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			Epigraph

			I can’t tell any more

			Who’s an animal, who’s a person,

			Or when the execution’s due.

			Anna Akhmatova

			Chapter 1

			I’d smelt violent death before, that sour mix of blood, urine and fear bubbling away like some vile soup. Having been an inspector in the Bishkek Murder Squad, there was no way I could avoid it. Stabbings, shootings, murder by bottle, bullet or boot, I’d smelt them all. The stink settles into your clothes, your skin, your soul; nothing ever fully washes it out. And no matter how many times you smell death, you never become used to it.

			I pushed the door open a little further, hoping the only other person in the room was the one no longer breathing. The man’s body was huddled in the far corner, the other side of a double bed, as if he’d tried to take shelter from his death. I turned on the light, wished I hadn’t. The large abstract painting on the wall had been created by long scarlet smears and splashes someone had turned into letters. It looked like a child’s first attempt at writing, as if the finger dipped in blood was unused to the Cyrillic alphabet we Kyrgyz use.

			SVINYA. Pig. Short, sweet, and from what I’d learned earlier, accurate.

			I walked over towards the body, crouched beside the corpse. It wasn’t hard to tell where the red ink had come from. The man’s eyes, ears and tongue were missing. Well, not missing, just not attached to him any more, but scattered across the tiled floor like abandoned rubber toys. The wounds gaped like ugly open mouths, the sort that yell and swear and sneer.

			A punishment killing? This will teach you not to see, hear or talk about our business? Perhaps, but that didn’t explain why someone had scrawled svinya above the body. That seemed personal, an epitaph or a proclamation.

			There’s something depressingly familiar about most murders, the unmistakable way the body sprawls as if all its muscles had snapped at once. A lifetime’s energy and ambition, dreams and anger, gone without trace. No wonder it’s hard to believe life is anything more than a series of random collisions, with one final inevitable crash.

			I touched the man’s cheek. Cooling, but still warm. Hard to tell how long he’d been dead with the stifling summer heat in the room. Back in Bishkek, I would have waited for the crime scene people, for the ambulance. Not here. I couldn’t tell whether the mutilations were post-mortem; I hoped for his sake they were.

			I wondered why none of the man’s neighbours had heard anything; there must have been some sort of scuffle. No one noticed someone arriving at the apartment, no one heard screams?

			I gave the room a swift search, hoping to discover what I’d come for. I pulled open drawers, hunted through the wardrobe. Finally I found it, taped to the underside of the bedside table. The blueing looked worn, and the metal had scratches down one side. But it was a Makarov, loaded, just as I’d requested. I didn’t open my wallet to pay. It wasn’t as if he needed the money.

			I took a final look at the body, to see if there were any indications of what had killed him. That was when I spotted it, a small puncture mark on his neck, bruised as if someone untrained had jabbed him with a syringe. If he’d been drugged, that would explain why there’d been no noise. I guessed toxicology reports would confirm that, although I wouldn’t be around to read them.

			I dropped the gun into my pocket. I wasn’t going to call the police, leave an anonymous tip. The hot weather would make the body’s presence known soon enough.

			I took the stairs rather than the lift, a rule I do my best to always keep. Stairs give you a couple of options, lifts give you none. And if there’s somebody with a gun or a knife, they’re ready and waiting for you when the lift doors open. I used my shoulder to push open the bar on the fire escape door, strolled out into the night, hands in my pockets. Another rule: people notice you if you’re furtive, so pretend you haven’t a care in the world.

			I walked on for about half an hour, turning left or right at random until I came to the creek, where I sat down and watched the wooden boats moored up four deep. The sluggish black seawater lapped and spat against the stonework. The slight breeze smelled of curry and salt and petrol fumes. In the distance on the other side of the water, the towers of the city sparkled and shone. My shirt was soaked with sweat, my hair plastered to my forehead. Even a Bishkek summer is never this hot, and I felt blistered, worn, as well as jet-lagged after the cramped four-hour flight.

			I wondered whether I should simply return home, knew it wasn’t an option. If I failed, the man who’d sent me here would pour never-ending shit on my head. Since I’d left the police force, I was now officially ‘little people’, which meant I was powerless against state bureaucracy, let alone a vendetta from a government minister. For only the four-hundredth time I debated whether resigning had been the right move, whether I should have stayed where I was, doing what I did best. Solving murders, catching killers.

			I lit a cigarette, stubbed it out; adding to the hot air already filling my lungs wasn’t a great idea. The thought of a cold beer was appealing, but I’d given up alcohol completely after my wife Chinara’s death the previous year.

			From somewhere behind me, the midnight call to prayer sang out from the minaret of a nearby mosque. All my life I’ve heard the adhan; though I’m not a Muslim, I’ve always found it a haunting sound, especially at night. So I listened as the muezzin’s voice spilt like honey out over the water and merged with the whisper of tides, the creak of wooden boats. I waited until the final notes faded away, turned to walk back to my hotel.

			I needed to think about the mess I was in up to my neck. And what I was going to do about it, alone, uncertain, in a city so alien I might as well have been on another planet. I was in Dubai.

			Chapter 2

			A week earlier, late one evening, I’d been summoned to meet my old nemesis, the Kyrgyz Minister for State Security, Mikhail Tynaliev. We had a curious relationship, considering most people who challenge Tynaliev end up regretting it, often from inside a shroud.

			Initially, I’d done him a service, finding the man who’d organised the butchering of Tynaliev’s daughter, Yekaterina. The minister had taken on the role of judge and jury, and no one ever uncovered the body. Then I did him a disservice by ignoring his orders and killing Morton Graves, a connected foreign businessman, paedophile and murderer. So I wasn’t at all certain I wasn’t going to end up in Bishkek Penitentiary One, sharing an overcrowded cell full of people I’d helped put there.

			There’s a story Stalin would summon his ministers and generals in the middle of the night, sending a car to fetch them. Turn left and into the Kremlin, and you were escorted into Uncle Joe’s presence. Turn right, and an execution basement in the Lubyanka was your final destination, your trousers stinking with your fear. I knew the feeling.

			The driver of the car sent to pick me up had told me to bring my passport, refused to say another word on the drive to Tynaliev’s town house. Motion-controlled lights turned the air blue-white, and the armed guard at the sentry gatehouse kept a keen eye on us as we parked.

			I held my passport up to the glass, said I was expected. Perhaps I should have said summoned.

			‘Armed?’

			I shook my head. The guard beckoned me through the ­security scanners, jerked a thumb towards the house. I nodded thanks, began the trudge down the path. Just as I reached the door, it opened, and Mikhail Tynaliev stood outlined against the light.

			‘Thank you for coming, Mr Borubaev,’ he said, the emphasis on Mr, but there was no welcome in his voice. ‘Please come in.’

