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For Rone
Sultan Ezid knows how much water is in the seas.
— Yezidi Verse
PART ONE:
LADY OF THE LAKE
CHAPTER 1
Ender drove from Zurich on a sunny day in late spring with dark clouds edging from the east. He did not know the man he would meet in Luzern, and he had only been to Luzern twice, though he was in Switzerland for much of the year. The call that he had received from Seth Gunning, his superior, was vague in its details but long on bait. This was a good assignment, he said, field work, and had nothing to do with drawing information from men who made death their pleasure.
For the last year, Ender had exercised his freedom of choice by declining assignments to meet those men at various locations. He was happy to be in a place that had a navy but no sea, living with a woman who loved without mentioning marriage. And if she had not been gone to open her house in southern France, Ender doubted that he would be driving south on a fast approach to the Alps.
He had a bet with himself that he could pick his contact, Hank Fastnow, from a crowd, and he won. After leaving his car on the street, Ender climbed to the second floor of a restaurant overlooking the lake. The big tables at the right side of the room were filled with patrons talking and laughing loudly. Only two men sat alone at smaller tables by the left and blank wall.
Ender headed for the one at the window seat and the only privacy in the place. Fastnow had a big middle-aged body with short brown hair. Dressed in a red woolen shirt, corduroy pants, and boots made for climbing, he ruled his space like a mural. His nose climbed big in his face, like two things with one hole each. On both cheeks were patches of lighter skin that looked as if they had been sandblasted away. The eyes were the worst things, glacier gray and as mean as the place they were made.
“Sit down, Jason. Beer or beer?”
Ender sat at the rough timbered table. It was the custom to make it rougher by carving names and initials into the surface. B.J. TGR.
“Brandy,” he said.
“That’ll set me back ten bucks.”
“Good,” said Ender. “You broke up my day.”
Fastnow smiled, which was bad. Not many Americans had teeth like that. They were uneven. Or broken and unrepaired. One overlapped on the right of the incisor and one on the left was partly missing.
“Been in the field, Hank?”
“A mine field,” he said. “Ragheads and scorpions without number. I didn’t believe it, but mother said there’d be years like this.”
“She taught you everything you know?”
“Everything except how to tell the difference between goat-shit and a roadside bomb. That’s something a citizen of the twenty-first century finds hard. It has to do with smell and the hair on the back of your neck and not one damned thing else.”
“I understand.”
“Then we’re on the same page.”
“Not yet.”
Fastnow turned to a waitress who appeared in a Heidi dress with a William Tell crossbow embroidered on the apron. He gave the order, but did not pinch her ass.
“I’ll lay it out straight, Jason. I’m in the middle of something that won’t wait and I need back up.”
“I don’t do back up, Hank.”
“Gunning says you do, if people ask nice.”
Gunning was less than a friend, but not until this time an enemy. There was also the question of what Gunning might owe Fastnow. Hank wanted Ender to think he had steamed off the front lines with mud in his eyes and eczema under them.
“Asking nice, Hank. Is that what you’re doing?”
“You should see me when I’m in a snit,” he said as the waitress returned with the order and placed the big and small on the table. “But there’s no reason for me to lose my temper. Our mutual friend says you speak Arabic.”
“He’s exaggerating. That’s not one of my languages.”
“Jason, I didn’t ask if you could get next to the Prophet. We’re talking street level here.”
“I could find my way to the shithouse, which is where you seem to be. But why don’t you find someone who can speak to every level?”
“They’re busy,” he said.
That made sense with Iraq still chewing up resources, but Fastnow would have reasons for every contingency. He liked people to think he was stupid, but he had been smart enough to talk Gunning around, which was very smart.
“You’re going to tell me a lot more,” said Ender. “You have to convince me to give up my love life.”
“That good?”
“As good as it gets.”
“Must be new,” he said. “Must not wear a bag over her head.”
“She gave that up at finishing school.”
“Finishing school.” Fastnow slipped back in his bark chair. “Jason, you know how to hurt a guy, and that’s good. All these people know nowadays is killing. Comes from video games. They keep zapping that thing until it stops moving. They don’t understand you get ten times more information if you stick just one little finger in a meat grinder. Electric’s the best. You have this feeling of inevitability with something that’s plugged into a wall.”
Ender tried to place Fastnow’s accent. It was Southern, possibly Texan, but as if it was borrowed. His ideas seemed to be borrowed from the headlines and to run strongly counter to them.
“You want me to think you’re a crime against humanity, Hank. Now, tell me why.”
“You’d better be one if you’re chasing one,” he said. “I’ve been doing that for three weeks, running all over the Middle East until finally I got a lead two days ago that brought me here. Yesterday.”
“What man?”
“We’re talking about inhumanity with a capital U,” he said as he leaned across the table and held one hand beside his mouth. “The man I’m looking for, Mafuz al-Hamdi, is ostensibly a citizen of a country allied to ours.”
“Which country?”
“Jordan.”
“What does ostensibly mean in this case?”
Fastnow lowered his voice so it was hard to sort from the surrounding clutter. “It means al-Hamdi was a bridge between Jordan and the old regime in Baghdad. I think you’d now call it the Resistance. We first got word of him in late ’98, which was about the time Hussein reorganized his procurement nets. Our intell puts al-Hamdi in contact with known agents of M-19. Hussein’s real talent was unappreciated. He was a master of euphemism. M-19 was the branch he created to confuse the origin of his shell companies. He might have thousands, all working through cutouts. They were fast-tracked to bring in his most sensitive deals.”
“How sensitive?”
“Everything you can imagine, including some we did, like WMD.”
Fastnow covered his face with a stein of Eichof Klosterbrau as he spoke the truth. Ender had no idea if al-Hamdi existed or who he was. Most of the Iraqi nets had been set up to disguise supplies coming in under the UN Oil for Food program.
“So Hank Fastnow is chasing a man who’s chasing things that never existed. Is that what you’re telling me?”
“You want the truth, I asked myself that when the man gave me this assignment. What makes al-Hamdi important enough to run my ass out of a place I took down single-handed? I mean, I was there before the beginning. Hank Fastnow was the man who could talk to a Kurd through a translator and have him put aside his best interest, which was two billion in cash flow from oil revenues he was splitting with Hussein. Said Fastnow convinced that Kurd to actually use the twenty thousand men under his control and move them in the direction of the enemy.”
“An under-appreciated genius.”
“No argument there,” he said. “But you can ask anyone. I back my men and all their plays.”
“I’m not your man, Hank. I’m your lunch date.”
“Granted,” he said. “I know you’re a civilian. But Gunning said you’re the best there is in a field where there ain’t no one else. I’ve known Seth a while and I never heard his voice grow hushed when he talked about man or God. He practically choked up when he told me he couldn’t tell me what all you’d done. He said if anyone can put al-Hamdi in the bag, it’s you. He says you know people and languages.”
“That’s why you’re here?”
“I’m here because we traced al-Hamdi to a hotel in Luzern two days ago. At least, we think so. His face was not well advertised, but if this man had been in the Iraqi Deck, he’d come in high diamonds. Nobody knows why he put himself down in a tourist town, but from the look of it maybe he came for the rain.”
“What does he have for resources here?”
“We don’t know. If he’s deep cover Iraqi intelligence, al-Hamdi could have access to the friends the Ace of Spaces bought and paid for over the years.”
“You mean Hussein.”
“We call him Rathole for the billions gone missing. No one can count the offshore banks he used to funnel money out of the country for his retirement.”
“So the information comes directly from him.”
“Did I say that?”
“You should say something.”
“Let’s say he’s uncooperative, but every once in a while he lets out bits and pieces so he can get some sleep at night.”
It would have been better if Hank said nothing. A lead of three weeks obtained from a prisoner of years was very slow information.
“If I was al-Hamdi, I wouldn’t go near Hussein’s contacts. I’d find my own or work the ones no one knew about.”
“That’s what I’m thinking,” he said. “And that’s why it’s a challenge. For a man like you, let’s say interesting.”
“Is that what Seth told you to say?”
“He told me to tell you the truth.”
Ender laughed. He liked Hank. It was not often that government service put out a man who could lie with down-home charm. He must have had a long conversation with Gunning, which was also a hard thing to do.
“So you think al-Hamdi was a bagman for Hussein’s loot?”
“This is the workings of a maze,” said Fastnow. “Hussein might set up a company in Jordan with an affiliate in Hong Kong, then open a branch in France and another in Malaysia and Liechtenstein and so on. All they needed was a phone and fax. The key was the man in Jordan. The facilitator. He’d have the account numbers tattooed on his dick so his wife could read them to him. Something went wrong, all Hussein had to do was cut that thing off and have it mailed to Baghdad.”
“But he never did.”
“You have to think al-Hamdi was in Hussein’s inner circle,” said Fastnow, shaking his head and the cropped brown hair that rode it like a hairpiece. “If that’s true, it makes him practically the only one Hussein trusted. It’s an anomaly and it’s puzzling even when it comes from the source.”
Fastnow made points with his fingers. “We don’t have anything extra good on his background. Al-Hamdi is forty-eight years old by his count and in the same area by the clock. He ran an import-export business from Amman that was a one-man show. He lived in the city in a quiet neighborhood near the Ministry of Culture and went to work every day with his laptop in a ballistic case. His wife is an Iraqi and his current mistress a Turk. He might have passports from five different countries and living permission in ten more. He’s never been known to speak to a Palestinian in his life, though that’s about all they have in Amman these days. The Jordanians got in his office after we threatened aerial bombardment, but they didn’t turn up anything, even though we had a man telling them what to look for. Let’s say al-Hamdi is a very careful operator.”
“How did you know he’s here, Hank? Tell me or I’m out the door.”
He smiled like a lap dog invited onto the sofa. “Intelligence caught his mistress leaving the country for Luzern two days ago. We tagged her coming through customs. Got a man on her just in time. She took a taxi into the city and checked into a hotel. We were slow getting a team in for round-the-clock surveillance, but six hours later Leyla Pamir met a man matching al-Hamdi’s description.”
“Did they lose her?”
“Not her,” he said. “The farm. She went with the man we’re calling al-Hamdi to a place four blocks up the hill. Apartment building with five floors. She came out half an hour later all alone. At that point, we set a watch on the house and tried to keep her close. It just didn’t work out. The man didn’t show himself again. He probably walked out the back door into the next life. Ms. Pamir probably hung in the runway between that building and the next until those big jugs froze up. She came back to her hotel and stayed in her room. The next day she visited two museums and stopped at an ATM.”
“No contact at the museums?”
“Nothing we spotted. She didn’t even talk to the men at admissions.”
“What bank did she draw money from?”
“Hell, I don’t know,” said Fastnow. “Why?”
