

  

    [image: ]


  




  AMSTERDAM ASSASSIN SERIES




  





  





  Reprobate




  [A Katla Novel]




  





  By




  





  Martyn V. Halm




  





  





  Pushdagger Publishing Limited




  





  Reprobate - A Katla Novel (Amsterdam Assassin Series)




  ISBN: 978-94-91623-01-1 (ePub)


  ASIN: B0094VD7JW (.mobi)




  Copyright: Martyn V. Halm


  Published: September 1st, 2012


  Publisher: Pushdagger Publishing Limited




  Cover design: Farah Evers




  E-Book Distribution: XinXii


  http://www.xinxii.com


  [image: logo_xinxii]


  





  The right of Martyn V. Halm to be identified as author of this Work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in retrieval system, copied in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise transmitted without written permission from the publisher. You must not circulate this book in any format.




  Assassin Katla breaks her own rules when confronted with an unusual witness...




  





  Blessed with an almost non-existent conscience, Katla Sieltjes, expert in disguising homicide, views assassination as an intricate and rewarding occupation. Hidden behind her male alter ego Loki, Katla receives anonymous assignments, negotiates the terms with clients through electronic means, all to protect her identity. Her solitary existence satisfies her until she meets a blind musician whose failure to notice a ‘closed’ sign causes him to wander in on Katla’s crime scene. And Katla breaks one of her most important rules - never leave a living witness.




  





  Reprobate is the first novel in the Amsterdam Assassin Series. With authentic details and fast-paced action, featuring an uncompromising heroine and a supporting cast of unusual characters, Reprobate gives a rare glimpse in the local Dutch culture, information on the famous Dutch capital, the narcotics trade, computer hacking, motorcycle gangs, mehndi bridal tattoos, martial arts, the psychology of social engineering, and the brutal effectiveness of disciplined violence.




  





  This e-book now features a glossary.




  The Amsterdam Assassin Series by Martyn V. Halm




  





  The Amsterdam Assassin Series revolves around freelance assassin and corporate troubleshooter Katla Sieltjes. Under the name Loki Enterprises, Katla specialises in disguising homicide and providing permanent solutions for both individuals and corporations.




  





  The Novels




  The first novel in the Amsterdam Assassin Series, Reprobate, marks the first time Katla breaks one of her own rules, and how this affects both her personal and business life. The second novel, Peccadillo, shows what happens if you corner an assassin’s legitimate business cover. The third novel, Rogue, is planned for release in 2013. While the novels can be read out of order, reading them in chronological order might be more enjoyable.




  





  The KillFiles




  Between the publications of the novels, the Amsterdam Assassin Series will also feature stand-alone short stories, the Katla KillFiles. The Katla KillFiles chronologically precede the novels in the Amsterdam Assassin Series. Each KillFile features Katla executing one of her contracts before the events in Reprobate, and, while not mandatory reading, each KillFile provides insight both in Katla’s work methods and skill, and additional background information in her character and personal history. The KillFiles can be read out of order, as the contracts are random samples from her past. Each KillFile also contains a teaser from the novels in the Amsterdam Assassin Series. The first Katla KillFile is Locked Room, where Katla is creating a locked room murder, where homicide isn't apparent and the location is sealed. By adding a teaser chapter of Reprobate, I hopefully make people curious about the novels.




  





  To receive updates on the Amsterdam Assassin Series, click here to subscribe to the mailing list.




  




  





  





  





  





  For Maaike, the love and light of my life.




  





  And to Tycho Thelonious and Nica Hilke, thankfully still too young to read my work.




  rep·ro·bate




  n.




  A morally unprincipled person.




  One who is predestined to damnation.




  adj.




  Morally unprincipled; shameless.




  Rejected by God and without hope of salvation.




  For reasons of authenticity, many non-English locales, phrases, and names in the Amsterdam Assassin Series are written in their original language. Instead of breaking the words down into Dutch/Japanese/German/Arabic/Jamaican, I merely list these words alphabetically, adding explanations where warranted. If you spot other words that require translation or elaboration, please send an email to katlasieltjes@yahoo.com so I can include them in this glossary.




  





  Alstublieft (Dutch) - shortened form of 'Als het u belieft' meaning, 'If it pleases you'. Most often used as 'please'. Informal, asjeblieft. Abbreviated, mostly on signs, AUB.




  Ascenseur pour l'Echafaud - (French) Lift to the Scaffold, a movie by Louis Malle with music improvised by Miles Davis.




  Atari - (Japanese) Go term, meaning a stone is under attack or immediate threat.




  Bien merci - (French) That's right, thanks. Or, ‘I’m fine, thanks’.




  BKA - (German) The Bundeskriminalamt (Federal Criminal Police Office) is a national investigative police agency in Germany and falls directly under the Federal Ministry of the Interior. As law enforcement in Germany is vested in the states, the BKA only becomes involved in cases of international organised crime or when requested by the respective federal state authorities or the federal minister of the interior. The federal prosecutor can also direct it to investigate cases of special public interest.




  Cartucho, El - (Spanish) The Bullet, a neighbourhood in Bogotá, Colombia, which was destroyed and replaced by a park. At its time, one of the poorest and most dangerous areas in the world during its time, it is now a new part of downtown Bogotá filled with drug addicts and the poverty stricken.




  Ça va? - (French) How are you? Response 'Ça va bien', it goes well or I'm good.




  Chaud - (French) Hot. Trop Chaud = Too Hot.




  Chèrie - (French) darling (only used to women). Chèr means 'expensive', and if expressed by a man to another man 'mon chèr' means 'my good man'.




  Chotto matte kudasai – (Japanese) Please wait a second, also used as ‘hold the line for a moment’.




  Cochon - (French) pig.




  Dank u wel - (Dutch) thank you very much. Often dankuwel, thankyouverymuch.




  DEA - (US) Abbreviation of Drug Enforcement Administration, a federal body mostly specializing in the enforcement of drug laws and persecuting drug crime.




  Diu! - (Cantonese) Vulgar expression of dissatisfaction or shock.




  Diu nei! - (Cantonese) More vulgar expression of dissatisfaction or shock




  Diu nei lou mou! - (Cantonese) Incredibly vulgar expression of dissatisfaction or shock.




  Eikel (Dutch slang) - Jerk. Literal translation 'acorn'.




  Engelbewaarder (Dutch) - Guardian angel. Name of a jazz cafe on the Kloveniersburgwal.




  Fuseki - (Japanese) Go term, the opening moves before the first clashes.




  Gaijin/Gaikokujin - (Japanese) Gaijin means ‘strange person’, but is commonly used for ’stranger’ or ‘foreigner’, i.e. any non-Japanese person. The polite word for ‘foreigner’ or non-Japanese person is ‘gaikokujin’.




  Gau! - (Cantonese) Vulgar expression of disappointment.




  Geld - (Dutch) money




  Godverdomme - (Dutch) Goddamn




  Graag gedaan - (Dutch) literal 'Happy to have done it', similar to 'You're welcome'.




