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Authors’ Note


The City of Amsterdam really does give ‘Lonely Funerals’ for anonymous corpses found within the city limits, with music, a poem especially written for the deceased, flowers, and coffee. This book, however, is a work of fiction. Our characters bear no relation to the real-life incumbents of similar posts, and our Department of Emergencies and Internment, its structure and ways of working, are entirely fictional. Similarly, although InSec in the book performs a similar function to the Dutch intelligence service (the AIVD), the ‘Constitutional Order’ section of InSec and its staff are entirely fictional.
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PROLOGUE


A tram thundering over the metal bridge drowns any sound the body makes as it hits the water. 


 


Amsterdam: 10.58 p.m.


A young man. Slender, unconscious, dressed in a traditional Moroccan djellaba. Every muscle juddering. 


The slim body slips down to the muddy bed of the Westelijk Marktkanaal, bounces on an upturned lavatory bowl, rolls over, rests a moment, then buoyed a little by air caught under the djellaba and propelled by an eddy caused by a passing boat, bobs just below the surface towards the middle of the canal. It twitches and jerks, as the lungs make violent, involuntary attempts to expel water and inhale air, the jiggling arms briefly giving it the appearance of an underwater swimmer. Within three minutes it is lifeless.


 


Boudewijn Krijnen, a little the worse for wear after a night’s drinking on his new boat with friends, curses and swings the powerful Century motor launch into a U-turn, perilously close to the bank. Confused by a four-way junction of canals, he has come up the side of the Kop van Jut into the Westelijk Marktkanaal, instead of taking the Kostverlorenvaart, which leads to his mooring place out of town. He allows the boat to drift a moment, engine idling, as he checks the SatNav. Then he ups power and heads back to the junction. He hears the engine strain. Gives it a bit more juice. On around the corner and along the Kostverlorenvaart, towards the Nieuwe Meer. Still the uneasy whine persists. Some crap caught in the propeller, he thinks, and whacks up the throttle to its full 90 horsepower. The boat lurches forward, the engine screams back into normalcy, and Boudewijn quickly hits down the throttle, hoping there are no police boats about.


 


The body is interrupted in its slow progress towards the centre of the Westelijk Marktkanaal by a gently turning propeller, which entangles a sturdy canvas shoulder-bag strap draped around one side of the neck, crossing diagonally over the chest. The propeller, its prey captured, springs suddenly into life, ripping and tearing into flesh, shredding the djellaba, dragging the body around a corner into the Kostverlorenvaart. Then it bites again, with renewed ferocity, slicing through the canvas bag strap and twisting it around a lifeless shoulder and neck, before shooting off into far waters, creating a wash that thrusts the body back along the way it has come, until the impulse wanes and the corpse sinks. 


 


11.20 p.m.


The slow current along the Kostverlorenvaart, from the Nieuwe Meer towards the centre of town, stirs the corpse from time to time, edging it along the bottom, back towards the junction of four canals. Gentle drifts, then a lurch or two, as the wash from a boat or an eddy around some formless underwater bulk moves it this way and that, gradually, off the Kostverlorenvaart into a canal that aims it at the heart of the city.


 


Midnight


Zeeburg. The far north-eastern edge of Amsterdam. Gigantic motors at the municipal pump-station whirr into action, creating a rush of water into the city. All the time that the corpse is making its slow underwater journey, water-company workers have been closing sluice-gates around town. An electric whine and a clang, as ten gates slam shut in succession, to make a route channelling clean water through the canals and filth out into the IJ river. The surge from Zeeburg begins, jolting the young man into motion. The water in the city grows a rippling, stirring, writhing life of its own. A quarter of a million cubic metres on the move. For five hours. Strong currents push down a wide waterway, thrust up a narrower one, churn back along another, sending the young man jerking and threshing through the canals, limbs flailing in a manic underwater dance. 


 


About 4.30 a.m.


The corpse ends its journey, twisted up against a bicycle frame, in the mud at the bottom of the Prinsengracht, near the Westerkerk.


 


8.45 a.m.


The queue for the Anne Frank House is already long. Tourists watch, half bored, half charmed, as the flat barge with the mechanical arm fishes up debris from the canal that runs alongside. Someone screams. Among the bicycles hauled up by the metal claw, a body dangles. Crooked. Nearly naked. Very dead.
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Chapter 1


Pieter Posthumus was having a rough day. Three bodies before lunch was irksome. More than he got in a week. Usually. And now on the phone some smartarse rookie policeman was chirping out the creaky quip about his surname and his profession. Posthumus let it pass in silence, gave a curt goodbye, and killed the line.


