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CHAPTER ONE




The King of Blood

Amsterdam had a thousand laws and one king. The laws were written in ink. The king was written in fear.

I. THE LAST SUPPER

Rain came in off the North Sea just after midnight and settled over Amsterdam the way bad news settles: quietly, everywhere, with no intention of leaving.

The canals went black. The houseboats rocked on their tethers. Tourists who had stayed out too late walked quickly and did not look at one another. The city had a particular way of changing after midnight. The bridges looked different. The distances between things grew. The parts of Amsterdam that conducted its real business came forward from the margins and occupied the streets, and the streets accepted this without protest, the way they always did.

Rafael Storme arrived at the restaurant at ten minutes past twelve.

He arrived ten minutes late to everything. This was not carelessness. It was information. The ten minutes told you things. It told you who could not hide their relief at your arrival. It told you who had used those minutes to rehearse. It told you who had spent them praying, and it told you, most usefully, who had spent them drinking.

The restaurant occupied the ground floor of a canal house on Herengracht. It had no sign on the door. The menu changed weekly and was never printed. The chef did not speak to guests and the guests did not ask questions. The owner, a quiet Frisian named Pol who owed Rafael three favours he could not repay in this lifetime, had cleared the dining room of other customers at nine. He had sent his staff home at eleven, all except the kitchen. The kitchen stayed because Rafael had a thing about cold food.

Victor was already inside. He had arrived forty minutes earlier, as he always did, and had checked every room twice, as he always did, and had spoken briefly to the two men positioned at the canal entrance and the two men in the alley behind the building, as he always did. Victor Kane had kept Rafael alive for eleven years through the consistent application of things he always did.

The man already seated at the table when Rafael entered was named Daan Hoek. He was forty-three years old. He managed the financial architecture of three of Rafael's legitimate front operations, which meant he understood the shape of money without needing to understand how the money was made. He had been doing this for six years. He was good at it. He wore expensive glasses he did not need. He laughed loudly in groups. His handshake was slightly too firm in the way of men who have been told this projects confidence.

He was also, for the past four months, transferring small precise amounts from Rafael's canal account into a holding structure that fed, eventually, to a mid-level Amsterdam crew led by a man called Bremer. Bremer was not Rafael's enemy. He was simply not Rafael. And Daan Hoek had apparently decided that this distinction was worth a hundred and twelve thousand euros.

Rafael knew this because he knew everything that moved through his accounts. He had known for six weeks. He had said nothing, done nothing, adjusted nothing. He had simply continued to use Daan's services with the same detached professionalism as always, and he had watched to see who else Daan was speaking to and what else Daan believed he was building. The patience had been productive. Three other names had surfaced. They would be handled in the next forty-eight hours, without Daan's knowledge, which was fine because Daan would not have any knowledge left in the next forty-eight hours.

He looked up when Rafael entered. His expression moved through several things very quickly: relief, warmth, practiced ease. He stood.

"Rafael. Thank you for making time. Sit, please, I ordered the wine already, I hope that is fine."


Rafael sat. He looked at the wine. He looked at Daan. He said nothing.

The silence lasted long enough to do its work. Daan resettled in his chair and refilled his own glass and spoke about nothing: the weather coming in, a property deal near the Amstel, a concert he had taken his wife to on Friday. Rafael listened to all of it with his hands flat on the table and his expression the same throughout, which was not cold and not warm but simply present, attentive, giving nothing back.

This was the thing about Rafael that people found most difficult to describe afterward, the ones who survived their encounters with him. They would say he was not angry. They would say he had not threatened them, not exactly. They would try to explain that it was more the quality of his attention, the sense that he was taking in everything and that everything was being filed and weighed and that the weight of it was not in your favour.

The food arrived. Rafael had ordered before he came: sole, simply prepared, with potatoes and a green salad. He began to eat.

Daan ate nothing.

After a while Rafael said, not looking up from his plate:

"Six years is a long time."


Daan said yes, it was, and began to say something about loyalty, about the work they had built together. Rafael let him talk. He finished the fish. He set down his fork with the precision of someone who sets things down once and leaves them there.

Then he took a photograph from inside his coat and placed it on the table.

It was a photograph of a school. A particular school in the Rivierenbuurt. At the gate of the school there were two children in blue coats, a woman crouching between them with her hand on the younger child's face, turning it toward her to check something, a smear of breakfast perhaps, the ordinary intimacy of mornings.