  Gracht - (Dutch) originally a gracht is the moat around a castle or city, but it’s mostly translated as canal, which can cause confusion as Dutch also has the word ‘kanaal’ which means a (man-made) waterway that’s mainly straight as a ruler. Other waterways are ‘sloot’, a shallow waterway often used to separate meadows from the road and each other, ‘poel’, a natural pool, ‘meer’, a lake, and ‘rivier’, river. Grachten are flanked by ‘kades’ or quays, which are named after the waterway. So riding along the Prinsengracht would consist of riding down the quay flanking the Prince’s Canal. As the quays flanking the grachten are narrow, they’re mostly one-way, with the inner ring heading east to west, and the outer ring west to east. If you need to be at a certain address in the middle of a block, you might have to drive past it on the inner ring, cross the canal by the first bridge and drive back along the other quay to reach your destination. In some cases, the gracht has been filled to make a road, which process is called ‘dempen’, so a ‘gedempte gracht’ is a former canal, now filled up. A ‘burgwal’ is a moat that used to be part of the defense works of Amsterdam. The most famous ‘burgwallen’ are those of the Red Light District: Oudezijds Voorburgwal (Old Side Front Defense Quay), Oudezijds Achterburgwal (Old Side Rear Defense Quay), and the Kloveniersburgwal, which is pretty much untranslatable (the ‘kloveniers’ were part of the ‘schutterij’ (militia), who used a rifle called a ‘klovenier’).




  Hai - (Japanese) 'yes' or 'affirmative' or 'please'.




  Henna - coloured powder, mixed into a paste. Used to colour hair or adorn the skin. From Arabic ḥinnā.




  (Dienst) IPOL - (Dutch) A division within the Koninklijke Landelijke Politie Diensten (KLPD) concerned with gathering information for law enforcement purposes, anti-terrorism coordination and liaising with foreign law enforcement. Similar to MI-5 or Homeland Security’s ICE division.




  Joseki - (Japanese) Go term, meaning ‘set pattern’.




  Kanji – (Japanese) Japanese script, drawn with brush strokes. Katakana are symbols used to transcribe foreign sounds/names, for instance ma-ru-te-y-n for Martyn. Hiragana and Hentaigana are more intricate and used for Japanese sounds, names and concepts.




  Kampai - (Japanese) drinking toast, akin to 'your (good) health'.




  Kankyuto - (Japanese) "sword to pierce head”, small double edged blade used to prop up severed heads for formal viewing. They can occasionally be found in the saya (sheath) in place of a kozuka (utility knife).




  Katagi - (Japanese) Useful person, contributing to society. See 'Yakuza'.




  Katana - (Japanese) curved Japanese sword.




  Kimono - (Japanese) Kimono (literary ‘thing to wear’) are T-shaped, straight-lined robes worn so that the hem falls to the ankle, with attached collars and long, wide sleeves. Kimono are wrapped around the body, always with the left side over the right (except when dressing the dead for burial), and secured by a sash called an obi, which is tied at the back. Kimono are generally worn with traditional footwear (zori or geta) and split-toe socks called tabi.




  Madame - (French) Mrs. A married woman.




  Mademoiselle - (French) Ms. An unmarried woman or girl.




  Mehndi - temporary tattoos made with henna, from Sanskrit mendhikā Mehndi is a ceremonial art form which originated in ancient India. Intricate patterns of mehndi are typically applied to brides before the wedding ceremonies.




  Mi Vida Loca - (Spanish) My Crazy Life. Often denoted by three tattoed dots in the web between the thumb and the index finger, meaning someone is in the criminal life.




  Mou lei tau - (Cantonese) makes no sense, non-sensical, crap.




  Naggacha - (Arab) also spelled Nakacha. A (female) artist specialising in mehndi or henna tattoos, mostly for bridal purposes.




  Nani? - (Japanese) Informal phrase meaning ‘What?’. Although it sounds rude, it’s the most common phrase people say when answering the phone or intercom, but also to express confusion ‘I beg your pardon?’.




  Ohayo - (Japanese) Informal phrase meaning ‘hey’ or ‘hello’.




  Oshibori - (Japanese) a hot damp rolled-up towel to clean your hands and face prior to a meal.




  Oyabun - (Japanese) Literally, ‘Father’, the Oyabun is the head of a Yakuza family, similar to a Mafia Don.




  Peccadillo - (Latin) a minor sin or character flaw.




  Petit - (French) Little or little one. Feminine form Petite.




  Quintain - (archaic) Medieval jousting training equipment, consisting of a revolving cross figure on a stick, with a shield on one arm of the crosspiece and a bag of sand swinging from the other. The goal was to strike the shield accurately to avoid being hit by the heavy bag of sand when the quintain would revolve around the stick.




  Reprobate - (Latin) an unrepented sinner, a morally unprincipled person.




  Seppuku - (Japanese) Ritual suicide by slicing open the abdomen with a wakizashi or katana. Often ignorantly called ‘hara-kiri’ (cutting the belly), seppuku is the deepest apology a male samurai can make to his lord for failure. Since the samurai’s life belongs to his lord, the right to commit seppuku has to be granted by the lord. The lord can also prefer for the samurai to atone in another way, like yubitsume.




  Shiatsu - (Japanese) Acupressure massage. A form of massage therapy where points on the body are pressed with the thumbs, fingers and elbows. In Japan many blind people become shiatsu therapists because touch is much more important than vision in the practice.




  Sodemieter op! - (Dutch slang) similar to 'fuck off'.




  Steeg - (Dutch) an alley, often quite narrow. Other roads are ‘snelweg’, motorway or highway, ‘weg’, roads intended for vehicles, ‘straat’, streets intended for traffic to the houses flanking it, ‘dwarsstraat’ is a sidestreet often perpendicular on the main street, and ‘laan’ or lane, which are mostly straight and flanked by trees. Steeg, while already narrow, has a diminishing version, ‘steegje’, meaning small alley. Stegen and steegjes are found most often in the old city quarters built for pedestrian traffic.




  Sumimasen - (Japanese) Formal apology to a superior.




  Tabi - (Japanese) A cross between a sock and a slipper, often blue or white with a thick cotton or thin leather sole. The big toe is separated from the other toes to allow the tabi to be worn in Japanese wooden clogs called geta or wooden slippers called zori.




  Trut - (Dutch slang) means frigid bitch. A 'Teef' is a female dog or 'bitch', and also used as a curse word.




  Wakizashi - (Japanese) a short sword, part of a set of two swords, one long ‘katana’ and a short ‘wakizashi’. A wakizashi is longer than a knife ‘tanto’, but not as long and cumbersome in wielding has the katana. Katana are generally wielded two-handed, a wakizashi is handled with one hand. Inside domiciles and narrow spaces, a wakizashi is preferable to the katana. Both katana and wakizashi are sheathed in a scabbard of lacquered wood called saya, and have guards between the handle and the blade called tsuba, although the tsuba of the wakizashi are proportionally smaller. A tanto, or knife, has a saya, but no tsuba.




  Waribashi - (Japanese) wooden chopsticks, often for single use.




  Yakuza - (Japanese) Japanese gangster. The name derives from ya-ku-za or 8-9-3, the losing hand in oicho-kabu, a Japanese game similar to blackjack. Yakuza consider themselves ‘useless’ and they prey on the katagi or ‘useful’ members of society.




  Yubitsume - (Japanese) the ritual ‘finger-cutting’ for atonement. Once a ritual specifically for samurai to atone for failure or sins without the right to commit ritual suicide or seppuku, cutting off the little finger of the right hand actually makes wielding a sword more difficult, because the sword is mainly gripped with the little fingers. The practice was adopted by the Yakuza, who are mainly associated with the practice. Some yakuza display their shortened fingers proudly, others wear prosthetics in public.




  Yukata - (Japanese) unlined casual summer kimono.




  





  





  





  





  





  
GALLERY




  





  Amsterdam, Summer.




  For someone in his precarious position Klaas Dolfijn had stupid habits. Always took the same train to cycle down the same streets to the same luncheonette to eat the same breakfast before heading to his gallery. A routine that left him wide open for ambush. In his defence the gallery proprietor probably had his routine for years and was keeping up appearances, desperately pretending nothing was out of the ordinary.




