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Author’s Note


For those who may be too young to remember, or who have chosen to forget, a series of conflicts took place in the Balkans between 1991 and 1999 following the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia. That communist state was an uneasy federation of six republics, comprising Serbs, Croats, Bosnian Muslims (known as Bosniaks), Slovenes, Albanians, and other smaller ethnic groupings, all held together by the will of Yugoslavia’s ruler, Josip Broz Tito.


Following Tito’s death in 1980, the old tensions – some of them dating back to World War II, when the Catholic Croatian Ustasha had sided with the Nazis – began to manifest themselves once again, exacerbated by the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of communism. Croatia and Slovenia declared independence in 1991, and immediately found themselves under attack by the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) – which was dominated by Serbs – and Serbian paramilitary groups, leading to the death and displacement of thousands before a cease-fire was brokered by the United Nations in 1992.


Meanwhile, Bosnia was also seeking independence, but the Serbian minority in the territory resisted. Once again, elements of the Yugoslav army – operating as the Army of Republika Srpska, or VRS, commonly referred to as the Bosnian Serb Army – intervened, commencing a program of ethnic cleansing against Muslims and Croats in an effort to create a Serbian stronghold. UN intervention failed, and the death toll rose, most infamously at Srebrenica, where more than eight thousand Muslim men and boys were tortured and executed after the town surrendered to Serbian forces led by General Ratko Mladić. Finally, NATO resorted to bombing the Bosnian Serbs, enabling Muslim and Croat forces to mount a counteroffensive. A peace agreement resulted in an independence referendum in 1992, and the subsequent international recognition of Bosnia and Herzegovina as an independent state. (The Bosnian Serbs, meanwhile, also declared their own version of independence, calling their region the Republika Srpska.)


But conflicts in the former Yugoslavia continued. In 1995, Croatian forces took control of previously Serb-dominated areas of Croatia, and in 1999 ethnic Albanians in Kosovo won a bloody war against Serb forces to obtain their independence. By then Slovenia, Macedonia, and Montenegro had also either severed ties with Belgrade or declared independence, and Serbian ambitions of creating a new Balkan empire from the ruins of the former Yugoslavia lay in tatters.


At least 130,000 people died in the wars, more than a million were displaced by ethnic cleansing, and up to fifty thousand women and children, mainly Bosniaks, were raped, with Serbian armed forces and militias bearing overwhelming responsibility for these atrocities. As one Serb put it during my research, ‘A lot of bad things happened, and most of them were our fault. Most,’ he emphasized, ‘but not all.’











I


Home is the sailor, home from the sea,


And the hunter home from the hill.


Robert Louis Stevenson, ‘Requiem’











Chapter I


The two figures were by now a familiar sight, if only to a select few, for even ones such as these, who guarded their privacy so assiduously, must inevitably become known to some of their neighbors. For a time, they had not been seen out together, and only the black man, generally believed to be the younger, was noticeable on the street and the surrounding blocks. It was rumored that the other, the older (marginally) and less elegant (by a more considerable degree), was ill, or perhaps recovering from illness, although questions directed, however discreetly, to Mrs Evelyn Bondarchuk, the woman who occupied the first floor apartment in their building, were met with a stony silence from the lady herself, and the disapproving yaps of her assorted Pomeranians.


According to local lore, it was Mrs Bondarchuk herself who owned the property, although she carefully concealed her interest through the use of shelf companies, a series of lawyers at least as tight-lipped as she, and a Dickensian amount of paperwork – not that anyone was unduly troubled by this minor act of deception, which had long ago mutated from suspicion into fact. After all, this was New York City, and more specifically Manhattan, where various levels of eccentricity, reinvention, and even downright criminality were, if not a given, then at least quotidian.


But the truth of the matter was that Mrs Bondarchuk was merely a tenant, albeit one who functioned also as a watchdog, since her chair by the bay window of her apartment offered a clear view of the street in two directions. (Mrs Bondarchuk’s bark, it might have been said, was probably worse than her Pomeranians’ bite, although it was a close-run thing, and none of the neighbors were in any hurry to test the hypothesis. The Pomeranians were nippy little beasts when the mood took them, but Mrs Bondarchuk possessed an undeniable solidity, and all her own teeth.)


A few years earlier, there had been some unpleasantness at the property involving a man with a gun, but it, and he, had been taken care of. Since then, Mrs Bondarchuk had committed with even greater acuity to her role as first line of defense. She now understood it was more than a sop from her landlords, a pointless task offered out of pity to an old woman, or a well-intended effort to endow her twilight years with a sense of purpose. No, Mrs Bondarchuk was essential to them, and she loved them for making her so. She had even inquired about the possibility of being given a gun, although this suggestion was politely rebuffed. Mrs Bondarchuk’s feelings were not hurt, though. She had asked more out of interest than actual desire. She did not wish to own a gun. In her youth, her father had retained a seven-shot Nagant M1895 revolver from his period of service in the Soviet military. He had kept it clean, well-oiled, and concealed beneath a floorboard in the bedroom. Mrs Bondarchuk had used it only once, when a vagrant entered the house and attempted to rape her mother. Mrs Bondarchuk – or Elena Tikhonov as she was formerly known, before the changes to her name wrought by emigration, anglicization, and marriage – shot him in the chest, and later helped her father and mother to bury the remains in the forest. She was twelve years old.


Then, as now, she was untroubled by what she had done. The vagrant was bad, and had she not acted as she did, he would undoubtedly have hurt or murdered her mother, and possibly Elena, too, before going on to commit further degenerate acts. And, yes, the sixth commandment declared ‘Thou shalt not kill’, but Mrs Bondarchuk had always believed that Moses, in returning from Mount Sinai, had neglected to bring with him a final tablet, the one containing all the fine print, possibly because his arms were already full.


Mrs Bondarchuk had never shared with another soul outside her immediate family the details of the killing: not with her late husband, whom she had loved dearly, and not even with the two men who owned the building in which she lived, although she was certain that they, at least, would have understood. There was, she felt, no particular benefit to be gained from raising the subject. The vagrant, after all, was dead, and a confession was unlikely to alter that fact. Mrs Bondarchuk was also in possession of a clear conscience on the matter, and while she might, in the years that followed, have occasionally contemplated shooting someone else – certain politicians, for example, or particularly patronizing shopgirls – she had managed to resist the temptation, helped in large part by not being in possession of a suitable weapon. All in all, it was probably for the best that her landlords had not agreed to provide her with a gun. Shooting someone in extremis might be forgivable, but one shouldn’t make a habit of it, regardless of provocation.


