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  For Judy, Fred and Dax




  I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.




  Evelyn Beatrice Hall, The Friends of Voltaire, 1906
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  THE POISONWOOD TREE




  1




  The flash of light troubled him.




  A glint, white or pale yellow, in the distance.




  From the water? From the strip of land across the peaceful turquoise bay?




  But here, there could be no danger. Here, he was in a beautiful and isolated resort. Here, he was out of the glare of media and the gaze of enemies.




  Roberto Moreno squinted out of the window. He was merely in his late thirties but his eyes were not good: he pushed the frames higher on his nose and scanned the vista – the garden outside the suite’s window, the narrow white beach, the pulsing blue-green sea. Beautiful, isolated … and protected. No vessels bobbed within sight. And even if an enemy with a rifle could have learned he was here and made his way unseen through the industrial plants on that spit of land a mile away across the water, the distance and the pollution clouding the view would have made a shot impossible.




  No more flashes, no more glints.




  You’re safe. Of course you are.




  But still Moreno remained wary. Like Martin Luther King, like Gandhi, he was always at risk. This was the way of his life. He wasn’t afraid of death. But he was afraid of dying before his work was done. And at his young age he still had much to do. For instance, the event he’d just finished organizing an hour or so ago – a significant one, sure to get a lot of people’s attention – was merely one of a dozen planned for the next year.




  And beyond, an abundant future loomed.




  Dressed in a modest tan suit, a white shirt and royal blue tie – oh, so Caribbean – the stocky man now filled two cups from the coffeepot that room service had just delivered and returned to the couch. He handed one to the reporter, who was setting up a tape recorder.




  ‘Señor de la Rua. Some milk? Sugar?’




  ‘No, thank you.’




  They were speaking in Spanish, in which Moreno was fluent. He hated English and only spoke it when he needed to. He’d never quite shucked the New Jersey accent when he was speaking in his native tongue, ‘hehr’ for ‘her’, ‘mirrah’ for ‘mirror’, ‘gun’ for ‘gone’. The tones of his own voice took him right back to his early days in the States – his father working long hours and living life sober, his mother spending long hours not. Bleak landscapes, bullies from a nearby high school. Until salvation: the family’s move to a place far kinder than South Hills, a place where even the language was softer and more elegant.




  The reporter said, ‘But call me Eduardo. Please.’




  ‘And I’m Roberto.’




  The name was really ‘Robert’ but that smacked of lawyers on Wall Street, politicians in Washington and generals on the battlefields sowing foreign ground with the bodies of the locals, like cheap seeds.




  Hence, Roberto.




  ‘You live in Argentina,’ Moreno said to the journalist, who was a slight man, balding and dressed in a blue shirt, no tie, and a threadbare black suit. ‘Buenos Aires?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘Do you know about the name of the city?’




  De la Rua said no; he wasn’t a native.




  ‘The meaning is “good air”, of course,’ Moreno said. He read extensively, several books a week, much of it Latin American literature and history. ‘But the air referred to was in Sardinia, Italy, not Argentina. So called after a settlement on top of a hill in Cagliari. The settlement was above the … let us say pungent smells of the old city, and was accordingly named Buen Ayre. The Spanish explorers who discovered what became Buenos Aires named it after that settlement. Of course that was the first settlement of the city. They were wiped out by the natives, who didn’t enjoy European exploitation.’




  De la Rua said, ‘Even your anecdotes have a decidedly anti-colonial flavor.’




  Moreno laughed. But the humor vanished and he looked quickly out of the window again.




  That damn glint. Still, though, he could see nothing but trees and plants in the garden and that hazy line of land a mile away. The inn was on the largely deserted south-west coast of New Providence, the island in the Bahamas where Nassau was located. The grounds were fenced and guarded, and the garden was reserved for this suite alone, protected by a high fence to the north and south, with the beach to the west.




  No one was there. No one could be there.




  A bird, perhaps. The flutter of a leaf.




  Simon had checked the grounds not long ago. Moreno glanced at him now, a large, quiet Brazilian, dark-complexioned, wearing a nice suit – Moreno’s guard dressed better than his boss did, though not flashy. Simon, in his thirties, looked appropriately dangerous, as one would expect and want in his profession, but he wasn’t a thug. He’d been an officer in the army, before going civilian as a security expert.




  He was also very good at his job. Simon’s head swiveled: he’d become aware of his boss’s gaze and immediately stepped to the window, looking out.




  ‘Just a flash of light,’ Moreno explained.




  The bodyguard suggested drawing the shades.




  ‘I think not.’




  Moreno had decided that Eduardo de la Rua, who’d flown here coach class at his own expense from the City of Good Air, deserved to enjoy the beautiful view. He wouldn’t get to experience much luxury, as a hard-working journalist known for reporting the truth, rather than producing puff pieces for corporate officials and politicians. Moreno had also decided to take the man for a very nice lunch at the South Cove Inn’s fine restaurant.




  Simon gazed outside once more, returned to his chair and picked up a magazine.




  De la Rua clicked on the tape recorder. ‘Now, may I?’




  ‘Please.’ Moreno turned his full attention to the journalist.




  ‘Mr Moreno, your Local Empowerment Movement has just opened an office in Argentina, the first in the country. Could you tell me how you conceived the idea? And what your group does?’




  Moreno had given this lecture dozens of times. It varied, based on the particular journalist or audience, but the core was simple: to encourage indigenous people to reject US government and corporate influence by becoming self-sufficient, notably through microlending, microagriculture and microbusiness.




  He now told the reporter, ‘We resist American corporate development. And the government’s aid and social programs, whose purpose, after all, is simply to addict us to their values. We are not viewed as human beings: we are viewed as a source of cheap labor and a market for American goods. Do you see the vicious cycle? Our people are exploited in American-owned factories, then seduced into buying products from those same companies.’




  The journalist said, ‘I’ve written much about business investment in Argentina and other South American countries, and I know about your movement, which also makes such investments. One could argue that you rail against capitalism yet embrace it.’




  Moreno brushed his longish hair, black and prematurely gray. ‘No, I rail against the misuse of capitalism – the American misuse of capitalism in particular. I am using business as a weapon. Only fools rely on ideology exclusively for change. Ideas are the rudder. Money is the propeller.’




  The reporter smiled. ‘I’ll use that as my lead. Now, some people say, I’ve read some people say you’re a revolutionary.’




  ‘Ha, I’m a loudmouth, that’s all!’ The smile faded. ‘But, mark my words, while the world is focusing on the Middle East, everyone has missed the birth of a far more powerful force: Latin America. That’s what I represent. The new order. We can’t be ignored any longer.’




  Roberto Moreno rose and stepped to the window.




  Crowning the garden was a poisonwood tree, about forty feet tall. He stayed in this suite often and he liked the tree very much. Indeed, he felt a camaraderie with it. Poisonwoods are formidable, resourceful and starkly beautiful. They are also, as the name suggests, toxic. The pollen or smoke from burning the wood and leaves could slip into the lungs and sear them, causing agony, yet the tree nourishes the beautiful Bahamian swallowtail butterfly, and white-crowned pigeons live off the fruit.




  I’m like that tree, Moreno thought. A good image for the article, perhaps. I’ll mention this too—




  The glint again.




  In a tiny splinter of a second: a flicker of movement disturbed the tree’s sparse leaves, and the tall window in front of him exploded. Glass turned to a million crystals of blowing snow. Fire blossomed in his chest.




  Moreno found himself lying on the couch, which had been five feet behind him.




  But … but what’s happened? What is this? I’m fainting, I’m fainting.




  I can’t breathe.




  He stared at the tree, now clearer, so much clearer, without the window glass filtering the view. The branches waved in the sweet wind off the water. Leaves swelling, receding. It was breathing for him. Because he couldn’t, not with his chest on fire. Not with the pain.




  Shouts, cries for help around him.




  Blood, blood everywhere.