“She could have taken money out of an account at the ATM—or put some in. If she has a computer, she can make those numbers dance. Does she have a computer?”
“I don’t know.”
“You lost your fascination with ballistic cases.”
“We’ll find out,” he said.
“How many men do you have for surveillance?”
Fastnow scowled to mask his pleasure. “Four. Not counting Your Highness.”
“Best if you didn’t.”
“I hate a man in love,” he said in a growl. “They’re the most arrogant bastards in this world.”
“Hank, the first thing I’d like to see is some background on the lady. If she’s doing what she seems, she’s more than an inflatable. Blow her up and I’m sure you’ll find something interesting.”
“That’s good,” he said. “You’re good.”
“You’re slow. Three weeks in, you’re very slow.”
“Maybe, but this gal’s been working for al-Hamdi the last couple years. It’s a good thing if we’re sure about her before we decide to kick ass.” Hank laughed, showing those teeth again. “Hell of an interrogator, Seth said. Genius level.”
“Gunning didn’t say that.”
Fastnow shrugged carelessly. “Let’s say memory’s not the best part of me.”
Ender did not ask which part was better. “Do we have an ear on her?”
“Negative.”
Limited resources and limited intelligence left a lot of room for error. Ender saw the end of this, but did not know how much Fastnow saw.
“Hank, I can’t see your plan. If this woman is anything like a professional, she won’t find it hard to lose surveillance. She can pay the bills in her hotel for months. She can fly to Morocco and hit the beach there. Unless al-Hamdi’s stupid, he paid her off and wished her well with the next bagman.”
“Unless he’s like you. In love.”
“Love’s love,” said Ender. “Life’s much more to the man you’re describing.”
“You have to think so.” Fastnow cleared his throat. “And that’s why you’re on my short list. I understand you speak Turkish.”
“This time you’re right.”
“You up to speaking some to Ms. Pamir?”
“That depends. What do you want me to say?”
“That we want to put in a bid for her services.”
“What are we prepared to offer?”
“A new life just like the old life. No relegation in status. She helps us take down that renegade she’s fucking, there’s a twenty percent finder’s fee.”
Ender wanted to hear the rest, because things like that could not be done with a voucher. Fastnow must be backed at high levels to make the offer. Of course, it could be a product of his imagination, like other things.
“Your plan—I’ll call it a plan for now—is risky. If she’s not interested, she’ll warn al-Hamdi. You’ll never see him again.”
“Yeah, but I’m thinking she’d have to get in touch with him to do that.”
“That’s taking a hell of a chance, Hank.”
“It’s my ass.”
Ender did not believe that was worth much, but he had one idea. “Let’s say I do this, Hank. I’ll need a couple of your men for wallpaper. No, better yet, I need you.”
The patches of lighter skin on Fastnow’s face took on a glow that had nothing to do with pigmentation. “What do you want me for?”
“Don’t worry, Hank. When the time comes, all you’ll have to do is sit there.”
He was about to follow with genial abuse when a cell phone rang. It was his, so small that it vanished in his big hand. He said “Yep” three times before he said, “Stay with her ’til you rot,” and clicked off.
“The lady’s out on the town again, according to that nearsighted son-of-a-bitch. Still doing the tourist number, seems like.”
CHAPTER 2
The rain stopped. Ender passed a group of street musicians in a square who were playing Bach and not badly. A man with a dulcimer stood at the next corner working a melody that was distantly familiar.
The man that Ender was following moved in the street thirty yards ahead, and the woman that the man was following moved further on at seventy yards. Leyla Pamir had stopped first at a department store, where she looked at several items casually. Next, she ducked into a cell phone shop where she bought a phone card for three hundred Swiss francs. That might mean she planned heavy usage on her phone in the country, or she wanted to cover friends and family from a distance. And that depended on whether she was still a player.
Ender guessed yes, on little evidence. The scan he made while she was in the store said this was a good looking woman with heavy breasts and some red coloring in her long black hair. The lift to her cheekbones, slightly Oriental eyes, and flared nose seemed to confirm she was Turkish. Her skin had been tanned by recent sun, but clearly she was not born so dark. No argument that she was a first class ticket, probably as good as could be found for a mistress in Amman.
She paid cash for the phone card, said the clerk, from bills in her purse. She had spoken German—not Swiss German. That might feed into her bio. The link between Turkey and Germany was strong due to the immigration of Turkish workers. Some were second generation and Europeanized. Both Leyla and Pamir were Turkish names, though neither was common. They might be adapted to meet the expectations of Westerners, or those who liked to imitate them. Her lover al-Hamdi seemed like one.
If he had serious money, the move to Switzerland made sense. While it was true that funds could be jacked around the world at cyber speed, most citizens of the third kind did not like holding cash in an account where it could be entered without triggering safeguards. That meant a personal appearance with the numbers and bona fides in place. And that meant Switzerland or its near neighbor Liechtenstein. The War on Terror had reached those places as a concept but never a reality.
Ender did not think it would soon. Hot money that escaped Iraq would be seen as the spoils of a war someone else had paid for. Hundreds of millions had already passed that way without a murmur.
But Leyla Pamir’s next move was not to an ATM. She entered a public phone booth and made a call. No more than forty-five seconds later, she left the booth and resumed her outing. She had no apparent destination as she wandered the quaint streets where the sun had come out for nanoseconds. She moved like a window-shopper for a block-and-a-half before stopping at an intersection with a cafe on the corner.
Ender stopped, too, hanging at the entrance to a shop. At a better angle, he saw that she lingered at the cafe where there were no empty tables. A waiter came from the room inside with an order he put down at one of the tables. As she waited as if marking time, Ender heard for the first time the sound that came from around the corner. It was a strange mooning horn, so haunting that it raised the hair on the back of his neck.
Leyla moved toward the waiter at the table without attempting to hide the contact. She spoke to him for a minute. Either she was confident of not being observed, or the contact was innocent. Ender saw her nod before she moved off again to continue her holiday. The waiter went about his business without drawing attention to himself, hustling back inside the building.
Ender let Pinto—Fastnow’s man—trail her up the street that led to the river. He was average height, which was good, with less than average brown hair. The rate of loss made it hard to guess his age, which was also good. Better was the hairless face so unremarkable that it did not cause an observer to wonder about anything in it. God created watchers from common clay and an even more mundane gene pool. They all seemed to end up working for the government.
As Ender moved to the cafe corner, he noted that the strange sound came from a man a block up the hill who blew on an Alp horn. He must have been trying to lure tourists to the hotel behind him. Small and stout, he stood twelve feet from his instrument. The bell of the horn rested on the ground as the haunting sounds continued.
Ender entered the cafe that was little more than a counter with sandwiches piled in a glass case and beverage-making equipment behind it. The waiter, who wore a ring in his nose, did not let Ender’s entrance disturb him. Clearly, he was not expecting follow-up from any direction.
“I’d like an espresso and some information.”
“You’re lost,” said the waiter. “It’s difficult to be lost in Luzern. There is the river and there is the lake. You can find your way by them.”
“It’s another way of being lost that’s the problem,” said Ender. “The woman you spoke to in the street a moment ago. Tell me what you learned from her and I’m sure I can find my way.”
“It could be a long way with that one,” he said. “But not a bad way. If you like them dark, that is.”
“Do you?”
“I have to say it doesn’t matter.”
Ender thought the waiter was not much of a contact unless he was one of the best. He seemed relaxed. His hair was the color of his eyes—powder blue. They widened as Ender took fifty francs from his wallet and wrapped the bill around his finger.
“If you tell me what passed between you, I’ll see this in your pocket.”
“An American. You mean to make my day.”
“The truth will make you solvent.”
“You may be disappointed,” he said. “This conversation was not sinister. It was a case of Double O Nothing. The woman simply asked what the man with the Alp horn was doing.”
“What did you tell her?”
“I said I had no idea. It seems like a stupid thing to do. He’s been blowing that horn every day for the past two months.”
“You said more than that to her.”
“I did. She asked what was the purpose of the Alp horn in more distant days. That is, before the tourist trade. Was it used to communicate with the people of the next Alp? Was it a signal?”
“What did you say?”
“I told her it was nothing of the kind,” he said. “The Alp horn is used only to praise the mountains.”
Ender gave the waiter the fifty because it was rare when poetry arose from bad translation. Possibly, he had bankrolled an enemy, but he did not think so.
Leyla Pamir was simply curious about things, it seemed. Ender caught up to her and Pinto where she had stopped on the riverbank to meditate on the northward flowing current. She leaned over the railing as if so much fast moving water was unaccountable. When the sun came out again, she took off her sweater and wrapped it over her shoulders. Yes, she had good breasts. The luxury package. She turned and quickened her pace as she moved onto one of the wooden footbridges that crossed the river.
When she started across the covered bridge, Ender did not think it was likely she would reverse course. He walked up the river at a fast pace that took him onto the wider bridge funneling vehicular traffic across the river. If she headed toward the lake, Ender could anticipate her movements, which in the worst case meant intervention. If she went the opposite way, Pinto would cover.
She dropped off the footbridge while Ender was still on the four-lane. Turning onto the street that mirrored the river, she began to walk toward the lake. If they maintained coordinates, they would intersect at forty-five degrees.
He came in ten yards behind her with Pinto at twenty. She bore right toward the exhibition hall, a large building with an extended roof overlooking Lake Vierwaldstaiter at the beginning of the Alps. She did not deviate from her path, heading toward the box office at the front of the building. A music lover?
When it seemed she could be headed no other place, Ender bombed Pinto on the cell phone. “Drop into the box office line behind us. Be prepared to ask me if I can spare some tickets.”
“Can you spare some tickets, sir?”
“Just like that. Steel yourself.”
Ender picked up the pace and moved past Leyla, sliding into the short line two steps in front of her. It didn’t matter if she made him now, and it would be nice to have something to talk about. Jan Garbarek was playing tonight.
He did not feel her staring at the back of his head, which might mean she did not mind losing a space. The line moved slowly for three customers, but the last one did his duty quickly. Ender was at the box office in eight minutes.
“How many tickets do you have left?”
The clerk, a stout man with thick glasses, looked down to make the count. “Twelve,” he said. “No, I’m sorry. Thirteen.”
“I’ll take them.”
Ender might have qualms about putting down the money for two hundred seats, but Garbarek, one of the most popular musicians on the Continent, did not leave much to fortune. The credit card took care of thirteen tickets for six hundred and fifty-nine Swiss francs that Hank would have to cover if he still needed a friend.
The clerk hung the sign that moved Garbarek’s next appearance into the next year as Ender turned away with the tickets. He walked slowly past Leyla Pamir, fanning them in his hand as if verifying the count. And she looked. She seemed to look through him in the way dark women could.