And here they came now, Mr Louis and Mr Angel, these two men whom she adored like errant sons, the first tall and black, the second short and, well, whiteish. He had lately been so ill, her Mr Angel, and he had already suffered so much; this, Mrs Bondarchuk had always intuited from his face and eyes. He was recovering, though, even if he was now slower than before. His partner, too, regarded him differently, as if the sickness had reminded him that, in no time at all, one of them must inevitably be parted from the other, and whatever days remained to them were better spent in accord.


But at least they were not alone. They had friends. There was the private detective, Mr Parker, who brought her candy from Maine; and the two brothers, Tony and Paulie Fulci, who were so gentle for such big men, and whom she could not imagine hurting a fly – other people possibly, perhaps even probably, but not a fly.


And they in turn had Mrs Bondarchuk, who prayed for Mr Louis and Mr Angel every night. She prayed that they might have a good death, one marked by ritual and a proper burial, and therefore the salvation of the soul; and not a bad death, an interment in some pit without a blessing or a marker, in the manner of a wandering rapist. Death was the inescapable path. One’s thoughts were over the mountains, but death was always behind one’s shoulder. Death was an old woman who slept in hell, and took her instructions from God. She was inevitable, but not implacable. She could be spoken to, and negotiated with. Amuse her, interest her, and she might move on.


Mr Louis and Mr Angel, Mrs Bondarchuk believed, greatly amused Death.


Angel waved to Mrs Bondarchuk as they approached the stairs leading to the door of their building.


‘Do you think Mrs Bondarchuk has ever killed anyone?’ he said.


‘Definitely,’ said Louis.


‘No doubt in your mind?’


‘None at all.’


‘I thought it was just me.’


‘No, she’s killed someone for sure. Shot them, is my guess. Remember that time she suggested we give her a gun?’


‘Yeah,’ said Angel. ‘She was kind of matter-of-fact about it.’


‘Maybe we should have let her have one.’


‘We could always give her one for Christmas, if her heart is still set on it.’


‘She’s Orthodox. We’d have to wait until January.’


‘On the other hand,’ said Angel, ‘might be best to stick with candy and a Macy’s gift card.’


‘Still, it’s something to keep in reserve in case she gets bored of candy.’


Angel paused to watch a crow alight on a nearby tree.


‘That’s sorrow, right?’ he said. ‘One for sorrow, like in the rhyme.’


‘I don’t think it counts where we’re concerned,’ said Louis.


‘No,’ said Angel, ‘I guess not.’


Mrs Bondarchuk had also noticed the crow. She crossed herself before offering up a brief prayer of protection. She remained constantly heedful of auguries – the appearance of owls, ravens, and crows, the births of twins and triplets – and kept note of her dreams, waking up in the night to add the details of them to the little writing pad by her bedside, leery always of visions of bread and bees, of teeth falling from gums, of church processions. She had yet to give a watch as a gift, eat from a knife, or mark a fortieth anniversary. She sat down before going on a journey, even if only to the store, in order to confuse any evil spirits that might be lurking, and never put out the garbage after sunset. On the wall by her front door hung a cross of aspen, the cursed wood, which possessed a talismanic power against evil, just as the potency of a vaccine relies upon the element it contains of its target disease.


But perhaps more than any of this, Mrs Bondarchuk believed that death, rather than marking an end, represented only an alteration, if a fundamental one, in the nature of existence. The dead and the living coexisted, each world feeding into the other, and the next realm was a mirror of this one. The dead remained in contact with the living, and spoke to them through dreams and portents.


One had to learn to listen.


And one had to be prepared.


Angel fumbled for his keys. Louis appeared distracted, even weary.


‘You look tired,’ said Angel.


‘You say.’


‘I have an excuse. Cancer beats all hands.’


‘I didn’t sleep so well last night,’ said Louis. ‘Comes with getting old.’


‘You’re sure that’s all it is?’


‘Yes,’ Louis lied.


He had been dreaming again, the same dream. It had been coming to him more often in recent months. In his dream he stood by a lake and watched the dead immerse themselves in its waters, wading deeper and deeper, farther and farther, until finally they were lost to the great sea. Beside him stood a little girl: Jennifer, the dead child of the detective Charlie Parker, whom Louis had watched being buried. She held his hand. Her touch was warm against the coldness of his skin. In life, he had known her only from a distance. Now death had made intimates of them.


why are we here?


His voice seemed no longer his own. He heard it as a faded whisper. Only the girl spoke without distortion, for this was her dominion.


‘We’re waiting,’ she said.


for what?


‘For the others to join us.’


and then?


She laughed.


‘We shall set black flags in the firmament.’


And he would wake to the memory of her touch.


None of this he chose to share with Angel. They had few secrets from each other, but those they had, they kept close. Had Louis spoken of his dream to Mrs Bondarchuk, she might have advised him to be very wary, and gifted him a cross of aspen. But he had no intention of discussing his recurring dream with her, just as he had elected not to mention it to Angel.


Which was unfortunate, because Angel had been having a very similar dream.









Chapter II


The old man walking the quiet, dark stretch of the Herengracht in Amsterdam no longer dreamed; or perhaps, given his knowledge of the peculiarities of the human consciousness, both waking and sleeping, it would have been more correct to say that he did not recall his dreams. Maybe, he thought, he simply preferred not to do so, and had managed to communicate this to his psyche during the accumulated decades of his time on earth. By this stage of his life, he was happy just to enjoy some semblance of a night’s sleep, even one destined to be disturbed by the call of his poor, failing bladder.


His name was De Jaager. He had a first name, although it was rarely used even by close friends, of which he had few. De Jaager was his actual patronym, and translated as ‘The Hunter’. It was only partly accurate as a descriptor. For the most part, De Jaager was a regelaar, a fixer, but that lacked a certain dignity and authority; and he had, when necessary, assumed the role of hunter, although he typically left the final bloodletting to others, and resorted to such extremes only as a last resort. He was also, it had to be admitted, a criminal – by action, nature, inclination, and association – but he had always behaved with honor in his dealings with his own kind, because there was nothing worse than a felon who could not be trusted, and even malefactors required a code of conduct.


But that was all in the past. He was currently in the final stages of leaving behind this condition of malfeasance, just as he would soon surely retire from life itself. He had shed his business interests, both legitimate and otherwise. He had rid himself of warehouses and manufactories, and paid off those who had remained loyal to him over the years, so that most would never have to work hard again. He was a man preparing for the end, discarding the base matter of this world until all that remained were flesh and memories, and death would ultimately take care of those, too. When he was done with his unburdening, he intended to retire to his small cottage in Amersfoort, where he would live in solitude and anonymity, surrounded by books and the remembrance of those he had lost.