  Katla Sieltjes was not deceived. The Yakuza wouldn’t have hired her if everything was fine.




  She sat across from Dolfijn’s gallery in the middle of the bench that overlooked the Lauriergracht canal, her posture relaxed, bare arms resting easily on the backrest. Her right forearm felt naked without the spike dagger sleeping snug and secure against the skin. The blade’s absence helped project innocence as did her summer dress, barely more than a silk camisole.




  A smile played around her lips. Nothing up her sleeves.




  The contract would’ve been easier if Takeshi hadn’t been so specific in his demands. And if the Yakuza had called her in before Dolfijn had reason to become wary of anyone remotely Japanese. On the other hand, Dolfijn’s wariness was their reason for granting her the contract so she shouldn’t complain.




  The ledger mentioned by Takeshi to be recovered should fit the paisley messenger bag that completed her innocuous outfit. The bag held a change of clothes, but also contained a Parker Urban ballpoint pen that doubled as a tactical pen, a ruler that could be broken into a brittle serrated edge, and a nail file. None within easy reach, but at least she wasn’t totally unarmed.




  Katla leaned back and watched an airplane draw a double vapour trail across an otherwise unmarred electric blue sky, its drone inaudible. After a month in New York City, being able to see Amsterdam’s bright blue expanse over the tiny houses was comforting. She followed the tiny airplane’s progress until the speck disappeared behind the rooftops.




  A Volkswagen convertible with a blaring radio halted behind a delivery van on the cobblestone road behind her. A radio newscaster warbled about the fourth week of the ‘heat wave’. You’d think people adjust to the heat after a couple of days, but hospitals still flooded with sunstroke victims and air conditioners failed all over the city. Halfway through the news bulletin the clock of the Westertoren chimed ten times—late as usual. Two minutes late according to the dive computer on her wrist.




  Dolfijn was also late. Asian Arts & Artefacts was supposed to open at ten. Katla didn’t mind his lack of punctuality, though. Patience was a hunter’s virtue. He might waste another few minutes of her time, but she was about to wreck his life which evened out things considerably.




  From her position on the bench Katla could see straight into the Konijnenstraat alley next to the gallery.




  Halfway down the alley a sturdy wooden door guarded the entrance to a paved yard behind the gallery. Dolfijn habitually parked his bicycle under an awning that not only sheltered him from bad weather but also from the prying eyes. At the top of the wall wicked shards of glass stabbed up at the sky from their bed of cement. Primitive protection against amateur burglars. Katla would just follow him through the door and brace him under the awning.




  Dolfijn wheeled around the corner on a tiny collapsible Dahon. The bicycle’s diminutive size exaggerated his corpulence. The daily exercise didn’t do much for his girth. Or his stamina, judging by his red face.




  Katla got up and crossed the bridge spanning the canal. Behind her sunglasses her cold gaze measured distance and velocity to make sure she wouldn’t enter the alley before the gallery owner had his keys in the lock. Dolfijn slowed down, glanced into the alley and veered away towards the front door of the gallery.




  Too exposed for contact.




  She passed him and checked the alley to see what spooked him. At the far end two teenage boys loitered in the shade. They didn’t look like a threat, but Dolfijn apparently didn’t share her opinion.




  Katla waited until Dolfijn disappeared inside before she sauntered back to the gallery and used the reflection in the window to study her surroundings. A dove paraded up and down the bench she vacated. A pack of tourists on red MacBikes pedaled along the cobblestone road on the other side of the canal. A swan struggled through algae-choked water coated by dusty rainbow patches of oil. An old man strolled down the sun-baked quay with a poodle on a leash. A slovenly man wrestled a carrier tricycle over the hump of the bridge. Even the ducks floating in the shade of the colourful houseboats lining the quay seemed overcome by the heat.




  Stretching her spine, Katla drew a breath deep down into her abdomen. Frost spread through her bones and replaced her apprehension with the cool detachment of an observer. Moving closer to the window, she peered through her shadow into the gallery. Artificial light shone through the horizontal blinds of the cubicle in the rear. The blinds hindered a view of the interior of the office. The rest of the gallery was mostly in shadows, which suited her purpose.




  In the middle of the window display stood a wooden rack with a set of Japanese swords with garish mountings. A brass plaque urged interested parties to inquire inside for information.




  As Katla entered a bell jangled overhead and she glanced up straight into the lens of a security camera pointed at the entrance. She turned to the door closing behind her. The door needed a key to be locked from the inside. She cursed under her breath. Perhaps flipping the ‘OPEN’ sign would be enough to keep intruders out…




  Dolfijn stepped from his cubicle and approached her with the fluid grace of someone long used to his own obesity. His prissy mouth turned into a smile that revealed expensive bridgework but failed to reach his pale grey eyes.




  “Can I help you?”




  “I hope so.” Katla pointed over her shoulder. “You have more swords than the ones on display?”




  “Looking for anything special?”




  “A wakizashi.”




  He raised an eyebrow. “You’re a connoisseur?”




  “No. I like samurai films.”




  Dolfijn pursed his lips as if contemplating whether a fondness for Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai could be an acceptable justification to buy a sword. He turned his back and waved her along. To deter customers from wandering in Katla flipped the sign on the door to ‘CLOSED’ and followed his bobbing shape deeper into the gallery. She halted beside Dolfijn as he unlocked a cabinet and touched a switch on the wall. A spotlight overhead illuminated a velvet-covered shelf folded down from the inside of the door. He took a pair of cotton gloves from a box and slipped them on before he arranged three short swords on the shelf.




  “Gloves prevent acid residue from tainting the blade.” Dolfijn fussed until the swords lay at an exact distance from each other. “You’ll have to don a pair if you want to handle the swords.”




  That was more accommodating than she’d expected. With a smile Katla slipped on a pair of gloves and reached for the short sword in the middle of the velvet-covered shelf.




  Dolfijn stayed her hand. “Allow me. The scabbards are easily damaged.”




  Instead of drawing the sword from the scabbard, Dolfijn held the hilt firmly and slipped the saya from the blade before he presented the wakizashi to her. “The hamon on this sword is exquisite.”




  She pretended to examine the temper line along the steel edge. Holding the blade near the spotlight to distract the fat man, Katla reached for the light switch with her other hand.




  The spotlight went dark. She turned swiftly and held the blade against his throat.




  Dolfijn gasped at the touch of cold steel, the whites of his eyes visible in the gloom.




  “This is not your lucky day,” Katla whispered. The pungent odour of a fart mingled with the cloying scent of his after-shave lotion. She withdrew the blade. “Let’s go to your office.”




  He touched his throat. Droplets of blood stuck to his fingertips. “You cut—”




  “I nicked the skin. Move.”




  All former grace and confidence gone Dolfijn hobbled to the other side of the gallery, pushed open the door, and stepped into the cubicle. Before he could turn around Katla rested the sword on his shoulder with the edge against his neck. “Don’t move.”




  Except for an unlit cigar in a crystal ashtray and an ebony cigar box on the desk nothing in the tiny office could be used as a weapon.




  She lifted the blade from his shoulder. “Turn around.”




  Dolfijn glanced over his shoulder and turned around. He removed his gloves and tossed them on the desk, then pointed at a safe half-hidden behind the couch.




  “Want me to open it?”




  He was nervous, but the fear had left his eyes.




  Not a good sign.




  “Later.” Katla rested the blunt side of the wakizashi on her shoulder. “Open your jacket.”




  He blinked. “Excuse me?”




  “Don’t make me repeat myself.”