			I entered the hall the way an apprentice lion-tamer might enter the cage. I had no idea why Tynaliev wanted to see me or why I’d had to bring my passport, but I didn’t imagine it would be anything I’d enjoy. He led me through into his study, sat down on one of the leather sofas. I’d been in the over-decorated room before and I hadn’t enjoyed the experience then.

			‘Drink?’

			‘Chai?’

			Tynaliev shrugged, reached for the decanter by his elbow.

			‘Still not drinking? Probably a good idea, where you’re going.’

			He poured himself an industrial-sized vodka, took a sip, nodded appreciation. He gestured towards a chair beside his desk, one of those fussy faux-antiques with spindly gold-painted legs.

			‘Missing your old job?’

			It was my turn to shrug. Tynaliev looked as formidable as ever, broad shoulders, a head slotted between them with no sign of a neck, hands that could stun a suspect with a single punch. People said he was more than willing to take over an interrogation if answers and teeth weren’t being spat out fast enough.

			‘I’m able to get you your old job back. If you want it. Unless the bits and pieces of private investigation you’ve picked up are making you rich?’

			Tynaliev obviously knew I had enough som in my bank account to buy a couple of cheese samsi for breakfast. What he didn’t know was I missed the chase, the challenge. Being Murder Squad is as addictive as being hooked on krokodil, Russia’s new home-made wonder drug, and probably just as life-threatening. But it goes deeper for me. Someone has to speak for the dead, for the old man killed for his pension, the schoolgirl raped and strangled, the wife who refused sex when her husband came home drunk. Solving a case is like closing the victim’s eyes, so they can finally sleep.

			‘That’s very generous of you, Minister,’ I said. ‘Spasibo. If there’s ever anything I can do for you . . .’

			Tynaliev almost smiled. It wasn’t pleasant. ‘Before you start work again, perhaps you’d like to take a little holiday? Somewhere warm, with beaches? Just for a week or so.’

			I looked regretful. ‘If I could afford it, nothing would be better, but . . .’

			Tynaliev poured himself another equally large vodka. If he’d had a smile on his face, it had melted like ice under a sunlamp.

			‘Don’t fuck around with me, Mr Not-Yet-Inspector. Just sit there and listen to what I want you to do.’

			I did as I was told. It looked like I wasn’t going to get my cup of tea after all.

			Chapter 3

			‘I’m going to tell you a story, Borubaev. A hypothetical story, you understand?’

			I nodded. Tynaliev could recite the entire Manas epic – all half a million lines of the long Kyrgyz poem – if it meant I got my job back.

			‘A senior colleague of mine – no need for names – has fallen in love with a woman much younger than him.’

			I nodded, making sure I kept a straight face. I had a pretty good idea of the colleague’s name. Every doctor in the world has heard the ‘It’s not me, it’s about a friend with a problem’ story. And everyone knew Tynaliev’s wife spent most of her time at their dacha, a luxurious country cottage on the outskirts of Talas, while Tynaliev spent most of his spare time working his way through a long line of ambitious and attractive young women.

			‘This young woman,’ I asked, deliberately keeping my voice neutral and professional, ‘does she reciprocate his feelings?’

			‘She said so,’ Tynaliev shrugged, ‘and there were the usual presents, trips, restaurants. The problem was, my colleague was – is – married.’

			‘Always difficult, Minister, even if the wife is understanding.’

			Our hypocrisy hung in the air like cigar smoke. Tynaliev took a sip of vodka, looked away, unwilling to catch my eye.

			‘That’s not the problem, Inspector.’

			I was pleased to see I’d regained my rank, wondered if my salary would be backdated. You get tired of samsi for breakfast.

			‘The young lady in question announced she wanted to go on holiday. Naturally, my colleague was more than happy to help with the expenses, flight, visa.’

			‘Naturally,’ I agreed. ‘Where was she planning to go?’

			‘Dubai. For the shopping.’

			‘And she went?’

			Tynaliev nodded.

			‘And didn’t come back?’

			He nodded again, sipped his vodka. He suddenly looked older, less certain of himself. Discovering you’ve grown old will do that to you. Or learning it’s your money and power that lures the girls to your bed, not your looks or charm or the size of your yelda.

			‘And you want me to go to Dubai to find her? What did she take that’s so important, Minister? Money? You’ve got more than you know how to spend. Documents? Secrets? Something that could harm you politically?’

			I watched as anger and pride flickered across his face like summer lightning.

			‘Inspector, as I said, my colleague . . .’

			‘Minister, I can’t help if I don’t know the facts,’ I said, one reasonable man talking to another. ‘If she was your lover, then tell me; I’m not a judgemental man.’ I paused, folded my arms. ‘And if you won’t tell me, then I don’t stand much chance of finding her or doing the right thing when I do.’

			‘I rely on your complete discretion, Inspector,’ Tynaliev said, looking at me as if he’d prefer to rip my throat out.

			I decided to alter my approach, so as not to change my status from living to dead.

			‘What’s the girl’s name, Minister?’ I asked.

			‘Natasha Sulonbekova.’

			‘Age?’

			‘Twenty-four.’

			Tynaliev opened a drawer in his desk and produced a photograph. A slim young woman in a white bikini stood by the edge of a swimming pool, hands on hips, turning slightly away in best approved model fashion. Her long straight black hair was tied back. She was pouting towards the camera, either for real or in a parody of such poses. I couldn’t help noticing her breasts were larger and higher than a stingy Mother Nature normally provides for Central Asian women.

			‘Large breasts, Minister. Yours?’

			Tynaliev nodded with a slight smile, proud of his conquest despite himself, despite her running out on him.

			‘Bought and paid for, Inspector.’

			I thought about the stupidity of older men when it comes to attractive younger women, then I thought about Saltanat. I hadn’t heard from her since she’d gone back to Tashkent with Otabek, the boy we’d rescued from Morton Graves’ paedophile ring. Were we a couple? I was never sure, and an Uzbek security service officer and a Kyrgyz Murder Squad inspector isn’t an ideal match. But with Tynaliev staring at me from across the room, this wasn’t the time to work out my relationship woes. Time to focus.

			‘What exactly did Ms Sulonbekova take from you, Minister?’

			‘Is that important?’

			‘Well, am I looking for something the size of an elephant or the size of a pea?’

			‘I don’t think you can carry an elephant as hand luggage,’ Tynaliev said, trying to lighten what must have been a great embarrassment. I gave a polite smile, said nothing, waited.

			‘It’s a memory stick for a laptop. Small – you could put it in your wallet.’

			‘And what’s on this memory stick?’

			Tynaliev frowned, and I remembered the sheer brute power and influence the man possessed, how he held secrets close as sin to his heart.

			‘You don’t need to know that, Inspector.’