Only one extraneous property remained to be sold: the safe house on the Herengracht, which had been used by only a handful of individuals over the years because it was the most secret and secure of his outposts. Most recently it had been occupied by three men who had come to Amsterdam seeking a book. They had left bodies in their wake, along with a legal mess that had required De Jaager to expend considerable effort and funds to clean up. He had also lost one of his own people, a young woman named Eva Meertens, of whom he had been most fond. Her death, in turn, had necessitated arranging the killing of her murderer, an employee of the US government named Armitage. It had all been very complicated and unsatisfactory, not to mention risky, and confirmed De Jaager in his belief that retirement was now the only reasonable option for a man of his advanced years.


The safe house had been stripped of all but the most inexpensive of furnishings, and De Jaager’s lawyer alerted to his client’s desire for a quick sale. Already the lawyer had interested parties eager to view the property, even though its precise location had not yet been shared with them. The starting price was five million euros, but De Jaager expected the final offer to exceed that by ten or twenty percent. It would assure him of a great deal of comfort in the winter of his years. He might even travel a little, if the mood took him, although he found airports wearying and people more wearying still. There were many countries he had not yet seen, but the effort of reaching them would almost certainly be greater than the rewards they promised. Possibly he would remain in Amersfoort, and walk each day to Café Onder de Linde for soup and coffee, and a glass of genever to keep out the cold. Eva used to say that he would be lost without her, and she also would therefore be required to relocate from Amsterdam to Amersfoort in order to keep an eye on him. She made it sound like a joke, but De Jaager knew it was more than that. He had become a father to her following the death of her parents, steering her through grief and her rebellious late teens. She had not wanted to be without him, nor he without her. But he had failed to protect her, and her life had come to an end in the waters of an Amsterdam canal. Now, in the time that was left to him, he would mourn her, and have discourse with her ghost in Amersfoort.


He arrived at the safe house. A light burned behind the shutters in the kitchen. Anouk would be there with her son, Paulus; and Liesl, who had survived while her friend Eva had not, and would always feel guilty for it. In his right hand De Jaager held a bottle of champagne: a 1959 Dom Pérignon, one of only 306 ever produced, none of which was ever officially offered for sale. It was probably worth fourteen or fifteen thousand euros, and De Jaager could think of no better company with whom to share it.


For the last time, he placed his key in the lock of the door, entered the hallway of the late seventeenth-century dwelling, and waited for the living and the dead to greet him, each in their own way.


‘Ik ben hier, Ik ben hier,’ he announced, and noticed how different his voice sounded now that the building had been emptied of much of its contents. ‘Et Ik bring rijkdom!’


He walked to the kitchen and glanced inside. A man was seated against the wall beside the fireplace, his hands lying by his sides, palms up. He stared straight ahead, but saw nothing. On the wall behind him was a smear of blood, bone, and gray matter.


‘Paulus,’ said De Jaager softly, as though he might yet summon him back from the place to which his soul had fled, but the voice that answered was not that of his driver, his aide, his nephew. Instead it spoke with a pronounced Eastern European accent, even after all those years away from Serbia.


‘You’ll soon speak with him again,’ it said. ‘In the meantime, rest assured that he’ll be able to hear you screaming.’









Chapter III


In New York, SAC Edgar Ross of the Federal Bureau of Investigation was seated before his immediate superior, Conrad Holt, in the bar of the White Horse Tavern on Bridge Street. They were at an isolated table, not a booth, because that way they could be sure they would not be overheard. Holt was drinking a beer, Ross a coffee. The two men often met in private conclave at the White Horse, because it was unwise to discuss subjects of importance or delicacy in a building full of snoops. Ross never even read a newspaper at 26 Federal Plaza, for fear someone might take note of a headline and decide to pass judgment accordingly.


Ross and Holt were going over the recent death of the federal legat, Armitage, in the Netherlands. Officially, her death was being described as a suicide. In the days before her body was discovered, Armitage had been absent from her desk at the US Embassy in The Hague due to some unspecified illness, and her colleagues had become concerned for her health, psychological as well as physical. Her remains were subsequently discovered in the shower of her apartment, her arms slit from elbow to wrist. These were incontestable facts.


More problematical, in terms of this narrative, were the absence of a blade and the presence in the shower of an Arabic word, written in red on the tiles – or more precisely, hacked into the ceramic, the implement used first having been dipped in Armitage’s vital essence in the manner of a nib being plunged into an inkwell. Clearly, therefore, Armitage had not met her end by her own hand but by that of another: an Islamic terrorist, quite possibly, given the origin of the word on the tiles: [image: image] or djinni.


Yet no group had come forward to claim credit for the killing, which was unusual. In addition, the CIA had struggled to find any terrorist operating under the nom de guerre of Djinni or Genie, or any reason, beyond her nationality, for Islamists to have targeted Armitage in particular. Another complicating factor was that Ross now believed Armitage had been involved in a criminal conspiracy, thanks to evidence gleaned from a burner phone discovered in her apartment after her death. It appeared that the legat had been dirty in ways her superiors did not yet understand, which was the worst kind of dirt because it was so hard to expunge.


It had been decided, therefore, that it would be better for all concerned if Armitage’s death were ascribed to suicide, thus obviating the necessity of a formal investigation. Two of the numbers on Armitage’s burner had proved untraceable, but others had since been identified, one of them as recently as the day before, when it had been used to send and receive text messages in the Netherlands. This was why Holt and Ross were currently meeting in the White Horse Tavern, away from any listening ears at Federal Plaza, because the Armitage situation was about as toxic as a situation could get without calling in FEMA.


‘A Serb?’ said Holt. ‘Why the fuck was Armitage calling a Serbian gangster?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Ross.


‘Is there any chance at all that this was part of some unsanctioned operation?’


‘None whatsoever.’


‘What do we know about this Zippo, Zeppo, whatever?’


‘Zivco Ilić,’ said Ross.


‘Yeah, him.’


‘He works for the Vuksan crime syndicate.’


‘And who are the Vuksans?’


‘Very bad people.’


‘How bad is “very bad”?’


‘On a scale of one to ten,’ said Ross, ‘about a twelve.’


De Jaager stood in the kitchen of the canal house. Before him was Zivco Ilić, who had uncorked the bottle of Dom Pérignon and was drinking it straight from the neck. Ilić was of average height, average build, and was averagely good looking. The only aspects of him that were not average were his native intelligence and his capacity for violence. The Vuksans did not employ dullards, and displayed a marked preference for sadists.


‘This tastes like shit,’ said Ilić, waving the bottle in the air.


‘That’s because you have no class,’ said De Jaager.


Ilić spat a stream of champagne directly at De Jaager. It struck him in the face.