  Sweat popped out on his forehead. He unbuttoned his jacket and showed her the lining. Attached to his inside pocket with a steel clip was an elegant little holster with the grip of a small pistol visible.




  Without warning Katla slashed the lining with the tip of the wakizashi.




  Dolfijn went rigid. Blood drained from his face as the holster slipped through the torn silk lining and thumped on the rug. Katla forced Dolfijn back by prodding his belly with the tip of the sword. She stepped forward and kicked the holstered gun under the couch.




  “That wasn’t necessary,” Dolfijn spoke with a tremor in his voice as he studied the damage to his suit. “I could’ve taken it out.”




  “To hone skills, it is necessary to exercise them.”




  He glared at her. “Is that supposed to be funny?”




  “I wouldn’t know. I’m not a comedian. Open the safe.”




  He squatted, rested his left hand on top of the safe and worked the keypad with his right index finger. The safe issued a long beep and the door clicked open.




  As he reached for the handle, Katla rested the wakizashi’s keen edge on his collar. “I’ll handle that myself. Get up.”




  He pushed himself up to his feet and she directed him to the swivel chair behind the desk. “Sit. Cross your ankles.”




  The leather creaked under his weight. Dolfijn closed his jacket as if hiding the ruined lining would give him back his dignity.




  “You have what you want. Take the money and get out.”




  “I’m not after your money, Dolfijn. I need some information.”




  He grew still at the mentioning of his name. Wariness replaced his bravado. “About?”




  “Your dealings with the police.”




  “Takeshi sent you?” Dolfijn reached for the unlit cigar in the ashtray. “Didn’t know the Yakuza employed female enforcers.”




  His podgy hand halted in the air as Katla speared the cigar on the tip of the sword. She flicked the cigar from the ashtray onto the floor and ground it into the rug.




  “Smoking irritates me.”




  His bravado returned. “Needless vandalism irritates me.”




  “Vandalism is always needless. Put your right hand flat on the desk.” He rested his hand on the desktop and Katla placed the sharp edge of the sword on the first joints of his fingers. “You’re familiar with yubitsume, severing fingers as atonement for failure.”




  “I’m—”




  Katla held up her hand. “Fail to answer and I help you atone. Understand?”




  Dolfijn paled. “You are mistaken. I’m—”




  “I don’t make mistakes.”




  “Listen.” A bead of sweat trickled down his temple. “I’m not an informant. Takeshi must be paranoid to think I…”




  “To be paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not after you.” She put light pressure on the sword, enough to dent the skin. “Which shipment will Customs intercept?”




  His eyes went flat in an effort not to betray himself, but he didn’t reply.




  “You’ll open up.” Katla drew the blade a fraction across his skin. “One way or another...”




  Blood welled up along the shiny edge of the wakizashi.




  Dolfijn blinked and licked his lips. “I—I’m sure Takeshi and I can solve this misunderstanding without…”




  “Last chance, Dolfijn.” She pushed until the edge touched bone. “Which shipment?”




  His voice cracked. “Next Tuesday’s.”




  “Twentieth?”




  “The twentieth, yes. Please...”




  She lifted the blade. Cradling his bleeding hand against his heaving chest, Dolfijn slumped in the swivel chair like a deflated balloon. “This wasn’t necessary—”




  “Your ledger?”




  “Ledger?” His pale face shone with perspiration. “What do you want—”




  She put the tip of the sword under his chin. “Where do I find your ledger?”




  Dolfijn didn’t move his head for fear of getting skewered. “Desk. Locked drawer. Keys in my pocket.”




  Katla lowered the sword and his head sank down.




  “One more thing, Dolfijn.”




  “What else?” Dolfijn raised his head. “Sumimasen?”




  “Apologies won’t do.” In one smooth motion Katla drove the sword through his throat and pinned Dolfijn to the back of his chair. “But your death will satisfy him.”




  His eyes bulged and his hands dropped twitching into his urine-stained lap. Muscle spasms traveled through the steel and caused the hilt to tremble in her hand. Wary of gushing arteries Katla released the sword and stepped aside, but only a drop of blood welled up from the gash to stain the collar of his shirt. His last breath whistled through the ragged slit clogged with blood and phlegm. Then—as if someone cut the string that held it up—his head sank forward until his chin rested at an angle on the blunt side of the sword.




  Katla let the messenger bag slip from her shoulder and turned to the desk where a monitor on the wall showed a wide-angle view of the entrance.




  First things first. Killing isn’t all that difficult, getting away clean is the real challenge. She pressed the eject button of the time-lapse recorder hidden under the desk, put the cassette in her bag, and squatted by the safe. Inside she found a money tray with cash in various denominations and a grey-black semi-automatic pistol hidden under a stack of papers. Carefully removing the pistol and the money tray, she checked the papers. Nothing of interest. Katla put everything back, closed the safe and locked it again before she turned to the desk.




  Dolfijn’s death had to appear like the work of a frustrated robber, someone who didn’t manage to get him to open the safe, settling for whatever was in the desk. She pulled the drawers from the desk and emptied them on the rug, strewing papers all over the cubicle. The top drawer containing the ledger was locked. Ignoring the key ring in Dolfijn’s pocket, Katla yanked the sword from the dead man’s throat swiftly enough to leave his body upright. She inserted the bloodstained tip in the gap over the lock and wrenched the sword sideways and up. The lock didn’t resist and the drawer slid open to reveal a leather-bound notebook. She tossed the damaged sword on the couch behind her and pulled out the drawer.




  A bell jangled in the distance. Someone entered the gallery.




  Katla crept to the blinds and lifted one of the rosewood slats. The bright morning sun turned the intruder into a slender silhouette. She glanced at the monitor, but the intruder didn’t look up. Long dark hair. No clue to race or gender. Neither mattered—someone was about to learn the hard way some ‘CLOSED’ signs were not to be ignored.




  The intruder didn’t move deeper into the gallery, but called out Dolfijn’s first name in a clear baritone which solved the gender question. And he had to be a regular customer—the proprietor’s name was not painted on the window. She lowered the rosewood slat, lifted the dead man’s key ring from his pocket, and stepped from the cubicle. The voice rang out again, the intonation curious but not yet alarmed.




  “Klaas, you here?”




  Katla closed the cubicle door behind her and strolled towards the intruder.




  “We’re closed, sir. See the sign? On the door?”




  “Closed?”




  “Mr. Dolfijn had to leave urgently…” The words dried up in her throat. The intruder’s closed eyelids were riddled with white scars. His slender hands were wrapped around the wooden grip of a long white cane with red bands with the worn leather strap curled around the long fingers of his right hand.




  “What was the emergency?”




  Momentarily off-balance Katla said, “Death in the family.”




  The blind man tilted his head and opened his mouth to speak, but Katla regained her poise. “If you don’t mind…”




  “My name is Merleyn.” The blind man pressed a stud on the handle, folded the cane and moved the strap to his wrist. “Klaas reserved a tsuba for me.”




  An elderly dog walker halted by the window and gazed out over the canal while his poodle urinated against the façade.




  “It’s the guard for a Japanese sword.” Merleyn formed an elliptical sphere between his palms. “About this size.”




  “I can’t help you, sir. Just cleaning up here.”




  “Oh. Will Klaas be back later today?”




  “I don’t expect him to.”




  The blind man’s face twisted in dismay. “Are you sure?”




  “Pretty sure,” Katla said. “Perhaps you better call him tomorrow.”




  His face changed into a mask, all emotion fading away. His blank expression lasted a couple of seconds before animation came back to his face. “If I describe—”




  “Sorry, but—”




  “It’s eight centimeter in diameter, iron with gold inlays.” He rubbed his temple. “Pierced wheel design, Momoyama period.”




