. Not like the pigs do now.
HERA: I’m sure you know best about that. I’ll accept it for now.
KARANLIK: Now is forever, Inspector. Pay attention, or you won’t know what you need to know.
HERA: You mean the information you have to give me?
KARANLIK: It’s better than any you’ll get. You can be sure anything I say comes from the source.
HERA: Are you saying you killed Ayla Acheson?
For the first time, Karanlik’s response did not swarm across the screen. He seemed to be thinking about the question, or which answer served him best.
KARANLIK: Did you look at the back of her neck, Inspector? I left a souvenir for you to find.
Many people knew about the murder by now, but Levent thought only Silme, and possibly Altay, had noted the cut-like incision at the back of her neck. Did Levent mention it to the Chief’s assistant? No.
HERA: I found the mark on her back. Is that your signature?
KARANLIK: Let’s say it’s a token for my new friend.
HERA: That’s a strange way for a man to be known.
KARANLIK: I’m sure that’s what you think.
Levent thought he was talking to a lunatic. Although he had done that in the past from time to time, this one seemed very different.
HERA: I suppose you’ll tell me why you called. If it’s to go on about your conquest, I don’t have time. I should be following your trail right now. And I will be.
KARANLIK: There is no trail, Inspector. Who do you think you’re dealing with? You have nothing to follow, and you don’t even know which direction to go. I’m going to tell you now, so listen closely. Go up, Inspector. Go up until you see the sky.
The sky? The moon and stars? A fast plane leaving the country? Levent had no idea except the obvious.
HERA: Is that your way of telling me you’re God?
KARANLIK: That’s poor, Inspector. Very disappointing. I’m afraid you’ll find this will be a long time in the wilderness for you. We won’t be talking again, so keep a sharp eye out. There’s a lot to see in the life of that woman.
HERA: Is that what you found so fascinating?
KARANLIK: Let’s say yes for now. You’ll see all that and more before you’re done.
HERA: Are you planning more events for us to admire?
KARANLIK: You’ll see if I do. Believe me, I wouldn’t want to surrender to anyone but a pen pal.
HERA: I’m glad to hear your mind works the same way as mine. I’d like to accept your surrender.
KARANLIK: Not yet, Inspector. We’ll play the game of Keep Away. You run in circles, chasing what you can’t reach. It’s a children’s game, but that’s where it all starts, doesn’t it?
HERA: If you say so. Some of us grow up.
Levent waited for a reply to crawl across in the window, when instead a large open mouth with grinning teeth appeared. The symbol for laughter. Karanlik was having fun with his new friends, the police.
KARANLIK: I’ll say goodbye. Be sure to look everywhere, even the places that don’t seem likely. If you find where I’ve been, you might know where I’m going. If you find where she’s been, you’ll know everything.
And he vanished.
Stars
Levent stared at the screen and the white space below the final words, until his surprise and a lingering sense of achievement made a hard turn back to reality. What had happened? A lot, yet nothing. Levent had been contacted by a killer in a completely anonymous way. The man had given no information beyond teases that were probably meant to obscure his traces.
Then why had he called? What kind of lunatic killed piece by piece only to insist that the pieces meant something more? Look into this woman’s life, he said. And don’t forget, to the sky.
Levent became so angry, he nearly clicked the ICQ screen away. He probably would have done that if Akbay had not tapped his arm and said, “Don’t forget to save the chat.”
Levent did not know that was possible. He vacated the chair to Akbay, who set about saving and printing the session. Like most young men these days, he was computer literate, if only as a way to play the dating game. He probably had not understood many of the English words that passed, but was that important?
Levent stepped to the French doors that were tucked between the filing cabinets. He opened them onto a useless balcony that overlooked the brevity of the front of the house and the more ample space with the swimming pool at the left side.
The air was crisp and country cool. Looking up at the stars overhead seemed to open him to a draft of even cooler air. A lot of stars were out tonight. Millions? Did they all have names?
The names people chose for themselves, replacing the imaginations of their mothers and fathers, were revealing. Sometimes, they whispered like a secret wish. Or became another way to hide.