‘May I reach for a handkerchief?’ De Jaager asked, but the question was directed not at Ilić but at a second, older man leaning against the doorframe.


‘Of course,’ came the reply. ‘We’re not animals, or not all of us.’


This was Radovan Vuksan, brother of Spiridon, the head of the Vuksan syndicate. Radovan was in his sixties, and balding in the manner of a tonsured monk. He weighed 140 pounds soaking wet, most of it in the form of a distended potbelly that resembled a tumor. His eyes were shiny but lifeless, as though constructed from flawed glass, and if he had ever smiled, he had done so only in the privacy of his own company. He was the ice to his brother’s fire, but each burned with equal ferocity.


De Jaager retrieved a handkerchief from his coat pocket and used it to wipe his face. When he was finished, Ilić spat another burst of champagne at him, this one heavier with saliva.


‘Zivco,’ warned Radovan Vuksan. ‘No more.’


Ilić offered the bottle to Radovan, who declined.


‘Such a waste,’ said De Jaager, staring at Ilić.


‘Of champagne?’ said Radovan.


‘Of oxygen. You should review your recruitment policy. I perceive flaws in your criteria.’


Radovan didn’t rush to disagree, a fact that Ilić could not fail to notice. As far as Radovan was concerned, Ilić was his brother’s acolyte, so it was for Spiridon to defend him, should he be bothered to do so. If nothing else, Radovan thought, De Jaager was a good judge of character.


‘Are you worried about your women?’ said Radovan.


De Jaager had not asked after them, just in case Anouk and Liesl had been absent when the Vuksans arrived at the safe house. Now, with his worst fears confirmed, his eyes briefly fluttered closed.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘They’re being looked after,’ said Radovan.


‘Don’t hurt them,’ said De Jaager.


Radovan Vuksan shrugged. ‘That’s out of my hands. Spiridon will decide what’s to be done with them once he gets here.’


‘I have money.’


‘I know,’ said Radovan. ‘So do we. So do lots of people.’


‘One can always have more,’ said De Jaager.


‘This isn’t about money. This is about blood.’


‘Really?’ said De Jaager. ‘I thought you’d be sick of it by now.’


‘I am,’ said Radovan. ‘Others, not so much.’


Flies buzzed around the body of Paulus. Ilić emptied the remainder of the champagne over Paulus’s head, dispersing some of the insects, even drowning one or two before the rest returned with a vengeance. From the street outside came the sound of a woman’s laughter. A van pulled up. A door opened and closed. De Jaager heard footsteps coming down the stairs, and a figure passed behind Radovan to admit the new arrival.


‘Now,’ said Radovan, ‘we can begin.’









Chapter IV


Angel was still removing his jacket when Mrs Bondarchuk opened the door of her apartment to peer at him. In her left arm she held one of the Pomeranians – Angel had no idea which one, since they all looked the same to him – while the head of a second manifested itself from somewhere around the level of her ankles.


‘How far did you walk today?’ said Mrs Bondarchuk.


‘To Fifty-sixth and back,’ said Angel.


‘That’s too far.’


‘I walked to Sixtieth yesterday and you told me it wasn’t far enough.’


‘It wasn’t, but Fifty-sixth is too far for today,’ said Mrs Bondarchuk. ‘You should have stopped at Fifty-eighth.’


The Pomeranian crouching in the crook of her arm yapped its agreement. Everyone, it seemed to Angel, was an expert on his health except him. The only consolation was that the chemo was over. He’d endured four cycles of it and now just had to accommodate himself to being monitored for the rest of his life, an endless pattern of worrying, testing, and relief – if he remained clear – before the worrying commenced again.


If, or when, they told him the cancer had returned, Angel thought he might kill himself. He’d asked Jennifer Parker about it, in one of his dreams. He’d been raised Catholic, and a fear of damnation persisted. Suicides, he recalled, received scant mercy in the next world. But in his dream, Jennifer had told him not to worry.


‘In whatever manner you find your way here,’ she said, ‘I’ll be waiting. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.’


Angel had wanted to point out that, since he would be dead, something bad would already have happened to him. He’d resisted the impulse, though, because a bad state of affairs could always be made worse. Also, it seemed imprudent to crack wise with a ghost, even in a dream.


Louis, who had proceeded upstairs ahead of him, called his name and instructed him to stop bothering Mrs Bondarchuk.


‘Go on up,’ said Mrs Bondarchuk. ‘Rest awhile.’


Angel did as he was told. He would never have admitted it aloud, but he felt that Mrs Bondarchuk might have been right about those two extra blocks each way. His insides hurt, and he felt the urge to lie down and close his eyes. He was already on the fourth step when Mrs Bondarchuk said, ‘You think maybe the Fulci boys will come visit again soon?’


Angel sighed. Yes, a bad state of affairs could always be made worse. Had the Fulci brothers been younger, and without a mother of their own, Mrs Bondarchuk might have adopted them, in which case even the rats would have moved out.


‘God, I hope not,’ he said softly, but Mrs Bondarchuk misheard, or decided to give the impression of it.


‘I hope so, too,’ she said.


And smiling, she closed the door.


Downtown, Conrad Holt ordered another drink, and SAC Ross consented to a refill of coffee. They had to tread carefully in their unraveling of Armitage’s activities in the Netherlands. The legat program was the responsibility of the International Operations Division at FBI headquarters in Washington, and only the application of significant amounts of pressure from the State Department and the Department of Justice, as well as from within the Bureau itself, had persuaded the IOD to shelve any official investigation into her death. Ross had become involved because Armitage, on his instructions, had been in contact with the unusual private investigator named Charlie Parker during his time in the Netherlands. There was no suggestion that Parker might have been involved in Armitage’s demise, as he had already left the country by then. Neither was he in the habit of hewing Arabic lettering into shower tiles or killing women by slitting their wrists. But Parker and his colleagues, the career criminals Angel and Louis, had received financial, informational, and legal assistance from Ross while they were in Europe. Naturally enough, the deputy director in charge of the IOD was curious to know why, just in case the Parker connection might have led, directly or indirectly, to Armitage’s death. Ross’s answers had been unsatisfactory in that regard, but Holt’s intervention had protected him from falling victim to the kind of intra-agency conflict that destroyed careers, while also ensuring that Ross continued to remain privy to the information gleaned from Armitage’s burner phone.


As if the situation were not already sufficiently complex and fraught with risk for Holt and Ross, both men were career feds. Ross was marginally older, with more years of service, but Holt had risen faster and higher through the ranks. The latter had so far avoided scandal, opprobrium, and anything more threatening than the most routine of inquiries. Holt spoke the language of congressional committees and had a memory that was both comprehensive and selective. He was a survivor in the big pond, and like all survivors, he had sharp teeth.