			I paused, reached for my cigarettes, decided this wasn’t the time to light up.

			‘You won’t be best pleased if I come back with Ms Sulonbekova’s holiday photos,’ I suggested, ‘even if they do show off her figure to best advantage.’

			Tynaliev looked at the vodka, pushed it away.

			‘The memory stick contains details of a secret agreement I’ve made with a foreign power. You don’t need to know which one at this stage, or indeed what the agreement entails.’

			‘But if it falls into the hands of another country or your political enemies here?’

			‘For a policeman, you’re very smart,’ Tynaliev said, and I could almost believe there was sincerity in his voice.

			‘Is she blackmailing you? Demanding money for the memory stick?’ I asked.

			Tynaliev frowned. ‘That’s the odd thing. So far, nothing. I think she stole the memory stick simply because she knew it was valuable to me. She took it because she was pissed off with me.’

			He gave me another of those man-of-the-world smiles.

			‘I don’t think she means me any harm, politically. To be honest, her breasts are bigger than her brains.’

			I did the polite smile routine again, decided it was time to dig deeper, ask the question that no man who cheats on his wife likes to answer.

			‘You’d promised to marry her, divorce your wife?’

			‘I’d never do that. But maybe she got the wrong impression. And besides . . .’

			Tynaliev paused, looked away. I had a sinking feeling I knew what he was going to say, but I asked anyway.

			‘She’s a working girl, Minister? Is that the problem? You suspect it might be a honey trap?’

			Reluctantly he nodded, poured yet another vodka.

			‘My marriage would be over if that became public know­ledge. My career would be over if someone releases the information she’s stolen.’

			I wasn’t happy. If I got the girl or the stick back, Tynaliev might decide I was surplus to his needs. A small accident seemed all too likely, in the interests of state security. Or in Tynaliev’s. Maybe they were the same.

			‘I won’t have any jurisdiction over there, Minister,’ I said, wondering if there was a way to slip the noose so adroitly thrown over my neck.

			‘I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, Inspector,’ he said, ‘because I have in my possession a very interesting piece of footage from the Internet. Regarding our mutual friend Morton Graves.’

			‘Oh,’ I said and fell silent.

			‘Oh, indeed,’ he said and gave his most wolfish smile.

			Chapter 4

			I didn’t need to be shown the film; I’d taken it myself with a handheld phone outside Morton Graves’ villa, late at night. I saw him climb into his car, his height and shaven head unmistakable. The headlights flared, and then the image turned pure white, dazzling, before coming back into focus. The wrecked car sprawled in fragments and created a modern sculpture. Graves staggered out of the wreckage, twisting and whirling around, clothes on fire, burns decorating his head with patches of red and black skin. One of his hands had been severed, and he clutched it like a good-luck charm with the hand still attached to his other arm. The film was silent, but it was easy to imagine his screams.

			Perhaps he remembered his victims’ pleas and cries in his cellar, relived the pleasures of the knife and whip. Possibly he thought of the wealth and power he was about to lose. I know he died in agony and alone.

			That’s why I’d planted the bomb under his car.

			So now Tynaliev had a murder charge to hold over me if I didn’t cooperate, and even if I did, I had no guarantee he wouldn’t use it. I didn’t ask how he’d acquired the footage; men like Tynaliev can get anything they want.

			‘I can see how this is a matter of state security, Minister,’ I said, wondering how I was going to escape this mess. ‘I’ll go to Dubai as soon as I can get a visa. It’s my duty as a loyal citizen. Obviously, any information you can give me will be helpful once I’m on the ground.’

			Tynaliev stood up and held out his hand. I shook it, and he escorted me to the front door. He asked for my passport, and I handed it over.

			‘Come back for this in two days’ time,’ he said. ‘We’ll give you temporary diplomatic status.’

			Which I suspected wouldn’t help me much in Dubai if it all got difficult.

			‘One last thing, Minister,’ I said. ‘What do you want me to do about the girl?’

			He looked at me, dispassionate, as if he were choosing between two joints of meat. Finally, he spoke. ‘I don’t really give a damn, Inspector. Fuck her or kill her, it’s your call. But keep her mouth shut. Or bring her back and I’ll silence her myself.’

			And with that, the door shut behind me as if I were leaving a prison cell. As I walked back up the drive, it struck me I was very probably doing exactly the opposite.

			*

			A week later I was looking down at our final approach to Dubai International Airport, the guidance lights on the runway flickering and wavering in the heat. I’d left Bishkek’s Manas International Airport four hours earlier, as dawn broke across the Tien Shan mountains, turning the snow-covered peaks a gentle gold and casting long shadows into the valleys. The runway had been extended for the American supply planes that fuelled the war in Afghanistan. Now the Americans were gone, and so was the money they had brought with them. I felt as if my entire country had been a well-paid hooker, lying back until the client had departed, leaving a handful of som on the table and tucking himself back into his trousers. No one likes to be fucked for money, but if you’ve a family to feed, what else can you do?

			I sat back in my seat as the plane slowly rose from the runway and made for the mountains. After a few moments, we were above them, gazing down at their eternal beauty. Ancient glaciers have pushed the rocks into convulsions, scraping paths through and leaving towering crags and pinnacles no army has ever been able to cross. I sometimes forget how beautiful my country is, and how remote.

			Even when the Silk Road passed through much of Kyrgyzstan, the trade it carried back and forth had little effect of the lives of the Kyrgyz nomads. The mountains kept us apart, helped us retain our culture, our beliefs. The plodding camels laden with silks and spices, gold and metalwork, jade and porcelain did little to change the annual ritual of taking flocks up to the high jailoo grass pastures in the summer and down into the valleys for the winter. And the voices of our manaschi reciting our ancient epic poem,  the Manas, were always a counterpoint to the muezzin’s cry . . .

			*

			My newly acquired diplomatic status got me through immigration with no problems, and I wandered into the vast baggage hall. I’d been told Dubai International Airport is the busiest in the world, and I watched as thousands of passengers scooped up their suitcases, passed through customs and out towards a long line of waiting taxis. The air conditioning inside the airport was brutal, and so was the heat outside. I felt wrapped in a thick wet wool blanket, the sweat immediately springing to my forehead.

			I reached the front of the line, dropped my bag in the taxi’s trunk, climbed into the back seat. The elderly Indian driver wore a lined face that looked like a road map of his native country.

			‘Denver Hotel, Bur Dubai,’ I said, stifling a yawn. He nodded, hit the meter, pulled away from the kerb. The morning rush hour in full flow, I watched as hundreds of cars jostled for position. Moscow was the biggest city I’d ever been in, but that couldn’t compare with the flyovers, roundabouts and multiple lanes of traffic that Dubai boasted. Dubai has oil, Kyrgyzstan has snow. Perhaps that’s why we have potholes, not Porsches.