Hera. Queen of Heaven. What did she want to be, or what did she lack, to make her choose that name? Did she crave the power of a throne? Did she know she was incomplete without Zeus? It was all harmless, but suggestive.
Karanlik.
A man from the darkness. The shadow had chosen a Turkish name to pair with his fluent English. He had not hesitated as he typed the words in the window, as Levent did. He was in no way hesitant. Bold to the point of insanity, but stopping short of it. That’s what Levent thought. And that’s what he felt.
“Onur,” said Akbay, who was still at the computer. “I found his biography on ICQ. But it’s not what it’s supposed to be.”
Levent turned back into the room to the desk, where he stood behind the computer as Akbay ran the cursor over a page of information.
NAME: George Bush.
ADDRESS: White House, 1300 Pennsylvania Avenue.
CITY: Washington, D.C.
No postal code. He probably didn’t know it.
“Is he telling us something?” asked Akbay. “He calls himself Bush. If we follow the logic, he’s a murderer without a conscience who thinks he’s justified in everything he does.”
“Powerful, too,” said Levent. “He rules the world he made for himself. And for us.”
“This bastard could have called himself Milky Way for all the good it does,” said Akbay, waving his hand at the screen to dismiss it. “I don’t understand why he gave us that much. I don’t understand any of this. He may be trying to get to our nerves so we don’t think straight.”
“Let’s say he’s a psychopath who wants to talk,” said Levent. “Or he’s one of us with a very bad sense of humor.”
“A lot of people on the force would do it for a joke,” said Akbay. “But I don’t know anyone who has the ass for this kind of thing. Not even Altay.”
“I agree,” said Levent. “I’d like to hear what Meryem has to say when she reads the printout.”
“She’ll love it. It’s the first time she’ll have an excuse to justify her pay.”
Not quite. Meryem was a psychologist the department had hired to work out the denominators of the criminal mind. The Chief had probably read the same thrillers as Ayla Acheson had when he hired his profiler, though it was more likely he had gotten the idea from television.
“I’ll let you deal with the computer people, Erol. I’m sure they’ll find it hard to trace that call.”
“For them, impossible.”
“We have to narrow the search. If we get lucky, we might be able to find out if he’s still in the country.”
“You don’t seem to think we’ll come across him in the usual places.”
“No. But I’d like to be surprised.”
“I’ll run for pattern through the files, and see if we come up with any unsolveds or any of the old pardons.”
Levent did not think Akbay would find a torturer/murderer in the cold cases. Pardons were a better place to look. Several years ago, the government granted them to violent criminals as well as others, emptying out the jails. All the departments, especially robbery and homicide, still dealt with the aftermath.
“Did you have time to look around the rest of the upstairs rooms, Erol?”
“Yes,” he said. “I could do more.”
“Now tell me what you found that everyone else missed.”
Akbay ran his fingers through his curly hair that was longer than anyone, including Levent, liked. “It’s what I didn’t find that bothers me.”
“What’s that?”
“Her purse,” he said. “I mean a working purse. I found two hanging in her closet—nice, expensive, and large. But they were empty, except for the tissue and breath mints she wouldn’t miss if she didn’t transfer them. I found another purse in the third dresser drawer. It was nice and expensive, too, but smaller. Nothing much in it except the stub for a ticket to a concert at Aya Irini almost two years old. I don’t think she used it in quite a while.”
“So you’re wondering where the real purse is.”
“That fucker took it,” said Akbay. “We don’t have enough purse snatchers in this town. Hell, they’ll take your arm with the purse if you don’t let go fast enough. This one took an eye, but he’s the same kind of maggot.”
“If he’s wandering around with the victim’s purse, that might make him easier to find.”
“It can be confusing,” said Akbay, taking a step toward the door with a mincing gait. “It’s gotten to be the fashion for a man to carry one. I’ll admit it takes some balls, though. No one outside society circles would dare.”
“This is already a society murder, Erol. There’s no reason why it can’t go all the way to the top.”
“We’ll see about that when we find the purse.”