Ross, on the other hand, would always be tainted by association with the Traveling Man investigation, specifically the lengthy and painful revelation of the Bureau’s failings in the case. Because the Traveling Man had been responsible for the deaths of Susan and Jennifer Parker, respectively Charlie Parker’s wife and young daughter, Ross had developed a relationship with the PI that was, in Holt’s view, potentially compromising. That relationship, in turn, extended to Angel and Louis. For the present, the advantages of retaining links with Parker outweighed the disadvantages, which was why Holt had been willing to protect Ross from enemies both internal and external. Lately, though, Holt had begun seriously reconsidering the wisdom of that support.


‘You still haven’t told me why Armitage was in touch with the Vuksans,’ said Holt.


‘You’re assuming I know,’ said Ross, ‘which flatters my intelligence.’


‘It was entirely unintentional. Well, don’t you have an answer?’


‘No, but I have a theory. It won’t make you happy.’


‘I haven’t been happy since Reagan was president,’ said Holt, ‘and I wasn’t even very happy then.’


Ross pushed his coffee cup aside and laid his hands flat on the table, like a man steeling himself to speak, or perhaps to rise and depart, never to return.


‘It’s the timing of the contact that concerns me,’ he said. ‘Perhaps Armitage was in regular communication with the Vuksans, but my instinct is that she was not. It would have been too perilous, and I can’t see any significant benefit accruing to her. But Armitage’s disintegration – her absence from work, her illness, psychosomatic or otherwise – appears to have commenced with the arrival in the Netherlands of Parker and his colleagues.’


‘So?’


‘So,’ said Ross, ‘some years ago a Serb named Andrej Buha was murdered in Amsterdam. Buha was also known as Timmerman – the “Timber Man”, or Carpenter, in Dutch – because of his fondness for crucifying Muslims and Croats during the Balkan conflicts. After the war, Buha signed on as an enforcer for elements within the Zemun crime syndicate, which by then had set up a base of operations in the Netherlands. The Zemuns were most upset when Buha was shot – not out of any great fondness for him, but because it made them appear vulnerable, and marked the beginning of a decline in their fortunes in that part of Europe which not even a great deal of bloodshed ever fully arrested.


‘Out of that wreckage emerged the Vuksans: two brothers, Spiridon and Radovan, supported by a cadre of loyal disciples. The Zemun clan is dangerous, but the Vuksans are much worse. The rumor is that for years they’d been working from within to assume control of the Zemun syndicate’s Dutch wing, and its dissolution was less a spontaneous collapse than a controlled explosion planned by the Vuksans and their allies.


‘The three principal Zemun figures in the Netherlands have all since been neutralized in one manner or another. One died of a heart attack in 2010 while awaiting trial on money laundering charges, a second was shot dead in Rotterdam in 2013 by an unknown assassin, and the third vanished in Serbia shortly before the ascent of the Vuksans, and is now assumed to be getting in touch with nature from six feet below ground. Whatever the Vuksans’ degree of involvement in any or all of these misfortunes, it left the way clear for them to consolidate a base of operations in Amsterdam.


‘Meanwhile, the Zemun clan – it’s named after a district in Belgrade, not a family – continues to function, but the Dutch share and all European territory to the west of the Netherlands were effectively ceded to the Vuksans, probably on orders from politicians in Belgrade, on the grounds that the bloodshed was making them look bad in front of their fancy European friends. The Zemun name stuck, though, because you can choose to call a wolf whatever you like, but it remains a wolf. It might also be argued that the Zemun brand had a certain market value, even a cachet.’


In truth, Holt’s interest in Serbian gangsters was minimal and didn’t extend much farther than Glendale, Ridgewood, and Astoria, the Serb enclaves in Queens, New York. But back in the late eighties and early nineties, the Bureau had briefly been forced to reckon with Boško ‘The Yugo’ Radonjić, who, thanks to his connections with the mobster Jimmy Coonan, had managed to gain control of the Irish-American Westies crime gang after most of its leadership was imprisoned. But Radonjić was dead now, and Jimmy Coonan was serving seventy-five years for racketeering, without the possibility of parole. As far as Holt was concerned, the Serbs were someone else’s problem, and they could do what they liked as long as they did it outside the United States. Armitage’s involvement with them was an unwelcome complication.


‘Since their takeover of the Dutch operation,’ said Ross, ‘the Vuksans have renewed efforts to establish who might have killed Andrej Buha. He was their cousin, a Vuksan loyalist within the syndicate, and had served under Spiridon in the military, so his murder has always rankled. A Muslim group claimed responsibility for Buha’s assassination as revenge for his activities during the war, but the Vuksans were never entirely convinced. A clean kill – two shots to the chest, and a double tap to the head – wasn’t their style, and the Vuksans’ own inquiries, which mostly involved torturing Muslim captives, seemed to confirm their suspicions.’


‘Then who killed Buha?’ said Holt.


‘I think Louis did,’ said Ross, ‘as a favor to an old friend called De Jaager. Buha had murdered a man named Jos, the husband of De Jaager’s sister-in-law, Anouk. De Jaager felt, not unreasonably, that a reprisal was in order, and tasked Louis with carrying it out. My understanding is that Louis did it for free.’


‘And you believe Armitage discovered this?’


‘There had long been rumors of an outside contractor for the hit on Buha, and Armitage had good contacts in IPOL, the Dutch police intelligence service. When Louis returned to the Netherlands with Parker, and made contact with De Jaager’s people, Armitage might have started digging deeper and come up with gold.’


‘But why feed this information to the Vuksans?’ said Holt.


‘Money. Or because she was told to.’


‘Told by whom?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Ross, ‘but Armitage killed two people before she died, both of them connected to Parker’s investigation, and also to some of our own interests. She didn’t do that on a whim.’


Holt thought about finishing his drink and ordering yet another, but decided not to. If he kept on drinking, he might not stop until oblivion took him. Every time he heard the names of Parker and his friends, it seemed to trigger an ulcer.


‘On the other hand,’ said Holt, ‘Armitage’s call to this Zivco Ilić might have had nothing to do with the death of Buha.’


‘No, it might not,’ Ross admitted, ‘but a warning to Louis may be in order nonetheless.’


‘We’re the FBI,’ said Holt. ‘We don’t notify assassins that past sins could have returned to haunt them. We’re supposed to put them behind bars.’


‘Even the ones we’ve used to further our own ends?’


Any residual good nature seeped from Holt’s face as he stared at Ross. Holt wondered when he would have to cast him adrift, and how he could ensure that Ross drowned immediately after.