			Over on my left I could see skyscrapers of all shapes and sizes, and towering above them all a silver needle stabbing the sky.

			‘What’s that?’ I asked the driver.

			‘Burj Khalifa, tallest building in the world,’ he said, proud as if he’d built it himself. ‘Over eight hundred metres.’

			I watched the morning light bounce off each facet of the tower as we passed, stared like some idiot from a village in the big city for the first time. As we crossed the creek and headed towards Bur Dubai, it struck me that Ms Sulonbekova might be more than a little difficult to find.

			Chapter 5

			I hadn’t expected Tynaliev to book me into the Burj Al Arab but the Denver was no one’s idea of luxury. I checked in with a surly desk clerk who barely deigned to look at me, pressed the elevator button for the fifth floor, stood there for several minutes.

			‘The lift isn’t working?’ I asked.

			The clerk merely shrugged, turned his attention to his mobile. As I headed for the stairs I noticed an ornamental fish tank now acting as a fish cemetery. Maybe it was an omen. I climbed up the stairs, doing my best to avoid the more obvious holes and stains in the worn carpet. A series of bare light bulbs lit my way, and I found myself outside Room 503. The key was attached to a block of wood the size of a brick, in case someone liked the key so much they tried to steal it. I opened the door, expecting to find nothing very much. It was worse than that.

			The single bed was pushed up against the opposite wall, and if I held my breath I could probably walk past it. I pressed on the mattress and listened to worn springs give a sigh of contempt. A cupboard held a toilet and shower, small enough so I could shower and shit at the same time. A dripping tap had left an orange streak down one wall, and judging by the hairs in the plughole someone had recently shampooed a large dog. I decided this probably wasn’t where the minister stayed when he came to Dubai.

			Tynaliev had given me three thousand dollars and a mobile phone with a local SIM card, so I could make calls without the authorities identifying me. There was a single name in the contact list. Salman Kulayev. Tynaliev had told me Kulayev could organise everything I might need, including ‘necessary liaison and equipment’.

			‘Flight upgrades? Restaurant reservations?’ I’d asked. Tynaliev had glared at me, and I’d looked down at his hands, seen the scars from other people’s teeth across his knuckles.

			‘I expect you to take this matter seriously, Inspector,’ he said, ‘very seriously indeed.’

			I’d mumbled an apology, made my escape, wondering what would await me on my return.

			Now I sat in that shabby hotel room and listened to the air conditioning grumble and splutter, coughing out an occasional and ineffectual breath of cold air. I thought of Saltanat, in Tashkent or who knew where, remembering her slim body against mine, and felt totally alone.

			I ignored the sign on the wall, lit a cigarette, sucked deep, dialled. The phone rang for several minutes, was eventually answered.

			‘Da?’

			‘Kulayev?’

			‘Who’s this?’

			A smoker’s voice, rasping, middle-aged. Chechen accent. Probably on the run from the Russians and hiding out in Dubai.

			‘Mikhail suggested I call you.’

			Silence. I heard the snap of a lighter, the crackle of burning tobacco.

			‘The Dôme coffee shop at Burjuman Mall. Noon.’

			‘How will I recognise you?’

			Kulayev, if it was him, laughed, and I could hear phlegm rattling in his throat. No nonsense about carrying yesterday’s Pravda and code phrases about weather in the Baltic.

			‘Don’t worry. I’ll know you.’

			And the line went dead.

			I asked directions at the desk, had a printed map thrust at me, headed outside. The heat was a punch in the face, a slap from a wet towel. According to the map, Burjuman was only a few blocks away, but by the time I reached the first pedestrian crossing, I was drenched in sweat, my shirt clinging to me like a teenage girlfriend. Maybe I could use some of Tynaliev’s dollars to buy some lightweight clothes. I could always give him the receipts. Or the clothes.

			Burjuman Mall was next to a futuristic-looking building which turned out to be a station on the Dubai Metro. I’d ridden the Moscow Metro with Chinara and we’d admired Mayakovskaya station with its high ceilings and marble walls. Maybe I’d get to ride the Metro in Dubai.

			The Dôme stood next to one of the four entrances to the Metro. I went inside and found a small table in one corner, away from the other customers. A Filipina waitress brought me a menu, but thanks to the smattering of English I’ve picked up over the years, I waved it away and asked for an espresso.

			I’d only taken a sip when a shadow fell across the table and I looked up. I’d expected the usual Chechen stereotype, stocky, muscular, dark hair, black eyes, a scowl that emerged from a tangle of beard, leather jacket, an attitude that said, ‘Fuck the world.’ The man in front of me was in his late thirties, slight, dressed in a white linen shirt and blue chinos, balding, with melancholy brown eyes that suggested the world had given him more than one beating over the years. He pulled up a chair, beckoned to the waitress, pointed at my cup, held up two fingers and gestured he wanted large ones. She nodded, bustled away.

			‘Salman Kulayev? I’m . . .’

			‘Akyl Borubaev. I know.’

			‘So Minister Tynaliev does share some of his secrets?’

			Kulayev smiled, looked ten years younger. The coffees arrived, and he downed the first one in a single gulp, pulled the second cup towards him.

			‘When it suits him,’ Kulayev said, ‘which isn’t all that often.’

			I sipped at my espresso, thick and aromatic, my heart thumping with the caffeine, wondering why Kulayev wasn’t bouncing around like a rabbit after two huge ones.

			‘Any idea where I can find this woman? Natasha Sulonbekova?’

			‘Possibly. How much do you know about her?’ Kulayev asked, dabbing at his mouth with a tissue.

			‘She was involved with the minister. She stole something from him. He’d like it back,’ I said, not wanting to reveal too much.

			‘You know she was a prosti?’

			I nodded. ‘That’s what the minister finally told me. I think he was reluctant to admit a man of his position would pick such a woman.’

			Kulayev laughed. ‘That’s what happens when you think with your little head. You think he’d prefer someone with a degree and a face like a bag of walnuts?’

			‘You think that’s what she’s doing here?’ I asked. ‘Working one of the bars? Or out of an apartment somewhere?’

			‘Probably, to get day-to-day living expenses, food, rent, that sort of thing,’ Kulayev said.

			‘You think she’s got an agenda about the information she stole?’

			‘Of course.’ Kulayev shrugged. ‘Whatever it is, it’s worth a lot of money, or Tynaliev wouldn’t have sent you here.’ He gave me an appraising look, sizing up just how much of a help or a threat I might be to him. ‘How do you know the minister, if you don’t mind me asking?’

			‘I am – was – an inspector in the Bishkek Murder Squad. I investigated the death of his daughter.’

			‘So he trusts you?’

			It was my turn to laugh.

			‘I don’t think he trusts his own reflection in the mirror when he shaves,’ I said.