The Department of Emergencies and Internment was an odd strut in the framework of the Amsterdam municipal government. ‘Despatches and Disasters’, the other workers called it. And Posthumus occupied a curious corner, on the Funeral Team. Amsterdam hadn’t seen a major disaster in decades. Not that the department wasn’t prepared for one, in these times of terrorist attacks, and especially since the Americans had shot Bin Laden, but ‘Despatches’ was its main activity. That bit came from the centuries-old obligation on the Burgermeester to take responsibility for unclaimed corpses within the city limits. These days, that mostly meant tramps and junkies, lonely old men and women, people rejected by their families, the odd tourist who dropped dead in the street, or one of the window-girls with false papers. Also – more than once – the victim of some underworld skirmish. The corpse that suddenly nobody wanted to know. 


‘Quite a batch this morning! Take your pick.’ Alex Tomassi spoke in an exaggerated whisper, poking her head around the door of the Funeral Team office. Posthumus grinned. He was the only one there. Alex walked across the room, grimacing at Maya Wesseling’s unoccupied chair, and perched herself across the corner of Posthumus’s desk, back straight, hands folded on one knee, self-mocking her role as demure secretary. Posthumus’s mood lifted instantly. Alex really was a beautiful girl. Her father was from Sicily. That explained the tumble of black hair, the dark eyes – yet she had her mother’s double-cream Dutch complexion. Clever, too. He liked Alex.


‘Madam’s delayed at a cremation.’ Alex tossed her head back towards Maya’s corner. ‘Not, alas, permanently.’ Then she nodded across to the other desk in the room. ‘Sulung feeling any better?’


‘Spoke to him this morning. He said he’ll be in tomorrow.’


‘So he’s watching daytime television while we struggle alone with three new cases? Really, Sulung!’ Alex gave her wrist a little whack. ‘But, seriously, who would you like?’


 ‘Who do you think?’ Posthumus tapped the four pens on his desk into a neat block, tips in a line.


‘The attic?’


He looked up and grinned again. ‘Know me, you do.’ In addition to the routine demands of Reception, Alex was Traffic – coordinating the diaries of the three officers on the Funeral Team, keeping tracks on who was seeing a funeral through, and when they would be back, picking the pairs for house-visits (the department rule was ‘out together, home together’, in case there were valuables or money on the deceased’s premises). With both his colleagues out of the office that morning, Posthumus had been fielding calls and drawing up brief case summaries. He’d sent the customary two enquiries for each (by fax, as was still the procedure): one to the population registry, one to the Probate Office. If those revealed no contactable family, it would mean a house-visit – and it was Alex who would be sorting the schedules. Alex knew who would be where and when, and channelled cases towards one team member or the next. She did this efficiently, and entertained no undue sense of power. But she had her favourite.


Odd that three had come in, in one morning, Posthumus thought, but there was nothing untoward going on. It just happened that way sometimes. It was a mixed bunch. A woman of over ninety, at the Zonhof old people’s home. Fairly standard, that one: dementia, friends dead. She hadn’t married, so probably no family either. There would be a couple of humdrum phone calls, then a quiet burial with a couple of old biddies from the home. 


Next, a solitary man in an apartment out east on the Madurastraat. Neighbours reported the stench. Dead for a week or two, and the place fit to be condemned. ‘An absolute tip,’ the woman from social services had said on the phone. ‘Mountains of rubbish. Boxes everywhere, piles of plastic bags, a complete avalanche of papers. You wouldn’t believe it!’ Oh yes, he would, Posthumus had thought. He knew that sort, all right. Diogenes Syndrome, it was called: decades of hoarding and accumulated mess. A complete nightmare if you had to excavate for a will, a bank statement, an insurance policy – anything that might give a clue as to surviving friends and family or whether there was any money to pay for the funeral. (With all the cutbacks, the city council was getting even stingier about that.) No, thank you. 


But the third call had intrigued him. A younger man. Well, late forties, about the same age as he was. A bit of a loner with a history of depression. He had sub-let a little attic apartment, and had hanged himself. There was no note, but apparently that was not uncommon. There wasn’t any question of foul play or anything – police had signed off on the case. That had been the perky little copper on the phone earlier. But the apartment owner didn’t know of any friends or family. Now that was more his line.


‘The attic it is then.’ Alex smiled.


Posthumus nodded. ‘The whole point of the job, for me,’ he said. He had not chosen this. Nor, for that matter, had he chosen to leave his previous job with the Conduct and Integrity Unit, the council’s professional standards watchdog. Nine months ago, now. It had been a discreet sideways transfer to a less significant municipal department. A banishment after a long-running contretemps with his boss. ‘Uncooperative, not a team player,’ had been the official verdict. Posthumus simply could not let things go. On corruption investigations in particular, when all other members of the team were satisfied, had closed a case, were assured that all was above board, Posthumus would often light upon a single odd fact – not even a discrepancy, merely something that did not quite fit into the picture. Too frequently he had gone off on his own, chipped away at something, got nowhere. He caused time-targets to be missed, had a reputation for going on wild goose chases. The few occasions when his doggedness had paid off – a big case involving backhanders for building contracts, which he had blown open long after the unit had laid it to rest – served only to fan his boss’s resentment. And in the end, the boss had got his way, and Posthumus was edged off the scene. No, he had not been pleased to find himself on the Funeral Team at Despatches and Disasters, but now that he was here, he was determined to make the best of it. 