  Sun setting, sky going darker and darker. But isn’t it morning? Moreno had images of his wife, his teenage son and daughter. His thoughts dissolved until he was aware of only one thing: the tree.




  Poison and strength, poison and strength.




  The fire within him was easing, vanishing. Tearful relief.




  Darkness becoming darker.




  The poisonwood tree.




  Poisonwood …




  Poison …
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  ‘Is he on his way or not?’ Lincoln Rhyme asked, not trying to curb the irritation.




  ‘Something at the hospital,’ came Thom’s voice, from the hallway or kitchen or wherever he was. ‘He’ll be delayed. He’ll call when he’s free.’




  ‘“Something”. Well, that’s specific. “Something at the hospital”.’




  ‘That’s what he told me.’




  ‘He’s a doctor. He should be precise. And he should be on time.’




  ‘He’s a doctor,’ Thom replied, ‘which means he has emergencies to deal with.’




  ‘But he didn’t say “emergency”. He said “something”. The operation is scheduled for May twenty-six. I don’t want it delayed. That’s too far in the future anyway. I don’t see why he couldn’t do it sooner.’




  Rhyme motored his red Storm Arrow wheelchair to a computer monitor. He parked next to the rattan chair in which sat Amelia Sachs, in black jeans and sleeveless black shell. A gold pendant of one diamond and one pearl dangled from a thin chain around her neck. It was early in the day, and spring sunlight fired through the east-facing windows, glancing alluringly off her red hair tied in a bun, tucked carefully up with pewter pins. Rhyme turned his attention back to the screen, scanning a crime-scene report for a homicide he’d just helped the NYPD close.




  ‘About done,’ she said.




  They sat in the parlor of his townhouse on Central Park West in Manhattan. What presumably had once been a subdued, quiet chamber for visitors and suitors in Boss Tweed’s day was now a functioning crime-scene lab. It was filled with evidence-examination gear and instrumentation, computers and wires – everywhere wires, which made the transit of Rhyme’s wheelchair forever bumpy, a sensation he experienced only from his shoulders up.




  ‘The doctor’s late,’ Rhyme muttered to Sachs. Unnecessarily since she’d been ten feet away from his exchange with Thom. But he was still irritated and felt better for having laid on a little more censure. He carefully moved his right arm forward to the touchpad and scrolled through the last paragraphs of the report. ‘Good.’




  ‘I’ll send it?’




  He nodded, and she hit a key. The encrypted sixty-five pages headed off into the ether to arrive ultimately six miles away at the NYPD’s crime-scene facility in Queens, where they would become the backbone of the case of People v. Williams.




  ‘Done.’




  Done … except for testifying at the trial of the drug lord, who had sent twelve- and thirteen-year-olds out into the streets of East New York and Harlem to do his killing for him. Rhyme and Sachs had managed to locate and analyze minute bits of trace and impression evidence that led from one of the youngsters’ shoes to the floor of a storefront in Manhattan to the carpet of a Lexus sedan to a restaurant in Brooklyn and finally to the house of Tye Williams himself.




  The gang leader hadn’t been present at the murder of the witness, he hadn’t touched the gun, there was no record of him ordering the hit and the young shooter was too terrified to testify against him. But those hurdles for the prosecution didn’t matter: Rhyme and Sachs had spun a filament of evidence that stretched from the crime scene directly to Williams’s crib.




  He’d be in jail for the rest of his life.




  Sachs now closed her hand on Rhyme’s left arm, strapped to the wheelchair, immobile. He could see from the tendons faintly visible beneath her pale skin that she was squeezing. The tall woman rose and stretched. They’d been working to finish the report since dawn. She’d awakened at five. He, a bit later.




  Rhyme noticed that she winced as she walked to the table where her coffee cup sat. The arthritis in her hip and knee had been bad lately. Rhyme’s spinal-cord injury, which had rendered him a quadriplegic, was described as devastating. Yet it never gave him a moment’s pain.




  All of our bodies, whoever we are, fail us to some degree, he reflected. Even those who at present were more or less healthy and content were troubled by clouds on the horizon. He pitied the athletes, the beautiful people, the young, who were already anticipating decline with dread.




  And yet, ironically, the opposite was true for Lincoln Rhyme. From the ninth circle of injury, he had been improving, thanks to new spinal-cord surgical techniques and his own take-no-prisoners attitude about exercise and risky experimental procedures.




  Which reminded him again that he was irritated the doctor was late for today’s assessment appointment, in anticipation of the upcoming surgery.




  The two-tone doorbell chime sounded.




  ‘I’ll get that,’ Thom called.




  The townhouse was disability-modified, of course, and Rhyme could have used a computer to view and converse with whoever was at the door and let them in or not. (He didn’t like folks to come a-callin’ and tended to send them away – sometimes rudely – if Thom didn’t act fast.)




  ‘Who is it? Check first.’




  This couldn’t be Dr Barrington, since he was going to call once he’d disposed of the ‘something’ that had delayed him. Rhyme wasn’t in the mood for other visitors.




  But whether his caregiver had checked first or not didn’t matter apparently. Lon Sellitto appeared in the parlor.




  ‘Linc, you’re home.’




  Safe bet.




  The squat detective beelined to a tray with coffee and pastry.




  ‘You want fresh?’ Thom asked. The slim aide was dressed in a crisp white shirt, floral blue tie and dark slacks. Cuff links today, ebony or onyx.




  ‘Naw, thanks, Thom. Hey, Amelia.’




  ‘Hi, Lon. How’s Rachel?’




  ‘Good. She’s taken up Pilates. That’s a weird word. It’s exercise or something.’ Sellitto was decked out in a typically rumpled suit, brown, and a typically rumpled powder-blue shirt. He sported a striped crimson tie that was atypically smooth as a piece of planed wood. A recent present, Rhyme deduced. From girlfriend Rachel? The month was May – no holidays. Maybe it was a birthday present. Rhyme didn’t know the date of Sellitto’s. Or, for that matter, most other people’s.




  Sellitto sipped coffee and pestered a Danish, two bites only. He was perpetually dieting.




  Rhyme and the detective had worked together years ago, as partners, and it had largely been Lon Sellitto who’d pushed Rhyme back to work after the accident, not by coddling or cajoling but by forcing him to get off his ass and start solving crimes again. (More accurately, in Rhyme’s case, to stay on his ass and get back to work.) But despite their history Sellitto never came by just to hang out. The detective first-class was assigned to Major Cases, working out of the Big Building – One Police Plaza – and he was usually the lead detective on the cases for which Rhyme was hired to consult. His presence now was a harbinger.




  ‘So.’ Rhyme looked him over. ‘Do you have something good for me, Lon? An engaging crime? Intriguing?’




  Sellitto sipped and nibbled. ‘All I know is I got a call from on top asking if you were free. I told ’em you were finishing up Williams. Then I was told to get here ASAP, meet somebody. They’re on their way.’




  ‘“Somebody”? “They”?’ Rhyme asked acidly. ‘That’s as specific as the “something” detaining my doctor. Seems infectious. Like the flu.’




  ‘Hey, Linc. All I know.’




  Rhyme cast a wry look toward Sachs. ‘I notice that no one called me about this. Did anybody call you, Sachs?’




  ‘Not a jingle.’




  Sellitto said, ‘Oh, that’s ’causa the other thing.’




  ‘What other thing?’




  ‘Whatever’s going on, it’s a secret. And it’s gotta stay that way.’




  Which was, Rhyme decided, at least a step toward intriguing.




  3




  Rhyme was looking up at the two visitors, as different as could be, now stepping into his parlor.




  One was a man in his fifties, with a military bearing, wearing an untailored suit – the shoulders were the giveaway – in navy blue, bordering on black. He had a jowly, clean-shaven face, tanned skin and trim hair, marine-style. Has to be brass, Rhyme thought.