“Let’s hope we do it quickly,” said Levent. “I’m going home to clear my head of this filth. Murder’s bad enough without having it rubbed in our noses.”
“I’ll look around one last time,” said Akbay. “There’s got to be something more we’re not seeing.”
“Just get some rest. I have a feeling tomorrow will be one of our busy days.”
“I’ll see you in the morning, boss.”
It was already morning.
* * *
Levent awoke smelling the kirlangich from the night before. His wife would never have left the smell of fish linger in the house, but he had found the shrink-wrapped bowl in the refrigerator when he returned. Reheating it in the microwave, Levent meant to have just a taste.
He had overeaten. When he thought he should stop, he ate more. When he was full to the point of discomfort, he sipped the broth, savoring the deep flavor that had been absorbed to saturation.
“Just coffee?”
“Yes,” he said to his wife.
Emine poured a tall cup from the German machine and brought it to him as if he were an invalid. That was the way their marriage had evolved. Levent was the man of extremely odd hours whom she cared for in lieu of children. She had yearned for them, of course, and they had tried, God knows. A wanting seed, the doctors said, never explaining how that could happen.
“This is a bad one,” she said. “Worse, I mean.”
“Yes,” he said. “The son of your aunt’s second cousin gave me the assignment by his own filthy hand.”
“Don’t put him off on me,” she said. “He may be the chief of your police, but no one wants to claim him until they need a favor.”
Why was it the other way around with Levent? He knew the call he had received that put him at the end of a hotel orgy was due to his relationship—by marriage—with the Chief. A Turk never created an obligation outside the family if there was a way to keep it within. Barter was barter, but blood at any remove was better.
“Do you know anyone who’s active in the women’s movement?”
She looked at him, surprised. She knew he had opened his investigation to her, and in doing so, breached what was normal.
“A feminist?”
“Yes.”
“In this country?”
“There are such things.”
“And should be more,” she said. “There isn’t an intelligent woman in this country who’ll bear ten children. Or even five. If we had enough educated women on this earth, its greatest problem would be solved automatically. In case you haven’t looked out the window lately, it’s the one from which all the others flow.”
Looking out the window did not work in Istanbul. What Levent saw when he turned his eyes from his twelfth story apartment was a panorama that did not end in any direction, including the vertical. He and his wife had been born into a city of two or three million with only a few hundred who mattered in the count. The few hundred still ran most things even as the population moved in a logarithmic progression to five, ten, then fifteen million. The numbers were probably beyond that now. They were exciting as a blizzard is exciting.
“You can’t even find me one feminist in all this city?”
“I didn’t say that, Onur. I’ll ask some friends. You should be aware that you’re apt to come up with a communist.”
“I’ll take that if I have to.”
“Or a student.”
“I might prefer the communist.”
“This is a bad one,” she said. “Desperate.”
“It will seem that way until I solve the case.”
“And you will,” she said. “You always do.”
* * *
Levent filled his wife in, telling her who had been murdered but not exactly how. If in her gallivanting she ran across someone who had known the victim, it was better to have the basic facts. That might save time and create opportunity. Levent’s work was all about opportunity. Knowing how to exploit was the last part.
Levent was into his car and onto E-5 in unusually light traffic when the first call came in on his cellular. The crime scene. It seemed that the media had come to exercise their right of obstruction. They had been kept away from Acheson’s house last night, but first thing in the morning the men on duty were put upon by the herd. They had already called for reinforcements to handle the crowd. Even a television van had appeared with plans to broadcast from the street.
Levent gave instructions to the uniforms that he would address the media at five o’clock at headquarters. He did not know if he believed that. It depended on whether he had anything to say, and if he could say it to them.
As he moved off the highway toward downtown, Levent went to the cell phone again to check in with Akbay, who should have something.
“I got a good line on one thing last night,” he said. “I stopped at the neighbor’s house when I saw their light on—you know, the wife and the mouse. Their kid was still up with all the excitement. He says he saw a man around the neighborhood the other day. A stranger in a blue Volvo that was less than new. Turkish plates. Istanbul, he thinks.”