  “You don’t understand.” She stepped closer to the blind man. “Even if I could find it, I couldn’t sell it to you, so—”




  “I’m not asking you to.” Merleyn backed to the door and leaned against the frame. “I paid for it.”




  “Not my problem, is it?”




  He heaved an exasperated sigh. “Can’t you just look?”




  Frost filled her heart and she flexed her fingers. “I don’t have time…”




  “Five minutes. That’s all I ask.”




  The frost spread throughout her body. One blow and he would never ask anything anymore. In her mind she crushed his throat. Pink bubbles on his lips as he died without even comprehending the reason.




  Katla shuddered with the desire to kill him, but there was no reason for killing him. No reason except sheer annoyance. And she wouldn’t kill for that reason alone. She blinked and the frost retreated grudgingly.




  “Please?” he said. “Should be easy to find.”




  Katla relaxed her fist. “If I can’t find—”




  “I’ll go. I promise.”




  She rattled Dolfijn’s keys. “Step aside.”




  Merleyn moved out of her way and she locked the door.




  He cocked his head. “You’re locking us in?”




  “No, I’m locking everyone else out. Wait here.”




  She stalked away to the back of the store, her soft-soled running shoes inaudible in the silent gallery.




  Guards would be stored in the sword cabinet, but she doubted if they were arranged by their periods. Katla switched the spotlight back on, squatted near the two drawers at the lower half of the cabinet, and opened the bottom drawer first to save time. It contained various sword fittings; sageo, cords to secure the scabbard to the belt; kogai, ornamental pins worn on the outside of the scabbard; kozuka, ornate handles for the kogatana utility knives; and cleaning kits. Leaving the bottom drawer open she pulled out the drawer, which was filled with rows of sword guards. At least eight bore wheel designs and she couldn’t discern their periods.




  Katla sighed and someone sighed in unison.




  Her head swivelled around so fast her neck creaked. The blind man hovered behind her like a gangly vulture, his scarred face less than an arm’s length away. Katla whirled to her feet. Instinctively she raised her right hand high and open to distract while her left curled into a loose fist at her hip, poised to strike.




  The blind man stepped back in an unmistakable defence posture—left leg in front, bent at the knee and bearing his weight, the right leg stretched behind him for balance. His left hand hovered near his heart, palm out, and his right hand protected his crotch with the folded cane swinging from his wrist. Not a pose. There was no tension in his shoulders and he remained perfectly still, waiting for her move.




  “Can’t find it?” Merleyn’s voice was incongruously pleasant.




  “I told you to stay put.” Adrenaline soared through her system, constricting her throat.




  “You told me to wait.” The corner of his mouth twitched as if he was suppressing a smile. “You didn’t specify the location.”




  “I told you.” Anger brought heat to her cheeks. “By the door.”




  She hadn’t felt anger for a long time, but then, nobody had tried to mess with her in years.




  The blind man shrugged without changing the position of his hands. “I just wanted to save you some time. Klaas wouldn’t put a reserved item in his storage cabinet. My tsuba is probably in his office.”




  She groaned at his logic and her stupidity—the ebony cigar box on Dolfijn’s desk.




  He tilted his head. “Are you all right?”




  “I’m fine,” she bit back and the corner of his mouth twitched again.




  Smug bastard.




  Katla brushed past him and headed for the cubicle. The blind man followed in her footsteps.




  She turned around. “If your tsuba is in his office, I think I’ll manage to find it without your assistance.”




  “So, you’d like me to wait by the front door?”




  “And stay there.”




  Merleyn crossed the gallery like a hooded falcon, skirting unseen objects with the ease of someone used to eternal darkness.




  Katla waited until he was by the door, stepped into the office cubicle and picked up the ebony box. The clasp securing the lid was difficult to open with the cotton gloves, but she didn’t want to leave prints. On a bed of velvet lay a tsuba with lateral apertures fanned out like the spokes of a wheel from the central slit, the iron burnished silver with age. She held the sword guard under the desk lamp. Gold flashed around the rim.




  She closed the box, left the cubicle, and padded softly towards the blind man. Before she came within reach Merleyn turned around with an expectant smile on his face. “Find it?”




  “You were right, it was in the office.”




  His smile turned smug again and he held out his left hand. Katla placed the box on his palm and studied the blind man as he opened the lid and examined the tsuba with his fingertips. The smile lingered like an afterthought in the stillness of his scarred face. Apart from the white slashes covering his eyelids faded traces of tiny cuts peppered his face. His facial bone structure seemed intact so force and penetration must have been negligible.




  She glanced at her dive computer. Twenty minutes had passed since she entered the gallery, a third of the time wasted on getting rid of Merleyn. Maybe she should urge him to hurry up.




  The blind man seemed to sense her anxiety, closed the lid, secured the clasp, and lifted his head. “How much is it?”




  “Whát?” Katla blurted out. “You said you paid for it!”




  “A down payment.” Merleyn unzipped the breast pocket of his corduroy jacket, took out a slip of paper and held it out to her. “Here, my receipt.”




  She didn’t have to dig deep to put anger and anxiety in her voice. “I can’t sell you anything. I don’t know what that thing is worth.”




  “Can you contact Klaas?”




  “Not today.”




  “Can you give him a message?” His long fingers ironed the slip of paper. “Ask him to call me at The Roustabout. Leave a message at the bar.”




  She let doubt creep into her voice. “I don’t know…”




  “I couldn’t have described this tsuba if it wasn’t meant for me.” He put the receipt and the ebony box with the sword guard in his breast pocket. “Trust me, Klaas won’t mind.”




  Katla paused as if contemplating his proposal, reached over his shoulder and unlocked the door. The bell jangled as she pulled it open. “I’ll tell him.”




  Merleyn slipped out and flicked his wrist, the cane elongating until the telescopic parts clicked in place. Deep creases bracketed his mouth like parentheses. “Thanks for your help.”




  “You’re welcome.” Katla stayed in the shadows. “Have a nice day.”




  “You too.”




  Still smiling, the blind man walked away, his cane tapping the bricks. Katla locked the door and hurried back to the cubicle to finish the job.




  The ledger was filled with coded entries written in the same backwards slanting script with the Waterman fountain pen clipped to the cover. She put both ledger and pen in her messenger bag and patted down the corpse. His right inside pocket contained a leather organiser she put with the ledger.




  She inspected her dress for stains. Two small droplets of blood near her left breast were probably exhaled by Dolfijn. She quick-changed into a longer blue silk dress and stuffed the yellow one in her bag.




  With the messenger bag hanging from her shoulder Katla left the cubicle and crossed the gallery to the backdoor. Head down in case anyone watched from the windows of the opposite building she stepped out into the backyard. She skirted Dolfijn’s collapsible bicycle and unlocked the door leading to the alley.




  Not a soul in sight.




  She locked the door behind her and tossed the key ring over the wall into the yard.




  Heading for the far side of the alley, Katla stripped off the gloves, stuffed them in her bag for future disposal, and walked back to her old dented Vespa. She put a battery in her prepaid cell phone, called the number she had for Takeshi, and scraped her throat to lower her voice.




  A Japanese voice barked, “Nani?”




  “Loki calling.”




  “Chotto matte kudasai,” the Japanese voice replied.




  Didn’t sound like a request.




  Katla stretched to ease the tension from her body.




  Overhead a small white cloud drifted across the blue expanse. Too small to be a harbinger of the end of the heat wave.




  After a moment, her client came on. “Good news?”




  Katla could hear a faint echo. “Blue expects the goods on the twentieth.”




  “That will be fine. All went well?”