  The other was a woman hovering around the early thirties. She was approaching stocky, though not overweight, not yet. Her blond, lusterless hair was in an anachronistic flip, stiffly sprayed, and Rhyme noted that her pale complexion derived from a mask of liberally applied flesh-toned makeup. He didn’t see any acne or other pocks and assumed the pancake was a fashion choice. There was no shadow or liner around her gun-muzzle black eyes, all the more stark given the cream shade of the face in which they were set. Her thin lips were colorless, too, and dry. Rhyme assessed that this was not a mouth that broke into a smile very often.




  She would pick something to look at – equipment, the window, Rhyme – and turn a sandblast gaze on it until she had stripped it down to understanding or rendered it irrelevant. Her suit was dark gray, also not expensive, and all three plastic buttons were snugly fixed. The dark disks seemed slightly uneven and he wondered if she’d found a perfect-fitting suit with unfortunate accents and replaced them herself. The low black shoes were worn unevenly and had been doctored recently with liquid scuff cover-up.




  Got it, Rhyme thought. He believed he knew her employer. And was all the more curious.




  Sellitto said of the man, ‘Linc, this is Bill Myers.’




  The visitor nodded. ‘Captain, an honor to meet you.’ He used Rhyme’s last title with the NYPD, from when he’d retired on disability some years ago. This confirmed Myers’s job – Rhyme had been right: brass. And pretty senior.




  Rhyme motored the electric wheelchair forward and thrust out his hand. The brass noted the jerky motion, hesitated then gripped it. Rhyme noticed something too: Sachs had stiffened slightly. She didn’t like it when he used the limb and digits like that, unnecessarily, for social niceties. But Lincoln Rhyme couldn’t help himself. The past decade had been an effort to rectify what Fate had done to him. He was proud of his few victories and exploited them.




  Besides, what was the point of a toy if you never played with it?




  Myers introduced the other mysterious ‘somebody’. Her name was Nance Laurel.




  ‘Lincoln,’ he said. Another handshake, seemingly firmer than Myers’s, though Rhyme, of course, couldn’t tell. Sensation did not accompany movement.




  Laurel’s sharp gaze took in Rhyme’s thick brown hair, his fleshy nose, his keen dark eyes. She said nothing other than ‘Hello.’




  ‘So,’ he said. ‘You’re an ADA.’ Assistant district attorney.




  She gave no physical reaction to his deduction, which was partly a guess. A hesitation, then: ‘Yes, I am.’ Her voice was crisp, the sibilant emphasized.




  Sellitto then introduced Myers and Laurel to Sachs. The brass took in the policewoman as if he was aware of her reputation too. Rhyme noticed that Sachs winced as she walked forward to shake hands. She corrected her gait as she returned to the chair. He alone, he believed, saw her subtly pop a couple of Advil into her mouth and swallow them dry. However bad the pain, she never took anything stronger.




  Myers, too, it turned out, was a captain by rank and ran a branch of the department that Rhyme had not heard of – new apparently. The Special Services Division. His confident demeanor and cagey eyes suggested to Rhyme that he and his outfit were quite powerful within the NYPD. Possibly he was a player with an eye on a future in city government.




  Rhyme himself had never had an interest in the gamesmanship of institutions like the NYPD, much less what lay beyond, Albany or Washington. All that interested him at the moment was the man’s presence. The appearance of a senior cop with mysterious departmental lineage alongside the focused terrier of an ADA suggested an assignment that would keep at bay the dreaded boredom that, since the accident, had become his worst enemy.




  He felt the throbbing of anticipation, his heart, but via his temples, not his insensate chest.




  Bill Myers deferred to Nance Laurel, saying, ‘I’ll let her unpack the situation.’




  Rhyme tried to catch Sellitto’s eye with a wry glance but the man deflected it. ‘Unpack’. Rhyme disliked such stilted, coined terms, which bureaucrats and journalists seeded into their dialogue. ‘Game-changer’ was another recent one. ‘Kabuki’ too. They were like bright red streaks in the hair of middle-aged women, or tattoos on cheeks.




  Another pause, and Laurel said, ‘Captain—’




  ‘Lincoln. I’m decommissioned.’




  Pause. ‘Lincoln, yes. I’m prosecuting a case and because of certain unusual issues it was suggested that you might be in a position to run the investigation. You and Detective Sachs. I understand you work together frequently.’




  ‘That’s right.’ He wondered if ADA Laurel ever loosened up. Doubted it.




  ‘I’ll explain,’ she continued. ‘Last Tuesday, May ninth, a US citizen was murdered in a luxury hotel in the Bahamas. The local police there are investigating the crime but I have reason to believe that the shooter’s American and is back in this country. Probably the New York area.’




  She paused before nearly every sentence. Was she picking thoroughbred words? Or assessing liabilities if the wrong one left the gate?




  ‘Now, I’m not going with a murder charge against the perps. It’s difficult to make a case in state court for a crime that occurs in a different country. That could be done but it would take too long.’ Now a denser hesitation. ‘And it’s important to move quickly.’




  Why? Rhyme wondered.




  Intriguing …




  Laurel continued, ‘I’m seeking other, independent, charges in New York.’




  ‘Conspiracy,’ Rhyme said, his instantaneous deduction. ‘Good, good. I like that. On the basis that the murder was planned here.’




  ‘Exactly,’ Laurel agreed. ‘The killing was ordered by a New York resident in the city. That’s why I have jurisdiction.’




  Like all cops, or former cops, Rhyme knew the law as well as most lawyers did. He recalled the relevant New York Penal Code provision: somebody is guilty of conspiracy when, with intent that conduct constituting a crime be performed, he or she agrees with one or more persons to engage in or cause the performance of such conduct. He added, ‘And you can bring the case here even if the killing took place outside the state because the underlying conduct – murder – is a crime in New York.’




  ‘Correct,’ Laurel confirmed. She might have been pleased he’d got the analysis right. It was hard to tell.




  Sachs said, ‘The killing was ordered, you said. What was it – an OC hit?’




  Many of the worst organized crime bosses were never arrested and convicted for the extortion, murders and kidnappings they perpetrated: they could never be tied to the crime scene. But they were often sent to prison for conspiring to cause those events to happen.




  Laurel, however, said, ‘No. This is something else.’




  Rhyme’s mind danced. ‘But if we identify and collar the conspirators the Bahamians’ll want to extradite them. The shooter, at least.’




  Laurel regarded him silently. Her pauses were beginning to border on unnerving. She finally said, ‘I’ll resist extradition. And my chances of success I put at over ninety per cent.’ For a woman in her thirties Laurel seemed young. There was a schoolgirl innocence about her. No, ‘innocence’ was the wrong word, Rhyme decided. Single-mindedness.




  Pigheaded was another cliché that fitted.




  Sellitto asked both Laurel and Myers, ‘You have any suspects?’




  ‘Yes. I don’t have the identity of the shooter yet but I know the two people who ordered the killing.’




  Rhyme gave a smile. Within him curiosity stirred, along with the sensation a wolf must feel on catching a single molecule of a prey’s scent. He could tell Nance Laurel felt the same, even if the eagerness wasn’t quite visible through the L’Oréal façade. He believed he knew where this was going.




  And the destination was far beyond intriguing.




  Laurel said, ‘The murder was a targeted killing, an assassination, if you will, ordered by a US government official – the head of NIOS, the National Intelligence and Operations Service, based here in Manhattan.’




  This was, more or less, what Rhyme had deduced. He’d thought the CIA or the Pentagon, though.




  ‘Jesus,’ Sellitto whispered. ‘You wanna bust a fed?’ He looked at Myers, who gave no reaction whatsoever, then back to Laurel. ‘Can you do that?’




  Her pause was of two breaths’ duration. ‘How do you mean, Detective?’ Perplexed.




  Sellitto probably hadn’t meant anything other than what he’d said. ‘Just, isn’t he immune from prosecution?’