“That’s all?”
“I know it isn’t much,” he said. “We could spend days going through the records to match. I’ll get Turgut on the job.”
“As long as it’s not you doing it.”
“Don’t worry about that,” he said. “And just for curiosity, I ran the victim’s name through our files. She’s a traffic monster apparently—one violation for speeding, which is pretty hard to do in Istanbul. Another for not wearing a seat belt and refusing to put it on when she was told to.”
“She seems normal.”
“Yes, but the second thing is more interesting,” said Akbay. “I took the report from Shishli district. It’s a complaint filed by one of the neighbors at Acheson’s apartment in the city. She was having an argument—a loud argument they say—with a man, that was accompanied by some breakage. The man was gone when our people got there, but she gave them hell for abuse. Drunk and belligerent. They could have run her in if they’d been bored that night.”
“What night?”
“It was February 17th this year.”
“What night of the week, Erol?”
Akbay went silent for several seconds until he found something like a calendar. “It was a Thursday,” he said. “Yes, I see what you mean. It could be our oversexed tourist official.”
The man who drove to the country for his entertainment could easier stay in the city where he worked. With a white Mercedes, he might have GPS to find his way.
“Have you spoken to the maid?”
“Just hung up,” he said. “She worked at both the victim’s places—the country house and the apartment—so she should be a source. She’d been to the house the day before the murder and saw nothing wrong. She was on the bus going to the apartment when we spoke. Do you want to meet us there?”
“You’d better get to that apartment fast and keep her from cleaning up the place. I’m stopping at the Tourist Bureau first.”
“Okay,” he said. “But I don’t think she’ll be busy unless that’s how she works out her grief. She was broken up at losing her employer. Incoherent over the phone. I’ll hold her hand until you get there.”
“Try to keep it to that.”
Keeping his hands off women was Akbay’s only flaw, which he shared with most men, including government officials. As Levent turned off the expressway into city traffic, he made his way down the back side of Shishli to the complex that housed the Bureau of Tourism. The department’s headquarters was in Ankara, the capital, but no one visited that place without a summons. Istanbul was the center of tourism as it was the center of everything but meat-wagon politics.
The Bureau was in a sprawling group of modular offices that seemed smaller due to the usual overstaffing in government departments. Fortunately, only one white Mercedes was parked in the lot. Levent discovered that his man was a supervisor whose job was to liaise with tour groups and conventions. His office was relatively private on the second floor.
Emre Oz was on the phone. He did not put it down or look at his visitor when Levent stopped at the door. Turning in his chair to face the blank wall behind him, he continued the conversation. He said “of course” three times. He said “okay” twice. Levent wondered when he put his finger down on the nipples of the cradle of the phone, cutting Oz’s connection to the outside, if he would really notice.
Yes, he did. When he turned around, his face with its perfectly made nose and perfectly shaven cheeks turned the color he probably turned on his subordinates. His perfectly ironed shirt, handmade and silk, had suspenders he clasped like weapons. But he was unsure of his visitor, so he did not shout.
“Do I know you?”
“Inspector Levent. Homicide.”
“And this is concerning—”
“Your relationship with Ayla Acheson, recently deceased.”
He knew about it and might have been talking to his lawyer. His right hand ran up his suspenders to his chin, while the other stayed in place, as if he knew he had lost half his support.
“Yes, Ayla,” he said, putting concern in his voice like another gear. “We were acquainted. In fact, we were friends.”
“Good friends,” said Levent as he sat in a chair at the side of his desk and drew it closer to his man.
Oz rolled himself back in his chair, recalibrating the distance. He looked at the phone as if willing it to ring. Next, he looked at his laptop computer. It was the same make and model as the victim’s.
“I’ve known Ayla nearly five years,” he said. “First through the business she had with this office, then on a more informal basis.”
“I’m comfortable with calling it informal,” said Levent. “I’m not sure everyone else, including the press, will agree when they find out.”
“And you’re sure they will?”
He spoke in a level businesslike tone that meant he had started to bargain. First, it would be for his name. The other things would arrive in time.