Posthumus pushed his chair back from the desk, stretched his arms above his head. He didn’t want Alex to leave just yet.


‘Call me quirky, but I really think you can do something,’ he said. ‘With the real aloners, I mean. Or the anonymous ones. Give them one last bit of dignity, a personal send-off, even if there’s no one else there to see it. So that it isn’t just a Despatch.’ 


‘Well, you’re alone in that,’ said Alex. ‘I think it’s lovely, what you do, but you should watch your back.’ She cocked her head towards Maya’s chair. ‘I hear the gossip at the coffee machine.’


Posthumus did not draw the line at simply digging out wills, address books and bank statements. He went further. He rifled through bookshelves, raided CD collections, even read diaries, building up a picture of the people he called his ‘clients’, so that if no friends or family emerged he could come up with some music, a reading, even a short oration. Something that turned the moment in an empty funeral chapel or crematorium into an occasion a little less purely functional. Maya Wesseling, especially, thought Posthumus wasted time. 


He glanced out of the window. One of the department’s Smart cars was edging into a parking space below the seventeenth-century canal-house that accommodated their offices. 


‘Uh-oh. Talk of the devil.’


‘I’m gone,’ said Alex, swinging her bum off the desk, disappearing quickly through the door and down the flight of stairs to Reception. Posthumus chuckled after her. Alex understood. He’d liked her from the first; when she had not made the predictable joke as they were introduced, but said instead, ‘Oh, I had a teacher called Posthumus.’ It was a common enough name in Holland, after all. It pulled him up short to think she was, what? Twenty-two? He was almost old enough to be her father. What age would he have had to have been? Twenty-five? Quite old enough. Same age his parents were when his brother Willem was born. Willem . . . 


Posthumus was still staring out of the window, gazing vacantly beyond the houseboats to the delicate line of gables on the other side of the River Amstel, when Maya banged into the room.


‘It seems we’re very busy today,’ she said pointedly, without any greeting. Though the Funeral Team were all on an equal footing, responsible directly to the department manager, she liked to see herself as team leader.


‘I’ve sent the faxes. I guess Alex will be in touch when she hears back,’ Posthumus replied, picking up the phone. ‘I’m just tying up some other loose ends. Something’s been niggling me about that Bloemstraat case.’ He had been Maya’s second on a house-visit a few days earlier. ‘There were three keys on the ring we were given for the apartment, right? But we needed only two to get in . . .’


‘Oh, for God’s sake, Pieter,’ snapped Maya. ‘I don’t know. Storeroom. Bicycle. Can you never just let go? It’s done. Family found, they’re sorting the funeral. It’s nothing to do with us any more. Closed.’ 


‘It was a Yale,’ said Posthumus. He turned and spoke quietly into the phone for a minute or two, hung up, and responded to Maya’s enquiring stare. ‘Nothing amiss. The neighbour’s spare, apparently.’ 


Maya didn’t reply, glanced at her watch and went back to checking her emails. 


‘By the way, she wants it back,’ Posthumus added.










Chapter 2


‘They’re being fucking freed! Let out. The whole fucking litter. Couldn’t find enough bloody evidence. Just got the call. Jesus bollocking Christ! Lammers, I want you in my office, now.’ Onno Veldhuizen, section chief of Constitutional Order, stormed out of the staff canteen as suddenly as he had arrived, leaving the double doors swinging behind him. People shot glances at their table. Lisette Lammers looked round at her team, mouthed a silent ‘Shit!’ and followed him out, leaving her tuna salad untouched.


The lift had gone. Veldhuizen hadn’t waited. Lisette hit the Up button, closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall, slipping her fingers through her hair and tucking a strand behind an ear. She hated that ‘Lammers’ thing of his. Almost immediately the second lift pinged its arrival, doors opened, and people streamed out on their way to lunch. Nodding the odd greeting, Lisette edged past them, slapped her pass against the sensor and pressed the button for the fifth floor.


At the door to the fifth-floor corridor, it took three strikes at the pass-reader before it grudgingly obliged with a green light and admitted her. The corridor was just a notch above bland: smart, middleweight-corporate. White walls, forgettable prints at regular intervals, a touch of unfashionable olive green on the fittings, brown hard-weave carpet. Unremarkable, like the building itself: six storeys of straight lines, glass and concrete, in one of those nondescript business-park sprawls between Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague. The security wall that edged the street was perhaps the only jarring note. That and maybe one or two too many CCTV cameras, and – if you could see them – the extra antennae on the roof. Otherwise, InSec (or the National Intelligence and Security Service, as it was officially known), slipped seamlessly in among its commercial neighbours.