  ‘The NIOS lawyers will try for immunity but it’s an area I’m familiar with. I wrote my law-review article on immunity of government officials. I’ve assessed my chance of success at about ninety per cent in the state courts, and eighty in the Second Circuit on appeal. We get to the Supreme Court, we’re home free.’




  ‘What’s the law on immunity?’ Sachs asked.




  ‘It’s a Supremacy Clause issue,’ Laurel explained. ‘That’s the constitutional provision that says, in effect, when it comes down to a conflict, federal law trumps state. New York can’t prosecute a federal employee for state crimes if the employee was acting within the scope of his authority. In our situation, I believe the head of NIOS has gone rogue, acting outside what he was authorized to do.’




  Laurel glanced at Myers, who said, ‘We pivoted on the issue but there’re solid metrics leading us to believe that this man is manipulating the intelligence that formed the basis for the assassination, for his own agenda.’




  Pivoted … metrics …




  ‘And what is that agenda?’ Rhyme asked.




  ‘We’re not sure,’ the captain continued. ‘He seems obsessed with protecting the country, eliminating anybody who’s a threat – even those who maybe aren’t threats, if he considers them unpatriotic. The man he ordered shot in Nassau wasn’t a terrorist. He was just—’




  ‘Outspoken,’ Laurel said.




  Sachs asked, ‘One question: the attorney general’s okayed the case?’




  Laurel’s hesitation this time might have covered a bristling at the reference to her boss and his permission to pursue the investigation. Hard to tell. She answered evenly, ‘The information about the killing came to our office in Manhattan, the jurisdiction where NIOS is located. The district attorney and I discussed it. I wanted the case because of my experience with immunity issues and because this type of crime bothers me a great deal – I personally feel that any targeted killings are unconstitutional because of due-process issues. The DA asked me if I knew it was a land mine. I said yes. He went to the attorney general in Albany, who said I could go forward. So, yes, I have his blessing.’ A steady gaze at Sachs, who looked back with eyes that were equally unwavering.




  Both of those men, the Manhattan DA and the attorney general of the state, Rhyme noted, were in the opposing political party to that of the current administration in Washington. Was this fair to consider? He decided that cynicism isn’t cynical if the facts support it.




  ‘Welcome to the hornets’ nest,’ Sellitto said, drawing smiles from everybody but Laurel.




  Myers said to Rhyme, ‘That’s why I suggested you, Captain, when Nance came to us. You and Detectives Sellitto and Sachs operate a bit more independently than regular investigators. You’re not as tethered to the hub as most are.’




  Lincoln Rhyme was now a consultant to the NYPD, FBI and any other organization wishing to pay the substantial fees he charged for his forensic services, provided the case could be fixed somewhere near the true north of challenging.




  He now asked, ‘And who is the main conspirator, this head of NIOS?’




  ‘His name’s Shreve Metzger.’




  ‘Any thoughts at all about the shooter?’ Sachs asked.




  ‘No. He – or she – could be military, which would be a problem. If we’re lucky he’ll be civilian.’




  ‘Lucky?’ From Sachs.




  Rhyme assumed Laurel meant because the military-justice system would complicate matters. But she elaborated: ‘A soldier’s more sympathetic to a jury than a mercenary or civilian contractor.’




  Sellitto said, ‘You mentioned two conspirators, along with the shooter. Who else, aside from Metzger?’




  ‘Oh,’ Laurel continued, in a faintly dismissive tone, ‘the president.’




  ‘Of what?’ Sellitto asked.




  Whether or not this required a thoughtful hesitation Laurel paused anyway. ‘Of the United States, of course. I’m sure that every targeted killing requires the president’s okay. But I’m not pursuing him.’




  ‘Jesus, I hope not,’ Lon Sellitto said, with a laugh that sounded like a stifled sneeze. ‘That’s more than a political land mine. It’s a fucking nuke.’




  Laurel frowned, as if she’d had to translate his comment from Icelandic. ‘Politics aren’t the issue, Detective. Even if the president acted outside the scope of his authority in ordering a targeted killing, the criminal procedure in his case would be impeachment. But obviously that’s out of my jurisdiction.’
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  He was distracted momentarily by the smell of grilling fish – with lime and plantain, he believed. Something else, a spice. He couldn’t quite place it.




  Sniffing the air again. What could it be?




  Compact, with crew-cut brown hair, he resumed his casual stroll along the broken sidewalk – and dirt path, where the concrete slabs were missing altogether. He billowed out his dark suit jacket to vent the heat and reflected he was glad he hadn’t worn a tie. He paused again beside a weed-filled lot. The street of low shops and pastel houses in need of more pastel paint was deserted now, late morning. No people, though two lazy potcake dogs were lounging in the shade.




  Then she emerged.




  She was leaving the Deep Fun Dive Shop and walking in the direction of West Bay, a Gabriel García Márquez novel in her hand.




  Tanned and sun-blond, the young woman had a tangle of hair, with a single narrow beaded braid from temple to breast. Her figure was an hourglass but a slim hourglass. She wore a yellow and red bikini and a translucent orange wrap around her waist, teasing. It fell to her ankles. She was limber and energetic, and her smile could be mischievous.




  As it now was.




  ‘Well, look who it is,’ she said, and stopped beside him.




  This was a quiet area some distance away from downtown Nassau. Sleepily commercial. The dogs watched lethargically, ears flopped downward, like place-marked pages in a book.




  ‘Hey there.’ Jacob Swann removed his Maui Jims and wiped his face. Put the sunglasses back on. Wished he’d brought sunscreen. This trip to the Bahamas hadn’t been planned.




  ‘Hm. Maybe my phone’s not working,’ Annette said wryly.




  ‘Probably is,’ Swann offered, with a grimace. ‘I know. I said I’d call. Guilty.’




  But the offense was a misdemeanor at worst: Annette was a woman whose companionship he’d paid for, so her coy remark wasn’t as cutting as it might have been under different circumstances.




  On the other hand, that night last week had been more than john-escort. She’d charged him for only two hours but had given him the entire night. The evening hadn’t been Pretty Woman, of course, but they’d each enjoyed the time.




  The hours of their transaction had fled quickly, the soft humid breeze drifting in and out of the window, the sound of the ocean metrically intruding on the stillness. He’d asked if she’d stay and Annette had agreed. His motel room had a kitchenette and Jacob Swann had cooked a late supper. After arriving in Nassau he’d bought groceries, including goat, onion, coconut milk, oil, rice, hot sauce, local spices and some other ingredients. He’d expertly separated meat from bone, sliced it into bite-sized pieces and marinated the flesh in buttermilk. By eleven p.m., the stew had simmered over a low flame for six hours and was ready. They’d eaten the food and drunk a substantial red Rhône wine.




  Then they’d returned to bed.




  ‘How’s business?’ he asked now, nodding back to the shop to make clear which business he was talking about, though the part-time job at Deep Fun was also a feeder for clients who paid her a lot more than for snorkel rental. (The irony of the shop’s name was not lost on either of them.)




  Annette shrugged her gorgeous shoulders. ‘Not bad. Economy’s taken its toll. But rich people still want to bond with coral and fish.’




  The overgrown lot was decorated with bald tires and discarded concrete blocks, a few dented and rusted appliance shells, the guts long scavenged. The day was growing hotter by the second. Everywhere was glare and dust, empty cans, bushes in need of trimming, rampant grass. The smells: grilling fish, lime, plantains and trash-fire smoke.




  And that spice. What was it?




  ‘I didn’t remember I’d told you where I work.’ A nod at the shop.




  ‘Yes, you did.’ He rubbed his hair. His round skull, dotted with sweat. Lifted his jacket again. The air felt good.




  ‘Aren’t you hot?’




  ‘Had a breakfast meeting. Needed to look official. I’m just back for the day. Don’t know what your schedule is …’




  ‘Tonight?’ Annette suggested. And encouraged.