  She chuckled. “Our friend regretted his mistake.”




  “You corrected him?”




  “Yes.” As she paused Katla heard the echo again. “He won’t make any more mistakes.”




  “The ledger?”




  “You’ll receive it shortly.”




  “Thank you.”




  Takeshi rang off.




  That echo. Bad reception or somebody listening in?




  Didn’t matter much. She never used her own voice or name, spoke only in code. This conversation wouldn’t make sense to an outsider.




  Katla erased the call history, removed the battery from the cell phone, and returned both to her messenger bag.




  Time for breakfast.




  She rode her Vespa slowly to the luncheonette Dolfijn used to frequent. As she looked inside Katla spotted Merleyn sitting in a booth and chatting with the counter girl. Hoping she hadn’t made a mistake sparing the blind man’s life, Katla rode past the luncheonette to find another place to eat.




  





  





  





  





  





  
NEW YORK




  





  Carmine Street, New York City.




  On the second story fire escape Deborah Stern put down Arnon Grunberg’s Blauwe Maandagen and combed her fingers through her long red hair. If this heat and humidity continued much longer, maybe she had to visit a hairdresser, even if she was loath to leave the house. She sniffed the air and sighed. Her mother’s Carmine Street apartment had seemed like a good place to recuperate from the shooting and in many aspects it was—she could read up on Dutch newspapers and practice her language skills—but inwardly she cursed her mother for living above an Italian pastry shop. Every time Rocco’s door opened downstairs the sweet smell of pastries and chocolate wafted up in a mouthwatering cloud swirling up around the green painted fire escape and she succumbed to the siren call on a daily basis, now that she was on the wagon.




  Squinting against the morning sunlight Deborah looked at the intersection with Bedford Street. On the sidewalk in front of Marinella’s two men were engaged in a game of chess. A toddler played at their feet under the rickety table. Her gaze was drawn to the Sambuca glasses next to the chessboard, three coffee beans floating in each glass for good luck.




  There was a knock on the door. Probably a neighbour with the latest gossip for her mother. Only her employer knew she was living here and the DEA wasn’t known for surprise visits to sick employees. Deborah rubbed the scar on her left shoulder and picked up the book again. The knocking came again, more persistent now. With a sigh Deborah slipped inside through the open window, crossed the apartment, and yanked the door open. The man on her doorstep looked like a salesman.




  “My mother is out. Please come back another time.”




  Deborah was about to close the door in his face when the salesman flipped open his wallet and showed his ID. She skimmed the bold DEA and fixed on his name. Bishop, J. She remembered the name. Bishop was a section chief, abroad somewhere.




  “Can I come in, Ms. Stern?”




  “That depends on why you’re here.”




  He gave her a warm smile. “I’d like you to return to us.”




  “I haven’t resigned. I’m on sick leave.”




  “I know about your plans to resign.”




  Her eyes narrowed. “How—”




  “Could we continue inside?” Bishop held up a paper bag with a familiar logo. “I brought pastries from the shop downstairs.”




  Tucking an obstinate strand of red hair behind her ear Deborah stepped back and allowed him to enter. As he passed her Deborah noted he was two inches shorter than she was, which put him at five foot five inches.




  “Your mother is at work?”




  “Diaconal duties.” Deborah closed the door behind him. “Would you care for some ice coffee?”




  “I’d love some.”




  She took a clean glass from the kitchen and walked across the apartment. As she stepped onto the fire escape Bishop followed and picked the book from her chair.




  “Is it any good?” Bishop held up the book and read the title aloud. He had a funny accent, but his pronunciation wasn’t bad.




  “Puerile, but it’s his debut.” She poured the ice coffee. “I’m sure you’re not here to talk about Grunberg though.”




  From his briefcase Bishop took a slender folder with her name stenciled in the upper right corner. Deborah spotted a form with her picture tacked to the top.




  “Have you been to the Netherlands, Ms. Stern?”




  “No.”




  “You’re not curious about your ancestral country?”




  “Couldn’t afford to. I’m saving for my own place.”




  “Your Dutch is supposedly excellent.”




  Deborah shrugged again.




  “How’s the shoulder?”




  “Operational.”




  “The sleeping pills? You have trouble sleeping?”




  “Yes.”




  Bishop tilted his head. “Are you always this defensive or just naturally reticent?”




  The kindness in his gaze took her by surprise.




  “God gave us two ears and one mouth,” Deborah said. “To show listening is twice as important as speaking.”




  “I never looked at it that way, but it makes sense.”




  Bishop observed indirectly, but she could feel him study her all the same. She wondered what he saw. She wasn’t the person in his file. Not anymore. And to be truthful, she didn’t want to be. Problem was she didn’t know what she wanted. Except that she was tired of lying in bed surrounded by magazines and dirty plates, watching America expose itself on talk shows all day long and hankering after a tumbler of golden whisky to ease the turmoil in her mind.




  Tears pricked behind her eyes. She turned away from him and took a sip from her ice coffee to avoid wiping her face. It would be a mistake to appear fragile or unstable to this man, despite his kind demeanour.




  Bishop held up a Dutch newspaper. “I would ask you to translate, but since you read Dutch books—”




  Her gaze slipped to the circled item. “Package in front of law office was bomb,” she translated. “A suspicious package found Monday evening on the threshold of a law office contained explosives. The Bomb Squad has...”




  He put the newspaper away. “You understand spoken Dutch?”




  “Understand or translate? I’m not fast enough to be an interpreter.”




  Bishop took a tape recorder from his briefcase and switched it on. From the tiny speaker came an argument between a man with a dark soothing voice and a woman who spoke in clipped sentences. After a few minutes, he stopped the tape and took a transcript from the folder. “Tell me.”




  “One is male, the other female. Their quarrel is interspersed with slang. The woman says the man ogled the salesgirl in a store they just visited. He should’ve appraised her choice of clothes. Man soothes her, says he wouldn’t be interested in the salesgirl, she’s too skinny. The woman accuses him of devouring the girl with his eyes, or he wouldn’t have known she was skinny. Before you stopped the tape, she says, next time she won’t take him, just his credit card.”




  “That’s right on the money.”




  She folded her arms. “So, what is this about?”




  “My team needs a member who can speak, write and understand Dutch like a native. I’d like to offer you the position, but I understand you’re considering leaving the DEA.”




  “I don’t think I’m the same person I was.”




  “I wouldn’t believe you if you said you were.” Bishop put the tape recorder and the folder back in his briefcase. “Everyone reacts differently to trauma. Often there is a deeper understanding of your own mortality.” He toyed with his pencil. “I’ve been shot three times. Each time I became both stronger and weaker, shedding unrealistic ideas about myself.” He smiled at her. “Does that make sense to you?”




  She could feel the tears again. “It does.”




  “You’re going through the same process. Not handling it right, though. Moping doesn’t help. Your mind turns on itself. You become self-absorbed.” He sipped his ice coffee. “You need a change of scenery. Other duties. Doesn’t mean you’d have to leave the DEA.”




  “What are you offering?”




  “A two-year appointment as a liaison officer with my office.”




  He handed her his business card. Jerome Bishop, Chief Liaison Officer, Drug Enforcement Administration. With an address in Den Haag, Nederland.




  “The Hague.”




  “You’d have to relocate to the Netherlands. The team is small, but you’ll fit in.”




  “How small exactly?”




  “Me, my police liaison officer and my intelligence officer. You’d assist the three of us. With the promotion to GS-14 you’ll get a raise in pay and working abroad has other benefits.” He finished his ice coffee. “I need an answer in twenty-four hours, after that I’ll have to do with my second choice.”




  “You have one?”