Pinto was two places back as the line began to break up. He played his hand early, but not badly. “Pardon me, but would you have any tickets to spare?”
Ender shrugged. “I bought for the office. I guess I could let you have one.”
“One is all I need.”
Ender made him pay more for realism than malice. Pinto reached into the pocket of his jeans with a bitter smile. He counted out the money as if giving up his fingers.
Leyla Pamir was aware of the transaction. She had not dispersed with the rest of the line before the box office. He felt her at his back now as an active presence. Ender put the tickets in his pocket and turned toward her as if he did not remember the way home.
“I wonder,” she said, “could you spare another?”
She spoke in accented German, but had caught enough of the exchange with Pinto to know what happened. “I was keeping them for friends,” he said. “I don’t think we know each other—yet.”
He could not be sure she had understood all his words, but she smiled with perfect teeth. “I’m sorry. German is not my first language.”
“Nor mine,” said Ender in Turkish.
Her smile remained on her face, but the force behind it diminished. A foreigner who spoke Turkish was freakish. Ender had fallen under suspicion, but the suspicion was mixed with relief.
“Are you Turkish?”
She was telling him she knew he was not. “I was married to a Turkish woman,” he said. “It’s my misfortune she died not long ago.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “May your sorrow pass.”
Ender let it pass as he tried to place her accent with little success. She might be from Eastern Turkey. With a woman like this, it was hard to be sure.
“The days pass more quickly when I do pleasant things,” he said. “There’s nothing I can do about the nights except when Garbarek’s playing. Are you a fan?”
“Of course,” she said. “The album with the Pakistani musicians. What love he showed.”
“I Stole the Runes,” said Ender. “That’s the one that reached me.”
“The clapping, yes.” She moved her hands. “And the chanting. The voices like American Indians.”
“It reminds me of home.”
She smiled again, calculating quickly. “You’re an American Indian. That explains why you speak Turkish so well. Our ancestors came from the same place.”
“My name’s Jason Ender.”
“Leyla Pamir.”
They touched hands with more electricity than might have been expected. Ender saw in her eyes that she felt it, too. “I have to say I wish we had more in common than ancient nomads.”
“Such as—”
“I think we could find out if you took the seat next to mine.”
She squinted into the failing sun. “This Turkish woman you married. She would tell you that we are not all alike.”
“She did. Her warnings had no practical effect.”
“Very well,” she said. “I’ll have the seat next to yours.”
Ender took two tickets, making sure they were together, and passed one to her. “Eight-thirty. That’s an awkward time. It seems we should have dinner before the show rather than later.”
“Together?”
“I’m sure you seldom dine alone,” he said. “I’m sure I do as a habit. It isn’t a good one.”
She moved to reticence with a fractional shading of her dark eyes. She might be under instructions to speak to no one. She probably had been told to keep herself free. If she accepted the offer, it might mean her lover had removed himself from her life. That was bad, but not final.
“Seven o’clock is an unfortunate hour, isn’t it?”
“I’m sure we can make do.”
She drew a breath that put her closer to his grief. “Seven o’clock then.”
“I’ll find a restaurant and call your hotel, if you’ll allow me.”
Before resuming her holiday pursuits, she gave him her cell phone number to confirm. That was a nice surprise.
* * *
Ender did not follow Leyla Pamir to her hotel, but Pinto’s relief took her back by leisurely stops—the first at a chocolate shop, and the second a place that sold tourist trash. She finally settled into a hairdresser’s near her hotel. “Seems like you scored,” said the replacement, whose name was Packer.
Maybe, but Ender felt the approach had gone too easily. Or—it had gone as it should have with a woman who was innocent of most things except the man she had been sleeping with. Sometimes the worst men kept women best.
But she would know things. A woman with normal curiosity could learn a lot about a man. The woman who made him her business would know as much as he did about himself. As for dates and places, that, too, was possible.
In the time until dinner, Ender wrote a report to Seth Gunning. He made a point of saying he did not think Hank Fastnow knew more about his business than the average soldier-of-fortune. It seemed clear that he was looking for someone to blame for the mistakes that might be made. Gunning would not like those words, but he would be wary of repercussions. That was the way of the power ladder.
It would be useful to know where Fastnow stood on the ladder, but Gunning would not share that with Ender, who had passed on the last assignment from him to Kirkuk in Northern Iraq. Ender’s first mission in that country had been to Tal Afar, also in the north, where politics got in the way of good sense. The job ended when Ender refused to sign off on a Turkish-speaking prisoner who was said to be an imminent threat to world peace. The result was bad feelings on both sides.
It was at that point Ender decided he would never again do anything that he did not believe in, especially when it meant working his way through a politicized chain-of-command. Military Intelligence ran the show in their usual plodding way, and after two years CIA barely knew whom they were fighting. The War in Iraq had reduced the War on Terror to confusion by expanding it to every country in the Middle East. This mission seemed to offer a chance to narrow and refocus.
At seven, he called Leyla to say he had found a nice place for dinner. In Switzerland, nice was the best that could be done. For an attractive Turkish woman, the best that could be done was to have her dress in her best as she consumed food that was the best, while protesting about the cost that she would have been hugely disappointed if he did not assume. The effort was proof of purchase, but nothing like a deed to the premises.
Ender settled for a second mortgage. He picked her up at her hotel, which was average but for the cost, and put her into a taxi that took them to the restaurant that he had not quite dug out of a guidebook.
The place was imprecisely Oriental and the ambiance unusual. They sat at tables linked like mess tables and ordered drinks from a bar of hammered tin. The music was gaudy and some of the customers, too. Ender and his date talked lightly in her language, and ordered food from recycled paper menus. He kept trying to remove his eyes from the place where Leyla’s dramatic breasts tunneled deep into her neckline. She kept trying to discover the nature of the place, which was not what it seemed.
About the time she decided to ask what sort of restaurant it was, Ender volunteered the answer. “This was a jail at one time.”
“A what?”
“This building was the city jail,” he said. “This room was the Dining Hall. The rooms upstairs were cells with bolts and peep slots where the guards checked on the inmates. But tourists can leave their rooms any time they like. They have a key. And a story to tell their grandchildren.”
She looked around the restaurant again as if searching for the confirmation that she did not want. When she turned back, her eyes were brighter and more aggressive. They looked like their owner for the first time.
“Thank you for the sake of my grandchildren. I’ll be sure to tell them everything of this evening.”
“I’d rather you told me everything.”
“About what?”
“Yourself.”
She turned the probe away. “That would be boring. I’m thirty-four years old and I live in Amman. It’s hilly. Public water runs once a week. On Thursdays. Most people are poor, and therefore boring.”
“I can’t imagine you in a place so dull. Why do you live there?”
“My work,” she said.
“That must be interesting.”
“I’m afraid not,” she said. “I came to Amman to work as a secretary for a Turkish company. I left the company to become a secretary for a firm offering better pay.”
“So you’re on holiday. Have you been to Switzerland before?”
“Once,” she said. “With my employer on a business trip to Zurich.”
Ender thought that was interesting, since it was the first time she might have told the truth. It seemed like the place to explore.
“I know only one reason why Middle Eastern businessmen come to Zurich,” he said. “To hide their money.”
“That’s a cynical thing to say, Jason.” Her mouth widened around her words as if they had grown in importance. “But perhaps true.”
“Your employer doesn’t confide in his secretary?”
“Let’s say I don’t know the bank where he keeps his funds. That would be telling too much. It would be revealing the most important thing.”
“Does your employer have a lot of money to put away?”
“Perhaps,” she said. “But he’s not a man of great means.”
“You may be wrong about al-Hamdi.”
Leyla knew several things: that she had never mentioned al-Hamdi’s name; that she had attracted the attention of people she never meant to meet; and that her date was not as he seemed. She might have assumed those things, but the reality was different.
“You know more of me than Jan Garbarek does. That must be said.”
“You shouldn’t worry about it,” said Ender. “Look at me as a tourist, too.”
“That will be difficult now.”
“Then believe that other men know what I know,” he said. “If I told you what they’re like, you wouldn’t warm to them. I met one for the first time this afternoon. He eats scorpions and considers the tail the best meat.”
“A connoisseur.”
“Of a kind. If you look across the room to the table by the bar, you’ll see him.”
She slowly searched out Hank, who sat surrounding his amber drink like a cannibal before the fire. “Is he an American Indian, too?”
“Apache,” said Ender. “They torture their enemies and eat their hearts.”
“Must you say things like that before they bring the food?”
“I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’m trying to say that there are choices. You’d do better to have an honest conversation with me.”
“As opposed to a conversation with that one?”
“Yes.”
“This is the man who asks me to dinner and takes me to a jail instead.”
“An attractive jail,” he said. “Unrecognizable as such.”
“Perhaps I can do better.”
“That’s not possible,” he said. “You can live for as long as they’ll let you. The alternative is to tell me what you know. We guarantee your new life will be more comfortable than the one you have now.”
The waiter chose to bring the food at the moment, which smelled as if it was good but belied its presentation. Ender had never tasted lamb as greasy as goat, or swamped in as much green curry the color of new moss.
Leyla did not approach her meal with gusto. She tried to eat her chicken as if it was not still alive and the canned bamboo shoots as if they were. Clearly, it worked its will in a way that only a woman with a strong stomach could endure.
“Is there some way I can trust you, Jason?”
“That’s the hardest part in every case but easy this time. I guarantee everything I’ve said. As long as you cooperate, you’ll have no worry about your place in life and nothing to fear. Your safety and your future will be my concern.”
“And who are you?”
“My name is the one I gave,” he said. “I work with the State Department. I’m a specialist, but not the kind you think. Basically, I’m a translator.”
“Of languages?”
“Of everything.”
She held his eyes as if calculating her options. If she wanted to hear the conditions, she had heard the major one. “I may agree to your offer,” she said. “But you must give me an example of your good faith. Can you fulfill the first promise you made?”
“What’s that?”
“Garbarek. He really does clear my mind.”
“Of course,” he said. “Finish your dinner and we’ll go.”
“I’m done.”
* * *
The concert was as good as she wanted. Leyla went to the powder room while he waited in the hall on speeding nerves that calmed when she returned with an inch less cleavage. They sat side by side in the packed house while Garbarek’s horn explored byways that most jazz musicians had left behind decades ago. He showed them what was to be had in those places—a glance behind the curtain, which was time. His sax screamed in mega-sheets of sound, climbing on controlled hysteria in the perfect acoustics of the hall.
Afterward, they walked the perfectly crafted streets of the tourist city. If Leyla was worried, she did not show it except to tug her red shawl closer to her shoulders. By the time they crossed the river on one of the footbridges, the crowd had dissolved.