Veldhuizen’s door was open, its lock beeping angrily. Lisette pulled the ends of her collar a little closer together, ran her palms down the front of her blouse, and walked in. Her boss cocked an eyebrow at the door. She closed it. He seemed already to be on a slightly lower boil. It wasn’t like him to forget his training and lose it like that. He must have just got it in the neck from the District Attorney. Lisette had the sinking feeling that the dominoes were falling in her direction. 


Veldhuizen was a tall man, fit for his fifty-something years, and strong – with a hint of threat when his face set hard, like now. Blue eyes that read you right down to the small print. The section chief was ex-police, not one of the admin types who, more and more, were climbing through the Service. Types like Lisette. She was very aware that her boss saw her as one of the university wets. And a woman. Of course. Being blonde didn’t help, either. He gestured her to sit down, and launched straight in.


‘The case has collapsed. Fallen apart completely. Not enough hard facts.’ For nearly seven months, Lisette’s team had been monitoring the group the media dubbed ‘The Amsterdam Cell’. Young Moroccans, mainly, who were up to something. Clearly they were. Her team had been meticulous. They had watched as two of their ‘targets’ swapped trainers and T-shirts for traditional dress, they had monitored sermons in radical mosques, eavesdropped on the targets talking about jihad. Everything pointed to more than simply tough guys looking for kicks. Pointed to. That was the problem. They had gathered enough for the DA to authorise a small wave of ‘conspiracy to commit a terrorist attack’ arrests. He’d done that quickly enough. He didn’t want to be the one blamed for inaction when the bomb went off. But for some reason it had been insufficient to support his further investigations.


‘It seems, when it came to the crunch, he couldn’t find enough to back up your report,’ Veldhuizen went on. His fingers twitched quote marks in the air. ‘Material too murky.’


That pussyfooting language they had to use in intelligence reports! The ‘have reason to believes’ and ‘indications are thats’. But they knew.


‘We had to make a move, sir. We couldn’t hold back much longer,’ she said. It was a tricky balance. You gathered all you could – the taps, the tails, the daily observations, the street work, phone trails, internet tracking, purchase-tracing – but you had to pick the precise moment to bring it off, to alert the police, hand over to the DA. And all the time you were as scared as hell; a week, a day too long, and you’d hear the bomb go off. Nothing could be worse than that – except this, perhaps. Lisette could not understand how the material they had so carefully built up had somehow fallen apart in the DA’s hands. Now it would be even more difficult. More dangerous.


‘Well, you moved too soon.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘And now I’ve had a heap of shit poured on me by the DA. Whingeing that now he has to take the flak, it will be his face on TV tomorrow.’ 


So that was it, thought Lisette. Yes, here came the dominoes.


She began to speak, but Veldhuizen shook his head once, and went straight on.


‘It’s not a complete train crash. Just craply timed,’ he said. ‘He didn’t have enough to hold them, but whatever the DA thinks, they’re still targets. So . . . back to the ball game. It makes sense to keep you on the case, and the team as it is.’ 


Well, at least that was that out of the way, though hardly a ringing endorsement. It wasn’t often a woman got to be a team leader. Lisette had a tough task on her hands, and they were a difficult lot, ‘Team C’. 


‘But there is no way we can let this happen again. No sob stories. We need to move forward,’ said Veldhuizen. ‘They’ll be out this afternoon, tomorrow morning latest. They’re going to be even more careful now that they know they’re being watched, but they’re going to be cocky about being released. So get the team on it pronto. You, I want you in here first thing in the morning. Now, I’ve got to get to The Hague and brief the minister about this mess. And he’s not going to be happy. So by tomorrow I want some bright new ideas on a strategy. As far as the rest goes, you’ll all carry on as before.’ He paused. Those eyes again. ‘With one possible change.’ He kept his gaze, but Lisette noticed his hand move towards the cellphone lying on his desk. ‘But I’ll speak to you tomorrow.’ He nodded at the door, indicating the interview was over.


‘I’ll speak to the team immediately, sir.’ Lisette knew better than to attempt any justification, or pumped-up assurances. She got up, and opened the door. One of the other team leaders was passing in the corridor.


‘Oh, and Lammers.’


 Lisette paused at the threshold. ‘Sir?’


‘Get it right this time.’


 


Team C were finishing off their coffees when Lisette got back to the canteen – dubbed Café Minus by InSec staff, because of its location on the first basement level and the poor quality of the food. Someone had packed up her salad for her.


‘That was quick. Scalding?’ Mick Waling smiled. Lisette found her intelligence officer the most sympathetic of the bunch.