Daan's wife. Daan's children.

The school address was written on the back in Rafael's handwriting.

Daan looked at the photograph for a long time without speaking. His face went through changes that were painful to watch, though Rafael watched them without pain. When Daan finally raised his eyes, Rafael said:

"Betrayal is like an infection, Daan. The man who carries it almost never understands how far it has already spread. He believes the damage is contained. He tells himself it was small. He believes that because the thing he stole was money, money can repair the break." He paused. He turned his wine glass once on the tablecloth. "It cannot."


Daan opened his mouth. Whatever he had prepared to say, whatever architecture of explanation and partial confession and plea he had assembled in the waiting time, it did not come. The words stayed where they were.

Rafael stood. He buttoned his coat.

"You have had six good years here. Your family has had six good years here. I want you to understand that I am aware of this. I am not an ungrateful man."


He walked to the door. Victor was there. Rafael said one word to him that Daan could not hear, and then Rafael was outside in the rain on the Herengracht, walking north, his hands in his coat pockets, the canal to his right, and behind him the sound of the restaurant door closing.

The kitchen staff were sent home twenty minutes later. Pol locked up. He did not go back inside for four days. By then the restaurant had been thoroughly cleaned by people who were not cleaners, and there was nothing remaining of Daan Hoek except a small chip in the plaster near the kitchen door from something that had struck it.

* * *

II. THE DOCKYARD AT DAWN

The docks on the eastern edge of the city were Rafael's from before he was Rafael. He had worked them at fifteen, sixteen, hauling freight for the men who had fed him after his father died, who had taught him in exchange that the world ran on two things: fear and the willingness to generate it. He had been a good student. He had eventually become the lesson.

By the time he was twenty-four he owned the routes. By twenty-seven he owned the men who ran the routes. By thirty he owned the officials who were supposed to be watching the routes, which meant the routes no longer required watching. The docks generated a portion of his income that was modest in percentage but useful in kind: they moved things that could not be moved through any other infrastructure, and the men who understood this paid well for the service.

He arrived at the dockyard at three in the morning. The rain had thinned to a mist that gathered in the floodlights and made the cranes look like monuments from a civilization that had not finished building itself. Victor was beside him. Four of Rafael's men had the three thieves already lined up against the wall of the easternmost warehouse.

The thieves were not professional. This was apparent from everything about them: the way they stood, the way the youngest one had been crying and was trying not to show it, the way the oldest had his eyes fixed on a point above Rafael's head as if something more bearable might be found there. They had stolen from a container shipment two nights ago. Not a large amount. Not a strategically important amount. The amount was not the point.

The point was the act itself. The decision to reach into something that belonged to Rafael and take from it. The calculation, however brief, that this was possible. That calculation had to be corrected. Not for punishment. Rafael did not think of it as punishment. He thought of it as maintenance. Empires required maintenance the way bodies required it: consistently, without sentiment, addressing the small deteriorations before they became structural failures.

The oldest thief, a man in his mid-forties with a labourer's hands and a three-day beard and a look of defeat that appeared to predate this particular evening, stepped forward slightly and said:

"I have children. Two daughters. The eldest is seven. I am asking you to think about what that means."


He said this with the cadence of a man who had rehearsed it. Who had spent the hours since his capture constructing this argument, testing its angles, believing in it.

Rafael looked at him.

He listened to the entirety of it. This was important. He did not dismiss the man's appeal or talk over it. He received it with the same quality of attention he had given Daan Hoek's rationalizations at dinner: completely, carefully, as information.

Then he said:

"Then you should have feared death more than hunger."


He shot him first. This was deliberate. Not cruelty, or not only cruelty. It was instruction. He needed the other two to understand that sentiment was not currency here. That love for your children was a reason to stay away from things that did not belong to you, not a reason to be spared the consequences of approaching them.

The youngest thief, the one who had been crying, collapsed to his knees before Victor had finished. The third stood still and closed his eyes.

It was over in under a minute.

Rafael stood for a moment in the wet salt air, looking at nothing in particular. The cranes moved somewhere above him in the mist. A boat moved on the water. The city was awake in all the ways it was always awake at this hour: its quiet industries, its long habits, its capacity to absorb.

He said to Victor:

"Send money to the daughters. Anonymous. Once."