“I’m sure the news will travel fast,” said Levent. “What the press does with the information I can’t say. That will depend on where it leads them.”
“What control do you have over the direction, Inspector?”
Levent shrugged expansively. “I might be persuaded to misdirect matters if I think it’s wise. You’re a married man, I assume.”
“Very much so.”
“I can’t guarantee anything. I won’t bother to try unless you cooperate. The first thing I want to know is where you were the night before last.”
Oz put his hands on the desk as if holding it down. “I was here that evening until I went to dinner. With two friends. They’ll tell you the same.”
“Their names?”
He gave them quickly, one man, one woman, and not the wife. Levent put the names in his notebook as if he had put them away. He was sure they would check. This man’s phone had been busy all morning.
Levent referred again to the notebook, and a different page, as he spoke. “On the night of February 17th, you had an argument with the victim at her apartment. What was the subject of the discussion?”
Oz sunk in his chair with the effort of recall. “February 17th, you say?”
“I imagine you remember that night, unless you had violent arguments with Miss Acheson on a regular basis.”
“No,” he said. “That, to the best of my recollection, was the only one.”
“Then you should have no problem sharing your recollection.”
He answered after a pause. “This is personal. I mean, the subject.”
“I can’t be shocked,” said Levent. “There’s nothing worse than homicide. You should want to see her murderer pay.”
“I do,” he said. “More than you know. We were close. Very close. We shared almost everything, including certain aspects of . . . revenue.”
“So you argued about money on the night of February 17th.”
“Distribution,” he said quietly.
“Let me ease your mind,” said Levent. “It’s not my job to police your department, and I’m not sure that’s possible. How much did she turn back to you?”
“There were certain fees due to the department,” he said in a greater hush. “They could be understated without much problem by me. There also were some favors she asked. These were usually things she found convenient to have overlooked.”
“Did you argue about the fees?”
“No,” he said. “They were strictly based on percentages, and Ayla was honest in disbursing my share.”
Honest. Yes. When the figures could be checked by the man who kept them, that made for the greatest honesty imaginable.
“Then the issue between you that night concerned the things you were paid to overlook.”
“In a manner of speaking, yes.”
“Speak to the manner, sir. Do it without dancing.”
He looked at Levent with a weak plea. His right hand went out as if to offer it to a friend. “I was asked from time to time to have a word with customs inspectors in Istanbul, and occasionally Antalya.”
Levent was nearly sure of the reason, but wanted to hear it. “What did you say to the customs officials?”
“They were to let things pass,” he said. “Put simply, they were not to open the baggage or look closely at passports.”
“What was in the baggage?”
He wagged his head as if everything in him wanted to know. “I have no idea of what Ayla was bringing into the country. You have to believe me. It’s the truth.”
“You never asked?”
“Of course I did,” he said. “It was one of the things we argued about that night. I told her I wouldn’t continue if she refused to tell me everything.”
“And she wouldn’t?”
“Repeatedly.”
Levent tried to imagine what would be so valuable that she would involve Oz in the scheme. He found no answers. There had been an international forgery ring that produced good copies of old precious Kurans, but they were shut down two years ago. They had dealt in small millions for the bogus goods. This smuggling venture could have been more substantial.
“Suppose I believe you,” said Levent. “How much money was involved? And what was your share?”
“I don’t know what Ayla took out for herself,” he said. “But I had fifty thousand dollars.”
Not bad. But his Mercedes cost more. “How many times were you paid to guarantee that customs would look away?”
“Usually not more than four times a year,” he said. “The first year it was less. Twice.”
So it had taken Emre and Ayla a while to become acquainted, but when they did, that meant weekly meetings and two hundred thousand per year on average for Oz. If he had been in business with her several years, he might have made a million or thereabout. This man had no need for his government pension. What came into the country had to be quite valuable, but Levent would give a lot to know the schedule of the things that were overlooked.
“I want you to tell me the dates when you performed these services for Acheson,” he said. “Also the airlines or shipping lines that were involved. And anything else you think is pertinent.”
“I can’t do that from my head, Inspector. It’s impossible.”
