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	  To my brother, Alan. None better.
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      Author’s Note

      
      Athens is the cradle of Europe. Six thousand years of history still alive in one place, crammed with sources of Western man’s
         intellectual thought and artistic expression. It stands as a symbol to the world, a source of infinite pride of Greece and
         endless wonder to its visitors.
      

      
      But, like every great city, it has its dark side: places where a civilization’s worst practice their values, or lack thereof,
         and where cops do battle every day. Those places no more define the soul and life of Athens than do their counterparts in
         Paris, London, or New York. But they do exist. And that is where stories such as this are told.
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      Andreas Kaldis once read or heard somewhere that the chatter never stopped in Athens. Not even at sunrise, when the earth
         itself seemed to pause to draw a breath. Like its people, the city always had something to say, whether you were in the mood
         to listen or not. Sun-up simply shifted the style of conversation from high-pitched shouts of an Athens at play to the anonymous
         din of a city at work.
      

      
      That’s what Andreas was doing now, working. ‘Turn off the damn siren, no one’s listening.’ He was in a foul mood. ‘The body’s
         going nowhere. Just like us in this goddamn coming-home-from-partying morning traffic.’
      

      
      Police officer Yianni Kouros said nothing, just did what his boss told him to do. That’s why Andreas liked him: he listened.

      
      Andreas stared out the passenger-side window at a hodgepodge of neglected private and graffiti-covered government buildings.
         This section of Pireos Street, a formerly elegant avenue, began west of the Acropolis, ran northeast through the trendy, late-night bar and club area of Gazi, and ended with
         a name change amidst the around-the-clock drug and hooker trade by Omonia Square. What remained of its once-treasured three-and
         four-story buildings were now warrens of ground-level check cashers, bars, small-time retail shops, and cheap, foreign restaurants.
         It seemed every immigrant group in Greece had set up shop in this part of town. Truth was, they were everywhere; well, almost.
      

      
      ‘I remember when I was a kid my dad used to bring me down here for sweets on Sundays. Especially this time of year. He loved
         late spring.’
      

      
      ‘Bet he wouldn’t bring you here today, Chief.’

      
      Andreas nodded. ‘God bless him, he’d sit by the edge of the park at Omonia—’ gesturing up ahead with his left hand, ‘having
         coffee with friends while I’d play. Everyone liked him. I thought that came with being a cop. I should have known better.’
      

      
      They were locked in traffic packed solid up to an intersection about one hundred yards ahead. The traffic light at the corner
         was red and, when a gap opened in oncoming traffic all the way back to the light, Kouros pulled the unmarked car into the
         empty lane and raced toward the intersection.
      

      
      ‘Christ, Yianni, at least turn on the lights.’

      
      ‘Never turned them off, only the siren.’ Another reason Andreas liked Kouros: he listened but was no fool.

      
      Kouros reached the intersection just as the light turned green. He swerved across the front of their lane and shot up the
         street to the right, narrowly missing the rear wheel of a motorcyclist who’d jumped the light.
      

      
      
      Andreas turned his head and stared at Kouros. He knew there must be a grin breaking out somewhere on the other side of that
         face. Andreas was a dozen years older than Kouros but, except for the few tinges of gray streaking Andreas’ slightly too long
         dark hair, you’d think they were the same age, perhaps because Kouros’ boot-camp style haircut and compact, bull-like build
         made him look older than he was, or because Andreas’ hard work at keeping his six-foot two-inch athletic frame in shape paid
         off.
      

      
      Kouros weaved through a series of far-from-fancy back streets running roughly parallel to Pireos. Just before Omonia he turned
         left and cut back across the road. ‘It’s only a couple blocks from here.’
      

      
      Andreas watched a hooker lean out from a doorway marked by a single white light above it, the local signal for ‘hookers here.’

      
      ‘Great neighborhood.’

      
      ‘Yeah, probably another drug deal gone bad.’

      
      ‘Don’t know yet, but something tied to drugs would be my guess. Dawn on a Sunday morning, this neighborhood, a foreign-looking
         young male in a dumpster, no money, no ID, no witnesses, no one with him, and no one looking for him. At least not so far.’
         Andreas shrugged. ‘We’ll see.’
      

      
      Two minutes later Kouros pulled up to a uniformed officer leaning against the hood of a marked blue and white Athens police
         car. It blocked anyone from going down a narrow, alley-size street just south of where Saint Constantino Avenue ran into Karaiskai
         Square. ‘It’s Chief Inspector Andreas Kaldis, Special Crimes Division, Athens Headquarters,’ said Kouros.
      

      
      Even a year and a half after his promotion, Andreas still marveled that he was the guy with that fancy title. It posed no such problem for Kouros; he’d only known Andreas as ‘chief.’
         First, as newly appointed chief of police for the Aegean island of Mykonos and, six months later, by his current title dating
         from when Andreas returned to Athens – bringing Kouros with him – to assume command of the same unit he’d been forced to leave
         for doing too good a job at catching politically connected bad guys. But Andreas’ political allies proved to be a hell of
         a lot tougher than theirs, something Andreas reminded them of every chance he got.
      

      
      They drove the hundred yards or so to where the cop said to go. There were no yards or open spaces along the way, only the
         back doors of buildings lining both sides. The buildings to the right fronted on a main street running back into Karaiskaki
         Square and were commercial; the ones to the left were a mix of smaller businesses and apartment buildings facing onto a side
         street. Everything was rundown, typical for this neighborhood. Kouros stopped at a thirty-foot-wide break on the left, an
         open lot that went through to the side street, or would have but for a row of weather-beaten plywood fencing it off at the
         edge of the street. Some of it had been kicked in, probably by junkies and street-hooker trade looking for a place to do their
         business.
      