Victor wrote it down without comment. This too was maintenance. Not mercy. Not redemption. Something more like accounting, an acknowledgment that the world generated costs and that some costs were better managed than ignored.

They drove back through the eastern streets in silence. The mist was lifting. Amsterdam was beginning the preparations for its daytime face, the tourists and the cyclists and the pleasant canal-side cafes that served coffee to people who did not think about what moved beneath the city at night, and had no reason to.

* * *

III. THE EMPIRE

Rafael Storme owned Amsterdam in the way that a man can own a city without any document saying so. He owned the port routes that moved product from Eastern Europe and North Africa through the Netherlands and into the rest of the continent. He owned four clubs in the Leidseplein area, two restaurants, a logistics company, a property development firm, and a security consultancy. The legitimate businesses were not a front in the simple sense. They were real businesses, carefully operated, staffed by people who mostly did not know what else they were part of.

He owned, less formally, eleven police officers across three precincts. He owned a deputy in the city's prosecution office who had been in his pocket since two years into the man's tenure, a tenure Rafael had partially engineered. He owned a judge in the administrative court who had been useful twice and would be useful again. He owned two journalists who published what he needed published and buried what needed burying.

He did not own politicians. He had tried this twice, early in his career, and found politicians unreliable in the specific way of people who have convinced themselves that their corruption is actually pragmatism. They always eventually needed saving from themselves. The cost was disproportionate. He left politicians to their own destruction and worked around them.

Victor managed the operations. Victor had a mind like a filing system and a personality like a sealed room. He had come to Rafael through a mutual associate in Rotterdam when he was twenty-eight and Rafael was twenty-three and still building, and he had assessed the situation with the same flatness he brought to everything and had said:

"You need someone who is not afraid of you and not trying to become you. I am not afraid of you. I have no interest in being you. I would like to discuss terms."


They had discussed terms. Twelve years later Victor was still there, which was remarkable in their industry, which was remarkable in any industry.

On this particular night, driving back from the docks, Victor said nothing for a long time. Then, without looking away from the road:

"Bremer will hear about Hoek by morning. He will wonder what you know and who else you know it about."


"Yes."


"He will want to reach out."


"Let him."


Victor accepted this and said nothing further for several minutes. Then:

"The Lubeck shipment clears on Thursday. Hendricks has confirmed the dock allocation."


"Good."


"There is something else."


Rafael looked out the window. They were crossing the Amstel bridge, the water beneath them black and calm and indifferent.

"Tell me."


"There have been two incidents in the past eight days. The warehouse on Czaar Peterstraat lost a pallet from the back inventory. A small amount, as I said. But also: three days ago one of Roeland's men was followed from the Prinsengracht safe house to his home address."


A pause.

"Followed by?"


"Unknown."


Rafael said nothing. He turned this over in the same quiet way he turned everything, without urgency, without performance.

"It may be nothing. Coincidence."


"There is no coincidence in our business. You know that."


"Yes," said Victor. "I know that."


They drove the rest of the way in silence.

* * *

IV. THE PENTHOUSE

The apartment occupied the top floor of a building on the Keizersgracht that had been a merchant's house in the seventeenth century and had since been everything else a building in Amsterdam can be: a warehouse, a school, a municipal office, a gallery for six months before the gallery failed. Rafael had bought it twelve years ago and had it rebuilt to his specifications by an architect who signed a document he had been advised to sign regarding the nature and extent of his discretion.

The rooms were large and uncluttered. High ceilings with original beams, painted white. Wide oak floors. Glass on the canal side from floor to ceiling. The furniture was minimal: a long grey sofa, a dining table that seated eight and was never used for dining, bookshelves containing books Rafael had actually read. Art on the walls that he had chosen himself, none of it well-known, all of it depicting water or the absence of something.

There were no photographs on display except one, in the bedroom, which he had put there years ago and had not removed but also rarely looked at directly.

He arrived home at four-fifteen in the morning. He removed his coat and hung it. He removed the gloves, the silver ones, and placed them in the drawer of the side table by the entrance as he always did. He washed his hands. He walked to the kitchen and poured two fingers of Scotch into a glass and carried it to the window that faced the canal.

He stood there.

Below him the Keizersgracht was quiet, the water holding the reflections of the bridge lamps in long amber lines that broke and reformed as the water moved. A bicycle crossed the bridge. A couple walking close together, the woman leaning in. A canal boat passed and its small lights moved through the reflections and rearranged them.