‘Pretty much. Look, I think we’d better do this in my office.’


All three got up and followed her out. They were alone in the lift.


‘We’re going on, then?’ asked Rachid el Massoui. 


Lisette nodded. 


‘Still the same team?’


‘That is usual practice,’ said Lisette.


‘Just the same?’ 


Lisette nodded again. She heard Rachid’s little reverse sniff. He had his eye on an analyst’s job, she knew. Thought himself above sitting at the computer all day listening to tapes, with his psychology degree. He had been miffed when a younger team member, Ingrid, had been promoted to analyst a few months back, leaving him behind. He was thirty-two and due for a step-up, true, but they needed his language skills. Good audio workers were hard to get. Rachid’s resentment at the younger woman’s promotion was just one of the little fault lines in the team that Lisette had to keep an eye on. Or was it her he resented?


Third floor.


‘Go, go, go!’ Ben Bos, at twenty-nine the baby of the team. Bit of a wide boy, saw himself as an action man. Still, he was one of the best runners. Bright. Tough. And he used his head – sensible underneath the bluff, and a skilful chameleon, who got the most unlikely people to trust him. Good at the street work. Lisette was thankful for Ben Bos.


The team filed into her office. Mick took a standard-issue guest chair, back against the wall. Ben propped up against the filing cabinet (how could anyone brushing thirty wear their belt so low?), Rachid still standing. Ben was dancing silently to himself, as if his earphones were still in. Lisette took up a position in front of her desk.


‘Well, as you will have gathered, our targets are going to be released. The DA says his investigations haven’t thrown up enough to bring any of them to trial.’


‘But the police searched the place!’ said Ben. ‘They must have found those DVDs, and the stash of bleach and acid and tacks and shit. And they took the computers, right? What about all the downloads? The radical sermon stuff, and the “How to Make a Bomb, For Complete Friggin’ Dummies”?’


‘Well, whatever they found, it wasn’t enough for the DA,’ said Lisette. ‘But the point remains they’re still targets, so we go on. It’s back to basics. This is a setback, not a defeat. We know there’s something up with that lot, I know that you three are as good as it gets. So this time we’ve got to make it stick. And we’ve got to do it before anything happens. There’s a responsibility here.’


‘Pity the DA didn’t feel the same, the dickhead,’ said Ben.


‘This goes with the territory, we know that,’ said Lisette. ‘If we’re successful, no one gets to hear about it, like with Flevopark.’ Their previous case: two Albanians about to car-bomb a minister, picked up by Immigration and deported. Swift. No fuss. Hush-hush. ‘But if we muck up, a bomb goes off and we get the blame for not stopping it. We don’t want that to happen here. The bottom line is that the DA isn’t satisfied, and we must move on.’ 


‘But we’ve been working with them the past few weeks,’ Ben went on. 


Ten years ago that would have been unlawful, thought Lisette. Now it was all part of a grey area, in the name of effective security, but where did it get them? 


‘Just can’t do their friggin’ job,’ said Ben. ‘Or they just want to get one over on us, more like.’


‘We could certainly have provided any necessary clarification, if they’d asked,’ said Mick, his mellow voice suddenly making Ben sound strident. ‘We have the same aims, surely. Does seem there’s bit of unhealthy competition somewhere, perhaps?’


Lisette did not answer. 


Mick’s look said: ‘Veldhuizen?’


‘Whatever the ins and outs, we need to get on with it, and I want to move fast,’ she said. ‘The targets could be released any minute. They’ll probably go straight home – but I’d like to keep a track on their first calls and contacts. And to keep an eye on what goes on after Friday prayers tomorrow. Like the chief said, they’re going to be more careful now they know we’re watching, but they could be a bit cocky at being released. Is audio still in place on Mansouri?’ Hassan Mansouri: twenty-five, the ringleader. Or so all their findings – their apparently insubstantial findings – indicated. 


Rachid shrugged. ‘If he uses his old phone. Probably won’t. Besides, I’ve been helping Coco out with the backlog on that Belgian case, don’t forget, since last week.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort that. All effort is needed here now. Can you get on to Mansouri, just in case. I think we should focus on him and Alami, they’re the dangerous ones. You got some ground-team people who can move right away?’ This to Ben. 


He punched the air feebly.


‘Thanks, lads,’ said Lisette. ‘It’ll be good to be already showing some signs of life to the chief when I see him tomorrow. Meanwhile, how about a new case name? Might bring better luck. Ideas, anyone?’


‘Mission Impossible,’ said Ben. Nobody laughed.


‘Investigation Rembrandtpark?’ countered Mick. The park some of the targets hung out in. No reaction. ‘Kolenkit?’ The neighbourhood where three of the cell lived, the ‘Coalscuttle’, dubbed that after the nickname of a modernist church in the area. It had been named in a survey as ‘the worst neighbourhood in the Netherlands’. 