      
      An ambulance from the coroner’s office and two marked cars from the Saint Constantino police precinct were parked ahead of
         them on the other side of the break. This part of town fell under their jurisdiction, until now.
      

      
      Andreas’ unit was in charge of all murder investigations and any other crimes he considered serious enough to warrant special
         attention. It was a unique position in a politically sensitive department, one that many envied, but far more feared. He was not someone to fuck with.
      

      
      ‘So, what do we have, Manos?’ he said to the man in plainclothes hurrying toward him.

      
      ‘Morning, sir. A white male, late teens, early twenties, about six feet, 160 pounds. Dead about five hours. Appears to be
         strangled.’
      

      
      ‘Did anyone touch the body?’

      
      A man from the coroner’s office standing next to a forensic technician gestured ‘no’ with his head. ‘We were waiting for you,
         Chief.’
      

      
      Manos hesitated.

      
      ‘Did anyone touch the body?’ Andreas said in a slightly sharper tone looking straight at Manos.

      
      ‘Yes, sir. The officer who responded to the call was a rookie and—’

      
      ‘Is he here?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Call him over.’ Andreas knew from the initial report of ‘no wallet or ID’ that someone must have touched the body,
         but there was a point to be made to the rookie and his supervisor.
      

      
      The young cop looked almost as white as the corpse. No doubt he was wondering to what worse precinct he possibly could be
         banished for this screw-up.
      

      
      Andreas leveled his steel-gray eyes on him. ‘You were the first one on the scene?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ he answered nervously.

      
      ‘What did you see?’

      
      ‘A body in that dumpster over there.’ He pointed to a partially green, partially rusted, commercial-size bin against the wall across the lot from where they stood. It was close to the street.
      

      
      ‘Anything else?’

      
      ‘No, sir.’

      
      ‘And what was the first fucking thing you did, strip-search him?’ Andreas’ voice was rising, driving home his point.

      
      ‘I thought it important to know who he was. I only touched pockets I could reach without moving the body.’ His voice was about
         to crack.
      

      
      Andreas was not pleased with the answer, and his tone showed it. ‘It’s a damn lot more important to know who killed him. That’s why you’re trained and—’ turning his eyes on Manos, ‘supposedly reminded by your shift commanders NEVER to touch a body unless told otherwise by someone from homicide. Understand?’ He said the last word softly, his eyes moving
         between the two men.
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ The words came from both men in two-part harmony.

      
      Andreas walked over to the dumpster and peered inside. Without looking back he said, ‘Was the lid up when you got here?’

      
      ‘No, sir,’ said the rookie.

      
      ‘How did you open it?’

      
      ‘With my baton.’ Again his voice was shaky.

      
      ‘Good.’ Andreas believed in praising the good along with damning the bad.

      
      The container was nearly full, packed with commercialsize black garbage bags. The body was on top: face up, eyes closed. Andreas
         always dreaded these first moments staring at the face of a once-living, unique being now reduced to the ubiquitous status of victim. Andreas felt a shiver. This was not the face of a man. It was a boy.
      

      
      ‘You didn’t close his eyes by chance did you?’

      
      ‘No, sir, I never touched the body, only his clothes.’ He almost barked his answer.

      
      Andreas looked at the man from the coroner’s office. ‘Can you tell me if he died like that, or someone closed his eyes for
         him?’
      

      
      ‘I’d guess someone did it for him.’

      
      ‘I can guess on my own, Spiros. I want to know if you can tell me for sure.’

      
      ‘Probably not.’

      
      ‘So, whose garbage is this?’

      
      ‘Belongs to that bar over there.’ Manos pointed to the back door of a building directly across from the lot. ‘It’s a notorious
         late-hours gay bar, lot of drugs in there. Our guess is that the victim was in the wrong place at the wrong time, looking
         for the wrong thing.’
      

      
      ‘And just how did he happen to end up in the dumpster?’

      
      Manos seemed surprised at the question. ‘Whoever killed him hid the body there to make time to get away before someone found
         it. This part of the street gets pretty busy late at night, especially just before sunrise when the bar closes.’ He finished
         the last part with a smirk.
      

      
      ‘I bet it does.’ Andreas again looked in the dumpster. ‘So, where’s last night’s garbage?’ Manos again looked puzzled. ‘What
         do you mean? It’s in the dumpster.’
      

      
      ‘I see, so when the bar closed last night, probably around sunrise from what you said, whoever dumped the garbage carefully
         placed it around the body or pulled him out, put the bags in, and then tossed him back on top?’ Manos’ face was beet-red. Andreas didn’t wait for an answer.
      

      
      ‘Have you spoken with anyone from the bar?’

      
      ‘No one’s there yet.’

      
      ‘When you talk to the guy who dumped the garbage, I’m sure he’ll swear there was no body in the dumpster when he did. But
         that corpse has been dead a lot longer than since sunrise.’ Andreas shook his head. ‘I don’t think this is the murder scene.
         Somebody picked this place to dump the body.’
      

      
      He gestured for Kouros to get a camera from the car. ‘We’ve got a lot more going on here than just some kid in the wrong place
         at the wrong time. And who said he’s foreign?’
      

      
      The rookie raised his hand. ‘He looks a lot like the Eastern Europeans living around here.’

      
      ‘With all the intermarriages, so do a lot of Greeks. This kid could be Greek, and if I get a better look at the ring on his
         finger I might know for sure.’ The coroner started toward the body.
      

      
      Andreas put out his hand to stop him. ‘No, Spiros, don’t. I want everything videotaped exactly as it is before anyone touches
         the body. I’ll get what I need from this.’ He took the camera from Kouros, leaned back in and took a few pictures.
      

      
      ‘So, let’s see what we have.’