“Then consult your records.”
“I will,” he said. “But that will take some doing. Perhaps by tomorrow.”
He was stalling. With computerized records, he should be able to gather the information in hours, if not minutes. But the records might not all be computerized.
“I imagine you have plenty of money,” said Levent. “And I imagine you moved a lot of it out of the country. But don’t think of leaving to join your graft. You’ll be caught, and you’ll be prosecuted on multiple counts.”
“I understand, Inspector. I promise.”
“Tomorrow morning then,” said Levent. “Let’s say I’ll have the information on my desk by ten o’clock.”
He nodded and relaxed, and it showed in the slow roll of his shoulders. Levent thought he might have given the man too much leeway. This man’s best was far from perfect, if the past could be trusted.
“One more thing,” said Levent. “Do you use ICQ?”
Oz was surprised by a question that veered suddenly, but recovered fast. “Yes. Sometimes, but not often.”
“What’s your handle?”
“Wonderland.”
Oz. Alice. The Tin Man. It made sense, Levent supposed, though not in Turkish. “Have you ever met a person called Karanlik on ICQ?”
He shook his head slowly. “The name means nothing to me. I wouldn’t say it was impossible, but I simply have no recollection.”
“Ayla Acheson knew him.”
Oz shrugged. “I don’t mean to sound flippant, but Ayla got around in her way. Cyberspace could be one of them.”
“But you’ll research the matter, and let me know when you find an answer that differs.”
“You have my promise, Inspector.”
PART TWO:
PICTURES AT AN EXHIBITION
Fatma
The victim’s maid was called Fatma. She had no last name, because maids could not afford them. Levent heard her sobbing as soon as the elevator opened onto the landing of the fourth-floor apartment in Nishantashi. His thought was that it was better to deal with thieves like Oz, rather than people whose hearts were truly touched by murder. Better, meaning easier.
Fatma could not even answer the door, leaving that job to Erol Akbay. He ushered Levent into another designer room with hectic modern paintings on the walls and carpets of striking Far Eastern design. Fatma sat on the sofa described in lavender and green gyres. She looked up at Levent as if he was the latest enigma in her life, of which there had previously been only one.
She did not stop weeping. She held a washcloth balled in her hands, woofing into it in spasms. Levent, who carried smelling salts at all times, broke the capsule and put it under her nose. When she inhaled, she jolted upright, her eyes agog.
“There, you’ll be fine in a moment.”
“What?” she said. “What was that?”
“Medication,” he said. “My name is Inspector Levent, and I can see you loved your mistress very much. What we must do now is turn our minds to finding her killer.”
“I’d help if I could,” she said, threatening to devolve into mania again. “There was never a kinder or more generous person than Miss Acheson. No one knows that better than me. Two years ago, when my daughter fell sick, she had me take her to the best doctors in the city. They told me she had a tumor on her spine, and the best place to have an operation was Zurich. The mistress sent both my daughter and me there, paying all the expenses. After the operation, the mistress came herself to see that everything was put right. You tell me who would do that for a poor working woman.”
Not many, Levent thought. None that he had heard of. “How long have you worked for her?”
“Three years,” she said, counting behind her dark brown eyes. “It could be a bit more now that I think of it. It was right after she bought the country house.”
So Fatma was here for the glory days of head counts and contraband. A vacuum cleaner, imported and motorized, stood in front of the television, so she must have arrived planning to clean the place. When Akbay showed up, Fatma found an audience to witness her grief.
“Tell me, did Miss Acheson seem herself lately? In the last few days, that is. Did you notice any unusual behavior?”
Furiously, her hands worked the cloth she held to her bosom, though it was hard to tell where that might be. Her dress was shapeless and strangely colorless. Normal for a maid, though hardly for a city woman. Her face was as plain, but for the wart alongside her nose.
“She was mostly out to the house for the last ten days,” said Fatma. “We had that turn of good weather last week, and she wanted to get out in the sun and share it with her guests.”
“Guests? Last week?”
“On the weekend,” she said.
“Did you meet them?” Levent corrected himself. “Did you see them?”