“It’s a dream world,” she said, stopping on the riverbank to look over the water as she had in the afternoon. “We can borrow it, but never have it. I think Garbarek must have had a terrible childhood to tell so much truth.”
“Or a good teacher. We don’t have to go down every road to find what we want, but we have to decide. And we should signal when we turn.”
When she moved, her breasts touched his arm. “How much time do I have?”
“Very little,” he said. “Others will come sooner or later.”
She did not respond with content. A shrug.
“You can listen to these people, Leyla, but you can’t trust them. We’ll be as good as our word.”
“So far you’re the best chance I have to ruin my life. The one I know, that is.”
If it was true that Ender was first on the scene, he was glad. But this woman was used to giving partial truths and artful cries. That was the first part of her job description and the last.
“Your life’s changed, Leyla. You can live as a fugitive, you can change your passport with the bed sheets, but you’ll never be secure.”
“And if I said I was accustomed to that?”
She was telling him that she was more than she seemed, and more than Hank dreamed. Maybe. “Then we don’t have much to talk about. I wish we had. The best thing about my job is the people I meet and the ways I find to help them.”
“You sound like the Red Cross,” she said. “Americans always sound like that in the beginning. What happens if I can’t give you what you want?”
“That’s a problem,” he said. “I won’t tell you it isn’t.”
“What do you have to know? Tell me plainly and I’ll tell you if I can do it.”
“We want al-Hamdi. It’s that simple.”
“Not so simple,” she said.
“Leave that to us.”
* * *
Ender wished he had more confidence in his resources, but he had to assume that Hank knew what he was doing or could requisition brains. He walked Leyla to her hotel on a chill wind that seemed to arise from nowhere but was really the fohn that blew down from the Alps. A southerly wind that put an edge on things, it could only be defined on a subliminal level. Everything that might be nothing thickened.
Ender had not seen Packer since he had taken his seat at the concert, but enough shadow and mist stood in the streets to obscure vision. If Packer was good, it would not be easy to spot him. Or anyone else.
“Where will you take me?”
“It’s best if no one knows until we get there.”
“You’re suddenly not saying much, Jason.”
“Tell me where al-Hamdi is, or where he’ll be, and we won’t have to do more than cut a new passport and fill your bank account. The passport will be better than any you have. The money will be real.”
“Dollars,” she said. “Now how many dollars are we speaking of?”
“Your share would depend on what’s recovered,” he said. “A ten percent finder’s fee is standard. Perhaps more would do in this case.”
“Perhaps twenty?”
“That’s something to negotiate.”
Leyla’s reaction showed what was important. She stopped before the bright window of a parfumerie and smiled at the display. Channel, Versace, Biaggio, et. al. could be her companions from this day forward. Her next stop might be a furrier.
“You’re an easy man to bargain with,” she said. “Of course it’s like that, isn’t it, when you have everything?”
By that she meant what was behind him. “We don’t have everything, Leyla. In my opinion, we spent ourselves into a hole.”
“Perhaps you should think of it as a military problem. If one finds oneself in a hole, the simplest thing to do is to bring everything down to that level.”
“Some people agree with that. I don’t know if I’m one of them.”
“You aren’t.”
She walked up the street, kicking her leg as if clearing the way to the future. “My feelings are complicated. I find that I like you, and to the extent that I can, I trust you.” She put the same leg into a puddle of light made by a street lamp. “However, the feeling does not extend beyond this circle.”
“It will have to,” he said. “That can’t be helped.”
“It will have to in time. For now, I won’t agree to talk with anyone but you.”
He did not like the demand for reasons having to do with security, but what she asked was not unusual. Switching sides was coining a new life.
“Your request will make things more difficult.”
“Nevertheless.”
“If we do it your way, I have one condition,” he said. “You’ll do what I say and do it without question. That’s the only way it can work.”
“Agreed,” she said.
CHAPTER 3
“I don’t believe this,” said Hank. “You were told to get that bitch out, not get yourself in. Where the hell are you?”
“Undisclosed location.”
“You better disclose it fast,” he said. “I’m going to have your ass for a skin graft if you don’t.”
“I’ll let you know when I reach a secure location. As far as my ass and your face goes, that’s doable.”
“It’ll make you immortal,” he said. “You’ll show up at more high level briefings than you ever dreamed. I wish I could say the same for the rest of you, but that’s what happens when a man takes a backward step on the stairway to heaven.”
“Hank, it looks like you can have what you want, but at a distance. I have a list of necessary items to run down. Find a pencil.”
“Can’t at the moment,” he said. “That damned jailhouse food gave me the runs. But don’t worry, you’ll be on record.”
Four minutes later, Ender hung up the public phone on the autobahn. Hank said there would be no problems, but what kind of man recorded his own phone for replay? Luckily, Ender had headed west from Luzern instead of north to Zurich. To play this as promised, it was important to keep Leyla’s good will. She had stood nearby during the conversation. Though he spoke English, she could have an idea of what he said. Almost everyone in trade today had some English.
Ender waited until they were back on the highway before he made another try for Hank’s agenda. Leyla had not said a word and did not seem as if she would. She still sipped the triple espresso from the rest stop. She was smoking Gauloise unfiltered, one not quite after the other.
“What do you plan to buy first?”
She said, “What? Oh, yes. My finder’s fee and new credit card. Should it have a limit? Wouldn’t it be nice to walk into an automobile show room and change plastic for a Mercedes?”
“What kind?”
“The sports car,” she said musically. “I can’t remember the number. But I think for all that money, it should have an ashtray, unlike this machine.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry for things you never made. We should regret only our choices.” She drained the espresso and chattered the ashes into the paper cup. “Would you like a cigarette?”
“I gave it up.”
“So have I,” she said. “Many times.”
That was the first weakness she had admitted to. A running car on a highway at night was not the same as an interrogation room, but it had an easier closeness.
“Does al-Hamdi smoke?”
“Marlboros. Two packs a day, and two-and-a-half when he drinks. They’re the Light kind. He understands they will bring him closer to heaven, but slowly.”
“Not a hypochondriac?”
“A bit. He’s become more spiritual in his eating habits, wanting only what nature makes.”
“Is he religious?”
“He acknowledges that God reigns over men, but not the bank accounts of men.” Leyla smiled to herself. “That’s common in the Middle East.”
“And some other places. Does al-Hamdi drink while he counts his money?”
“Only when he wishes to impress me.”
“You mean in bed.”
“Yes.”
“A Jordanian legend.”
“They’re all legendary in their minds. It’s not peculiar to the place.”
Not a feminist, Ender decided. A realist, which was quite a bit worse in the morning. “How long have you known him?”
“As an employer?”
“As a man.”
“I knew him first as a man,” she said dryly. “I was working for my original employer in Amman, who introduced us one evening.”
“I see.”
“You probably do. Men are used to thinking of women as currency, until they find they have to part with too much of their capital.”
“He spent you without knowing it?”
“He was aware of what he was doing,” she said, “but not the cost. When I told him I’d be taking another job, he changed his mind and offered me a raise to stay.”
“I would have done the second if I had been stupid enough to do the first.”
“And you would have received the same reply.”
Ender was sure of that. Leyla had an appreciation of the things necessary to keep her in comfort. She fed him information that she thought he had, and not more, letting her instincts take her the rest of the way.
“Who’s this man—the one who works for a Turkish company?”
“Bulent Atesh,” she said. “I’ll tell you about him and his business in a few words. He’s an importer who buys eggs from Israel. He has these eggs sent to the Turkish port of Mersin, where they are repackaged with proper labels and shipped to Jordan. It’s not more than sleight-of-hand, but profitable. He also ships more valuable commodities in the same way. He found another secretary easily.”
“I doubt she’s as good.”
“I’m not sure good matters to him,” she said. “Pliant, that’s the word.”
Ender did not think she was misinformed. He made a note of Atesh’s name so it could be checked out. It would be good to know if the man was genuine.
“It seems he should have treated you better. Was al-Hamdi more generous?”
“If you’re asking if he was kind, the answer is yes. I believe he was kind to his wife, too. He paid her less, but she was worth considerably less.”
“In what condition did he leave his wife?”
Leyla flexed the hand that was free of the cigarette. “She has the house, the Mercedes sedan, and the child, who is not entirely whole. A partial hand at birth. Her family has money and majority ownership of a bank in Amman. What else she has is a guess.”
“Do you think he’ll send for her at some point?”
“I have no way of knowing,” she said with frost on the words. “He would have to feel more secure than he does now. If I was his good wife, I would prepare to be a better widow.”
“She’s Iraqi?”
Leyla knew she had not imparted that information. She hesitated, deciding to enfold what was known. “Yes. I believe her father was an official with the Baath Party. If so, he’s convinced your people that he’s indispensable to the new process—or he’s starving to death at this moment.”
“Do you know his name?”
“Hussein, I believe. You know, the same name but given in reverse.”
“I understand.”
“That’s good,” she said with a chiming laugh. “Then we don’t have to speak about cultural differences.”
She knew that, but was blasé about it. “The father. He’s not in Jordan by any chance?”
“I wouldn’t know,” she said. “You must believe that I did not have much contact with his family. His wife knew of me, but she could never bring herself to admit her inadequacies.”
“It’s clear she was overmatched.”
“I love flattery.”
“I was stating the obvious.”
“But nicely, Jason. I’m willing to believe you will be a significant lover.”
Ender was convinced he had touched something important by the way she changed the subject. They were no longer talking about the Iraqi father of al-Hamdi’s wife, but the disposition of Leyla’s body. She would like him to believe it was easily disposed. Not a chance.
“Did I tell you I was Casanova?”
“No,” she said, laying on the word until it was no longer negative. “I wondered when you would. Most men think they’re the world’s greatest lover, or promise to be. The one who doesn’t—that’s the man to watch. I should have made your attentions part of our bargain.”
“An incentive clause.”
“You think I’m hard to please?”
“Yes.”
“Perhaps you’re wrong. Perhaps I’m used to less, knowing no better.”
“I wouldn’t like to disappoint you.”
She laughed softly. “This place we’re going. Is it conducive to love?”
“Not exactly.”
“Then we must make it so.”
* * *
The place they went was one of the oddest spaces in Zurich and could not be made better. Veronica’s workshop stood on the edge of an industrial neighborhood in Department Five. The studio had been used for ceramics before she moved to the next thing, which was sculpture. It held samples of the second and vestiges of the first—a kiln, many molds, and works in various stages of completion.
In one corner of the large room was a small office enclosed in glass with a couch, a chair and a desk. A layer of metallic grit covered all the surfaces like an abrasive. That included a sink and a hot plate, but no refrigerator or stove. Ender hunted up a jar of coffee crystals and put water on to boil while Leyla showed her chagrin at the quarters.
“I don’t like to ask, but how long will we stay here?”