      
      He brought one of the photos up onto the screen on the back of the camera and zoomed in on what he wanted to see.

      
      ‘Damn handy, these things.’ He stared for a moment; everyone was quiet. ‘Gotcha!’ He practically shouted the word.

      
      
      Manos and Kouros moved in for a closer look at the screen. It was a blurry image of a crest from a ring, but distinct enough
         to make out the emblem of Athens Academy, the most prestigious private school in all of Greece: the place where the richest
         and most powerful sent their children to study and, more important, to network a life for themselves and, on occasion, for
         their parents. Next to the crest was the year of graduation: one year from now.
      

      
      ‘He’s just a boy, and I bet he’s no foreigner,’ said Andreas. He’d also bet, but didn’t say aloud, that a media circus was
         about to begin. He looked up from the image of the ring and over to the dumpster, then to the backdoor of perhaps the seediest
         gay bar in the seediest section of Athens. What more could the press ask for? It was a story they could run with forever.
      

      
      Whoever set this up knew that, too. Anyway you looked at it, Andreas sensed this was going to get real messy, real fast. He
         looked at Manos. ‘What did the guy who called your precinct say? That he’d found the body while rummaging through dumpsters?’
      

      
      ‘Something like that. Sounded like a bum, wouldn’t leave a name.’

      
      Andreas shook his head. ‘Whoever set this up wanted the body to be found here. He wouldn’t leave that to chance. Find your
         caller and we find our killer. Trace that call ASAP.’
      

      
      Manos almost seemed to snicker. ‘We’re way ahead of you, Chief. Already did the trace. It gave us nothing. We even called
         the number and no one answered. It’s for one of those disposable cell phones you can buy anywhere. This one was activated
         last night.’
      

      
      
      Andreas shook his head. ‘Gave you nothing, huh? Like a fucking destitute bum rummaging through garbage bins would buy a cell
         phone to call in a dead body. Yianni, let’s get out of here. We’ve got some catching up to do. Someone definitely is way ahead of us.’ He stared at Manos long enough to get the point across without saying the words, but it’s not you.
      

   



      
      
      2

      

      [image: image]

      
      Zanni Kostopoulos looked at his watch. It was still early. His assistant wasn’t due in for another half-hour. Things weren’t
         going as planned and he worried the media might turn on him. They would for sure if they ever found out. He tried not to think
         about it.
      

      
      Zanni wasn’t an easy man to get to know, and an even tougher one to like. He’d achieved his wealth the old fashioned way:
         stolen, bribed, and laundered for it. And, if the truth to rumor could be measured by its persistence, he’d killed for it
         more than once. Today, though, the Kostopoulos name was ‘a pillar of Athenian society.’ At least that’s what his third wife
         paid several publicists to get virtually every society reporter in Greece to repeat ad nauseam. If you linked ‘respected international businessman’ and ‘philanthropist’ to a name long enough, people started believing
         it. Or so went the theory.
      

      
      Mrs Kostopoulos’ plan certainly had worked on her husband; Zanni was intoxicated with himself, never missing a word uttered about him in the media, and bothered to no end
         when the press did not grasp that his vast fortune made him right in all things and deserving of public esteem equivalent
         to his wealth. Each morning, the assistant he’d hired solely for the purpose of keeping track of his fame gave him a folio
         containing clippings and tapes of every recorded mention of his name in the past twenty-four hours. His mood for the next
         twenty-four depended upon the size of the package she handed him.
      

      
      Where is she? Zanni stepped away from his desk and paced around the room. He’d experienced the media turning on him before
         and didn’t like it one bit. That last run-in was what got him into this current mess. At least that was his take on it. He
         still bristled at the memory of his public battle with the owner of Athens’ most popular soccer team. As Zanni saw it, the
         owner was no different than he – both had returned from family exile in the former Soviet bloc to amass vast, newly-minted
         Greek fortunes – and yet, Zanni was forever in the other man’s shadow. Zanni’s decision to attempt wresting control of the
         team away from his rival wasn’t made for business reasons; he did it because he believed the team was the source of the other’s
         prominence.
      

      
      Two such famous boys fighting over a nationally popular toy had every headline writer and talk show host in frenzy for weeks.
         It was a bitter fight with a rival at least as tough as he was and resulted in an even more bitter loss. Zanni felt he’d been
         singled out by the media for ridicule, and looked for someone other than himself to blame for his humiliation. He settled
         on an easy target: old-line Athens society. Many old-liners barely hid their disdain for what they considered upstart, political opportunist, nouveaux riches. Accusing them of relishing his fall was undoubtedly accurate. What he couldn’t accept, though, was the obvious fact that
         old-line society would prefer both men to perish in the press.
      

      
      His anger simmered for months. Then he decided he’d show them all – all of Athens – his power, by making his name a feared,
         if not respected, household word in another way: newspaper ownership. And not just any paper, but Greece’s oldest and most
         respected, The Athenian. As virtually everyone in Athens knew, The Athenian had been in the Linardos family for generations and, though other papers boasted larger circulations, none came close to
         rivaling its influence among the nation’s elite.
      

      
      ‘Fuck them,’ was Zanni’s reaction to a terse message declining his offer to buy the paper at a generous multiple of its economic
         value and pointedly suggesting that he try going after another soccer team instead; perhaps a second division one in northern
         Greece up by the border with ‘one of those former Soviet countries.’
      

      
      He did not miss the insult directed at his roots, nor the reminder implicit in the message that there were bounds not to exceed,
         just as there were clubs not to press for membership; at least not until subsequent generations sufficiently seasoned his
         family’s roots with the right schools and proper marriages to make them palatable. That message had arrived barely more than
         a month ago. It marked day one of his siege against the Linardos family.
      