  “How much time do you need to make up your mind?”




  Deborah put down the business card. “Two years. Sounds like a long time.”




  “That period is due to the costs of relocation. I’d be satisfied if you can hold out for at least one year. And you’ll have Dutch holidays—25 days of furlough per year.”




  “I’ll think it over.”




  “I can be reached at the local number on the back of the card.”




  Bishop put his briefcase under his arm and stepped back into the living room. She let him out of the apartment and went back out on the fire escape.




  Sat there for a long time, the book unread in her lap.




  





  





  





  





  





  
ROUSTABOUT




  





  Her inline skates whirring over the smooth asphalt, Katla Sieltjes raced along the Weteringschans, one of Amsterdam’s broader boulevards. With still an hour to go until rush-hour the wide asphalt street was deserted, except for taxicabs speeding along the public transport lane towards the taxi rank near the Leidseplein. Past the Barlaeus Gymnasium, Katla skipped the tram rails to the other side of the street, followed the bicycle path across Max Euweplein, sailed across the pedestrian crossing, and plunged into the Vondelpark.




  Unlike most Amsterdam parks, the Vondelpark featured a wide asphalt bicycle path circling the perimeter that attracted both hard-core and recreational inline skaters. The two rarely mingled. Recreational skaters used the whole park, but the hard-core skaters formed a cohesive group that occupied the west side of the park where the asphalt was smoothest and the path wide enough to accommodate self-made ramps and slalom courses fashioned out of empty plastic bottles.




  Despite the early hour the sun was already warm enough to disperse the dew from the grass and the vagrants sleeping on the benches. Katla found an unoccupied bench, loosened the fastenings of her skates and took a thermos with cold orange juice from her backpack. While she drank she checked out the skaters practicing their moves.




  In the distance an odd pair of joggers approached, wearing bright orange sweaters with bold black letters on the front. Except for the matching shirts the joggers were different in every aspect. One was short and broad across the chest, his glistening dark face crowned with a mane of bobbing dreadlocks; the other was two heads taller, pale, and slender. The Rastafarian’s sweater boasted ‘GUIDE’, but the tall jogger’s right arm obscured the text on his shirt. His arm fell away and she read ‘BLIND’.




  She looked up at his face again as they jogged past her bench.




  The blind man from the gallery; hair tied back in a ponytail, the scars on his face and infectious grin unmistakable. His left hand rested on the Rastafarian’s right shoulder. The backs of the orange sweaters featured the same logos.




  Katla put away the juice and refastened her skates, got up from the bench and weaved expertly through the slower pedestrian traffic, cold juice sloshing in her stomach. For a minute she thought Merleyn and the Rastafarian had left the park, but after another bend in the path the two orange spots bobbed up and down ahead. With powerful strokes she closed the remaining distance to ten meters and slowed to match their speed.




  Lithe on his feet, the blind man ran at a fluid pace, but the Rastafarian puffed like an asthmatic bulldog trying to keep up with a greyhound. Katla dropped back and followed at leisure until they slowed and walked to the P.C. Hooftstraat exit. She passed them, followed the street to the intersection and waited at the corner. A few minutes later the Rastafarian pedaled by on a transport bicycle, the blind man on the rear carrier, seated sideways to keep his long legs off the ground.




  She watched them until they disappeared from view, then skated home slowly, lost in thought.




  * * *




  Katla pushed her sunglasses into her hair like a tiara, entered the tunnel, climbed the stairs to the first level, crossed the courtyard and mounted the stairs to her apartment on the fourth floor. No matter how silently she inserted her key in the front door lock, her macaw Kourou immediately imitated a ferocious dog.




  After parking her skates and sneakers in the corner of the hallway, Katla peeled off her damp socks and walked barefoot to the bathroom where she turned on the taps to fill her bath. She entered the living room. Her macaw stopped barking and flapped his huge blue wings in excitement.




  Kourou gazed at her with his pale eyes and croaked, “Happy?”




  “Happy,” she assured him.




  Katla walked up to his stand and offered her wrist. The macaw stepped from his perch one claw at a time, his sharp talons clutching her arm carefully. She opened the balcony doors and raised her arm. Kourou took a good look around, dropped to the quay, spread his wings, and soared across the canal to the zoo. Through her binoculars Katla followed his descent to the Artis entrance where he would probably annoy less colourful birds. After hanging the binoculars back on their peg, Katla strolled to the kitchen counter and the spoils from the gallery. The contents of the ledger had been digitally scanned, so she’d prepared the ledger to send it to Takeshi when she went for groceries later. She flicked through Dolfijn’s Filofax for Merleyn’s contact information, but all she could find was the number for The Roustabout on the Nieuwmarkt.




  With Paul Weller playing on the stereo she undressed, strolled naked into the bathroom, turned off the taps and sank into the warm water. She folded a towel under her head and closed her eyes. What kind of club would a blind man frequent?




  * * *




  Jazz club The Roustabout was on the west side of the Nieuwmarkt. A huge black bouncer filled the doorway, his bald head and shoulders brushing the frame, dark skin glowing in the blue neon lights flanking the entrance.




  Katla halted in front of him and gazed up. “What’s the fee?”




  “You’re late.” His voice rumbled up from deep down inside. “The last set is nearly over.”




  “I didn’t come for the music.”




  The bouncer frowned and stepped aside. She brushed past him and entered the small hallway. Behind her, the bouncer turned and blocked the entrance again as if he held back a frenzied crowd instead of facing a deserted square.




  Katla crossed the hallway, put her palms together and split the blue drape with a darker blue leather circle, greasy from use. As she stepped through she was enveloped instantly by a warm noisy blanket of air perfumed with beer, reefer, and sweat. Taking shallow breaths she slunk through the crowd to the bar. Nobody offered her his stool, so she remained standing and ordered vodka.




  She studied the crowd to see if she could spot Merleyn anywhere. Fake gaslights hung on the perspiring walls, dimmed in favour of the electric spotlights centered on the stage against the far wall where a jazz combo did its best to drown out all other noises.




  In the spotlight a willowy girl with doe eyes, hands wrapped around the microphone stand, lamented some lost lover while her mournful gaze searched the smoky air resisting dispersion by the whirling ceiling fans. The band remained outside the bright lights. The frail singer closed her eyes and ended her song.




  A smattering of applause accompanied her retreat from the spotlight.




  With feline grace the blind man strode into the circle of light, halted near the edge of the stage, and lifted a saxophone to his lips. An intricate flurry of notes streamed from the gleaming instrument and filled the room, halting conversations.




  From the corner of her eye Katla spotted the bartender as he placed her drink on the bar. She tossed him the money, took her drink, and moved closer to the stage.




  Merleyn appeared taller than before, his shiny blue-black hair tied back in a severe ponytail, his angular features more prominent. Although his eyelids still weren’t covered, the horrific scars seemed less conspicuous.




  His scintillating solo whirled around the room until the spotlights dimmed and the stage turned dark, the only sound in the gloom a drawn-out note from his saxophone. The note went on for another thirty seconds, dipped, and ended in a soft sob.




  People applauded and the fake gaslights began to burn brighter, while the musicians left the stage. Taped jazz music started to play over the speakers to signal that the performance was over. Merleyn waited by the stage for the Rastafarian from the park, who leaned his double-bass against the piano. Together the blind man and the Rastafarian followed the other musicians to a room in the back.




  Katla remembered the drink in her hand and sipped her vodka. She studied the crowd, but without Merleyn the place wasn’t all that interesting. Two men tried to catch her eye, but she finished her drink and left the empty glass on a table. With the vodka blazing in her belly she crossed the bar to the exit and glanced over her shoulder, just in time to spot Merleyn stepping from the back room with his narrow black tie askew and shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows.