Ender did not want to spend much time in one location, but they needed rest and this place would not be easy to track. It was now five forty-five.
“Less than a day.”
“Less than an hour would be better,” she said, sitting on the couch with a groan. “What kind of pig keeps a place like this?”
Ender had not told her anything about the owner, but Leyla could guess at a place he had access to. She did not want to be generous.
“She’s a nice woman. A bit scattered.”
“I’d say mad. Is there a chance we’ll meet?”
“None.”
“Is that all the good news?”
“You can have the couch.”
“Thank you very much.”
She lay down without comment. There had been no talk of love after the first breathless reference. Once Leyla distracted him from questions about al-Hamdi’s connections in Iraq, she had slept the rest of the way to Zurich.
“Where do you think he is now?”
“A place better than this,” she said. “He’ll contact me at some point.”
“You gave him your cell phone number from the public booth in Luzern.”
“Yes.”
“What number did you call?”
She did not reach into her purse to consult her directory. “274-6695.”
“Area code?”
“043.”
“Zurich. That’s convenient. We could do lunch.”
“You won’t be able to do anything with him,” she said seriously. “You should not think of him as a man who can be manipulated. That’s the thing he’s best at.”
Ender decided not to manipulate Leyla brazenly. She had not denied that she called al-Hamdi from the phone booth in Luzern. Ender had a number that might be a relay, but would be checked out.
He used her cell phone to call Hank and register the number with him. In less than three rings, that familiar voice came on the line. “Customer Support.”
“Check out this number and get back to me. It’s in Zurich and should be hot.”
“Zurich,” he said. “Is that where you are?”
“My location is changing but still undisclosed.”
“It’s good you’re consistent. I got my pencil now, so go.”
Ender gave the number and clicked off without filling Hank in on the progress of his investigation. He handed the phone back to Leyla.
“How long will it take to obtain the information you requested?”
“Hard to say.”
She nodded. “I’ve heard that American intelligence can track any number. It’s said they can intercept any call from a cellular phone no matter what the location.”
“It’s not a perfect system,” said Ender. “But it’s better than most people think. That’s all that’s necessary.”
“Of course,” she said. “If a country has the need to protect itself from people who have nothing, it should.”
“Do you think that’s all of it?”
“I’d say probably. Nothing gives what it can, which is the lives of its people. That’s an unfair advantage.”
“Spoken like a revolutionary.”
“I’m not,” she said. “I think we should earn our share of the wealth.”
“How are you doing it?” he asked. “Why does al-Hamdi need you? He could have run to Switzerland by himself and done well enough.”
She moved to the hot plate and poured coffee for herself. She did not pour two. “I’m sorry. Would you like some Nescafe?”
“Please.”
Although Ender hated instant, he waited until she poured water in the crystals. His next question was the same question. “What does he need you for here, Leyla?”
“Would you believe my company?”
“Yes. But no.”
“Undecided?”
“Unconvinced.”
“We don’t want that.” She sat on the couch and patted it for him to sit, which he did. “I’ll tell you truthfully that Muffy needs someone to trust. He can’t afford to expose himself to your people or others who may be looking for him.”
“What others?”
She took a moment to arrange her answer. “I don’t know the names but can imagine their concerns. Hussein did not have a single intelligence service because he trusted no single man. His spies spied on his spies. They were everywhere, and I think still are, in spite of the regime change.”
“What did al-Hamdi have to do with these men? Or women?”
“A great deal,” she said in a softer voice. “Muffy was the paymaster for foreign agents who went through Jordan—and other countries. I wouldn’t say he was the only one, but he had access to significant funds.”
“And a percentage stuck to his hands. He’d know the names of the agents, too.”
“The correct names, no,” she said. “But he might know some of them.”
Ender began to see what motivated Hank, and what put that hick in high-level briefings. He wasn’t just after the money that al-Hamdi had ferreted out of Jordan. He wanted Hussein’s intelligence nets, some of which were still in place and functioning too well. Without them, the Iraqi Resistance would find it harder to continue.
“What information of that kind do you have?”
“You won’t like it when I tell you I know little. Those men were numbers with names I never knew. Their payments were numbers I usually never saw.”
“Usually?”
“We worked in the same office. But Muffy was careful. He generated new passwords every day.”
“Tell me what you know about his files. Anything you remember, even things that seem unimportant.”
“He was well organized,” she said. “Muffy usually did not see the agents he paid. He kept his accounts in two directories. The first is a record of payments made through a bank in Amman, and another in Greek Cyprus. The second is simpler. It has four parts and the money passes through one bank in Zurich.”
“What bank?”
“Beta Cie SA.”
“What do you know about Beta Cie?”
“I had no dealings with them. I never dealt in company funds.”
“Do you think al-Hamdi would go to that bank now?”
“He might, but it would surprise me if he used the same bank for his own funds. It’s private, of course.”
She was right if al-Hamdi was as careful as she said. With unlimited manpower, Ender would call for close surveillance on Beta Cie. Zurich had scores of private banks, all selling discretion as their most essential service.
“The funds in the accounts could have become his easily,” said Ender. “He might have been drawing on them for some time, accelerating his activity in the last weeks.”
“I believe he did.”
“If so, he could have created enemies who were looking for checks in the mail.”
“He created one that I know of. A man named Bashar. He called the office several times in three days and became angry when I told him Muffy could not be found.”
“Who is Bashar?”
“To me he was only a name.”
“Did he sound educated?”
“He made no attempt to impress with manners. He wanted Muffy and he wanted him on the spot. If he could not have him there, I believe he wanted him dead.”
“Had al-Hamdi already left Amman?”
“Yes. He left two weeks ago.”
They were both surprised when her cell phone began to ring. The sound gathered strength as she sprung the pink thing from her purse to her ear. She gave a short “Alo,” but said nothing for thirty seconds until she broke the silence in German: “I understand.”
Leyla closed the connection as if closing a coffin. “That was the man I spoke to yesterday. He told me to come to Zurich by train and walk by a roundabout route to St. Peter’s Square.”
“When?”
“Two hours.”
Eight o’clock. The trip from Luzern was an hour or more and the train station would be jammed with commuters. If Leyla was followed, the tail would not be easy to spot. Surveillance would have to concentrate on the church square, but they could never run a game if she was not on the scene as the contact.
“Did the man tell you to wear a white rose?”
“He said nothing like that.”
“Then he knows what you look like.”
“Muffy would tell him. It seems everyone will know what to look for.”
“I won’t tell you that you have to go,” said Ender. “It’s your decision.”
She was aware he had vacated the future to her and she liked the courtesy. “But you’d be pleased if I said yes.”
“That’s what we’re here for.”
“Then we go,” she said.
CHAPTER 4
The instructions Leyla received were meant to confuse her movements, and they were more successful than they should have been. It took Ender far too long to set up surveillance at the square. He received a five-minute busy signal from Hank, and when the cowpoke finally came on the line, he said that all the components of the op were still in Luzern except one man who had gone ahead to Zurich and should be there. Hank did not think he could get the rest of his people in place with much time to spare, but promised it in any case.
And by the way, he had some news. “Concerning Leyla Pamir. It seems you had a nose for her. We have her real name as Gol—Renan Gol—which I understand in Turkish means lake.”
“You’d be right.”
“In this case, I’d give something to be wrong,” he said. “The Lady of the Lake came up under her correct name as born in the city of Diyarbakir in Eastern Turkey. She graduated from high school, or whatever they call it. The Turks think some of her relatives are terrorists, but I don’t know how serious to take that. They tend to put newspapers and fashion magazines under the same heading. What I hear, they get all their best leads with a baseball bat.”
“What do they have on her as an action figure?”
“Nothing coherent,” said Hank. “Seems like a reporter was assassinated in Ankara back in the Eighties. The Turks caught a suspect, and, uh, questioned him. I guess somewhere between third base and home this man brought up a handful of names. Renan Gol’s father was one. He was supposed to be an organizer of a communist cell in Diyarbakir. Anyway, let’s say he was a suspected organizer, which covered a lot of ground in those days. Just about anything you liked. The upshot was the whole family went on the desperado list. Some of them disappeared and others seemed to have warning, but they took to the road.”
“Our girl, too?”
“Renan Gol disappeared from the books until she applied for asylum as a political refugee in Germany in 1988,” he said. “That checks out. Her request was granted about the time she married a man named Nazim Pamir. Turkish, I assume. Maybe she went through Rent-A-Dick. Seems like the marriage didn’t last long and she didn’t either. We have nothing on her under any name until she showed up in Cyprus three years later on a German passport.”
“What do we have from that point? And who collected the data?”
“The story is she was busted at the Beirut airport about a year later.” Hank put a shrug into his words. “Body-packing cash. DEA was interested because she was transporting the funds to a bank on their hot money list. They were going to try and turn her, devious souls that they are. It might have worked if she hadn’t been bailed out of the can in a hurry.”
“Result?”
“Vanished again.”
“Nothing concerning her relocation to Jordan?”
“Negative. DEA doesn’t even know she has a new name. I don’t understand that either. One of the easiest things in this world is to put money down on a new passport in Jordan. Why all the subterfuge?”
“Let’s say she’s got something to hide, but likes to keep it simple.”
“That sounds like something my mother would come up with. A first class mind should work in a more creative vein.”
“Maybe we’ll find the answer soon.”
“Take your word for that,” he said breezily. “We’ll call when we’re close. You just tell me what you need.”
Ender did that for as long as it took, wondering what he really had to count on with Hank. Not much, he decided.
Ender took his pistol—a SIG 239—from his holster. He hated the weight of the weapon, but had taken to carrying as procedure. If he had to carry, he wanted the local best, the Swiss-made .357 with a laser-activated grip that turned a decent shot into a marksman. Hell, a sharpshooter.
Leyla’s sin seemed to be communism with a minor in drugs. Turkish communism meant that Renan Gol was probably a Kurd. PKK, the main Kurdish group, had begun as a communist organization and drug runners who continued as an explosive expression of a country that did not exist. Bombers. The worst of all worlds could be combined on the other side of the bathroom door.
The woman who had passed inside it was so good at vanishing that she might be an agent. Ender had let her go to the bathroom down the hall from the workshop. She wanted to freshen up, and when he opened the door, he saw the window twelve feet from the ground that might be an escape route if she wanted to chance a drop from the second floor. Ender decided she wouldn’t unless she liked broken ankles. Now, he was not sure.
He knocked on the door and pushed it ajar. Leyla turned as she stood at the sink and looked at him as if he were barely present. She did not care if he glimpsed her in the black brassiere and the rest disheveled. He told himself he did not care as he closed the door, saying:
“We should be on the road soon.”