      
      Zanni bought and pursued every Linardos family debt he could acquire, ones creditors dared not press against such a powerful
         voice; found and financed every libel claim that could be brought or manufactured; dried up much of the paper’s advertising base by subsidizing those who agreed to advertise
         elsewhere; and paid more to those who refused to sell the paper than they could make selling it.
      

      
      Despite all Zanni’s maneuvering, the family didn’t budge. The carrot hadn’t worked and the stick wasn’t hurting enough. He’d
         decided it was time to strike harder, beat them to death if necessary. He would not be humiliated again. Long hidden secrets
         of the family began circulating throughout Athens. Affairs of the fathers, addictions of the wives, and proclivities of the
         children kept finding their way into rival publications. And, now, a particularly indiscreet moment involving a favored granddaughter
         and two young men, recorded on a cell phone in the men’s room of a notorious Gazi nightclub, was a major hit on the Web and
         the certain ruin of her name.
      

      
      On each of the four consecutive Fridays following his initial proposal, Zanni sent a renewed offer to the family, each reducing
         the last proposed price by 25 percent. The family never responded. Two days ago he sent the fifth.
      

      
      Zanni stopped pacing and stared out the window. He should have heard something by now. He’d ratcheted the pressure up about
         as high as you could push it. If going after the kid didn’t work … what the fuck were these people made of?

      
      ‘Any ideas?’

      
      Kouros kept his eyes on the road. ‘Looks like someone’s sending a message.’

      
      Andreas nodded. ‘You don’t go to all the trouble of hiding a body in a place where it’s certain to be found, then call the police to make sure that it is, without a very clear purpose in mind.’
      

      
      ‘What do you think it is?’

      
      ‘Not sure yet, but whatever it is, they want the message delivered by us.’

      
      Kouros turned onto Alexandras Street. They were almost back to General Police Headquarters, better known as GADA. It wasn’t
         far from where they found the kid’s body, but it sat at the heart of Athens’ bustle, next door to a major hospital, down the
         block from Greece’s Supreme Court, and across the street from the stadium of one of Greece’s most popular soccer teams, Panathinaikos.
         GADA was a chore to get to at almost any hour.
      

      
      Andreas drummed the fingers of his right hand on the top of the dashboard. ‘I don’t see it as a spontaneous crime of passion
         or tied to some drug deal gone bad. It certainly wasn’t a mugging. This was planned.’
      

      
      ‘But why kill a kid … can’t imagine even our worst, hard-ass, scum-ball mafia types doing that.’

      
      ‘I know. That’s what has me wondering.’ And worried, Andreas mumbled to himself. ‘This can’t be the beginning of whatever’s going on.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe it’s the end?’

      
      ‘Let’s hope.’ Andreas stopped drumming. ‘But I don’t think so.’

      
      Noblesse oblige was a French phrase, but for Sarantis Linardos it needed no translation. Not because he was fluent in French as well as German,
         English, and, of course, his native Greek, but because it described his view of the Linardos family’s obligations to Greece
         so perfectly; most particularly his own responsibilities as family patriarch and publisher of its most sacrosanct asset. Many old-line families
         in Greece shared the Linardos family’s social position, but none its power of the press. A loss of The Athenian meant the end to his family’s influence over the thinking of its peers and its reign at the pinnacle of Athens society. He
         could never allow that to happen.
      

      
      Then again, he wasn’t feeling particularly regal at the moment and this battle with that awful Kostopoulos person was taking
         its toll on his family. He was not concerned with Kostopoulos’ economic attacks; the fool had no idea of the reach of his
         family’s resources. One could not have his finger on the pulse of generations of Greece’s most powerful without learning their
         secrets. It was Sarantis’ discretion in using what he learned that earned him their confidence and gave him his true influence.
         There was not a person of position in Greece who did not owe the Linardos family at least a bit of gratitude, measurable in
         euros. He knew there was far more than enough available to withstand any financial siege.
      

      
      Still, many of Sarantis’ long-time friends had warned him Kostopoulos was not the sort of man who could be trusted to act
         civilly, and he should take the threat more seriously. Some had offered to intervene to try convincing Kostopoulos to stop.
         Sarantis refused. He would not speak, much less negotiate, with such rabble, nor allow any of his friends to stoop to doing
         so on his behalf. He was convinced if he simply ignored Kostopoulos’ weekly offers and the half-truths and lies he planted
         in the tabloids, items of little interest to the public for even their brief time on the newsstands, Kostopoulos would simply
         give up and go away.
      

      
      
      He never saw it coming.

      
      The video of his granddaughter with those two men was a brutal, merciless assassination. It left no doubt as to how far Kostopoulos
         was prepared to go. The humiliation would haunt her on the Web forever. Her boyfriend no longer spoke to her, no socially
         prominent girlfriend dared be seen with her, and the tabloid-media harpies now called a racially mixed ménage à trois ‘doing the Elena.’ Whispers and snickers accompanied her everywhere. His favorite grandchild had no choice but to flee Greece
         in shame. For how long he did not know. Elena might never recover.
      

      
      And Elena’s mother, his daughter, moved into Sarantis’ home with her other children until ‘you end it with this horrible man,
         father;’ utterly panicked over what else might happen to the children.
      

      
      Sarantis had lived long enough to understand that people did what they must to survive; but never, not even in war fighting
         to rid his beloved Greece of Germans and later communists, had he faced an enemy so single-mindedly obsessed with destroying
         his family as Zanni Kostopoulos.
      

      
      That’s when he knew it was time to turn to his friends. Let them attempt to reason with this butcher. He wanted no further
         harm to befall his family; certainly no more to the children. He only hoped it wasn’t too late.
      