‘It’s snappy. Sounds good to me,’ said Lisette. ‘You others?’ 


‘Cool!’ said Ben. 


Rachid shrugged a ‘Whatever’. It was where he’d lived till he was twelve. 


‘Investigation Kolenkit it is,’ said Lisette. She flashed them a rare smile, and walked back behind her desk. ‘Let’s get going.’ 










Friday 13 May 2011










Chapter 3


The fawn chinos would work. Those and the brown brogues he’d bought on a trip to London, handmade but edging into old age. Nothing too good. You never knew what to expect on a house-visit, even with all the protective gear. Posthumus didn’t own a pair of jeans, nor any trainers other than for sport. He selected a shirt, dressed quickly, knocked back the remains of his wake-up espresso, and spiralled down the metal staircase from his attic bedroom. He crossed to the front window to look out over the canal. It was a beautiful day. One of those gentle Amsterdam mornings, suffused with light. The gables along the Krom Boomsloot each carried the faint wisp of a halo, the sun-tinged curls of stucco pink. He’d grab some breakfast on the way.


Posthumus slipped a jacket off its hanger on the rack just inside his apartment door – a soft, chocolate-brown Zegna he’d picked up for a song at the flea-market. Even in his days as a squatter, back in the eighties, living in one of the big Amsterdam houses commandeered by artists, rebels and motley scruffs, he’d been a natty dresser – teased a bit as ‘Prissy Pieter’. These days he bought new, rather than constructing classy outfits from second-hand finds, but he hadn’t lost his eye for a bargain. 


It took him barely thirty seconds to shoot down the three flights of stairs to the street door, and out on to the canalside of the Rechtboomsloot. A barge laden with bricks slipped silently under the bridge, a golden Labrador in the prow sniffing the morning air. Posthumus relished the fact that nearly half of Amsterdammers walked or cycled to work. He crossed the bridge, and set off briskly down the Krom Boomsloot, which made a T-junction with his own canal. It was odd how quiet this little patch of the city was, even when the Nieuwmarkt – just minutes away – heaved on a Saturday night. At the last bridge he ducked left, turned right again at the crooked old sluice-house, now a café, past the mansion in which a very rich Rembrandt had lived and painted some of his greatest works, and down the steps to where stallholders were setting up on Waterlooplein.


 ‘Morning, schat! Gorgeous, isn’t it?’ Lotti, who from her little trolley provided coffee and breakfast broodjes for the flea-market crew. Blousy, bawdy, bleached-blonde and big, Lotti treated him as one of her boys. ‘Buried any good-lookers lately?’ She winked archly at Dirk, who was hanging out grungy tweed jackets on a rack across the way.


‘Ah, we don’t get to see the corpses,’ said Posthumus, feigning regret. 


‘Just look at him! Always so smart, and such a nice smile, too. I don’t know. I’m losing patience with him. When are you going to pop the question, duckie? I won’t wait for ever. I’ll be snapped up before you know it, and you’ll lose out, I’m warning you!’


‘I’m still building up the courage, Lotti.’


‘Playing the field more like, you wicked man. You need to settle down. Nice tall guy like you. You’re not too bad-looking, you know. Bit skinny, but I’ll make do.’


‘I promise you, Lotti, when I’m ready, you’ll be the first to know.’


‘It shouldn’t be allowed. You’re going to waste, you know. Look! Going grey already!’


Posthumus touched the side of his face. His sandy hair was indeed beginning to fleck around the temples.


‘Got something that will stop the rot?’ he said. ‘I’m starving. Haven’t had breakfast yet.’


‘Lovely strawberry broodjes, just for you, schat.’


Soft white rolls, with a fat, red gash of fruit. Early season, but deliciously soggy and sweet, juices seeping into the bread. The coffee tasted like plastic, but it was all part of the ritual. He lidded it after a sip, wiped his mouth with a scrap of paper napkin, nodded a ‘goodbye’ to Lotti, who was by now gossiping with Dirk, and – so as not to hurt her feelings – carried off the coffee between forefinger and thumb. On past the ugly City Hall building (thank God he didn’t have to work in there), and across the bridge to Staalkade, where his department led its detached existence in a modest, spout-gabled canal-house.


 


Onno Veldhuizen turned off the car engine. He shot quick glances to the mirrors, barely moving his head. The back road into Zoetermeer from Boskop was quiet. No one in the lay-by. He slipped a phone from the inside pocket of his jacket. A new pre-paid he had picked up at a supermarket the night before. A couple of farm workers with a tractor a few fields away. One cyclist, a woman in a tracksuit, passing slowly on the cycle path. He checked his watch. He could be at InSec in twenty minutes, and still be early. He wanted to time this right. Damascus was an hour ahead, and Friday was the first day of their weekend. So Haddad would be home, not at work. He’d be up and about, finished breakfast, too early for visitors, wife probably in the kitchen. Veldhuizen punched in a number. It wasn’t one in the phone’s memory. It wasn’t written anywhere. But he knew the sequence. 