He might be wrong about his feelings, but not hers. Leyla was a piece of work that had been years in the making, and she was designed for close work. Her breasts were trophy weight and her belly gym flat. Her dark complexion and darker eyes made subtle variations of light irrelevant. Anything that was missing could be compensated for with technique.
That would be there, too. She had passed from Turkey to Germany, Cyprus, Lebanon, and Jordan, landing on her feet in those places and in some comfort. She also seemed to like being close to large amounts of cash.
Leyla’s last stop was as the mistress of a paymaster for Hussein for networks that had existed in the past and still existed for different and more violent purposes now. That made her a key figure, but did not explain to whom she reported. PKK may have inserted her with al-Hamdi to discover what he did with the funds he handled. Or she could have freelanced her way into his bed for a share of the payoff that would come when it was time to run.
“Here,” she said, opening the door. “Everything new.”
“I hoped you’d start thinking that way.”
She took his arm like a possession. “The organism adapts or does not survive. I learned that early.”
“In Eastern Turkey?”
“You know by my accent?”
“Yes,” he said. “But I can’t decide if Turkish is your first language.”
She looked at him as if being identified could be tolerated. “It’s not. I grew up with Kurdish—the unofficial language of Eastern Turkey. It’s not a written language of course. Kurdish cannot be committed to a page. That’s considered to be a subversive act in Turkey and three neighboring countries.”
“Seems a shame.”
“A handicap,” she said. “But it can be turned to an advantage. Once a person knows one foreign language, he has a start with others. Isn’t that true, Jason?”
“It’s not untrue. But more complicated than it seems.”
They left her baggage in the shop and walked to the freight elevator that dropped down to the first floor in a rage of gears. In the parking lot of twelve spaces, Ender took five minutes to check the car. Using a mirror and an electronic detector that worked only on a cold car, he went down and cleared the undercarriage and hood.
Leyla waited until they were on the road, moving through the lights and heading across the city, before she told him that she was impressed.
“I feel secure,” she said. “If you had unlocked the car from the button on your key chain, I might be nervous.”
“I’d trip an automatic device from a long way off. Then I’d wait ten minutes before I went in.”
“I see you’re familiar with ways and means.”
“I’m familiar with people being incinerated,” said Ender, who had seen that in Istanbul. “The image stays with you.”
“I imagine.”
“It takes no imagination,” said Ender. “You wonder what it takes, but it’s probably a cause. That’s the only thing that works when the lights go out.”
She did not respond as they moved along the street leading to the train station. Ender mangled his way through traffic that grew thick with bicycles and mini-cars until they came to several dead stops.
While they were stuck in traffic, Hank’s man Pinto checked in. Ender double parked at a news kiosk and took the call in the street outside the car. The sun was bright on this surveillance day.
“We should reach the train station in ten minutes,” said Pinto. “I’d say less, but we want to be sure on ETA.”
“How many people can we count on?”
“Same numbers. Hank doesn’t like to involve anyone else in his obsessions.”
“Drop two men at the front of the station, one of them you,” said Ender. “We’ll meet and set the relays. Where’s Hank?”
“On the way,” he said, but not when or where.
“Tell him to get in touch with me. If he moves without keeping me informed, this can go wrong.”
Pinto said he would pass it on, but Ender wondered. The operation had been undermanned from the start and not augmented from the usual sources. For a man chasing the man who carried the loot of a country in his bank accounts, that was remarkable.
Ender wanted to put in a call to Gunning to find out what his friend of years or days did except run his mouth. So far, that was the only part of Hank that worked. Ender would have made the call if traffic had not begun to move out fitfully.
Leyla sensed something, too. “Is everything all right?”
“Fine,” said Ender. “All you’ll have to do is walk to the square. If things go well, we’ll spot whoever is following you before he gets there.”
“And if you don’t?”
“We’ll have him at the square.”
“I think he knows that,” she said. “He may want me to take this walk to see if anyone follows.”
Her conclusion was not something any intelligent person would fail to make, but she made it quickly. She might have spotted other flaws in the program, too.
“We’ll do more than follow you,” he said. “We’ll box off the rear trying to locate a man—or woman—headed in the same direction.”
She fell quiet for a moment, and the moment was slow. “If I was this person, I wouldn’t follow. I’d observe from a far off place to be sure of my safety.”
“You may be right,” he said. “But we have to cover all the bases.”
“Bases?”
“A sports term.”
“I see.” She drew her arms across those fine breasts. “This is a game.”
He did not say it was a game she recognized. It was possible that the instructions she had been given over the phone were designed to put her where she could be snatched from the street. Ender had no confidence in stopping a quick move.
“Do you have a recent picture of al-Hamdi?”
“Not very recent,” she said. “It was taken two years ago in Cyprus.”
“May I see it?”
“I’m sure he won’t come himself.”
But she surrendered it, opening the purse that Ender had not searched well. Nothing much there—keys, tissue, a tin of lozenges, the cell phone, and the wallet from which she removed a picture. She held it before his face until he nodded it away.
What he saw was a man of the world at leisure. Muffy stood on a dock in a marina wearing a seaman’s cap, bowswain’s shirt, and white pants with white shoes. Although he had a small potbelly, he looked in good shape. His face was not noticeably Middle Eastern except for the dark eyes that looked at the camera with arrogance and yearning. Ender never understood what eyes like that took from their surroundings beyond a desire for ownership. That would start with the woman behind the camera. The hands that gripped the wooden rail seemed to include everything as possessions. Probably, none was. Possibly, all would come to be. The tall spars jutting into the air behind him were like ideas that had flown from his mind.
Ideas? No, plans. The man in the picture was careful. His dress was casual but correct. He would have clothes for the water and the golf course and tailor-made shirts climbing like little men in his closet. He would plot the future as well as he rigged his vacations away from the wife.
“Muffy might stay away,” said Ender, “but I think he’s in Zurich. I’d say he’ll arrange to have a window on what will happen.”
“He likes to be close, yes.”
“But not in the front rank.”
“He knows how to exclude himself from trouble, if that’s what you mean.”
Until now. Life had changed for al-Hamdi. He, too, would adapt to survive. He might change the patterns that brought him to this point, but Ender hoped not.
“I’d guess he’s not a violent man. I mean, not addicted.”
“He’s not addicted to anything but sex,” she said. “And in that case, he’s less addicted to a personality than the concept. I was disappointed when I found that he took the occasional whore.”
“Is he familiar with weapons?”
“Reasonably, yes,” she said. “And nothing would keep him from gaining more knowledge. He’s been to school. He watches television and will open a book.”
“Where did he go to school?”
“In Jordan,” she said with a pause that went on too long. “And Switzerland.”
That was something she had sat on. The man who went to school here could have connections that went back decades. Everything Ender knew of al-Hamdi said he had done that.
“What school?”
“He never told me,” she said. “It was near Zurich. I know because he mentioned it once. He did not mention it again, so it may be important.”
“I’d say so. His training is as an accountant.”
“Basically. But he has more knowledge of money than a normal man in that work. Banking is bred in the blood here.”
“Discretion in banking is bred in the blood. Some people call it cheating.”
“The Swiss are not alone in that, I think.”
No, but Ender found it bewildering to imagine how many connections, or possible routes, Muffy’s money had taken. The confusion might never make sense unless they found the connection.
“I want you to do something,” said Ender. “You took al-Hamdi’s calls and answered his mail. Find a name, an address, anything that matches what we know now.”
“I’ll have to think,” she said. “I find that difficult at the moment.”
Time was always crucial even when it seemed to expand. The train station and the bustle surrounding it came into view three blocks ahead. Ender would have to put this woman on the pavement without taking her to the entrance. When he saw a parking medallion at the next corner, he pulled into a side street and ten yards further along into an underground garage. Down two levels he parked, noting the number of the slot for a change, before he led Leyla back to the surface by the stairs.
“You’ll go the rest of the way yourself. But you won’t be alone.”
“The Luzern train, I know.”
“Show yourself as the train empties. Don’t loiter in the area beforehand.”
Leyla was breathing hard as they finished climbing the stairs that led into a lobby emptying into the street. All those Gauloise and some tension. She would never make the finish in a marathon, but a morning stroll was fine.
They did not shake hands or kiss three times in the Swiss fashion as they parted. Ender was sure Leyla would never do anything sentimental, or display an emotion that was less than intimate. She did not look back or act too curious as she walked away.
Ender followed slowly up the street, but sorted little from the thick traffic around the station. Many fewer people entered than left, which meant nothing except that Zurich was the nerve center of Switzerland. Only one middle-aged man stood in a static position by the entrance. Seconds later, he moved away when joined by a younger woman.
Ender did not see Pinto in front of the station, but when he hit the hot number on his phone, Hank’s man answered quickly. “Countywide Cleaners.”
“Are you where you’re supposed to be?”
“Just,” he said. “Where’s the bait?”
“Coming your way. Black dress, blue coat.”
“You should have bought her something better.”
“Red scarf.”
“The man thinks of everything.”
Ender had told her to wear the scarf she wore last night, but nothing would stop her from taking it off. She could not be stopped from doing anything unexpected.
“Hang loose,” said Ender. “Pass her off to me when she’s near the square. Then tighten up and stand by the perimeter.”
“OK,” he said. “I’ve got her now.”
From a half block away, Ender watched Leyla walk into the entrance of the station, followed by Pinto and his partner, a tall man named Blessing. Six-feet-three was good for surveillance and bad for being spotted, but that was what Hank had for personnel. Ender wondered what happened to Packer, and the other—the fourth man—he had never seen.
Hank had not checked in as requested, which was normal. He answered on the fourth ring—an improvement in response time. “Make me happy,” he said.
“I can if you’re on station.”
“Check,” he said. “We arrived in Zurich Old Town and have a view of the square from our new automobile up the street. Got directions through this maze from a guy who spoke good English.”
“Everyone in Zurich speaks English unless they don’t want you to hear.”
“Just tell me you’re on top of that woman,” he said. “And not literally.”
“She’s cooperative,” said Ender. “Pinto and Blessing have her now. She’ll be meeting the train due in six minutes. That means ten minutes to the square. Figure twelve to rendezvous and allow for more.”
“I’m excited,” he said. “And that’s the only reason I do these things.”
* * *
Ten minutes later, Ender still knew nothing but the chase. He shadowed Leyla and Hank’s watchers from the station at a distance. For three minutes, he stayed with them, moving ahead when they circled Uraniastrasse and turned back toward the square. Scanning the streets brought no yield. Too many people passed to pull possibles. Twice, Ender thought he had candidates, but the man in the gray hat and the blonde with a quarter pound of face iron entered office buildings and did not talk to anyone. Neither looked much like al-Hamdi.