      
      Andreas’ office was on the fourth floor of the building and faced east, away from the heart of Athens. It had two long windows
         but not much of a view. That was fine with Andreas; he had more than enough to look at on his desk and on the chart of active
         cases fastened to the wall behind it. He was in his chair, staring at the chart, and wondering where to squeeze in the dumpster case when his secretary came through the door at the far end of his office.
      

      
      ‘Here are the photos the lab downloaded from your camera.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Maggie.’ She preferred that to the Greek Margarita.

      
      Andreas placed the half-dozen eight-by-tens on his desk. The crime scene unit had a lot more photographs to study, but he
         wanted to check for anything that might be helpful in the few he took. He picked up one of the boy’s face. Nice-looking kid,
         he thought. Damn shame.
      

      
      Maggie was standing on the other side of the desk, staring down at the photos. She’d worked as a police secretary for longer
         than Andreas had been alive and ages ago forgot her official lowly status in the bureaucratic food chain. ‘May I take a look
         at the one you’re holding, Chief?’ She reached out and took it without waiting for him to answer.
      

      
      Andreas couldn’t help but smile. He really liked her, and not just because she knew his father from his days as a cop. A lot
         of people knew his dad, though most wouldn’t admit to serving with him during his last years on the force as part of the Junta’s
         secret police. They preferred acting as if they played no part in those seven years of dictatorship. But Maggie was unique.
         Sure, she had her quirks and told you exactly what was on her mind if you dared to ask, often even if you didn’t, but she
         knew all there was to know about the department and everyone in it. The department was her 24/7 life. She never seemed to
         leave the building. Pure luck, though some may have described it differently, landed her in his unit. Her long-time boss had
         announced his retirement a few weeks before Andreas arrived and, when human resources suggested she retire with him, her answer could be heard as far away as Turkey. So, the legendary Maggie
         Sikestis now reported to Chief Kaldis. Or was it the other way around? Andreas never was quite sure.
      

      
      ‘Good-looking boy, Chief.’

      
      ‘That’s what I thought.’

      
      Maggie waved the photograph in her right hand and pursed her lips. ‘I’ve seen this boy before.’

      
      She never ceased to amaze him, but this was too much to believe. ‘Maggie, how could you know this kid?’ Then he paused. ‘He’s
         not a relative or a friend’s child, is he?’
      

      
      ‘No, nothing like that. I just swear I saw him in one of those tabloids.’

      
      It seemed all of Greece was addicted to National Enquirer-like publications. All except Andreas. He was too busy battling with facts to spend time amidst gossip and rumors.
      

      
      ‘I think it was in Espresso, maybe Loipon. Possibly even Hello.’ Obviously, Maggie saw her job description differently. ‘Wait!’ She almost shouted the word, then turned and hurried her
         sturdy, compact five-foot-three-inch frame out the door.
      

      
      Andreas picked up the phone and pressed an intercom button. ‘Yianni, get in here. Maggie thinks she knows our kid from the
         dumpster.’
      

      
      Both arrived at the door together. It looked like a mother and son team. Except Maggie had a bit more hair and dyed it close
         to red. ‘Here it is, Chief.’
      

      
      He took the paper. The headline read, FAMILIES WHACK AWAY AT WAR, WHO’S NEXT? Andreas hated that sort of headline; it reminded
         him of what cost him his father.
      

      
      
      ‘It’s inside.’ Maggie pulled the paper out of his hands, turned to the appropriate page and gave it back to him. ‘The boy’s
         picture is here.’
      

      
      Andreas and Kouros looked to where she pointed. There he was, among photographs of members of the two families. One picture
         of a pretty girl had an ‘x’ through it. The caption below the photo said ‘Whacked’ and gave the link to a website.
      

      
      ‘What’s this?’ he asked Maggie.

      
      Kouros answered. ‘She’s the granddaughter of the publisher of The Athenian. She was caught on a cell phone camera doing two guys at the same time in a public toilet at a club in Gazi. That’s a link
         to the video.’
      

      
      He wanted to ask how Yianni knew so much about it but decided not to ask. He probably was the only one in the room, perhaps
         all of Athens, who hadn’t seen it. Andreas sat quietly for a moment staring at the paper, then let out a deep breath. ‘All
         hell’s going to break loose when this gets out. Surprised it hasn’t already. Better get media affairs ready.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll take care of it,’ said Maggie.

      
      ‘Yianni, get a home address on the kid’s family. We have to get over there before someone in the coroner’s office recognizes
         the kid and tips off the press.’ He didn’t bother to mention the number of cops who’d like to pick up the money for such a
         tip.
      

      
      Kouros left. Andreas turned in his chair and stared at the chart. He wished he could break the news to the family by phone;
         that way you didn’t have to see their grief, feel it, let it get to you. But this wasn’t the sort of thing you could do like
         that. At least he couldn’t. He remembered the day he learned his father had killed himself … Andreas tore away from the thought. He waved at the chart. ‘Maggie,
         find a new place for some of this stuff. We have to make room.’ A lot of room.
      

      
      If you lived in Athens’ northern suburb of Old Psychiko, people were impressed. At least that’s what many of its residents
         hoped. Just north of Athens and west of Kifissias Avenue, it was a refuge of peace, greenery, and high walls for foreign embassies,
         exclusive private schools, and the upper echelon of Athenian society. A few nearby neighborhoods and one or two to the south
         might claim to be as tony, but none would dare argue to be greater.
      

      
      Psychiko’s confusing array of one-way streets, winding every which way about its tree-lined slopes and hills, was designed
         that way for a reason: to keep out the casual passersby. But it hadn’t worked as well on the new money crowd. They flocked
         to the neighborhood, sending prices through the roof for houses they often tore down to build grander homes than their neighbors’.
         Among long-time residents, you’d be hard pressed to find anyone happy with the changes to their neighborhood. Until it came
         time to sell, of course.
      