No pick-up of course. No greeting on voicemail. Just a beep. Veldhuizen spoke in English. ‘That young man you mentioned in Amsterdam. It’s all sorted, but now you can help me out. Phone me on this number. Now.’ He kept hold of the phone, and again darted out glances. Mirrors. Fields. Boskop road. The woman on the bike had stopped, and was sending a text. The phone rang within seconds. 


‘Yes?’ Veldhuizen listened a moment, and his voice softened. ‘Hello, you old bastard.’ After all, they went back a long way, he and Haddad. Back to the first Gulf War. His first overseas mission for the Service, just after he’d left the police. They’d clicked. Had a lot in common. And, over the years, as they rose through their respective organisations, had on and off helped each other out. He had just done his bit for Haddad. Big time. Now it was Haddad’s turn. ‘You’ve heard from him, right?’ said Veldhuizen. ‘He’s OK. The papers are impeccable, I made sure of that,’ he went on. ‘And the name is the same as on the passport you gave him. From that angle he has nothing to worry about, it all looks above board. Unless, of course, he misbehaves . . . I know, I know. But he’s been here before, right? A couple of months for you on that Mostafa case.’ Veldhuizen laughed. Sharp. Dry. ‘Of course we knew. But now there’s something you can do for me. Or rather that he can do for me. But I want you to tell him. This has to have his father’s weight behind it. And all that means. Then I want to meet him, later today preferably. Before lunch. No, no, I haven’t, not yet . . . I probably wouldn’t even recognise the bugger. What’s he now – twenty-eight, twenty-nine? Last time I saw him he was eight. Our paths didn’t cross when he was here before. But you have a number? OK, text it to me after this. And tell him to pick up when I phone. It’s like this . . .’


Veldhuizen was indeed back at his desk a full ten minutes earlier than he usually got in.


 


The Staalkade was the Amsterdam equivalent of a cul-de-sac, a forgotten sliver of quay at a point where two canals almost met, but didn’t quite touch, as they joined the Amstel. A block away, people streamed through the alley that linked the two canal bridges, but no one diverted on to this blunt little U-shape unless they had business in one of the six or so buildings on Staalkade, which formed its furthest reach.


Posthumus walked down to the dark, spout-gabled building halfway along, and let himself in. Most of the staff had a key to the outside door. Alex, on the phone, waved and winked as he passed Reception on his way upstairs. No sign of Sulung or Maya yet. He dumped Lotti’s plastic coffee, and went to zap out a Nespresso while his computer booted up. He had brought in the espresso machine himself, after his first taste of the foul departmental brew. Two mails in the inbox, both from Alex. The first, a CC to all of them:


 


Good morning all!


Trust you’re back and feeling better, Sulung. 


New cases:


We’ve had quick replies to the faxes. Not great news. 


Mrs Visser’s family all deceased, no traces for Mr Hageman (there might be a brother, but no record in Amsterdam), and Bart Hooft hadn’t even registered at that address. No wills recorded, even Mrs Visser. So, looks like it’s house-visits for the last two, a quick pick-up for Mrs V.


Maya, can you take Mrs Visser at the Zonhof (room’s been cleared; everything with a Mrs van Dyck, day manager, who can fill you in).


Sulung, can you do Mr Hageman on Madurastraat (Pieter as #2 for house-visit).


Pieter, can you take Bart Hooft (ID yet to be confirmed), attic room on Delistraat (Sulung as #2). 


(Both these poss in a day? You can pick up key for Hageman from Eva at social services. I collected the Hooft key from the police yesterday. Also pics of his very odd tattoos, tho I guess that’s not much help. Car booked for you all day, anyway.)


Details of all three in New Cases file, yesterday’s date, hard-copy files for each on the Pending shelf.


Alex


 


Typical Alex, thought Posthumus, already locating which police station had the key for the Hooft apartment. She knew it irritated him that they had to phone the general public enquiries number to talk to the police, perform the usual keypad dance of number-options to get through to a live person on a central switchboard, then endure the same muzak (always), for ages sometimes, as someone tracked down just which station (not always the most logically located one) held the key. It didn’t usually take long. Ten minutes or so. But they were ten minutes that riled Posthumus, and Alex had sorted it. She’d even collected the key. (Did she know that Posthumus felt uneasy around the police – a hangover from his squatter days, when he’d had the odd clash with the law? He’d been arrested a couple of times: on the frontline at demonstrations, in clashes at the squat, once simply for unruly behaviour. Never charged . . . but still.)