  ‘Ah, I’ve got another meeting.’ Jacob Swann’s face was not expressive. He simply looked into her eyes as he said this. No wince of regret, no boyish flirt. ‘I was hoping now.’ He imagined they were hungry eyes; that was how he felt.




  ‘What was that wine?’




  ‘That I served with dinner? Châteauneuf-du-Pape. I don’t remember which vineyard.’




  ‘It was scrumptious.’




  Not a word Jacob Swann used much – well, ever – but he decided, yes, it was. And so was she. The ropy straps of the bikini bottoms dangled down, ready to be tugged. Her flip-flops revealed blue nails and she wore gold rings on both her big toes. They matched the hoops in her ears. A complicated assembly of gold bracelets as well.




  Annette sized him up, too, and would be recalling his naked physique, muscular, thin waist, powerful chest and arms. Rippled. He worked hard at that.




  She said, ‘I had plans but …’ The sentence ended in a new smile.




  As they walked to his car she took his arm. He escorted her to the passenger side. Once inside she gave him directions to her apartment. He started the engine but before he put the car in gear he stopped. ‘Oh, I forgot. Maybe I didn’t call but I brought you a present.’




  ‘No!’ She keened with pleasure. ‘What?’




  He extracted a box from the backpack he used as an attaché case, sitting on the back seat. ‘You like jewelry, don’t you?’




  ‘What girl doesn’t?’ Annette asked.




  As she opened it he said, ‘It’s not instead of your fee, you know. It’s in addition.’




  ‘Oh, please,’ she said, with a dismissing smile. Then concentrated on opening the small narrow box. Swann looked around the street. Empty still. He judged angles, drew back his left hand – open, thumb and index finger wide and stiff – and struck her hard in the throat in a very particular way.




  She gasped, eyes wide. Rearing back and gripping her damaged neck.




  ‘Uhn, uhn, uhn …’




  The blow was a tricky one to deliver. You had to hit gently enough so you didn’t crush the windpipe completely – he needed her to be able to speak – but hard enough to make it impossible to scream.




  Her eyes stared at him. Maybe she was trying to say his name – well, the cover name he’d given her last week. Swann had three US passports and two Canadian, and credit cards in five different names. He frankly couldn’t recall the last time he’d used ‘Jacob Swann’ with somebody he hadn’t known well.




  He looked back evenly at her, then turned to pull the duct tape from his backpack.




  Swann put on flesh-toned latex gloves and ripped a strip of tape off the roll. He paused. That was it. The spice the nearby cook had added to the fish.




  Coriander.




  How had he missed it?




  5




  ‘The victim was Robert Moreno,’ Laurel told them. ‘Thirty-eight years old.’




  ‘Moreno … sounds familiar,’ Sachs said.




  ‘Made the news, Detective,’ Captain Bill Myers offered. ‘Front page.’




  Sellitto asked, ‘Wait, the Anti-American American? What some headline called him, I think.’




  ‘Right,’ the captain said. Then editorialized bitterly: ‘Prick.’




  No jargon there.




  Rhyme noted that Laurel didn’t seem to like this comment. Also, she seemed impatient, as if she had no time for deflective banter. He remembered that she wanted to move quickly – and the reason was now clear: presumably once NIOS found out about the investigation they’d take steps to stop the case in its tracks – legally and, perhaps, otherwise.




  Well, Rhyme was impatient too. He wanted intriguing.




  Laurel displayed a picture of a handsome man in a white shirt, sitting before a radio microphone. He had round features, thinning hair. The ADA told them, ‘A recent picture in his radio studio in Caracas. He held a US passport but was an expatriate, living in Venezuela. On May ninth, he was in the Bahamas on business when the sniper shot him in his hotel room. Two others were killed, as well – Moreno’s guard and a reporter interviewing him. The bodyguard was Brazilian, living in Venezuela. The reporter was Puerto Rican, living in Argentina.’




  Rhyme pointed out, ‘There wasn’t much of a splash in the press. If the government’d been caught with their finger on the trigger, so to speak, it would’ve been bigger news. Who was supposedly responsible?’




  ‘Drug cartels,’ Laurel told him. ‘Moreno had created an organization called the Local Empowerment Movement to work with indigenous and impoverished people in Latin America. He was critical of drug trafficking. That ruffled some feathers in Bogotá and some Central American countries. But I couldn’t find facts to support that any cartel in particular wanted him dead. I’m convinced Metzger and NIOS planted those stories about the cartels to deflect attention from them. Besides, there’s something I haven’t mentioned. I know for a fact that an NIOS sniper killed him. I have proof.’




  ‘Proof?’ Sellitto asked.




  Laurel’s body language, though not her facial features, explained that she was pleased to tell them the details. ‘We have a whistleblower – within or connected to NIOS. They leaked the order authorizing Moreno to be killed.’




  ‘Like WikiLeaks?’ Sellitto asked. Then shook his head. ‘But, no, it wouldn’t have been.’




  ‘Right,’ Rhyme said. ‘Or the story would’ve been all over the news. The DA’s Office got it directly. And quietly.’




  Myers: ‘That’s right. The whistleblower capillaried the kill order.’




  Rhyme ignored the captain and his bizarre language. He said to Laurel: ‘Tell us about Moreno.’




  She did, and from memory. Natives to New Jersey, his family had left the country when the boy was twelve and moved to Central America because of his father’s job: he was a geologist with a US oil company. At first, Moreno was enrolled in American schools down there, but after his mother’s suicide he changed to local ones, where he did well.




  ‘Suicide?’ Sachs asked.




  ‘Apparently she’d had difficulty with the move … and her husband’s job kept him traveling to drilling and exploration sites throughout the area. He wasn’t home very much.’




  Laurel continued her portrait of the victim. Even at a young age Moreno had grown to hate the exploitation of native Central and South Americans by US government and corporate interests. After college, in Mexico City, he’d become a radio host and activist, writing and broadcasting vicious attacks on America and what he called its twenty-first-century imperialism.




  ‘He settled in Caracas and formed the Local Empowerment Movement as an alternative to workers to develop self-reliance and not have to look to American and European companies for jobs and US aid for help. There are a half-dozen branches throughout South and Central America and the Caribbean.’




  Rhyme was confused. ‘It’s hardly the bio of a terrorist.’




  Laurel said, ‘Exactly. But I have to tell you that Moreno spoke favorably about some terrorist groups: al-Qaeda, al-Shabaab, the East Turkestan Islamic Movement in Xinjiang, China. And he formed some alliances with several extremist groups in Latin America: the Colombian ELN – the National Liberation Army – and FARC, as well as the United Self-Defense Forces. He had strong sympathy for the Sendero Luminoso in Peru.’




  ‘Shining Path?’ Sachs asked.




  ‘Yes.’




  The enemy of my enemy is my friend, Rhyme reflected. Even if they blow up children. ‘But still?’ he asked. ‘A targeted killing? For that?’




  Laurel explained, ‘Recently Moreno’s blogs and broadcasts were growing more and more virulently anti-American. He called himself “the Messenger of Truth”. And some of his messages were truly vicious. He really hated this country. Now, there were rumors that people had been inspired by him to shoot American tourists or servicemen or lob bombs at US embassies or businesses overseas. But I couldn’t find one incident in which he actually said a single word ordering or even suggesting that a specific attack be carried out. Inspiring isn’t the same as plotting.’




  Though he’d known her only minutes Rhyme suspected that Ms Nance Laurel had looked very, very hard for any such words.




  ‘But NIOS claimed there was intelligence that Moreno was planning an actual attack: a bombing of an oil-company headquarters in Miami. They picked up a phone conversation, in Spanish, and the voiceprint was confirmed to be Moreno’s.’




  She now rifled through her battered briefcase and consulted notes. ‘This is Moreno. He said, “I want to go after American Petroleum Drilling and Refining, Florida. On Wednesday.” The other party, unknown: “The tenth. May tenth?” Moreno: “Yes, noon, when employees are leaving for lunch.” Then the other party: “How’re you going to, you know, get them there?” Moreno: “Trucks.” Then there was some garbled conversation. And Moreno again: “And this is just the start. I have a lot more messages like this one planned.”’