			Kulayev smiled.

			‘So she’s here to sell information?’ I asked. ‘Where would I look for her?’

			‘I would have thought the best place to start would be one of the bars. The authorities don’t approve of working girls. They round them up from time to time, put them in the cells for a couple of days and then deport them. But I know a Bulgarian guy, Marko Atanasov, a real piece of shit, who runs some of the girls here. He keeps them in line with the threat of the police or the occasional beating. It’s amazing how easy it is to keep a woman in line with a wire coat hanger. And the coat hanger always comes in handy if they fall pregnant.’

			Kulayev shrugged, took a sip of his coffee. Taking a moral stance on someone else’s business obviously wasn’t his thing.

			‘Without his say-so, you’re going to find it difficult to get anyone to talk to you. He’d be the best place to start.’

			He looked around, caught the eye of the waitress, summoned the bill with the universal squiggle of an invisible pen in the air.

			‘I’ll call him, tell him you’ll see him tonight. Why not take the afternoon off, have a look around Dubai?’

			I nodded. Not because I’m interested in tourism, but it’s always best to familiarise yourself with new surroundings. You never know when you might need an escape route.

			‘There’s some equipment you’ll want. I’ll ask him to provide that for you as well.’

			‘Such as?’ I asked.

			He stared back at me, face expressionless as he handed some money to the waitress. ‘My dear Akyl,’ he said, standing up and reaching over to shake my hand, ‘you might believe you can get by on Kyrgyz charm, if such a thing exists. But I think you’re going to need a gun.’

			Chapter 6

			It was midnight when I got back to the Denver, but sleep was out of the question. I called Kulayev, and listened while his phone rang and rang. Finally, he answered, grumpy at being woken.

			‘Atanasov, that piece of shit you said I should go and see?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Well, now he’s a dead piece of shit, and one missing a few essential pieces,’ I said.

			‘Meet me where we met before. Thirty minutes,’ Kulayev said and hung up.

			He was already there when I reached the Dôme, with a few late-night caffeine addicts sitting at the metal tables outside. Once he saw me, Kulayev turned and crossed the road. Obviously I was meant to follow him. I felt the reassuring heft of the Makarov in my pocket. I wasn’t born last week, and I wasn’t born stupid either: Kulayev might be Tynaliev’s man, but I still didn’t trust either of them.

			He led the way for about five minutes, weaving down alleyways and across streets, until he seemed satisfied we weren’t being followed. Suddenly he ducked into the side entrance of a hotel. I followed and turned a corner to see him walking into a bar. The air conditioning was just as fierce as everywhere else, and my shirt immediately turned cold and wet. I wandered into the bar, trying to make it look like I was one of the guests.

			Kulayev was ordering a beer. He raised an eyebrow.

			I shook my head. ‘Water.’

			‘You don’t drink?’

			‘Not today.’

			Kulayev gave the shrug I was beginning to expect and dislike. We took our drinks and went over to an empty table on the far side of the room. I looked around as we sat down. International hotel vapidity, the sort of decor that offends no one and appeals to no one either. Fake carved English pub signs, 1920s posters for French cigarettes and Riviera holidays. Thirty seconds after leaving this place you wouldn’t remember a thing about it.

			The place was virtually empty, apart from a table of men, each with a beer in front of him. All sitting engrossed in their smartphones, they looked almost cloned, a collection of photocopies.

			Kulayev took a long swallow of his beer, and decided to lecture me about Dubai.

			‘If you’re a foreigner, Dubai is about money. Nobody cares where it comes from, how it’s spent, as long as it’s here and stays in someone’s pocket.’

			Kulayev smiled, then looked serious. Lowering his voice, he turned to make sure no one was listening. The furtive way in which he did this meant that, if nobody had been watching us, they would be now. If Kulayev had been any more obvious leading us here, he’d have dipped his shoes in luminous paint. I sometimes wonder if I’m the only one who ever learned any tradecraft.

			‘You said Atanasov is dead?’

			‘Butchered would be a better description, especially since someone scrawled “Pig” on the wall in his own blood.’

			‘Shit, shit, shit,’ Kulayev muttered. ‘What about the equipment I ordered for you?’

			‘In my pocket.’

			He nodded, relieved; he wouldn’t want to be tied into the discovery of a gun at a murder scene. I gave him details of the mutilations, asked him what he thought.

			‘There’s a lot of people will raise a glass on hearing he’s dead,’ Kulayev said, ‘but it makes things a lot more difficult for you.’

			‘Could it have been one of his girls?’ I asked. ‘Calling him a pig seems pretty personal to me, and who would know him better?’

			‘But the stuff with the ears, eyes and tongue?’

			‘You’re a Chechen,’ I said. ‘You know what women can do.’

			He nodded, lit a cigarette. ‘I saw stuff in the war,’ he said, and his face grew taut with memory. ‘You wouldn’t think it was possible for a woman to walk into a shopping mall and detonate a bomb that killed everyone within twenty metres. The maternal instinct? Blood instinct, more like.’ He stubbed out the cigarette. ‘Mind you, the Russian Spetsnaz were just as happy to shoot women prisoners as men. Only after raping them, naturally.’ He rubbed at his eyes, as if the smoke from his cigarette had irritated them.

			‘Someone you knew?’ I asked.

			‘My sister,’ he said, took another mouthful of beer. We sat in silence for a couple of moments. Sometimes you learn things about people that may not make you like them but do help you understand them.

			‘History,’ Kulayev said, ‘and you can’t change that.’

			But you can rewrite it, I thought, remembering the lies and deceptions I’d gone along with on Tynaliev’s behalf in the past. The only things life guarantees are death and taxes. I don’t earn enough to pay tax, but death and I are acquainted all too well.

			‘We need to work out a change of plan for you,’ Kulayev said, looked at his watch, an expensive one, maybe a Rolex. I wondered where the money came from.

			‘It’s one o’clock now,’ he said, ‘so a lot of the bars will be winding down about now. They close at two thirty here. But I know somewhere we could try. By two o’clock the girls are wondering if they’re going to snare a customer, and the prices drop faster than a closing-down sale in Osh bazaar. Which also means they’re more likely to talk.’

			I paid for his beer and my water, handing over note after note until the waitress nodded. She didn’t return with any change. In Bishkek I could have bought us both a meal and several drinks for the same money. Tynaliev’s three thousand dollars wasn’t going to go very far.

			We walked back outside into the heat, the air hanging wet and heavy, shimmering and dancing in the street lights. Everywhere was as brightly lit as a big evening match in the Spartak Stadium back home. Kulayev waved at a taxi slowly driving past. We got in and the driver switched on the meter. Twelve dirhams, about two hundred and thirty som. I could have travelled halfway across Bishkek for less than that.

			Kulayev saw the look on my face and laughed.