“I was there when three of them came on Friday,” she said. “The Turkish man brought his bags, but the others didn’t.”
“The others were foreigners?”
“They didn’t speak Turkish.”
“What language did they use?”
“English,” she said. “But I can’t be sure if they were English. Miss Acheson said she couldn’t understand half of what they said either. She told me to have them point to what they wanted.”
Interesting that they were not native speakers. English was the language of business, and almost everyone had some. All the European countries and many of the Asian, even if badly.
“But they were European, these two?”
“They were a couple,” she said as if that pleased her. “As white as you or me. The woman was blonde, too. Her name was Lise.”
“The man?”
“He was accustomed to being served, if you know what I mean. He pointed a lot and drained half the liquor cabinet before I left. Vodka at first, then he moved onto rum. He kept asking me to squeeze more lemon juice for the rum drinks, whatever he called them. And when he ran out of cigarettes, he took to smoking mine.”
At the mention of her vice, Fatma put down her washcloth, reached into the side pocket of her dress and took out a package of Murats. Levent waited as she lit one, thinking it might keep her from hysteria and sharpen her memory.
“He said he’d pay me back, but I wouldn’t smoke those things he was putting in his face,” she said. “They were as black as coal and smelled worse.”
“Filtered?”
“Yes.”
“Blue package?” asked Levent. “With a swirl on it?”
She nodded. The cigarettes were Sobranies. Not many people cultivated the taste unless they learned to love it at home. That probably meant the man was Russian or from one of the satellite countries that were once Russian. That made a list.
“The Turkish man who stayed over,” said Levent. “Had you seen him before?”
“Once,” she said. “He came both times with baggage to stay over.”
“Was his name Emre?”
“It wasn’t Mister Oz,” she said. “I know him.”
Levent didn’t think he would get lucky. Oz was the Thursday night. This was the weekend, which might mean he was new. But Fatma would know more about a Turk she had seen twice.
“What can you tell me about the countryman? What was his name?”
“Metin,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I never knew his last. I think it was written on his baggage.”
But she could not read to pass on the information. That was another reason why she was a maid. “Do you know anything more about this man?”
“He said he was from Antalya.”
That was the second mention of Antalya today. On the Mediterranean Coast and a popular resort, it was the fastest growing city in Turkey—a primary destination for Russian and German tourists. Millions every year.
“How long did Metin stay each time he visited?”
“I can’t say about the second time, because I didn’t work Saturday or Sunday. I remember he didn’t stay at all the first time.”
“He came with bags but didn’t stay over?”
“Yes,” she said, nodding with suspicion. “He brought them into the house. He didn’t have me do it, even though I offered to. So he didn’t use them for what you’d expect. That’s odd, isn’t it?”
“It could be,” said Levent. “Did you happen to overhear any conversations between Metin and your mistress? Accidentally, that is.”
“They didn’t say much when I was about,” said Fatma. “Once I heard them talk about icons. You know, the little things the Russians make so well.”
Once made, if Levent was any judge. These days the icons were probably counterfeit. But if they were trafficking in Christian goods, Turkey was an odd place to bring them—unless it was not the final destination.
“I didn’t see religious icons at Miss Acheson’s house,” said Levent. “Nor here at a glance. Have you?”
“Never,” she said. “And I would have.”
“Did she keep valuables at the house?” asked Levent. “Or here?”
“Not that I know of,” said Fatma. “She has a safe at her office. I never seen it, but she mentioned it once.”
“How did she mention it?”
“When she forgot something in it and was angry at herself,” said Fatma. “One day, she came to the house meaning to stay, but when she saw what she was missing, she turned around and went back into the city.”
“You have no idea what it was?”
“I went home as soon as she left,” said Fatma. “But I think it had something to do with a Black Cruise. She had one coming in the next day.”
“Black Cruise?”
“Cruise ships come down from the north by the Black Sea,” she said, happy to explain. “Mistress started the cruises is what she told me. Those people up there don’t see the sun often, and they liked to see it as long as they had the money. And now they do, some of them.”
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