  She put the transcript back in her case. ‘Now, the company – APDR – has two facilities in or near Florida: its south-eastern headquarters in Miami and an oil rig off the coast. It couldn’t be the rig since Moreno mentioned trucks. So NIOS was sure the headquarters, on Brickell Avenue, was going to be the target.




  ‘At the same time, intelligence analysts found that companies with a connection to Moreno had been shipping diesel fuel, fertilizer and nitromethane to the Bahamas in the last month.’




  Three popular ingredients in IEDs. Those substances had obliterated the federal building in Oklahoma City. Where they had also been delivered by truck.




  Laurel continued, ‘It’s clear Metzger believed that if Moreno was killed before the bomb was smuggled into the United States his underlings wouldn’t go through with the plan. He was shot the day before the incident in Miami. On May ninth.’




  So far it sounded, whether you supported assassinations or not, like Metzger’s solution had saved a number of lives.




  Rhyme was about to mention this but Laurel got there first. She said, ‘It wasn’t an attack Moreno was talking about, though. It was a peaceful protest. On the tenth of May, at noon, a half-dozen trucks showed up in front of the APDR headquarters. They weren’t delivering bombs. They were delivering people for a demonstration.




  ‘And the bomb ingredients? They were for Moreno’s Local Empowerment Movement branch in the Bahamas. The diesel fuel was for a transportation company. The fertilizer was for agricultural co-ops and the nitromethane was for use in soil fumigants. All legitimate. Those were the only materials cited in the order approving Moreno’s killing but there were also tons of seed, rice, truck parts, bottled water and other innocent items in the same shipment. NIOS conveniently forgot to mention those.’




  ‘Not intelligence failure?’ Rhyme offered.




  The pause that followed was longer than most and Laurel finally said, ‘No. I think intelligence manipulation. Metzger didn’t like Moreno, didn’t like his rhetoric. He was on record as calling him a despicable traitor. I think he didn’t share with the chain of command all of the information he found. So the higher-ups in Washington approved the mission, thinking a bomb was involved, while Metzger knew otherwise.’




  Sellitto said, ‘So NIOS killed an innocent man.’




  ‘Yes,’ Laurel said, with a flick of animation in her voice. ‘But that’s good.’




  ‘What?’ Sachs blurted, brows furrowed.




  A heartbeat pause. Laurel clearly didn’t understand Sachs’s apparent dismay, echoing the detective’s reaction to her earlier comment that they’d be ‘lucky’ if the shooter was a civilian, not military.




  Rhyme explained, ‘The jurors again, Sachs. They’re more likely to convict a defendant who’s killed an activist who was simply exercising his First Amendment right to free speech – rather than a hard-core terrorist.’




  Laurel added, ‘To me there’s no moral difference between the two. You don’t execute anybody without due process. Anybody. But Lincoln’s right. I have to take the jury into account.’




  ‘So, Captain,’ Myers said to Rhyme, ‘if the case is going to gain traction, we need somebody like you with your feet on the ground.’




  Poor choice of jargon in this instance, given the criminalist’s main means of transportation.




  Rhyme’s immediate reaction was to say yes. The case was intriguing and challenging in all sorts of ways. But Sachs, he noted, was looking down, rubbing her scalp with a finger, a habit. He wondered what was troubling her.




  She said to the prosecutor, ‘You didn’t go after the CIA for al-Awlaki.’




  Anwar al-Awlaki, a US citizen, was a radical Muslim imam and advocate of jihad, as well as a major player within al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Yemen. An expatriate like Moreno, he’d been dubbed the Bin Laden of the Internet and enthusiastically encouraged attacks on Americans through his blog posts. Among those inspired by him were the shooter at Fort Hood, the underwear airplane bomber, both in 2009, and the Times Square bomber in 2010.




  Al-Awlaki and another US citizen, his online editor, had been killed in a drone strike under the direction of the CIA.




  Laurel seemed confused. ‘How could I bring that case? I’m a New York district attorney. There was no state nexus in al-Awlaki’s assassination. But if you’re asking whether I pick cases I think I can win, Detective Sachs, then the answer’s yes. Charging Metzger for assassinating a known and dangerous terrorist is probably unwinnable. So is a case for assassinating a non-US citizen. But the Moreno shooting I can sell to a jury. When I get a conviction against Metzger and his sniper, I’ll be able to look at other cases that are grayer.’ She paused. ‘Or maybe the government’ll simply reassess its policies and stick to following the Constitution … and get out of the murder-for-hire business.’




  With a glance at Rhyme, Sachs spoke to both Laurel and Myers: ‘I’m not sure. Something doesn’t feel right.’




  ‘Feel right?’ Laurel asked, seemingly perplexed by the phrase.




  Two fingers rubbed together hard, as Sachs said, ‘I don’t know, I’m not sure this’s our job.’




  ‘You and Lincoln?’ Laurel inquired.




  ‘Any of us. It’s a political issue, not a criminal one. You want to stop NIOS from assassinating people, that’s fine. But shouldn’t it be a matter for Congress, not the police?’




  Laurel underhanded a glance at Rhyme. Sachs certainly had a point – one that hadn’t even occurred to him. He cared very little about the broader questions of right and wrong when it came to the law. It was enough for him that Albany or Washington or the city council had defined an answerable offense. His job was then simple: tracking down and building a case against the offender.




  Just like with chess. Did it matter that the creators of that arcane board game had decreed that the queen was all-powerful and that the knight made right-angle turns? No. But once those rules were established, you played by them.




  He ignored Laurel and kept his eyes on Sachs.




  Then the ADA’s posture changed, subtly but clearly. Rhyme thought at first she was defensive but that wasn’t it, he realized. She was going into advocate mode. As if she’d stood up from counsel table in court and had walked to the front of the jury – a jury as yet unconvinced of the suspect’s guilt.




  ‘Amelia, I think justice is in the details,’ Laurel began. ‘In the small things. I don’t prosecute a rape case because society becomes less stable when sexual violence is perpetrated against women. I prosecute rape because one human being behaved according to the prohibited acts in New York Penal Code section one thirty point three five. That’s what I do. That’s what we all do.’




  After a pause, she said, ‘Please, Amelia. I know your track record. I’d like you on board.’




  Ambition or ideology? Rhyme wondered, looking over the compact package of Nance Laurel, with her stiff hair, blunt fingers and nails free of polish, small feet in sensible pumps, on which the scuff cover had been applied as carefully as the makeup on her face. He honestly couldn’t say which of the two motivated her, but one thing he observed: he was actually chilled to see the absence of passion in her black eyes. And it took a great deal to chill Lincoln Rhyme.




  In the silence that followed, Sachs’s eyes met Rhyme’s. She seemed to sense how much he wanted the case. And that was the tipping factor. A nod. ‘I’m on board,’ she said.




  ‘I am too.’ Rhyme was looking, though, not at Myers or Laurel but at Sachs. His expression said, Thanks.




  ‘And even though nobody asked me,’ Sellitto said with a grumble, ‘I’m also happy to fuck up my career by busting a senior federal official.’




  Rhyme said, ‘I assume a priority is discretion.’




  ‘We have to keep it quiet,’ Laurel replied. ‘Otherwise evidence will start disappearing. But I don’t think we have to worry at this point. In my office we’ve done everything we can to keep a lid on the case. I really doubt NIOS knows anything about the investigation.’




  6




  As he drove the borrowed car to a cay on the south-west shore of New Providence Island, near the huge Clifton Heritage Park, Jacob Swann heard his phone buzz with a text. The message was an update about the police investigation in New York into Robert Moreno’s death, the conspiracy charges. Swann would be receiving details in the next few hours, including the names of the parties involved.




  Moving quickly. Much more quickly than he’d expected.