			‘Don’t worry. If you run out of money, we’ll find more. I’ll even call Tynaliev and tell him to send a couple of thousand dollars.’

			You’ll be lucky, I thought. And you’re not the one who’s going to have to explain where the money went.

			I pictured Tynaliev receiving the request: it didn’t reassure me. We drove past Burjuman and back in the direction of my hotel.

			‘You’re married?’ Kulayev asked.

			‘Not any more,’ I said, unwilling to talk about Chinara with a stranger.

			‘Girlfriend?’

			‘Sort of,’ I said, thinking of Saltanat, wondering if I’d ever see her again.

			‘You’re the faithful type?’ Kulayev smiled. ‘Shame. There are some real beauties where we’re going.’

			Chapter 7

			The taxi pulled up outside a low-rise building, nondescript-looking apart from the purple neon sign above the entrance that said vista hotel. A few Indian or Pakistani men shuffled around in the car park at the side of the building, smoking and joking with their friends in a low-key way. A line of taxis was parked ahead of us, obviously waiting for the bar to close, the customers to select the evening’s companion and head home.

			I got out as Kulayev paid the driver, looked around. There was the same electric tension in the air as on Ibrahimova Street in the Soviet days, when it was called Pravda, and the working girls sat in cars with their mama-sans, their bosses, waiting for custom. Men desperate for sex, women desperate for money, hoping that the client they ended up with wouldn’t cheat them, wasn’t violent, wasn’t crazy and would come quickly.

			We walked into the hotel lobby and headed towards the stairs. A burly black security guard with biceps the size of watermelons saw Kulayev, waved us through. The music went from merely very loud to ear-splitting as we went up two flights of stairs and through a wooden door. The room was very dark, and at first I could only see the lights of the illuminated beer pumps on the bar in the far corner. Then, as my eyes adjusted to the light, I started to make out shapes which gradually resolved themselves into men and women.

			‘Water?’ Kulayev shouted, trying to be heard over the strangled disco beat. I nodded, and he pushed his way through the crowd towards the bar. I took the opportunity of his absence to take stock.

			The room stank of cheap tobacco and cheaper perfume, lust and failed ambitions, despite the very best efforts of the extractor fans rattling overhead. The noise was deafening, a song I didn’t recognise played past the level of distortion. But clearly the patrons knew it, judging by their energetic moves on the dance floor. Everyone hopped from foot to foot, as if the floor was electrified. The walls were wood-panelled and featured shelves like those outside mosques. But instead of shoes, these were filled with handbags. The male customers all seemed to be in their forties or fifties, with the usual beer bellies and bald heads, most of them clutching glasses of beer. Drooping jowls, piggy eyes, jeans twenty years too tight and too young for them, last season’s trainers or shoes with heels that gave them an extra inch of height.

			And dancing around them, smiling, flirting, holding cigar­ettes up to be lit, desperate for eye contact, a smile, anything that held the promise of five hundred dirhams to send home to feed their children, the women. Almost exclusively Asian, mainly Chinese or Vietnamese, with the occasional African or Slavic face standing out in the crowd, there must have been twice as many women as men crammed into the room. All dressed to show off their best assets, all teeth and cleavage, mascara heavy as black paint, lipsticked and lipglossed, mini­skirted and booted.

			Kulayev appeared, clutching a Corona and a bottle of water which he handed to me. I unscrewed the cap and drank. It was lukewarm and tasted of tin.

			‘What do you think?’ Kulayev shouted.

			‘Great,’ I lied and gave a smile that must have looked as false as those all around me. I’d been a police officer for a long time. I’d worked Vice for a couple of years, hitting the brothels and the freelancers, but I’d never seen so many working girls in such a small room. It didn’t make the job of finding Natasha Sulonbekova look any easier.

			A slightly overweight woman in a low-cut black wraparound dress came over and kissed Kulayev on the cheek very enthusiastically, wrapping her arms around his waist and nuzzling his neck. Up close, I could see that she was in her mid-thirties, with acne scars painted over with thick make-up. One of her front teeth was slightly crooked, smeared with traces of lipstick. Her breasts looked as improbably large as those of the woman I was looking for; maybe they shared the same implant surgeon.

			A nearby table came free as a very drunk shaven-headed Lebanese-looking man lurched towards the door, swearing in Arabic, two tiny Chinese girls in tow. We sat down, and I sipped my water as Kulayev patted the woman’s thigh.

			‘Akyl, this is my very dear friend Lin, from Ho Chi Minh City.’

			I smiled, nodded, slightly taken aback when Lin offered me a formal handshake. I took her hand in mine, noticing the roughness of her skin, the way her lipstick made a narrow mouth look generous, the coal-black eyes framed with mascara that gave nothing away. Her perfume was very strong, as if the top had come off the bottle. She flicked her shoulder-length black hair away from her face, then placed her hand on my thigh.

			‘You have a cigarette?’

			Her voice was low, her Vietnamese accent strong, but I could recognise the sensuality – real or fake – promised in her voice. I offered her one of mine, but she looked at the pack and shuddered. Obviously Classic was not a brand she favoured.

			‘You buy me Marlboro Light?’

			I nodded and waved to a waitress. When the cigarettes came, I gave the waitress twenty dirhams. Again, I didn’t expect any change, and I wasn’t disappointed. Lin pushed the pack towards me. The false talons at the ends of her fingers were reserved for better things than opening cigarettes. I stripped the cellophane, tapped the bottom of the pack. Too hard. Half of the contents spilt out onto the table, quickly soaking up puddles of beer.

			Lin and Kulayev both laughed at my clumsiness, which was exactly what I’d wanted. I’d revealed myself to be an out-of-touch, out-of-town boy, what we call a myrki in Kyrgyzstan. I’ve often found that playing simple can be the smartest thing you do. It lowers people’s guard, elevates their opinion of themselves. And you learn more than by appearing smart.

			I lit one of the surviving cigarettes for her. She held my hand to steady the flame, inhaled, jetted twin gusts of smoke.

			‘Akyl’s looking for a girl.’

			I tapped Kulayev’s shin with the side of my shoe, warning him not to say too much. Lin looked at me, appraising clothes, haircut, the potential thickness of my wallet. I wasn’t sure if I passed muster or simply that the hour was getting late.

			‘Handsome man like this, he’s no need to look; women will find him,’ she said, patted me on the cheek, returned her hand to my thigh. This time she gripped it tighter, so that I could feel her fingernails pressing into my skin.

			‘I’m from Kyrgyzstan, Lin, just in Dubai for a few days. I wondered if there were any Kyrgyz ladies I could spend some time with?’

			I looked round for Kulayev, but he had got up and was already whispering in the ear of a girl wearing a blue dress and a bored expression, his arm around her back, fingers assessing the curve of her breast. As I watched, she transferred her gum from one side of her mouth to the other and carried on chewing. Who says romance is dead?