Rafael watched all of this. He held his Scotch and did not drink it.

This was a thing he had done for years. The ritual of the glass without the use of it. He could not have explained why. It had begun in his mid-twenties, during the period when the empire was first becoming an empire, when the scale of what he was building had first become clear to him and he had discovered, without warning, that the size of a thing does not fill a person. It only clarifies what is not there.

He was thirty-four years old.

He owned the most significant criminal infrastructure in the Netherlands. He was feared in four countries. He had built what his father had been killed for trying to approach: real power, held by his own hand, secured by his own construction, subject to no one. He had done all of this. He had more money than he would ever use. He had more capability than he ever deployed. He had loyalty, of a kind.

He had not slept well in eleven years.

He had traced this, in the precise and systematic way he traced all problems, to no single source. Not the violence. He had made a kind of peace with the violence long ago, the way soldiers make peace with it or the way surgeons do, by reclassifying it as a function rather than an act. Not the isolation. He had never been under any illusion that what he was made ordinary intimacy available to him.

It was something else. Something he noticed most clearly at moments like this one: standing at a window in a city he controlled, at four in the morning, with a full glass and a quiet empire and absolutely nowhere he needed to be.

He went to the bedroom.

On the table beside the bed there was the photograph he had described as the one he never looked at directly. He looked at it now, briefly, the way you look at something you are confirming is still there.

A man in work clothes standing on a dock, one hand raised against sun. Beside him a boy of ten or eleven, squinting in the same direction as the man, trying to see what he saw. They were not touching. They were simply standing together with the ease of people who had never had to think about standing together.

Pieter Storme had been forty-one when he was killed. He had been working the docks for a man called Bakker, who ran a small smuggling operation through the container freight, cigarettes mostly, some cash. He had been killed because Bakker had borrowed money from a Marseille crew and could not repay it and had tried to repay it with information instead, and the information he had offered was the identity of the men who handled his freight. This was how the world worked, Rafael had learned. Not with malice usually. With cowardice. With the small panicked decisions of men who are trying to survive and in doing so deliver their destruction to someone nearby.

Rafael had been twelve. He had been told by a neighbour's wife. He had sat in the kitchen of the apartment on Czaar Peterstraat for the rest of that day without moving, and when the men came that evening, the men Bakker had sent as a gesture of condolence and practical management, Rafael had looked at them and understood something that he had not had the language for at twelve but that he had spent the subsequent twenty-two years expressing clearly:

The only safe position is the one from which no one can reach you.

He set the photograph back.

He did not sleep. He lay in the dark of his penthouse above the city he owned and listened to the water below and the occasional crossing of something on the bridge and he waited for morning with the patience of a man who had no choice, which was a patience that looked from the outside exactly like peace.

It was not peace.

He had not been at peace for a very long time. He suspected he no longer had access to the equipment.

* * *

V. THE CITY KNOWS HIS NAME

Amsterdam knew Rafael Storme the way cities know their most particular truths: not directly, not by name in polite company, but by the adjustments people made around the fact of him.

Bartenders in certain establishments would go still when his car slowed outside. A particular quality of attention moved through a room ahead of his arrival the way weather moves through an open space: people feeling it before they could see its source. Conversations finished early. Men who had been telling stories leaned back and let the stories go. Women who did not know him looked at him and could not have explained why they looked twice. Men who did know him looked away and could not have explained why they looked away.

The police knew him. The relevant police, meaning the ones who were not in his pocket, had opened and closed files on Rafael Storme five times in the past decade. Each time a file opened something happened: a witness changed their account, a piece of evidence failed its chain of custody, an officer was transferred, or occasionally an officer was found to have financial irregularities in their personal accounts and required six months of internal review to clear their name, during which time the file was technically inactive.

This was not something Rafael found amusing. He did not have a theatrical relationship with his own immunity. It was infrastructure, like any other infrastructure: built carefully, maintained consistently, used only when necessary.

The criminal community of Amsterdam existed in three tiers. The bottom tier ran street operations: drugs retail, protection, some trafficking. The middle tier managed supply, coordination, territory. Rafael occupied no tier. Rafael was the condition in which the tiers existed, the way weather is the condition in which everything else occurs.