Ender had not expected to spot him easily. A smart man would alter his appearance. Plenty in the street fit the specs for height and weight. Five feet ten, a hundred and eighty pounds. Of dark-eyed men with that look of ownership in the eyes Ender saw a couple. One had a beard—the easiest way to camouflage a face.
Ender did not follow either. Climbing the hill quickly, he took a left and walked to the edge of the square, where he turned again and let it out as he climbed more quickly. He wanted to come to the square from behind, tracking possible exits, and any people standing in place or in vehicles. He saw nothing that jogged alarms and some things that caused him to rethink the location.
This was the part he did not understand. No one planning an exit from the area should allow himself to be trapped in cramped streets. Foot traffic was significant, but not as dense as in the city below. Vehicular traffic was possible in most parts, but parking was a nightmare.
Ender checked the street he had come in, and the streets for two blocks on either side of the square. Half the businesses were not yet open. The Old Town was high rent, and the shops were heavy in object d’art and semi-precious crafts. There were some private banks in the area behind brass plates that gave only their names, but Ender did not see Beta Cie among them.
He made a half-circle again, looking for Hank in the street, but the man was nowhere afoot or in a car. Why not?
Pedestrian traffic was still good enough for cover, but that worked both ways in a chase. Ender counted six people in the square. A young woman and man stood at the wall overlooking the city below. Another man read his guidebook, looking up to coordinate place and events. Two women stood talking and probably making an early tour of the area. A third man stood near the middle of the square by the statue. He did nothing.
He might be the fourth man in Hank’s squad—the one Ender had never seen. He did not look like an American, but Hank’s men looked like no one special. Their clothes were local and did not invite attention. Except for Blessing, they were anonymous. Where was Blessing?
Ender dialed Hank’s number, but got nothing on eight rings. In the middle of a late-call operation, the man did not answer his phone. Ender felt a surge of anger. And nerves. Nothing could be done without coordination.
Now it was his decision to pull Leyla from the area. Ender had his cell phone in his hand, locating her number from the display. He was about to press the button when he saw her move up the hill to the square. She walked slowly. Her coat was open with the exertion of climbing and the red scarf was not in sight. She looked around as she entered the open space, but was not obvious about it.
The two women who had been talking moved off. Leyla saw them, but did not react. Leyla took two steps toward the middle of the square when she stopped. Reaching into her purse, she took out her cell phone.
Who was on the other end of the call? Her contact with al-Hamdi?
Ender could not see Leyla’s lips move, but thought they moved a little. She was probably receiving instructions from someone who wanted to remain invisible.
Ender recalled that this square was the place where the women of the city had saved Zurich centuries ago. With the men away, and the city under a threat of attack, they had dressed as men and paraded in the square—the ramparts of the Old Town—to make the enemy think their forces were great.
The plan worked. The deception. Ender felt he could be looking at a variation when Leyla snapped the phone closed, returned it in her purse, and began to walk through the square toward the Old Town. She did not look back. She veered right as she moved and picked up the pace.
He wanted to call her, but he was sure she was being watched by someone who recognized her when she entered the square. Ender dropped in fifteen yards behind her. He had not seen Pinto or Blessing to the rear and could not wait for them. If they were alert, they would follow.
When Leyla reached the second street on the right, she turned. It was not the narrowest street, but Ender knew it did not widen much. He passed it, watching as her figure moved away at an incline. When he finished the crossing, he looked for Pinto or Blessing in the reflection of the window of a coin shop. Two beats later, Blessing showed.
Without turning from the window, Ender made a hand motion to pass Leyla off. Blessing caught it and turned up the street. Ender waited in place, giving time for her to clear the immediate area. That would be seconds.
Wherever Hank and Packer had taken themselves was a mystery for a weak mind. Ender hit the cell phone for Hank.
“Yes, Jason.”
“Just tell me where you are.”
“Chasing a runner,” said Hank. “He answers al-Hamdi’s description and he took off like a rabbit when he spotted Packer. We’re close to the turn on Bahnhofstrasse, but still have him in sight. How’s it look at your end?”
Ender moved to the corner as Blessing rounded the turn that led down the hill. Pinto had shown in the square and spotted Ender. He walked quickly toward the coin shop and took the turn into the street on Ender’s signal.
So this short group was what they had. Leyla was in danger. The man Hank was chasing probably would not be caught. If he allowed himself to be, he would give no information except for the description of the man who paid him.
“You better get yourself back here where we need coverage, Hank. Leyla took a call and changed course. It’s a mess for surveillance.”
“You’re telling me.”
“Then I should tell you that you’re probably chasing a decoy.”
“Not a rabbit, you think. A duck.”
“You’re the duck, Hank. Now where’s your fourth man? The one you hid.”
“I left him down at the square for back-up,” he said. “But he’s not a field man and you shouldn’t use him for that.”
Ender turned into the street ten yards behind Pinto, who walked at a good pace. If he knew what he was doing, Pinto would catch Blessing and change the look of the surveillance before giving way to Ender. Shuttle looks meant everything in narrow streets.
“What does that mean, Hank? Not a field man.”
“It means he’s a special talent. I would not say gifted, but he has a gift.”
Ender tried to understand what Hank was trying not to say until he finally did. The fourth man was Ender’s back up when friendly persuasion failed. This was the man that plugs the blender into the wall.
“Hank, any second I’m going to move in on our girl before the bad guys move on her. That wouldn’t be necessary if you were in place.”
“I don’t think you should panic,” he said. “She’s what we have for a lead dog.”
“And if we lose her, we have nothing.”
“Do what you have to,” he said. “I’m going to take this man down.”
Ender snapped the phone shut so hard he might have broken it. He quickly closed the gap on Blessing, who had closed on Pinto. As they came shoulder to shoulder, Blessing dropped off. Ender passed him. He did not see Leyla ahead, but the street turned on a veer that blocked his view. Pinto had a better angle and indicated no problems.
Ender closed on Pinto. He eased off when he finally brought Leyla in sight. She was thirty-five yards ahead, twenty on Pinto, still walking at a good pace that should have her breathing hard.
Then she did rest. Leyla came to a stop before a shop that sold period jewelry and clothing. The choice was probably accidental, but she stayed in place for at least a minute. She took out her purse and stared into it as if looking for something. What could she be searching for? Her bag was not large and contained nothing special.
Leyla closed the handbag and began to walk the street in the same direction, as if nothing had changed. She might have taken a breather, but Ender did not like anything that upset his expectations.
He decided to change the look of the surveillance. One man scanning the street could spot Pinto. If he scanned from an upper story, he would know more. Too much.
Ender did not like taking point but saw no choice. He came up close to Pinto, knowing they should not be seen together but thinking that being seen was a bad thing that was not the worst.
“Speed it up,” he said. “Move past her if you have to, but don’t allow any daylight. Bad things are happening with Hank.”
Pinto looked at Ender with surprise. He seemed about to say something, but accepted the change and moved out fast.
Ender had not paid much attention to the boutiques that he passed, but the arrival of two carpet shops caught his attention. Orientale, said a sign, but the goods looked Middle Eastern. Persian carpets, Turkish hali, ceramics, a waist-high water pipe. Probably, the owners of the shop were Swiss, but took what they could get for help. So there could be Middle Easterners in the area and not be thought unusual. An accidental colony.
How many more things would come together until they could not be called accidental? None, Ender thought, when Leyla turned right down a sloping street narrower than the one she left. Pinto was fifteen seconds behind and nearly to the corner, cruising until he stopped at the entrance of the street. He looked left and right before turning to Ender. He did not bother to say there was trouble when it was obvious. Moving forward, he vanished down the slope.
Ender moved fast. He came round the corner, slipping on the cobblestones. Pinto was fifteen yards ahead and Leyla was not to be seen. One street led away twenty yards beyond Pinto. No, two streets. It was a crossroads that Ender reached late.
“Did she have time to get to the cross?”
“If she moved quick,” he said.
“Take the left fork.”
Pinto took off fast up the cramped street. Ender headed the same way until he reached the turn onto the opposite street on the right. He did not see Leyla when he entered, but the street curved sharply to the left fifteen yards farther on. Ender turned back the way he had come and saw Blessing, the trailer, reach the head of the street. He motioned him in double-time.
“Our girl’s gone absent,” said Ender. “Track her up this street.”
“Still on our side?”
“That’s what we don’t know. Be careful, but haul ass.”
Blessing moved down the street at a fast walk like a trot for a man of normal height. Ender watched him until he disappeared around the bend fifteen yards ahead.
The situation was bad, but Ender did not want to make it worse. Two streets were covered, if late, and they had voice between three points. The mistake was to leave this street—Leyla’s entry point—without checking it.
Orientale. The two carpet shops on the front street. Ender tried not to put too much weight on coincidence unless that was all he had to work with. But it was that and more. It was what he felt.
He looked around at the shops and apartment entrances that lined the side street. Not much. A small bakery and a furniture store that said “Rare Items and Collectibles.” He saw another shop with no sign at the front or on the windows. Moving toward it, he could tell by the hangings inside that it was a carpet shop.
Ender blinked away confusion. No advertising. No outlet for trade on this street except a door leading to a shop that was certainly in trade.
He realized that he could be looking at the side entrance of one of the shops that fronted the street. The Middle Eastern colony. Leyla had turned off that street and disappeared down this one. She might have reached the crossroads, but probably had not unless she was in better track shape than he thought. If this shop connected to the front street, Ender had no coverage on a possible exit route.
He corrected the problem, heading back fast without breaking into a run. As he reached the corner, he stopped and scanned the street without showing a profile.
Nothing.
Nothing yet. Ender crossed the street, turning his back to Orientale as he moved away. Crossing to the shop on the opposite corner, he entered a clothing store for women with money to match their Porsches. This was the best place—the only place—to keep watch on the front and side entrances to the carpet shop.
“May I help you, sir?”
She had spoken in German. Ender answered in English. “The sweater in the window. Do you have it in medium?”
She made the language switch easily. “A medium?”
“For an average sized women with good breasts.”
“Sir, I think the one in the window will do.”
She showed him the price tag as she lifted the sweater from the display, as if she doubted his ability to cover. Several zeros in francs and Euros—about four hundred dollars. Ender nodded. His thoughts were not on gifts, but how to cover the street.
“Can you gift-wrap it?”
“Of course.”
As she moved away to the long counter, Ender dialed Pinto. He answered immediately. “Countywide. This is roving maintenance.”
“Where are you?”
“About two hundred and fifty yards along the hill.”
“Unless you have something, I need convergence on our prior location.”
“Be there in five.”
“Relay to Blessing. Same words.”
Ender did not check with Higher. Pinto and Blessing seemed to know what they were doing, which meant Hank had stolen them from a talent pool. Five minutes was late, but if one or both could make this location, Ender would not have to stand single watch on a lead that could move in multiple directions.