  He heard a thump from the trunk, where Annette Bodel, the unfortunate hooker, was crumpled in a ball. But it was a soft thump and there was no one else around to hear, no clusters of roadside scavengers or hangers-out, like you often saw in the Bahamas, sipping Sands or Kalik, joking and gossiping and complaining about women and bosses.




  No vehicles either, or boaters in the turquoise water.




  The Caribbean was such a contradiction, Swann reflected, as he gazed about: a glitzy playground for the tourists, a threadbare platform for the locals’ lives. The focus was on the fulcrum where dollars and euros met service and entertainment, and much of the rest of the nation just felt exhausted. Like this hot, weedy, trash-strewn patch of sandy earth, near the beach.




  He climbed out and blew into his gloves to cool his sweaty hands. Damn, it was hot. He’d been to this spot before, last week. After a particularly challenging but accurate rifle shot had torn apart the heart of the traitorous Mr Robert Moreno, Swann had driven here and buried some clothes and other evidence. He’d intended to let them stay for ever interred. But, having received the odd and troubling word that prosecutors in New York were looking into Moreno’s death, he’d decided it best to retrieve them and dispose of them more efficiently.




  But first, another chore … another task.




  Swann walked to the trunk, opened it and glanced down at Annette, teary, sweaty, in pain.




  Trying to breathe.




  He then stepped to the rear seat, opened his suitcase and removed one of his treasures, his favorite chef’s knife, a Kai Shun Premier slicing model. It was about nine inches long and had the company’s distinctive hammered tsuchime finish, pounded by metalsmiths in the Japanese town of Seki. The blade had a VG-10 steel core with thirty-two layers of Damascus steel. The handle was walnut. This knife had cost two hundred and fifty dollars. He had models by the same manufacturer in various shapes and sizes, for different kitchen techniques, but this was his favorite. He loved it like a child. He used it to fillet fish, to slice beef translucent for carpaccio and to motivate human beings.




  Swann traveled with this and other knives in a well-worn Messermeister knife roll, along with two battered cookbooks – one by James Beard and one by the French chef Michel Guérard, the cuisine minceur guru. Customs officials thought very little about a set of professional knives, however deadly, packed in checked luggage beside a cookbook. Besides, on a job away from home, the knives were useful: Jacob Swann would often cook, rather than hang out in bars or go to movies alone.




  Removing the goat meat from the bones last week, for instance, and cubing it for the stew.




  My little butcher man, my dear little butcher …




  He heard another noise, a thud. Annette was starting to kick.




  Swann returned to the trunk and dragged the woman from the car by her hair.




  ‘Uhn, uhn, uhn …’




  This was probably her version of ‘no, no, no’.




  He found an indentation in the sand, surrounded by reedy plants and decorated with crushed Kalik cans and Red Stripe bottles, used condoms and decaying cigarette butts. He rolled her over onto her back and sat on her chest.




  A look around. No one. The screams would be much softer, thanks to the blow to the throat, but they wouldn’t be silent.




  ‘Now. I’m going to ask you some questions and you’re going to have to form the words. I need answers and I need them quickly. Can you form words?’




  ‘Uhn.’




  ‘Say, “yes”.’




  ‘Ye … ye … yessssss.’




  ‘Good.’ He fished a Kleenex from his pocket, then pinched her nose with his other hand and when she opened her mouth he grabbed her tongue with the tissue, tugged the tip an inch beyond her lips. Her head shook violently until she realized that was more painful than his pinch.




  She forced herself to calm.




  Jacob Swann eased the Kai Shun forward – admiring the blade and the handle. Cooking implements are often among the most stylishly designed of any object. The sunlight reflected off the upper half of the blade, pounded into indentations, as if flickering on waves. He carefully stroked the tip of her tongue with the point, drawing a streak in deeper pink but no blood.




  Some sound. ‘Please’ maybe.




  Little butcher man …




  He recalled scoring a duck breast just a few weeks ago, with this same knife, slicing three shallow slits to help render the fat under the broiler. He leaned forward. ‘Now, listen carefully,’ he whispered. Swann’s mouth was close to her ear and he felt her hot skin against his cheek.




  Just like last week.




  Well, somewhat like last week.




  7




  Captain Bill Myers had taken his grating verbiage and left, now that he’d handed the baton of the case to Rhyme and crew.




  While the Moreno conspiracy investigation was in some ways monumental, it was ultimately just another of the thousands of felony cases active in New York, and other matters surely beckoned the captain and his mysterious Special Services Division.




  Rhyme supposed, too, that he’d want to distance himself. Myers had backed up the DA – a captain had to do that, of course: police and prosecutors were Siamese twins – but now was the moment for him to head to an undisclosed location. Rhyme was thinking of the political ambition he’d smelt earlier, and if that was true the brass would step back and see how the case unfolded. He’d then return to the podium in glory, in time for the perp walk. Or vanish completely if the case exploded into a public-relations nightmare.




  A very likely possibility.




  Rhyme didn’t mind. In fact, he was pleased Myers was gone. He didn’t do well with any other cooks in the kitchen.




  Lon Sellitto, of course, remained. Technically the lead investigator, he was now sitting in a creaky rattan chair, debating a muffin on the breakfast tray, even though he’d pecked half the Danish away. But then he squeezed his gut twice, as if hoping the message would be that he’d lost enough weight on his latest fad diet to deserve the pastry. Apparently not.




  ‘What do you know about this guy running NIOS?’ Sellitto asked Laurel. ‘Metzger?’




  Again she recited without the benefit of notes: ‘Forty-three. Divorced. Ex-wife’s a lawyer in private practice, Wall Street. He’s Harvard, ROTC. After, went into the army, Iraq. In as a lieutenant, out as a captain. There was talk of him going further but that got derailed. Had some issues I’ll tell you about later. Discharged, then Yale, master’s in public policy along with a law degree. Went to the State Department, then joined NIOS five years ago as operations director. When the existing NIOS head retired last year, Metzger got his job, even though he was one of the youngest on the management panel. The word is, nothing was going to stop him taking the helm.’




  ‘Children?’ Sachs asked.




  ‘What?’ Laurel replied.




  ‘Does Metzger have children?’




  ‘Oh, you’re thinking someone was pressuring him, using the children to force him to take on improper missions?’




  ‘No,’ Sachs said. ‘I just wondered if he had children.’




  A blink from Laurel. Now she consulted notes. ‘Son and daughter. Middle school. He was disallowed any custody for a year. Now he’s got some visitation rights but mostly they’re with the mother.




  ‘Now, Metzger’s beyond hawkish. He’s on record as saying he would’ve nuked Afghanistan on September twelve, two thousand one. He’s very outspoken about our right to preemptively eliminate enemies. His nemesis is American citizens who’ve gone overseas and are engaged in what he considers un-American activities, like joining insurgencies or vocally supporting terrorist groups. But those’re his politics and irrelevant to me.’ A pause. ‘His more significant quality is that he’s mentally unstable.’




  ‘How so?’ Sellitto asked.




  Rhyme was beginning to lose patience. He wanted to consider the forensics of the case.




  But since both Sachs and Sellitto approached cases ‘globally’, as Captain Myers might have said, he let Laurel continue and tried to appear attentive.




  She said, ‘He’s had emotional issues. Anger primarily. That’s largely what’s driving him, I think. He left the army with an honorable discharge but he had a half-dozen episodes that hurt his career there. Fits of rage, tantrums, whatever you want to call them. Totally lost control. He was actually hospitalized at one point. I’ve managed to datamine some records and he still sees a psychiatrist and buys meds. He’s been detained by the police a few times for violent episodes. Never charged. Frankly, I think he’s borderline with a paranoid personality. Not psychotic but has definite issues of delusion and addiction – addicted to anger itself. Well, to be precise, the response to anger. From what I’ve studied up on the subject, the relief you feel in acting out during an episode of anger is addicting. Like a drug. I think ordering a sniper to kill somebody he’s come to detest gives him a high.’