      
      Kouros knew how to get to Psychiko; his trouble was finding a way to get to the house. They passed the same kiosk twice trying
         to find the correct connecting road to the one-way street they were looking for.
      

      
      ‘Screw it,’ said Andreas. ‘Turn up here,’ pointing at a DO NOT ENTER sign marking the end of the street they wanted.

      
      About a quarter-mile up the road, an eight-foot-high, white concrete-stucco wall ran for about one hundred feet along the right side of the street. A ten-foot-high, black wrought
         iron gate stood midway along the wall. The gate’s leaf-and-tendril design was so tightly spaced not even a cat could squeeze
         through.
      

      
      They parked outside the gate, and Kouros walked to the intercom on the wall by the left side of the gate. He identified himself
         and held his police ID up to the camera. They were buzzed in and made their way along a stone path winding around closely
         planted eucalyptus, lemon, bougainvillea, and oleander shielding the house from the gate. Andreas thought a lot of care must
         go into this place. A man waited for them outside the front door. He asked to see their identification again. When he asked
         the purpose for their visit, Andreas told him, ‘It’s a personal, family matter.’
      

      
      The man took out his cell phone and called someone. Andreas’ eyes scanned the front of the three-story building. Hard to imagine
         it was only a house. ‘I could live here,’ he said to Kouros.
      

      
      ‘I’d never find my way home at night.’

      
      ‘Who said I’d ever leave?’

      
      ‘Gentlemen, please, come with me.’ The man gestured toward the open front door. He showed them into a room most would call
         a living room but, between the front door and where they stood, they’d passed through so many others Andreas would call a
         living room that he couldn’t guess what this one might be called.
      

      
      ‘Please, wait here. Would you like something to drink?’

      
      ‘No, thank you,’ said Andreas. He felt out of place in these surroundings, or maybe it was the purpose of his visit, but whatever the reason he sensed his hand might shake slightly if he held a glass. Adrenaline could do that. He preferred
         his hands free.
      

      
      The man left, leaving Andreas and Kouros standing in the middle of the lavishly decorated room, facing a doorway, and looking
         conspicuously ill at ease. Andreas was still struggling to think of the right words to say. All he could think of was, ‘Yianni,
         you tell them.’ Andreas smiled at the thought of the deer-in-the-headlights look that order would get from his taciturn partner.
      

      
      ‘Chief Kaldis?’ The question came from behind them. He and Yianni turned to face the voice. A couple was standing in another
         doorway. The man looked much older than the woman.
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir, and this is officer Kouros.’

      
      Kouros nodded hello.

      
      ‘We understand you have a personal matter to discuss with us.’

      
      Andreas drew in a breath. ‘Yes, sir, I do.’

      
      ‘I hope it’s not something we should have our lawyer here for.’ He was smiling as he said it, but it showed Andreas this man
         knew his way around police. For if he did need a lawyer, Andreas must tell him now.
      

      
      ‘No, sir, absolutely not.’

      
      The man’s smile was gone.

      
      ‘What’s wrong? What’s happened? Are the children all right?’ It was the woman. She was squeezing the man’s arm.

      
      Andreas hoped it wouldn’t come up this way, so abruptly and directly to the point. But that’s how most mothers reacted to
         police appearing at their homes unexpectedly: had something happened to her children or her husband? And usually in that order.
      

      
      He must now give these people probably the worst news they’d ever hear. He hoped his voice wouldn’t crack. ‘Yes, I’m afraid
         it’s about Sotiris.’
      

      
      ‘What’s happened? Is he all right, did he wreck the car, did he hurt someone, did—’ Before she could finish the man cut her
         off.
      

      
      ‘Please, dear, let me handle this.’ He looked at Andreas. ‘Whatever trouble he’s in I’m sure we can work it out. I have a
         lot of friends.’
      

      
      Andreas knew how to handle this sort of approach, but not today. No matter how obnoxious or pretentious this guy might be,
         he would get a free pass on this.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure you do, sir, but it’s not that sort of situation.’

      
      The man started to say something else, but Andreas put up his hand and said, ‘Please.’

      
      Perhaps it was the look of anguish on Andreas’ face or a paralyzing, simultaneous chill felt in each one’s spine, but each
         stood perfectly still, quietly waiting for Andreas to speak.
      

      
      Andreas only paused long enough for them to look directly into his eyes. ‘A terrible thing has happened, Sotiris has been
         killed.’ Unconsciously, he crossed himself.
      

      
      No one moved, not a word was said. It was an eternity. It was three seconds.

      
      ‘Noooooooooo …’ The word went on forever. The mother kept pitching it higher and higher, twisting her hands about the man’s arm, then
         grabbed her face in her hands. Still struggling to scream, but without the breath for it, she started pounding on the man’s chest. He did not move. He did not blink.
      

      
      Andreas did not know what more to say, and so he said the obvious. ‘I’m so very sorry, Mr and Mrs Kostopoulos.’

   



      
      
      3

      

      [image: image]

      
      Andreas never got used to delivering such dreadful, unexpected news. He didn’t want to; his skin was thick enough. He watched
         Mrs Kostopoulos go from pounding on her husband’s chest to sobbing against it, but he wasn’t judging how they chose to mourn.
         There should be no rules for grieving. Especially for a child.
      

      
      Ginny Kostopoulos was twenty-four when she met fifty-year-old Zanni. Like so many other Eastern-European beauties migrating
         to Greece in search of work, she put her natural charms to good use on celebrity-filled island beaches catering to the desires
         of thirsty sun worshipers. Zanni’s were obvious from the start, and Ginny, an unwed mother of a four-year-old son, did not
         object. They married as quickly as he could divorce wife number two. Zanni adopted the boy, giving him the name Sotiris after
         Zanni’s late father. He had two grown daughters from his previous marriages and, together with Ginny, twin ten-year-old girls.
         Sotiris was the only son.
      