The second email was addressed only to him:


 


Sorrrry about making you #2 for the messy one! It’s around the corner from the attic, so just had to. Makes sense that you and S do both together.


Ax


 


Lisette was already in her office when Veldhuizen got in. She noticed the chief’s Lexus duck down the ramp into the car park. At five to nine she was outside his door. Two knocks. 


‘Enter!’


There wasn’t much to report. Audio was ready for Mansouri and Ahmed Bassir if they used their old phones. There was an observation team in place to set up a tracer immediately if either bought a new SIM card, and to keep tabs on what happened later at Friday prayers. Surveillance was intensified on some of the group’s outer circle, like Tarik Alami, who hadn’t been arrested.


‘Alami’s already in the know,’ she said. ‘He and a new little sidekick, Najib Tahiri, left Amsterdam early this morning, no doubt for Vught.’ The high-security prison in the south of the country, where Mansouri, Bassir and Kaddaoui had been held on remand, and where probably, even as Lisette was speaking, they were again seeing the light of day. 


‘Tahiri knows Bassir from the neighbourhood, it seems, and he started hanging out with the big boys just before the arrest. Aged nineteen, younger than the rest. He was probably brought in by Bassir, looks up to him. Seems harmless, but has an older relative, a cousin of some sort, who came a few weeks ago from Morocco, one Amir Loukili: traditional dress, beard, late twenties. We’re keeping an eye on him.’


Veldhuizen made no comment. 


Lisette paused. For God’s sake, she’d only had one afternoon . . . 


He stood up. ‘Keep at it.’ 


He turned his back on her, a step to the window, hands on the sill. ‘We are not going to fuck it up this time.’ 


Lisette could see that something was up. 


Veldhuizen swung round. ‘We need to infiltrate the group. A chis.’


A ‘covert human intelligence source’. Typical of him to use the jargon.


‘I am putting one in place. That is already sorted. He will report to me. You and I will liaise.’


Lisette felt a cold shaft through her upper gut, like the first time she’d been passed over in appointments for team leader, when logic, experience and personal record had all pointed in her favour. This decision to place and run an agent, setting his bounds, processing the information – all that should be her responsibility. Hers alone.


‘That is very irregular, sir. It reads as a lack of trust in me.’


He stared straight at her. Then his shoulders dropped a little, his face relaxed.


‘Lisette, you’re doing a good job. Both you and the team. This is simply a question of strategy. It is not meant to undermine you; in fact the team should know nothing of it. Will know nothing about it, for operational reasons. This is strictly need-to-know. And the team does not need to know.’


Lisette’s mouth set hard. She sensed the colour sink from her face, leaving two hot little tidemarks, just below the cheekbones. She pulled her legs further under her chair.


‘So you’re asking me to lie to my team as well. To keep them out of the loop. That makes my work doubly difficult, quite apart from the ethical issues.’


‘Dangerous times, daring strategies. You know that.’


 ‘Might I at least know what operational reasons?’


‘I can’t go into that. Not at the moment. This comes from high up. Let’s just say we can’t risk a leak to the targets. Any slips at all. Even if it’s just another memory-stick left on the metro.’


‘I’m fully aware there have been leaks in the past, but nothing has ever involved my team. Not come anywhere near any one of them. I have complete confidence—’ Lisette didn’t get the chance to finish.


‘Look, I realise this doesn’t sit easy with you, but I have to ask you to go with it a little,’ said Veldhuizen. ‘We are in this game for the same reason, no? And we have the same goal. To stop those little shits taking human lives. So, let’s just see how this works out. Give it some time, OK?’


He waited, but it wasn’t one of those hard Veldhuizen silences. The taut jaw, the stare.


‘Hmm?’ He raised both eyebrows. 


Lisette nodded. ‘Sir.’


Veldhuizen crossed to the door, and held it open for her. There was even almost a smile.


‘Good luck.’


Lisette went to the fifth-floor Ladies. It would be quieter. Not many women up on this level. She brushed a speck from under her eye, neatened her hair, straightened up, smoothed her blouse, and stared back at the mirror. ‘Give it some time’, indeed. She was not going to wait for ever to tell the team. It was a betrayal of trust, keeping something like this from them. She didn’t like it. But was he right? The chief and his blah about strategies. Just what was ethical any more, in these days of fudged edges and murky grey areas? What was justifiable? The ‘necessary transgression’ people always talked about? And what if something really was going on? If one of the team was betraying her, betraying them all? She had stood up for them against Veldhuizen, but despite what she had said about them being so ace in the pep talk she’d given them yesterday, they were a bit of a wonky bunch. Well, maybe not Mick so much. But Ben, she knew, pushed limits with what he got up to in the field, and Rachid really showed his frustration with the job. But surely not. And, anyway, there were other ways of dealing with it. If one of them was suspect, she had the right to know who. A need to know. 
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