‘Not for the first time,’ said Holt, ‘it strikes me that you may be developing an affection for individuals who are unworthy of it.’


‘Respect, not affection.’


‘That’s a distinction that might not be appreciated in a court of law.’


‘Let’s hope it never comes to that.’


‘From your mouth to God’s ear, although it would be preferable for all concerned if God wasn’t listening to any of this.’


‘Are you ordering me not to share our information with Louis?’ said Ross.


‘I’m not ordering you to do anything, because our conversation never happened.’ Holt dropped cash on the table to cover the tab. He wasn’t about to put this on his credit card. ‘For now,’ he added, ‘the Vuksans aren’t our concern, and it would be better for both of us if Armitage’s reasons for being in contact with them remained a mystery.’


‘I’ve seen an intelligence memorandum that says otherwise,’ said Ross.


Holt removed a couple of dollar bills from the tip. He was a government employee, and his pension would only stretch so far.


‘Go on,’ he said.


‘The Vuksans are people smugglers, of both high- and low-value cargo, and they don’t perform background checks.’


‘Terrorists?’


‘That’s the supposition.’


‘Unless they’re on US soil, or targeting American citizens, it’s not an issue for the Bureau.’


‘Not yet.’


‘It’s still no reason for pursuing unnecessary and unwise contacts with a known killer.’


‘Suspected killer,’ Ross corrected. ‘And it may be a little late for us to begin keeping our distance.’


For you, perhaps, thought Holt, but I still have some deniability.


Yet the mention of a memorandum worried him. After 9/11, promising careers had been torpedoed by evidence of unwillingness to act on intelligence leads. His head would roll as easily as any other.


‘I don’t want to know about it,’ said Holt at last. ‘Officially, I’ve warned you against disseminating this information either within the Bureau or beyond it. Understood?’


‘Perfectly,’ said Ross, without resentment. He knew how the game was played, and had long ago resigned himself to the fact that the cards were almost irredeemably stacked against him. Under such circumstances, a man had three choices. He could fold; he could continue to play the hand that was dealt, relying on bluff and the hope of an improbable reversal of fortune; or he could cheat, and in Ross’s dictionary, cheating was just another word for pragmatism. Holt knew this, too, hence his use of the word ‘officially’, which implied that, unofficially, Ross had latitude.


‘But if what you believe is true,’ said Holt, ‘and Armitage sold Louis out to the Vuksans, wouldn’t they have made their move by now?’


‘I suppose so,’ said Ross, ‘but some men prefer to wait.’


‘For what?’ said Holt.


‘For the perfect moment.’









Chapter V


It had been whispered of Spiridon Vuksan that he was in poor health, although he showed no signs of this as he entered the kitchen of the safe house, and the rumor could more correctly have been ascribed to wishful thinking. He was shorter than his brother, stocky and muscular where Radovan was thin and birdlike, paunch apart. Spiridon had also retained all of his hair, which was short and mostly gray, although patches of dark remained like the speckling on an egg. Just as Radovan had never been seen to smile, Spiridon had never been heard to raise his voice in anger: his speech rarely exceeded a murmur, as of one offering prayers in humility to his god. His aspect was entirely gentle, and every act of violence he had committed, every rape, mutilation, and murder, had been accompanied by an air of regret, as though some force outside and above Spiridon – whether an unknown deity, an unnamed superior, or even the victims themselves – had forced him to act against his better nature.


Spiridon had kindness in his eyes, but – as with his brother – it was painted on glass, and whatever reality lay behind them was revealed in the work of his hands. Had it been possible to excise the orbs, leaving only the ocular hollows, one might have discerned a cloudy blackness resembling ink in water, a mass that occasionally assumed the form of something ancient and predatory, an entity that would feed even when untroubled by hunger, for the pleasure of tearing another living creature apart. Spiridon Vuksan operated in a realm beyond reason, and his madness was all the more terrifying for its equanimity.


Spiridon removed his coat and handed it to his brother. He pulled up a chair and sat before De Jaager, so close that their knees almost touched. He intertwined his fingers and gazed upon the man before him, those clement eyes carefully taking in each of De Jaager’s features in the manner of a physiognomist tasked with establishing the evidence of grave moral degeneracy in another. Finally, he spoke.


‘I am sorry it has come to this,’ he said.


De Jaager did not reply. This man was unworthy of it, and no words would make any difference to what was to come.


‘You understand why you and I are sitting here, don’t you?’ said Spiridon. ‘Please don’t tell me you’re about to die in ignorance.’


‘Timmerman,’ said De Jaager.


‘Bravo,’ said Spiridon, and gave a slow, sad clap. ‘Although Andrej never cared for that appellation, and I didn’t either. I had always wondered if you might have been responsible for his death, but then there were so many others who had cause to hate him. I was surprised that we didn’t have a queue of candidates claiming credit for his execution, but perhaps caution caused them to remain silent. That was wise, given what is about to happen to you.’


He stared at his hands and De Jaager tensed, for it seemed to him that this might be the moment of his death, one in which Spiridon would descend upon him with nails like talons and tear him apart. But the Serb, having waited for so long, was now disinclined to hurry.


‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘I once asked Andrej if he’d kept count of how many men he’d killed. I was genuinely curious, and he took the question to heart. He came to me some days later and told me he believed it was between two hundred and fifty and three hundred individuals. He regretted that he could not be more precise, but memory always betrays us. Still, it was impressive that he could recall so many, although I was told that he entered names in a notebook for many years until it became unwise to retain it. He said the wars against the Turks and Croats were the crowning glories of his life, and his only regret was that they had ever ended. He once killed thirty people in a single day, mostly men. They were brought to him from the camp at Omarska. They were forced to kneel before the stump of a tree, and then Andrej shattered their skulls with a mallet made of lignum vitae. He stopped when his arms grew heavy and he could no longer dispatch his victims with a single blow. The women, though, he raped first. Spoils of war.’


Behind his brother, Radovan Vuksan exhaled loudly through his nose. He objected as a matter of principle to the manner of Andrej Buha’s death and the long failure to punish those responsible. He did not, however, regard the world as a poorer place for Buha’s absence; the man’s savagery had only increased as the years went by, and humanity could afford to lose a sadist or two without ever being in danger of running short. But then Radovan was no killer, although he had profited from the deaths of others. Spiridon liked to taunt him about this when Radovan counseled against acts of violence unless absolutely necessary. Radovan, in turn, would invariably counter that, while Spiridon’s actions might have contributed to the fear in which the Vuksans were held, it was he, Radovan, who was responsible for their wealth. Fear brought power, but money secured it.


Spiridon turned to scowl at his brother.


‘Is this too strong for your stomach?’ he said.