  Studied up indeed. She sounded like a psychiatrist lecturing students.




  ‘How’d he get the job, then?’ Sachs asked.




  A question that had presented itself to Rhyme.




  ‘Because he’s very, very good at killing people. At least, that’s what his service record indicates.’ Laurel continued, ‘It’ll be hard to get his personality workup to a jury but I’m going to do it somehow. And I can only pray he takes the stand. I’d have a field day. I’d love for a jury to see a tantrum.’ She glanced from Rhyme to Sachs. ‘As you pursue the investigation I want you to look for anything that suggests Metzger’s instability, anger and violent tendencies.’




  Now a pause preceded Sachs’s response. ‘That’s a little fishy, don’t you think?’




  The battle of the silences. ‘I’m not sure what you mean.’




  ‘I don’t know what kind of forensic evidence we could find showing that this guy has temper tantrums.’




  ‘I wasn’t thinking forensics. I was thinking general investigation.’ The ADA was looking up at Sachs – the detective was eight or nine inches taller. ‘You have good write-ups in your file for psych profiling and witness interrogation. I’m sure you’ll be able to find something if you look for it.’




  Sachs cocked her head slightly, eyes narrowed. Rhyme, too, was surprised that the ADA had profiled her – and presumably the criminalist himself.




  Studied up …




  ‘So.’ Laurel delivered the word abruptly. The matter was settled: they’d look for instability. Got it.




  Rhyme’s caregiver rounded the corner. He was carrying a pot of fresh coffee. The criminalist introduced him. He noted that Nance Laurel’s made-up façade stirred briefly as she looked at Thom. An unmistakable focus was in her eyes, though as good-looking and charming as he was, Thom Reston was not a romantic option for the woman – who wore no heart-finger rings. But a moment later Rhyme concluded her reaction arose not from attraction to the aide himself but because he resembled somebody she knew or had known well.




  Finally looking away from the young man, Laurel declined coffee, as if it were some ethics breach to indulge on the job. She was digging in her litigation bag, whose contents were perfectly organized. Folder tabs were color-coded and he noted two computers, whose eyes pulsed orange in their state of hibernation. She extracted a document.




  ‘Now,’ she said, looking up, ‘do you want to see the kill order?’




  Who could say no to that?




  8




  ‘Of course they don’t call it that, a kill order,’ Nance Laurel assured them. ‘That’s shorthand. The term is “STO”, a Special Task Order.’




  ‘Almost sounds worse,’ Lon Sellitto said. ‘Kind of sanitized, you know. Creepy.’




  Rhyme agreed.




  Laurel handed Sachs three sheets of paper. ‘If you could tape them up, so we can all see them?’




  Sachs hesitated and then did as the prosecutor requested.




  Laurel tapped the first. ‘Here’s the email that came to our office last Thursday, the eleventh.’




  Check the news about Robert Moreno. This is the order behind it. Level Two is the present head of NIOS. His idea to pursue. Moreno was a US citizen. The CD means Collateral Damage. Don Bruns is a code name for the officer who killed him.




  A person with a conscience.




  ‘We’ll see about tracing the email,’ Rhyme said. ‘Rodney.’ A glance toward Sachs, who nodded.




  She explained to Laurel that they worked with the cybercrimes unit in the NYPD frequently. ‘I’ll send them a request. Do you have the email in digital form?’




  Laurel dug a Baggie containing a flash drive from her briefcase. Rhyme was impressed to see that a chain-of-custody evidence card was attached. She handed it to Sachs, saying, ‘If you could—’




  Just as the detective jotted her name on the card.




  Sachs plugged the drive into the side of her computer and began to type.




  ‘You’re going to let them know that security’s a priority.’




  Without looking up, Sachs said, ‘It’s in my first paragraph.’ A moment later she sent the request to the CCU.




  ‘Code name sounds familiar,’ Sellitto pointed out. ‘Bruns, Bruns …’




  ‘Maybe the sniper likes country-western music,’ Sachs pointed out. ‘There’s a Don Bruns who’s a songwriter and performer, folk, country-western. Pretty good.’




  Laurel cocked her head as if she had never listened to any music, much less something as lively as CW.




  ‘Check with Information Services,’ Rhyme said. ‘Datamine “Bruns”. If it’s an NOC, he’ll still have a presence in the real world.’




  Agents operating under non-official covers nonetheless have credit cards and passports that can—possibly—allow their movements to be traced and yield clues to their true identity. Information Services was a new division at the NYPD, a massive datamining operation, one of the best in the country.




  As Sachs put the request in, Laurel turned back to the board and tapped a second sheet she’d taped up there. ‘And here’s the order itself.’




  

    


      	

        TOP SECRET


        


        Special Task Orders


        


        Queue


      

    




    

      	

        8/27




        Task: Robert A. Moreno (NIOS ID: ram278e4w5)




        Born: 4/75, New Jersey




        Complete by: 5/8–5/9




        Approvals:




        Level Two: Yes




        Level One: Yes




        Supporting Documentation: See ‘A’




        Confirmation required: Yes




        PIN required: Yes




        CD: Approved, but minimize




        Details:




        Specialist assigned: Don Bruns, Kill Room.




        South Cove Inn, Bahamas, Suite 1200




        Status: Closed


      



      	

        9/27




        Task: Al-Barani Rashid (NIOS ID: abr942pd5t)




        Born: 2/73, Michigan




        Complete by: 5/19




        Approvals:




        Level Two: Yes




        Level One: Yes




        Supporting Documentation: N/R




        Confirmation required: No




        PIN required: Yes




        CD: Approved, but minimize




        Details: To come




        Status: Pending


      

    


  






   




  The other document on the board was headed ‘A’. This gave the information that Nance Laurel had mentioned earlier, supporting data about the shipments of fertilizer, diesel fuel and chemicals to the Bahamas. The cargo came from Corinto, Nicaragua, and Caracas.




  Laurel nodded toward the flash drive, still inserted in the computer nearby. ‘The whistleblower also sent a .wav file, a sound file of a phone call or radio transmission to the sniper, apparently from his commander. This was just before the shooting.’ She looked expectantly at Sachs, who paused, then sat down at the computer again. She typed. A moment later, a brief exchange came from the tinny speakers:




  ‘There seem to be two, no, three people in the room.’




  ‘Can you positively identify Moreno?’




  ‘It’s … There’s some glare. Okay, that’s better. Yes. I can identify the task. I can see him.’




  Then the transmission ended. Rhyme was about to ask Sachs to run a voiceprint but she’d already done so. He said, ‘It doesn’t prove he actually pulled the trigger but it gets him on the scene. Now, all we need is a body to go with the voice.’




  ‘“Specialists”,’ Laurel pointed out. ‘That’s the official job title of assassins, apparently.’




  ‘What’s with the NIOS ID code?’ Sellitto asked.




  ‘Presumably to make sure they get the right R. A. Moreno. Embarrassing to make that mistake.’ Rhyme read the text. ‘Interesting that the whistleblower didn’t give us the name of the shooter.’




  ‘Maybe he doesn’t know,’ Sellitto said.




  Sachs: ‘Looks like he knows everything else. His conscience extends up to a certain point. He’ll dime out the head of the organization but he’s sympathetic toward the guy who got the assignment to shoot.’




  Laurel said, ‘I agree. The whistleblower has to know. I want him too. Not to prosecute, just for information. He’s our best lead to the sniper – and without the sniper there’s no conspiracy and no case.’




  Sachs said, ‘Even if we find him he’s not going to tell us willingly. Otherwise he already would have.’




  Laurel said absently, ‘You get me the whistleblower … and he’ll talk. He’ll talk.’




  Sachs asked, ‘Any consideration about going after Metzger for the other deaths, the guard and that reporter, de la Rua?’




  ‘No. Since only Moreno was named in the kill order, and they were collateral damage, we didn’t want to muddy the waters.’
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