      
      
      Andreas waited patiently; he knew the question would come soon. It always did.

      
      ‘What happened to our son?’ It came from Zanni.

      
      ‘He was …’ Andreas swallowed hard. ‘He was murdered.’ A priest or a social worker might have put it differently, but Andreas
         was a cop. And cops want reactions. They’re more telling than words.
      

      
      ‘Murdered? Murdered!’ It was Ginny. She dropped her arms from around her husband and turned away from all three men. Her right
         hand was over her mouth and her eyes fixed on the floor.
      

      
      ‘Who did it … how did it happen?’ Zanni did the asking. Ginny didn’t move from her spot.

      
      ‘We don’t know yet, sir. It occurred a few hours after midnight. Your son’s body was discovered at dawn and the coroner hasn’t
         completed his examination.’ Neither parent responded. Andreas’ instinct was to say more. ‘But we think it was directed at
         your family.’
      

      
      Zanni’s expression did not change. His face had turned to stone since Andreas first said his son was dead. Ginny was frozen
         in place, her breathing increasing rapidly, as if about to hyperventilate.
      

      
      They were in shock, a normal and expected reaction.

      
      ‘Thank you, Chief, for your concern.’ Zanni sounded as if tipping a waiter.

      
      Andreas thought perhaps he hadn’t made his last comment clear enough or they may have missed it in their grief. ‘Mr Kostopoulos,
         did your son or your family receive any threats? Or can you think of anyone who might have done such a horrible thing as a
         message to your family?’
      

      
      Zanni stared straight ahead. ‘No, sir.’

      
      
      Andreas pressed him harder but got no better an answer than an interviewer trying to force genuine beliefs from a politician.
         Nor was there a hint of Zanni’s legendary temper; no matter how hard Andreas pushed him it was always the same: ‘No, sir.’
      

      
      Zanni eyes stayed focused somewhere in the middle-distance while Ginny stood with hers fixed on the floor, clutching her arms
         across her chest and swaying from side to side. She said not a word and was no longer crying.
      

      
      The chief of Athens Special Crimes Division had just asked the parents of a murdered boy if their son’s death was a message
         to their family, and neither asked what the hell he was talking about. Shock or no shock, Andreas knew their silence definitely
         was not normal.
      

      
      They were sitting in their car in front of the Kostopoulos home. ‘So, what do you think?’ It was the second time Andreas asked
         that question in the three minutes since they’d left the house.
      

      
      Kouros’ first answer to the question was a summary of what the boy’s parents and the household staff told them: Sotiris was
         almost seventeen, into girls not guys, and well-liked. He’d been playing backgammon at home with two male classmates until
         eleven when all three were picked up by a taxi for some late-night clubbing. He hadn’t been expected home until late Sunday
         afternoon, at the earliest. Those weren’t unusual hours for him or for his friends on weekends, and, yes, they were underage
         for the clubs, but so were a lot of kids from fancy neighborhoods who hung out there. They got in because they could afford
         it or some family celebrity-status made them attractive customers. Some, like Sotiris, got in for both reasons.
      

      
      This time Kouros’ answer was, ‘About what?’

      
      ‘Mr and Mrs K.’

      
      Kouros shrugged. ‘They were pretty much out of it. Especially her. Until that doctor got there with a sedative, I thought
         she was going to lose it big-time.’
      

      
      ‘Me, too.’ Andreas stared at the gate. ‘Something’s not right about this. They couldn’t name one person with a possible grudge
         against their son or them. All they needed to do was open a newspaper, any newspaper, and find Linardos spelled in capital
         letters. But they didn’t even mention the name. It was as if that family didn’t exist.’
      

      
      ‘He had to be thinking the same thing we were. The most obvious suspect was someone tied into the Linardos family.’

      
      Andreas nodded. ‘For sure, but he’s never going to tell us. It’s not in his DNA. He can’t ask for help. Certainly not from
         cops.’
      

      
      ‘The wife seemed pretty close to saying something. I thought she was going to explode.’

      
      ‘What I’d give to be a fly on their wall when she wakes up and starts tearing into him.’ Andreas gestured for Kouros to start
         the car. ‘May as well stop hoping for miracles and get back to police work. Let’s find those two friends of the boy. We’ll
         come back here in a day or so, after the funeral, and try to get her to talk. They’re not going anywhere.’
      

      
      Andreas learned early on as a cop that sixteen-year-old boys lived forever. They all knew that rule. It applied to all boys,
         not just those with doting parents forgiving all trespasses, indulging all whims, and setting no boundaries. It was a hormonal thing, so every cop knew they were at the core of the most
         dangerous age groups to predict. Children died of war, famine, disease, and other, far too remote causes, to raise even a
         passing thought of personal mortality in most sixteen-year-old minds. Thankfully, most grew up unscathed in any serious way.
      

      
      He also knew not all were so lucky. A few died, some survived close calls, and others were left to grieve the fates of their
         peers. But even the most personal of accidental tragedies, a friend’s horrific, deadly motorcycle crash, rarely had but short-term
         influence on their behavior. In their minds, they were protected from a similar fate by greater skills, better judgment, and
         the ever-intoxicating bravado of their hormones.
      

      
      But that rationale would not help Sotiris Kostopoulos’ friends deal with his death. Perhaps, if he’d died in a car or boating
         accident, or they were kids from a violent neighborhood where crime on the streets many times brought death, it would be
         different for them, but murder was outside the experience of the Athens Academy crowd.
      