‘Not at all,’ said Radovan. ‘Indulge yourself.’


Spiridon returned his attention to De Jaager.


‘Then,’ Spiridon continued, ‘after we took Srebrenica, Andrej became curious about the mechanics of crucifixion and its potency as an instrument of terror. He discovered that a man crucified with his arms fixed above his head will survive for half an hour at most, but often for as little as ten minutes. I think his interest in crucifixion was partly a consequence of his spiritual convictions. Andrej was intensely religious, with a particular devotion to Saint Joankije of Devič. I don’t suppose you knew that. You probably think of us all as beasts.’


‘I’ve tried,’ said De Jaager, ‘not to think of you at all. But I was unaware of a patron saint of rapists. I can only suppose that my spirituality is of a different aspect to your own.’


Spiridon tapped De Jaager on the knee.


‘That’s very clever,’ he said. ‘Of course, everyone acquainted with you says that you’re a clever man. I’ve been hearing that for years. But if they could see you now, what would they say?’


‘We will never know.’


‘You won’t, but I’ll be sure to listen in your absence.’


There came a clicking from nearby. Radovan was tapping his watch.


‘I’m almost done,’ said Spiridon. ‘De Jaager’s history lesson is nearing its end. When the Shiptars’ – Spiridon, like many of his generation, always used the derogatory Serbian term when talking of Albanians – ‘attacked the Serbian Orthodox monastery at Devič in 2004, Andrej requested permission to go back to the region to punish those responsible. I refused. Had he gone, I doubt he would ever have returned. He would have signed up to hunt the guerillas of the Kosovo Liberation Army. But I needed him: He was my gauntlet, my mace, so I allowed him instead to gorge himself on the Albanians who had settled here in the Netherlands. It was, in retrospect, a mistake. I believe he tipped over into madness, and proved increasingly difficult to control in the aftermath. The killing of your brother-in-law, Jos, was an unfortunate consequence. That, in turn, led to Andrej’s murder on your orders, which is why you and I have come to this pass. On one level, I bear responsibility for what occurred. I thought I could tame Andrej, but I was mistaken.’


Spiridon leaned forward.


‘I genuinely do not understand why you stopped at Andrej,’ he said. ‘It was foolish of you. He was only the instrument of another’s will. You might as well have taken out your anger on the hammer used to punch the nails through Jos’s wrists and ankles, or the nails themselves. Were the positions reversed, I would have come for you.’


‘But we are not alike,’ said De Jaager.


‘And perhaps you did not want a war, one that you could not hope to win?’


‘Perhaps.’


‘Yet the end result is the same,’ said Spiridon. ‘Your destruction, and the annihilation of all you hold dear.’


Spiridon produced a gun from his belt. He flipped the safety catch, positioned the muzzle under De Jaager’s chin, and forced him to place a finger on the trigger.


‘Not everything they say about me is true,’ said Spiridon. ‘I am capable of mercy, and I have always respected you. I don’t want you to suffer, so I will settle for your life – as long as you are the one to take it. I want you to die a suicide. There is one bullet in the chamber. Apply the necessary pressure to the trigger, and this will all be over. If you don’t, I guarantee that your passing from this world will be more painful than you could ever have imagined.’


De Jaager heard a noise from above. It sounded like a woman whimpering. Now he knew where at least one of them was being held.


‘Who is up there?’ he asked.


It was Radovan who answered.


‘The old woman, Anouk, and a younger girl, Liesl.’


‘What will happen to them?’


‘Pull the trigger,’ said Spiridon.


De Jaager’s eyes moved frantically between the two brothers.


‘Please,’ he said. ‘Let them go. They have nothing to do with this.’


‘I give you my word,’ said Spiridon, ‘on this relic.’ He removed a very old Serbian cross from under his shirt, the links of its chain damp with his sweat. ‘If you kill yourself, I will let them go. I want to see you take your own life. I want to watch you dishonor yourself in this world and damn yourself in the next.’


De Jaager swallowed once, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger.


The hammer fell. The gun clicked emptily.


For a moment there was silence, and then Spiridon Vuksan began to laugh. He was joined only by Zivco Ilić, for Radovan Vuksan had already left the room. The only people not laughing were Paulus, who was dead, and De Jaager, who soon would be.


‘That was a good joke, eh?’ said Spiridon.


He slapped De Jaager on the back and removed the gun from his hand. De Jaager did not resist. He did not even look up. His eyes were already fixed on the afterlife. There would be pain, but he was an old man and pain was not unfamiliar to him. He wished only that he could have spared others their agonies and, like Christ, added their sufferings to his own.


‘I am a man of my word,’ said Spiridon. ‘You failed to kill yourself, so I don’t have to let your women go. Come, come.’ He took one of De Jaager’s arms, and Ilić grabbed the other. Together they lifted the old man to his feet. ‘Let’s go upstairs. I have something I want you to see …’









Chapter VI


Angel and Louis ordered from Saiguette on Columbus Avenue. They got extra for Mrs Bondarchuk, although they did not invite her to join them and she did not ask. They ate grilled lemongrass pork shoulder banh mi and crispy shrimp, accompanied by half a bottle of German Riesling. When they were done, Louis washed up while Angel sat in his favorite armchair and read a book entitled I Await the Devil’s Coming. Parker had originally recommended it to Louis, but he set it aside after two pages on the grounds that he had no interest in the affairs of nineteen-year-old girls; never had, never would. The book dated from 1902 and had been written by Mary MacLane, the nineteen-year-old girl in question, a native of Butte, Montana. Angel hadn’t yet journeyed very far with MacLane, but he liked her already. She was a thief, but one with a coherent criminal philosophy.


‘It has been suggested to me that I am a kleptomaniac,’ she wrote. ‘But I am sure my mind is perfectly sane. I have no such excuse. I am a plain, downright thief. This is only one of my many peculations. I steal money, or anything that I want, whenever I can, nearly always. It amuses me – and one must be amused. I have only two stipulations: that the person to whom it belongs does not need it pressingly, and that there is not the smallest chance of being found out. (And of course, I could not think of stealing from my one friend.) It would be extremely inconvenient to be known as a thief, merely.’


Angel thought that, had he ever been fortunate enough to have a daughter, he would have wanted her to turn out like Mary MacLane.


Louis appeared from the kitchen.


‘You still reading that book?’


‘You should give it another try,’ said Angel. ‘She was a singular young woman. Listen to this: “I am not trying to justify myself for stealing. I do not consider it a thing that needs to be justified, any more than walking or eating or going to bed.”’


‘You ever consider telling that to a judge?’ said Louis.


‘It never crossed my mind.’


‘If it ever does, I recommend that you bite your tongue.’