Thirty seconds after the call, movement did occur at the front of the carpet shop. A man who fit al-Hamdi’s description stepped from the door.
At a distance of twenty-five yards, Ender could not be sure. The man had the height, weight, and the sense of having decided what he wanted, which was all he could get, somewhere north of the cradle. He had let his beard grow not to its best length. His head was shaved to the same length, but his clothes showed the attention to detail that marked the man in the photograph. Black shoes, black pants, and an off-white sweater with blue blazes that cost more than the one that Ender had just ordered.
He was possible. A strong possible. Ender could have moved immediately, but had to wait for backup. He was sure more activity would come from the shop. The man looked up the street toward Ender as if he saw nothing unusual but wanted to see anything that might make a difference. When he was satisfied, he made a movement with his hand that was barely visible. It could have been a signal.
Who was he signaling? Ender saw three people pass in the street in his direction. They did not even glance at the man standing in the doorway. They did not alter their stride or attention.
So what was he signaling? No cars had moved down the street as they followed Leyla, though the passage was wide enough. Ender looked around, puzzled, until he realized that the ban on vehicles would not extend to merchants coming to the shops to load or unload.
And a pale green van was crawling up the street, moving over the old stones like a girl in her first high heels. It was a Peugeot with a short cab and tall cargo space that looked as stable as a double-decker bus.
The van came to a stop in front of the door, blocking Ender’s view. He moved to a better position, looking through the space in the window that the sweater had occupied.
The driver had moved from the car, opened the rear doors of the van, and entered the shop through the front. He was young and over six feet tall, with a well-built body and dark hair that climbed fast. The possible for al-Hamdi stepped aside to make way for him before turning to join him inside the shop. He did not shut the door.
“Your package, sir.”
Ender had not paid for the sweater. He counted out four of the hundred dollar bills that Hank used to wipe his ass. She went to the register to make change, and not much, when a man emerged from the shop door again.
It was the driver on his return. He moved backward awkwardly, like any man carrying a load. In his hands was something long and round—a carpet. Six-by-nine, there seemed nothing unusual about it. Basic red with a pattern in black medallions. On the other end of the carpet was the al-Hamdi clone. He moved toward the back of the van with even more trouble.
The driver stopped and climbed part way into the van to guide the carpet home. When that was done, he jumped back down onto the stones and returned to the shop on the other man’s heels, leaving the back of the cargo van open.
Ender expected another run, and he was not surprised when the shop door opened again a minute later. The driver came through the door carrying a longer tube of carpet. This one was gold with blue shadings and looked nine-by-twelve. Ender would not have noticed anything unusual unless he looked for it, but he was sure the driver labored out the door this time. On the other end of the carpet, the al-Hamdi clone appeared. He was more put upon. He almost staggered into the street, his legs braced apart.
Ender was glad for the lack of imagination. The carpet seemed too full, as if something had been rolled into it. The question of what did not have many answers.
Ender moved out, trying not to draw the attention of the two men. He did not shift the package under his arm except to draw it across the pistol that he had taken from its holster. He was three steps from the shop when a woman’s voice spoke.
“Sir, your change.”
Ender turned back before the men across the street got a good look. He did not stop his forward movement, but kept moving, backpedaling as he spoke.
“That’s all right,” he said to the shopkeeper. “I’ll expect a discount next time.”
She smiled. “I hope the lady likes the sweater.”
The conversation had brought Ender closer to the van. “Yes, I’m sure she will. Thanks for your help.”
Her answer took Ender a step closer. He was within fifteen yards when he turned to face the Peugeot. Both men noticed Ender, but if they recognized a threat, they did not show it. The driver had stepped up into the cargo deck again, half obscured by the open door. He was manhandling the carpet into the back of the van, and it behaved as if it had half a mind.
“I’d like to see what’s in that carpet,” said Ender, as he drew back the package with the festive wrapping to show the two men his pistol.
Ender was looking at the man who might be al-Hamdi when he spoke, but should have paid more attention to the other man. That one said nothing and did not seem to react until he moved his arm from behind the cargo door and showed a pistol. Without bringing the weapon up, he snapped off a quick shot.
Ender did not know if he had been hit when he met the ground because that was the place he got to in the shortest time. The paving stones were as hard as they looked and twice as hard on his bones. He felt blood in his mouth.
Both men had moved so fast that they left the cargo door open. The man who might have been al-Hamdi was already at the front of the van, swinging the door open. Ender pulled the pistol up and put the laser dot on the shooter just as he took himself up into the seat and jerked out of the line of fire. Ender had no shot on the al-Hamdi at all, who was invisible behind the tall back of the seat.
The only shot was the van. Ender would have to hope for luck, but people were still moving in the street with a good chance of ricochets. And there was the carpet.
The van fired up and the driver stomped the accelerator hard. Ender almost got to his feet for the angle on the driver through the back of the seat when he decided to go for the tires. He fired once from the ground and knew he did not hit. On the second shot, he was sure he caught rubber, but the van was already on the move, shifting into second and winding out fast. After a long lag, the tire acted up, wobbling for a couple of seconds and beginning to flatten onto the rim.
Good. The best. Ender was on his feet and running so hard that he had trouble holstering the pistol. The people on the street scattered out of the way of the van and the man chasing it, looking for cover that was not really there. The van screamed through its gears, starting to list badly. The long gold carpet that had never been fully loaded began to sway and bounce.
Not good. If something fragile was inside, it was having a hell of a ride. The van was forty yards ahead and eating ground. The rubber began to peel from the tire, but that would not stop its momentum until the rim rode on the stones. Ender was still moving fast when he realized that the carpet was in worse shape. It shifted once when the van’s front tire hit a sewer cover, and again as the rear tire hit it even harder.
Ender knew the carpet could topple from the deck, and when he knew it his breath came harder. The van was sixty yards ahead and keeping its distance. Rubber peeled from the tire, but the driver did not reduce speed. The van rocked hard again when it hit something in the street. The carpet moved, inching toward the ground.
A couple of more hits like that and it would come down. The van finally bore down on the rim and took a hard rumble to the left. Rubber shattered all over the street, black and stinking, and sparks began to blow off the rim. The carpet slipped but did not slip completely. The rear hit the ground and bounced up. Again, it hit the ground hard and bounced. And again, it started to exit.
Ender pumped harder. He felt the stones tearing at his feet and exertion tearing at his lungs. The van careened wildly, but did not slow or stop. The gold carpet bounced again and hit the ground hard, very hard.
It came loose at the same time Ender thought it would stay forever, but it did not come cleanly. The carpet hit the street twice more until it broke free and silently dropped onto the stones.
The van did not stop and Ender did not stop until he reached the carpet and stood over it. When his breath came as it should, he knelt down in the street. Pulling back the middle section that pouched too much, he was sure he would see blood.
No. It was just a hand.
PART TWO:
THE COLOR OF PASSION
CHAPTER 5
“Fucking coma,” said Hank. “Head bashed way the fuck in. We’re looking at a turnip here.”
They were looking at the river from the water’s edge over tall plastic cups of beer at a stand-up restaurant that served good wurst on great bread. Ender had been told that small fish were taken from the river and could be eaten without risk. He wondered. A coma must be like the green water with a current that churned around the most meaningless things. Ender could not believe he had put another human being in that condition, though he remembered every detail of how Leyla had gotten there. What she had been in spite of everything was very much alive.
“She might come out of it,” said Ender. “These things aren’t written.”
“That’s what the doctors say, but as I understand it, they couldn’t guarantee the year.”
“You’re in a hurry.”
“I’m in a panic. You should be able to tell the difference by now.”
Ender did not want to. “You should have Ali work on her.”
“That would be the answer if there is one,” said Hank. “I’ve seen that boy apply himself. He can raise the dead when he puts his mind to it. Trouble is, these Swiss are all lifetime members of Doctors Without Borders. They think they can raise the dead as long as it comes from the Third World. What I can’t figure out is how their hearts bleed when they don’t have any such thing.”
The Swiss did not baffle Hank, and he knew it. What the man could not understand was himself. He would settle for an addiction to action rather than discover what drove him to be such an asshole.
“Maybe you should notify her family.”
“That’s what we need,” he said. “Sixteen Kurds gathered round the bedside. I tell you the only thing worse than a Kurdish funeral is a Kurdish wedding. Some people can’t tell the difference.”
“I think Leyla grew out of the melon patch fast. She’s an intelligent woman who made only one mistake.”
“You’re going to tell me what that is.”
“Trusting us,” said Ender.
What Hank liked less than examining his conscience was confronting the truth. He looked at Ender with anger, but said sweetly. “I have no use for recriminations. We can talk forever about what went wrong, but in the end we’re left with a license plate and a phone number. It’s good you got the first and better we got the second.”
“Too bad you didn’t run down the man you were chasing.”
“Packer’s a bit impatient,” he said with regret that sounded like admiration. “It doesn’t help that he looks like the man that murdered your mother in her sleep. The rabbit lit out when he saw him close.”
“I hope you have luck with your leads, Hank.”
Ender put down the last of his wurst. He took out his wallet, which was the one thing Hank would understand as goodbye.
“Don’t think you can wish yourself out of this, Jason. Not now and not without permission.”
“Hank, go to hell.” Ender downed the rest of the beer. He put money on the table that was more than enough. “You might find your man if he’s as greedy as you are inept. That’s the chance you have.”
Ender stepped away as the voice came without threatening. “Give me another day. I guarantee you free rein with whatever you want to do. I can get you a step up in pay grade with a phone call. I know you don’t believe that, but try me and watch the numbers on the end of your GS go ballistic.”
“Hank, I’m leaving town before someone matches my description with a wild man firing a pistol in the safest part of one of the safest cities in the world. I don’t plan to spend time in the slam. If you want to part friends, have one of your men bring my computer to the parking garage.”
For once, Hank said that he would comply with a request. He did not say more. He could have retailed promises that put the Swiss police in his pocket, but even he recognized problems with credibility.
It was a ten-minute walk to the underground lot on the other side of the river. Ender could have taken a cab, but wanted to avoid exposure. Zurich was a small city in spite of its population.
He found his car in the garage slot where he left it. No signs of tampering, but he checked it anyway. He was still under the hood of the Opel Astra when Blessing showed with one ballistic computer bag, machine and batteries. He handed the bag to Ender, who handed it into the trunk.
“Hank says you’re leaving the party.”
“He gives out favors, does he?”
“He’s good at it.” Blessing smiled like a crow. “I got a condo in Boca out of the last one. A bonus for piecework.”
“Wet or dry?”
“As dry as picking a lock,” he said. “And I’m not a real thief. That’s Packer’s area of expertise. He’s one of the best.”
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