He was not universally hated. This was something that surprised people who thought about it. Within his organization there was a form of loyalty that was real, grounded not only in fear but in competence. Rafael paid well. He was clear about what he required. He did not change the terms arbitrarily. He did not punish people for things they had not been told were forbidden. In a business where the rules were often unclear and the consequences of misreading them were extreme, this clarity was a form of security, and people valued it.

What they feared was not his anger but his calm. An angry man gives you information. An angry man reveals the location of his edges and the shape of his tolerance. Rafael's calm gave you nothing. You could stand in front of him and speak and watch his face and leave the room still uncertain whether you had said the right thing. This uncertainty was corrosive. It ate into the confidence of capable people and made them tentative. Tentative people made mistakes. Rafael's calm therefore generated mistakes in other people without Rafael having to do anything at all.

He understood this. He used it.

He had understood, since before he had the words for it, that the most powerful weapon available to a person is the consistent refusal to be read.

* * *

VI. BEFORE DAWN

At half past five, as the first grey light began to come up over the eastern buildings and the canal took on its daytime colour, a shade between steel and green, Rafael got up.

He made coffee. He stood at the kitchen counter and drank it and looked at the city coming back to itself in the grey light, the rooftops emerging from the dark, the bridges reassembling their geometry, the water settling into its long familiar business of reflecting whatever was above it.

He thought about the incidents Victor had mentioned. The pallet. The man who had been followed. Small things. Possibly nothing. Possibly the first indication of something structural, the way a small crack in a canal wall can be nothing for years and then one morning it is not nothing.

He thought about Daan Hoek, who had sat across from him with his carefully assembled pleading and his expensive unnecessary glasses and who had believed, right up until the moment Rafael stood and buttoned his coat, that the relationship they had was one in which Daan's survival was a given. This belief had been, for Daan, both his comfort and his flaw. You could not work for Rafael Storme and treat your survival as a given. Nothing was given. Everything was maintained.

He thought, briefly and without apparent reason, about his father on the dock in the photograph. The hand raised against the sun. The boy beside him trying to see what he saw.

He did not pursue the thought. He had learned, long ago, to notice it and let it pass rather than following it to wherever it wanted to go, which was somewhere he could not afford to be.

He rinsed the cup. He put on a different coat, a grey one, lighter than the black he wore at night. He took the stairs rather than the lift, as he usually did in daylight, because the stairs required going through the building rather than around it and he preferred, in daylight, to know what was in his building.

On the second-floor landing there was a small window that looked out over a courtyard. A cat sat on the opposite windowsill, watching something below in the courtyard that Rafael could not see from this angle. He stopped for a moment. The cat ignored him with the completeness that only cats can sustain.

He continued down.

On the Keizersgracht the morning was beginning. A woman cycled past with a bag of bread on her handlebars. A man in a waterproof coat was walking a dog along the canal edge. Two trams were warming up somewhere nearby, their brakes releasing in the way of trams: a sound that was purely Amsterdam, purely this city, purely the ordinary life of the place that Rafael Storme controlled and could not sleep in.

He stood on the step of his building for a moment and felt the cold.

Somewhere in the city a siren moved through a distant street and faded. Somewhere a container was being unloaded at one of his docks. Somewhere, in a restaurant on the Herengracht that would not open again for several days, cleaners he employed were finishing their work. Somewhere, Bremer was waking up to the news about Daan Hoek and was sitting in whatever it was Bremer sat in when he was afraid, deciding what to do next.

Somewhere, in three addresses he did not yet know, the other men whose names had surfaced from Daan's communications were beginning their last ordinary days.

And somewhere, though he did not know this yet, though this particular piece of information was not yet in the system he had built to contain all relevant information, somewhere in the older part of this city there was a woman who helped run a small orphanage in the Jordaan district, and she was waking up at five-thirty as she always did, and she was putting on the kettle, and she was listening to the quiet of the building before the children woke, and she had no idea whatsoever that the city she moved through every day had a king.

And the king had no idea she existed.

Not yet.

For twelve years Rafael Storme had owned Amsterdam.

For twelve years he had not known what to do with it.

This was about to become relevant.

End of Chapter One

Chapter Two: The Woman Who Did Not Flinch


CHAPTER TWO




The Woman Who Did Not Flinch

The most dangerous thing you can do to a man who has built his world on fear is to look at him without any.
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