Angel looked at him from over the top of his spectacles.


‘You seem distracted,’ he said.


‘I’ve got a feeling, like something scratching at my brain.’


Angel let the book close, but used a finger to mark his page. He knew better than to utter some platitude in reply. When Louis was disturbed like this – and such instances were rare – clouds were gathering. It was not a psychic ability, or any form of sixth sense. It was simply a function of Louis’s instinct for self-preservation, and linked to his predatory capacities. It was an atavistic response that had, in recent years, extended itself to encompass all those under his protection.


‘Are we in trouble?’ said Angel.


‘No,’ said Louis. He thought for a moment. ‘But someone is.’









Chapter VII


De Jaager was seated in another hardbacked chair, this time in the larger of the upper bedrooms. His hands were restrained behind his back. The room contained two iron-frame beds. Anouk was tied to one, Liesl to the other. Both women were gagged and both were naked. Two men that De Jaager had not seen before now, and whom he did not recognize, were standing beside the beds. Each had a knife in his hand. There were marks on the throats of the women, probably where the blades had been held to keep them quiet.


Radovan Vuksan had declined to remain in the room, returning instead to the kitchen. Music was coming from below. Radovan had turned the radio up loud and De Jaager could hear a late Schumann song, one of the lieder for children, rising through the floor. Perhaps Radovan had even chosen it deliberately, playing it through the Bluetooth system via his phone, as though an idyll of childhood might permit him to evade the reality of what was happening above his head.


Now Spiridon spoke in Serbian and one of the men by the beds began to remove his clothing, because skin was easier to clean than fabric. The other, younger, hesitated before arguing with Spiridon, who scowled in response but appeared to assent, however grudgingly. The younger man remained clothed and stepped back. Ilić displayed no similar reluctance and was already stripping.


Spiridon stood over De Jaager. In his right hand he held a sharp pair of meat scissors.


‘You’re going to watch this,’ Spiridon told De Jaager. ‘You’re going to watch every minute, because you caused it to happen. If you turn away, or close your eyes, I’ll cut off your eyelids.’


De Jaager looked into the faces of each woman and tried to communicate feelings that would have been beyond the power of speech even had he tried to use words. Both were terrified, but Anouk displayed defiance alongside fear. She had not asked him to avenge her husband’s death at the hands of Andrej Buha, but when informed by De Jaager of what he planned to do, she had held him tightly and blessed his name.


‘There may be repercussions,’ he had told her. ‘For all of us.’


‘I understand,’ she had replied. ‘But if it were in my power, I would kill them all, just to be certain.’


I should have listened to her, De Jaager thought. We should not have stopped at Buha.


The men moved onto the beds. Against their gags, the women began to scream.









Chapter VIII


Angel woke in the night to discover Louis seated by the window. He had an ancient flip phone in his right hand, one of many he kept as throwaways, and was opening and closing it repeatedly. It was this noise that had roused Angel.


‘What time is it?’ he said.


‘After midnight.’


‘Who were you going to call?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Louis. ‘Everyone?’


Angel got out of bed and stood beside his partner. He ran a hand through Louis’s graying hair.


‘Whatever it is, we’ll find out soon enough.’


‘Yes, I suppose we will.’


It was strange, Angel thought, how many people they had come to care about. It had not always been this way. He blamed Charlie Parker. Who knew that a conscience could be contagious?


‘Maybe we should try Parker,’ said Angel. After all, he reasoned, if anyone was likely to be in difficulties, it was the private detective. The man could attract trouble in a vacuum.


‘I did,’ said Louis, ‘while you were asleep. He’s safe; his daughter, too.’


Angel watched a police car pass. Ordinary people could turn to the law in times of need – well, as long as they weren’t minorities living in the wrong neighborhood, but nobody claimed the law was perfect, and even justice wasn’t colorblind. Men like Angel and Louis, on the other hand, were required to make their own justice, forging it in their image.


‘Could you be mistaken about this?’ said Angel.


‘No.’


Angel rubbed his eyes. He felt a lassitude that no sleep could relieve. Sometimes a man just became enervated by suffering. There seemed to be no end to it.


‘You need to rest,’ he said. ‘You’ll have to be fresh when it comes.’


‘I’ll be there shortly,’ said Louis.


Angel returned to bed. When he woke again in the night, he was alone. He heard music playing softly from downstairs, but did not move. He closed his eyes, and waited for death’s inevitable approach.









Chapter IX


It was said that the Gestapo in Lyon, under their repellent chief Klaus Barbie, finally grew so frenzied in their torture and execution of prisoners that the floor of their headquarters at the École de Sainte Militaire could no longer accommodate the by-products of the butchery, and the very ceilings of the building began to bleed. Radovan Vuksan had thought it an exaggeration until he retreated to the kitchen of De Jaager’s safe house in the hope of avoiding what was taking place upstairs, only to find droplets of blood exploding upon his bare head and redness pooling on the table. He looked up in time to see fluids leaking through the floorboards and stepped aside to avoid any further misfortune. He lit a cigarette, and saw that his hands were shaking.


Unlike his brother and the rest of the Vuksan clan, Radovan had not fought directly in the Balkan conflicts – or principally the ‘War in Croatia’, as it was known to Serbs – although arguably his role had been more important, and lethal, than those of his comrades who had taken lives. Radovan had worked as a ‘senior advisor’ at the MUP, the Serbian Ministry of Internal Affairs, his role and title being deliberately unrevealing, even innocuous. The MUP was one of the most powerful ministries in the land, with responsibility for local and national law enforcement. With Radovan’s assistance, it became more powerful still, helping to arm civilians and local militias of the self-proclaimed Republic of Serbian Krajina in Croatia, and secretly channeling funds to the RSK’s president, Milan Martić.


It was Radovan who had organized the support structures for the Bosnian and Croatian Serb forces during the wars; Radovan who had provided funding for the ‘volunteers’ recruited to fight in Serb-held territories in Croatia; Radovan who had personally supervised the handover of hundreds of thousands of dollars to the Serbian criminal warlord Arkan, whom he had known of old; and Radovan, ultimately, who had arranged Arkan’s assassination in the lobby of Belgrade’s InterContinental Hotel in January 2000, when it became clear that it would be better for all, Arkan himself excepted, if he did not live long enough to be questioned about war crimes by the inquisitors of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia. Without Radovan Vuksan’s efforts, the War in Croatia would have been significantly shorter and less genocidal than it was. Yet any blood on his hands was purely metaphorical. He was an organizer – a brilliant one – but with no taste for either committing or witnessing mass murder. Some might even have called him a coward, but they would have been wrong, for Radovan’s moral failings were deeper and more complex than the term allowed.
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