			‘You buy me a drink.’

			It wasn’t a question, but delivered in a regal tone that told me how lucky I was to be sitting with her. So I simply nodded.

			‘Bullfrog.’

			I had no idea what a Bullfrog was, but I ordered one. The tall cocktail that arrived was a radioactive blue, lethal-looking and obviously strong. I was surprised that it came with a straw, but when I looked around, all the women seemed to be drinking through straws, even those with glasses of beer. Maybe it was so they wouldn’t smudge their lipstick; maybe it was practice for later on.

			‘You have a wife, children back home?’

			‘No.’

			The grip on my thigh moved up an inch.

			‘Girlfriend?’

			Her hand was now perilously close, so I simply shook my head.

			‘You like me?’

			I cleared my throat, gave a passable smile. She smiled back, and I saw that her lipstick had spread to both front teeth. It made her look as if she’d recently killed something. Perhaps she had.

			‘Of course.’

			‘Five hundred dirhams.’

			I smiled again. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard this conversation, but never with claws that could castrate me so close to my balls.

			‘I’m staying with friends. It wouldn’t be right,’ I explained, did my best to look heartbroken. Her hand released its grip as if she’d been shot. Her face hardened as if set in plaster.

			She slurped the remnants of her Bullfrog, pushed the glass towards me. ‘Buy me one more Bullfrog.’

			‘Later,’ I said, trying to be reasonable with Tynaliev’s money. ‘First, Kyrgyz ladies?’

			Her lips narrowed even further, if that were possible. ‘Bullfrog.’

			I sighed, caught the eye of the waitress, pointed at Lin’s empty glass. The waitress arrived with the drink, left with a hundred-dirham note.

			Lin reached for the glass, but I was quicker. Holding it out of her reach, I asked again. ‘Kyrgyz ladies?’

			Lin scowled and pointed to an alcove between two pillars. ‘They sit there. But they all left, one hour past. You come tomorrow; they’ll be here.’

			Then she snatched at her drink, gave me a scornful glare, headed off to seduce someone else. I sighed. It looked as if tomorrow would be another fun evening in the Vista Hotel.

			Chapter 8

			After I’d managed to get a drunk Kulayev and his sober new girlfriend into a taxi, I decided to walk back to my hotel. It was still ferociously hot, as if a celestial oven door had been left open, but a breeze coming off the creek made it slightly more bearable. And I do most of my best thinking when I’m walking. But thinking doesn’t mean I get distracted.

			I’d noticed the tail almost as soon as I left the bar, sometimes out of the corner of my eye, sometimes reflected in shop windows as I passed. I’d been followed before, and by experts. This guy was strictly amateur hour.

			I deliberately hadn’t told Kulayev where I was staying, so I wondered if he’d set someone up to follow me. But I imagined he would have enough contacts all over the city to trace me to the Denver easily enough. And if I was being followed, that meant I’d stirred something up. All I had to do now was stand back and find out what that was.

			I walked up towards the docks, then crossed the road to the taxi line in front of the Ascot Hotel. I climbed into the first taxi, told him to head towards Burjuman. I saw my shadow waving at the next taxi, trying to catch his attention, not succeeding. Tradecraft again.

			At the second set of traffic lights I handed the driver a twenty-dirham note, got out, crossed the road as the lights changed, and headed down the first alleyway I saw. I took a left, then a right, until I emerged by the creek, where I could get my bearings.

			The air was fresher here, away from the stink of petrol fumes. I sat down, lit a cigarette, stared out across the water, thought about the last couple of hours. If I was prepared to admit it to myself, my thoughts kept returning to Lin’s hand on my thigh, her nails raking my skin, the promise of a warm body underneath mine in exchange for just a few pieces of paper. It wasn’t the thought of sex so much as the idea of someone being close. For years it had been Chinara, until the cancer snatched her away from me. And then it had been Saltanat, who remained a mystery to me, even when we were lovers.

			I didn’t know where Saltanat was, if she wanted to see me, if she was even alive. I didn’t enjoy being on my own, but I couldn’t think of a way to solve the problem. I thought about the girls I’d seen in the bar; I don’t believe there’s any man who’s never considered sex without responsibility, sex you can just walk away from, leaving a handful of notes on the bedside table. Maybe it’s not safe sex, but I don’t believe there’s ever been such a thing.

			My old boss, the chief, now resting in an unmarked grave somewhere thanks to Tynaliev and his men, always said, ‘You don’t pay a hooker to fuck you, you pay her to fuck off afterwards.’ I don’t know about that. But when the woman you love is taken from you, it leaves a scar nothing can heal.

			I threw the butt into the water. The streets were empty now, just an occasional taxi with its vacant sign on cruising for customers. This wasn’t an area where the rich all-night-party people lived; the residents were all asleep, preparing to put in twelve hours at some mundane, low-paid job in the textile souk or in an electronics shop. The little restaurants that served Punjabi thali meals on metal trays had all closed, the souvenir stores had pulled heavy metal shutters down over their windows as if they sold diamonds and gold instead of plastic models of the Burj Khalifa.

			I wondered if Saltanat ever thought of me, if I’d just been a diversion for her, a way of passing the time. I thought about trying her mobile, decided a 4 a.m. call would not be appreciated. So I was brooding on the desert called my love life when I let my attention wander.

			And once the gun barrel was pressed against my spine, it was a lifetime too late to do anything about it.

			Chapter 9

			‘Shut the fuck up,’ the voice said, digging the gun harder into my back for emphasis.

			‘I haven’t said anything.’

			‘Shut. The. Fuck. Up,’ he repeated in the style of every gangster movie he’d ever seen. Which was his second mistake.

			I stopped, stabbed my heel onto his right foot, at the same time pushing myself backwards and left, away from his gun hand. I raised my left arm and pivoted my elbow in a spin that connected with the side of his head. Hit someone with your elbow properly, using the momentum of your shoulder, and it’s like being smashed with an iron bar. I carried on, dropping my arm so that I could snatch at the gun. But it had already fallen from his fingers as he reeled back. His legs gave way, and he sat down on the pavement, his hand scrabbling for the gun. But my Makarov was already out and aimed, and my hand wasn’t shaking.

			‘A classic mistake,’ I said. ‘Get too close and I can beat you before your reflexes have time to pull the trigger. Stay half a metre away and you’ve all the time in the world to shoot me if I try anything.’

			I looked at him and decided to reinforce the lesson, so I kicked the side of his knee. Not hard, but it doesn’t have to be hard when you wear steel-capped shoes like I do. His scream wasn’t loud but it held a world of pain.

			‘Get up,’ I said. ‘I want answers, not your blood on my hands. At least, not yet.’