      
      Andreas and Kouros spent hours speaking separately to the boys in the presence of their parents. That was the quickest way
         of gaining the parents’ cooperation. Now, though, it was time to speak to the two boys individually, and away from hovering
         adults. When the parents objected, Andreas courteously explained their choices: one, accompany their children to police headquarters
         for a formal interrogation with stenographer, lawyers, and all; or two, allow the police to complete the questioning, informally,
         in a private home.
      

      
      
      Andreas thought that would get him the desired cooperation, but Greeks were notorious negotiators, even with police, and
         the father of one of the boys would not relent. Andreas was certain the two friends weren’t suspects and knew if he pressed
         it to the point of involving lawyers it might be days, perhaps longer, before he got to speak to them. So, they compromised:
         no parents, but the boys remained together.
      

      
      The home they chose was only a few blocks from the Kostopoulos residence, but settled in another world, one far more familiar
         to Andreas. He sat on a straight-back dining room chair in what he knew could be the home’s only living room, facing two boys
         seated on a plush-cushion bright-red and green floral-pattern couch. The boys looked about to be devoured by the pillows.
         Kouros sat off to Andreas’ right, at the end of the couch, in another straight-back chair.
      

      
      Theo Angelou and George Lambrou were dark-skinned, dark-haired, dark-eyed, and pimply. Theo, at five-feet five inches tall,
         was noticeably overweight. George, though the thinner of the two, was only an inch or so taller. No doubt blond, blue-eyed,
         six-foot Sotiris Kostopoulos had been the face-man of this crew. The two struggled to sit up straight on the couch. It was
         obvious from their faces what was going through their minds: there-but-for-the-grace-of-God-go-I.
      

      
      Andreas spoke to them as men, not boys, aiming to create camaraderie and attain a hoped for franker discussion of a very important
         – stunningly attractive – detail they’d been sheepish to talk about in front of their parents.
      

      
      ‘A taxi driver you knew, from the car service you always used, picked you up at Sotiris’ house and took you straight to the Angel Club off Pireos Street in Gazi?’
      

      
      Both nodded.

      
      ‘That’s been your hangout for the past four months?’

      
      More nods.

     ‘And every weekend night it’s open there’s a specific table reserved just for you whether or not you showed up?’
         Andreas hoped his tone didn’t show what he thought of high-school kids with private tables at one of Athens’ hottest clubs,
         and of the parents who paid.
      

      
      Perhaps he hadn’t masked it well enough or, perhaps, the glamour of claiming such privilege was gone, but the boys didn’t
         nod. George looked at Theo, then back at Andreas. ‘Yes, sir, that’s right, but really it was Sotiris who had the table. Everyone
         knew they could find him there after midnight.’
      

      
      ‘Ever go to any other clubs, like in Kolonaki?’ Kolonaki was Athens’ most fashionable and expensive downtown neighborhood,
         and where Andreas expected these kids to gather, rather than in the dicier clubs of Gazi.
      

      
      ‘Not really, Angel was our place. We didn’t want to hang out in Kolonaki clubs with everyone else from around here. Once in
         a while, maybe, if there were a special party somewhere else, but most of our friends came to party with us at Angel.’
      

      
      He looked at Theo.

      
      ‘Yes, sir, that’s right.’

      
      Andreas paused. He almost was up to what he wanted to cover most, but first, a subject he hadn’t raised in front of their
         parents. ‘I understand Sotiris didn’t have a girlfriend?’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s right,’ said Theo.

      
      ‘Was there some special girl in his life? Anyone?’

      
      ‘Not that I knew of.’

      
      Andreas looked at George. ‘Did he ever have a girlfriend?’

      
      ‘No, sir.’

      
      ‘Okay, guys.’ Andreas leaned forward. ‘I’ve got to ask this question. Was he gay?’

      
      There was genuine surprise, even a flash of anger on Theo’s face. Perhaps because of what the question suggested about the
         three of them.
      

      
      George spoke. ‘No way, he was the best there was with girls. They were all over him. We’d hang around waiting for the ones
         he tossed back.’
      

      
      Andreas shook his head. ‘You’re not convincing me, guys. You tell me he had no girlfriend and yet girls were all over him.
         Doesn’t sound to me that he liked girls.’ Andreas knew he was pushing an uncomfortable subject on already traumatized boys
         and didn’t like it, but he had no choice.
      

      
      George stared at a photograph of his parents on the coffee table next to Andreas. ‘I don’t know what else to tell you. He
         didn’t have a girlfriend.’ The boy paused, as if emphasizing what he was about to say. ‘None of us did.’ Then he looked at
         Andreas’ eyes. ‘But Sotiris wasn’t gay. Neither is Theo.’ No disclaimer for himself.
      

      
      Interesting kid, Andreas thought, he’s implying he might be gay to establish his murdered buddy was not.

      
      George continued. ‘He didn’t want to be tied down to any one girl. That’s the way a lot of guys are these days. If you have
         sex with the girl she thinks it’s serious, and if you have it with her regularly she thinks you’ll marry her.’
      

      
      
      This I’m hearing from a high-school kid, thought Andreas. He smiled at how much simpler his own teenage years might have been
         had he known that little secret then. Even now, it might be useful.
      

      
      Time to see if his challenge to teenager machismo resulted in an among-us-guys discussion of his real subject of interest.
         ‘Okay, George, so tell me more about this hot girl Sotiris met last night at the Angel.’
      

      
      ‘We never saw her before. As I told you, she looked about twenty, light brown hair, green eyes, great figure. Taller than
         me.’
      

      
      Andreas smiled. ‘So, guys, now tell me exactly what you said when you first saw her. Let’s start with what Sotiris said. Don’t worry, I can handle it.’ He leaned over and
         gave Theo a man-to-man smack on the knee.
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