			I took a good look at the man as he hauled himself up, using the wall as a support. More a boy than a man, really, late teens at the most.

			‘Who told you to follow me?’ I asked, jabbing my Makarov into his throat to encourage him.

			‘I can’t tell you. I daren’t,’ he said, looking around to see if there was some way he could escape.

			‘Let me guess,’ I said. ‘They’ll kill you if they find out you’ve told me? Well, maybe they will, maybe they won’t. But you have to ask yourself how you feel about me pointing my gun nice and square between your eyes.’

			I could smell the panic on him, a sour amalgam of sweat and alcohol seeping out of his pores. I pushed the gun into his face, sighting down the barrel, and that was when he pissed himself. I almost felt sympathy when he started to cry, heaving sobs that made him shake as if having an epileptic fit. He didn’t look old enough to shave, judging by the few straggling wisps of hair on his chin. Some hit man.

			I pushed his gun further away from him, then picked it up, checked it. Loaded, and I wondered who would send a hopeless amateur after me. Maybe they didn’t know who I was, thought I was just some tourist hoping to get laid. Or maybe they were enemies of Tynaliev – God knows he had enough of them.

			‘I’ll ask again, one last time, who told you to follow me?’ I said. ‘Otherwise your mother is going to be a very unhappy woman.’

			‘The man you were drinking with in the bar,’ he said. ‘The Chechen. He wanted to know where you were staying – gave me five hundred dirhams to follow you and find out.’

			I nodded. I’d had an idea it might be Kulayev, either working on his own behalf or following Tynaliev’s orders to keep an eye on me.

			I pocketed his gun. You never know when a spare comes in useful, and I didn’t know anything about the history of the Makarov, whether it was hot or not.

			‘Think of this as your lucky day or me as your favourite uncle. You get to go home tonight, and not wearing a shroud.’

			He nodded, wiped his hands on his jeans.

			‘I suggest you go on holiday tomorrow, come back in a couple of weeks.’

			I took a step back from him, raised my gun again, watched him hold his hands up in front of his face, as if he could ward off a bullet.

			‘I tell you now: if I see you again, I’m going to kill you. When I’ve done that, I might pay a visit to your family as well. After all, one of these carries eight rounds. That should sort out any ideas your brothers might have of avenging your death.’

			The boy nodded again, to show he understood. It was all bluff of course, but it never hurts to give someone pause for thought. I gestured towards the street with my Makarov.

			‘Now fuck off.’ I gave his ankle a little reminder of what I could do with my feet. He was too scared even to cry out, just hobbled away, looking back over his shoulder, in case I changed my mind.

			‘Tell Kulayev I’m staying at the Denver Hotel.’

			I didn’t bother to tell him which room I had, just in case distance gave him back his courage and he found another gun and bullets from somewhere. I put the Makarov away, the weight reassuring in my pocket, and headed for the Denver. I’d deal with Kulayev in the morning.

			Chapter 10

			The air conditioning in my room wheezed and rattled like an old man with emphysema, spitting out an occasional gust of lukewarm air. The mattress had been designed to show just how sharp and painful bedsprings could be, while a collection of stains hinted at brief and casual encounters. Getting a decent night’s sleep was as likely as me tracking down Natasha Sulonbekova and persuading her to give up the memory stick.

			After a couple of hours trying and failing to beat the mattress into submission, I gave up and sat down on the stained chair by the window. I told myself it couldn’t have been any dirtier than the sheets. I lit a cigarette, watched the blue smoke flutter and weave in the air conditioning. I wondered if there was a pattern emerging in my stay in Dubai, one that would become apparent in the next couple of days. I knew I couldn’t trust Kulayev. My evening encounter with the boy assassin might just have been him checking up on me, but I could have had a bullet lodged firmly in my spine, and I didn’t much care for that.

			I was pretty certain that Tynaliev had lied to me, maybe not about his mistress, but about what she’d stolen from him. The talk of secret treaties and foreign powers was so obviously bullshit that I knew I’d be in the firing line once I discovered the true story and got back to Bishkek. My educated guess was that it was about money, bribes, pay-offs, foreign bank accounts. Corruption; it’s one of the few things we do well in Kyrgyzstan. Someone like Tynaliev scooped up more than his fair share, and he didn’t spend it all on plastic breasts.

			I let my mind wander; no point in making wild guesses until I’d found out more. So I thought about Chinara and the years we’d had together before the cancer devoured her. Summer weekend trips to Lake Issyk-Kul, swimming in the clear water before opening the bottles of beer we’d put there to cool. Eating pelmini dumplings dipped in a chilli sauce that burned our mouths, or giant skewers of lamb shashlik from one of the roadside stalls. Watching her lying on our bed, engrossed in the Russian poetry she loved. And always the laughter, the shared glances, the knowledge, certain and unshakeable, that we’d always be together.

			I thought about the unfairness of her death, about the anger I’d felt ever since I stood by her graveside up in the mountains, in the middle of a Kyrgyz winter that had ripped out my heart. I thought about how I’d turned that anger against myself and against the world, killing in a search for justice.

			And I knew there would be no peace for me, no place in the world, as long as I let that anger rule my heart.

			*

			Dawn trudged up the sky, slowly at first, then speeding up as if afraid of being caught. What little breeze there had been during the night had long since died of exhaustion, and the air was a thick and muddy soup.

			I showered, came out of the tiny bathroom, immediately drenched in sweat, needing another shower. I ran my hand over my chin – no reason to shave, maybe the hard man look would prove useful. I tucked the Makarov under my shirt, hid the other gun behind the wardrobe. The mirror told me I looked worn, my back told me I was wearing out. It was going to be a long and brutal day.

			Kulayev had told me about a restaurant that served Uzbek food up by the dry docks; nothing fancy but the closest I was going to find to home cooking. I ordered a glass of chai and chicken samsi, surprised to find traditional dishes like manti and pelmeni on the menu. Clearly I was going to become a regular customer. The waitress wore a colourful headscarf and a colourless expression, as if serving a Kyrgyz was going to be the low point of her day. No love lost between Kyrgyz and Uzbek, especially not since the rioting in Osh a few years ago. It was one of the reasons I’d never visited Saltanat in Tashkent; I had a pretty good idea what sort of welcome a Bishkek ex-cop would get from the Uzbek authorities.

			I stirred a spoonful of raspberry jam into my tea, sipped to savour the sweetness. It was a taste of home, of spring mornings up in the mountains, where your breath steamed in the air, of long evenings smoking and talking with old friends in the Derevyashka Bar. My second day in Dubai and I was already homesick.

			Kulayev arrived just after I’d finished my second cup, looking hungover. I waved to him, beckoning him to join me. He sat down, ordered chai, rubbed his face. I winked at him, all boys together. ‘So how was last night, then?’
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