  She turned and watched him move in the direction of the bar. The customers made room for him; some briefly touched his elbows and spoke to him. The blind man didn’t pay them much attention, his face composed but strained. With visible relief Merleyn settled at the end of the bar and rested his head in his hands. The bartender walked up to him and placed a glass and a bottle of ginger ale in front of him. Katla worked her way back through the crowd, straddled the empty stool next to the blind man, and ordered another glass of vodka. Merleyn removed yellow tubes from his ears and dropped them on the beer-splattered bar where the waxed foam earplugs expanded. He poured his ginger ale, drank half in a single gulp, and leaned his elbows on the bar, a blank expression on his face. The bartender placed a glass of vodka in front of her and she sipped it slowly.




  The back room door opened and the Rastafarian came out, eyes roving the crowd until they found the blind man. Katla turned her face the other way as the Rastafarian approached. Standing behind her the Rastafarian put his hand on Merleyn’s shoulder.




  “Why you do that, bredda?”




  “I don’t like to be fondled.” Merleyn finished his ginger ale and swivelled around on his stool. “I removed her hand, nothing more.”




  Flanked by the piano player and the drummer, a slender auburn-haired girl came out of the back room, holding her right wrist and glaring at Merleyn. She attempted to head in his direction, but the musicians held her back. The bouncer entered, put his arm around the girl, and guided her to the exit.




  As the drape closed behind them the Rastafarian squeezed the blind man’s shoulder.




  “She gone. You come?”




  Merleyn shrugged, slipped from his stool and followed him.




  Katla waited until they disappeared into the back room, and headed for the exit. She passed the bouncer and stepped outside, taking deep gulps from the cool night air. To her left, the auburn-haired girl slumped against the wall, still holding her wrist. Katla wondered what the blind man had done to her.




  She walked over and tilted her head. “Are you all right?”




  “Of course not,” the girl moaned. “Bastard hurt my wrist.”




  “He claims you fondled him.”




  “This is outrageous. The prick assaults me and I’m thrown out.”




  “What happened?”




  She wrinkled her nose. “He was blue ‘bout his performance. I console him and he flips.”




  “Maybe he didn’t want to be consoled.”




  “He could open his fucking mouth. He grabbed my hand. Twisted it.” She rubbed her wrist. “You’re supposed to use that martial shit only in self-defence.”




  Katla shrugged. “If you grabbed his crotch…”




  The girl narrowed her eyes. “That what you came for? I’m still pressing charges!”




  “I’m no lawyer, but I don’t think you have a case.”




  “Just because he’s blind he can fuck up my wrist?” The girl hefted her limp wrist. “He assaulted me, not the other way around.”




  “Legally it’s self-defence if you touched him first.”




  A taxicab came to a stop in front of the club and the girl walked up to it, opened the door and turned around. “Next time I’ll yank his scrotum over his head.”




  The taxicab circled the square and crept over the speed bumps along the Geldersekade to the Prins Hendrikkade.




  Katla sauntered to the Waag in the middle of the square, and sat sideways on her Vespa parked in the shadows of the ancient building, her gaze on the blue neon signs flanking the entrance of the Roustabout.




  People trickled out in groups of two or three.




  A scruffy dealer ambled past and recited a mantra of drugs for sale, but Katla stared through him until he got the message and moved away to pester someone else.




  The Roustabout’s neon signs winked out and more people streamed out of the club.




  Some twenty-odd minutes later a small group left the club and lingered on the sidewalk, talking. Merleyn stood with them, his white cane reflecting the light of a street lamp. After five minutes the group split up and Merleyn and the Rastafarian strolled towards the Kloveniersburgwal.




  She left her scooter at Nieuwmarkt and followed them on foot.




  Merleyn and the Rastafarian crossed the Oude Hoogstraat, walked past the Compagnietheater, and turned right into the Spinhuissteeg. Katla stopped at the corner and watched the Rastafarian standing still halfway down the alley, while only the blind man’s upper body was visible above ground. He seemed to be unlocking the doors to a basement. When Merleyn ducked inside, the Rastafarian followed him down the steps and into the basement. Katla sneaked into the alley and halted in front of the building. A brass sign mounted near the front door featured a row of Japanese kanji characters, but no translation. Light shone from the windows in the basement doors, but she couldn’t see inside through the wire-glass. The doors were ajar.




  “…last thing I need,” Merleyn snarled. “I’m not a TV set with a burned-out tube.”




  “You finish?” There was a silence, and the Rastafarian continued, “Sista rub you wrong way, tell her bother someone else, sight? You nearly break her wrist.”




  “It was a long way from breaking.”




  “Rass!”




  “It wasn’t. Really.”




  “You upset Christine.”




  Katla frowned. Who was Christine? The singer?




  “You must be kidding me. She wasn’t fondled, Zeph. I was.”




  “You took bad night out on Michelle. That wrong.”




  “Can we do this some other time? I’m tired.”




  Katla walked on to the Oudezijds Achterburgwal and waited in the shadows.




  A moment later the basement doors opened and light flooded the alley. The Rastafarian climbed the steps, strolled to a lamppost across from the basement, unlocked his transport bicycle, and pedaled away to the Kloveniersburgwal.




  She took out her flashlight and drifted back to the basement. The lights behind the wire-glass windows went out, but she could hear movement inside. The right basement door clicked open, a safety chain gleaming in the gap, and the floor creaked as Merleyn walked away. She played the flashlight’s beam over the safety chain.




  Flaked chrome links. Wouldn’t stop a bolt cutter.




  Katla unzipped her pocket to put away her flashlight. The gap between the doors closed with a bang. The chain rattled and the door flew open. Merleyn appeared in the dark opening—shirtless, a snarl on his face.




  “Piss somewhere else, fuckwad!”




  Katla stifled a giggle and remained motionless. His face became expressionless and the blind man cocked his head to the side, listening. The fingers of his left hand moved as if stirred by a breeze. She matched his respiration until they breathed in unison. Close enough to smell his sweat she played the beam of her flashlight over his pale chest. He was a whippet, all ribs and sharp angles.




  The silver dog-tags around his neck jingled. Merleyn planted his right foot on the threshold, shifted his weight and leaned forward until his upper body was outside the basement. She reached out and brushed her fingernails over his throat.




  Merleyn recoiled instantly, stumbled back into his basement and slammed the door.




  The lock clicked.




  Once.




  Twice.




  Katla straightened noiselessly and grinned.




  Without a sound she moved away from the doors and left the alley.




  





  





  





  





  





  
EMBASSY




  





  With her documents in hand and her weekend bag containing her belongings, Deborah Stern waited in the queue at Schiphol Airport Customs. She studied the sea of faces beyond passport control, although she didn’t expect a welcome party. The PDA in her inside pocket contained all the information she required, and she didn’t have to report before tomorrow morning at ten. And maybe she could contact her new AA sponsor for the closed meetings. Three of the five meetings in The Hague were open to non-alcoholics, but Amsterdam had thirteen meetings, most of them closed to non-alcoholics. The woman in front of her shuffled forward and Deborah closed the gap.




  A trim black man with lazy eyes sauntered up to her and showed her his ID. “Creaux, DEA. Come with me, Stern. Hand me your bag.”




  A businessman next in line moved backwards and Creaux switched his gaze to him. The businessman shuffled his feet. “I’m not with her.”




  “I should hope not.” Creaux turned back to Deborah. “Coming or not?”




  Deborah stepped out of the queue and handed Creaux her weekend bag. “Enjoying yourself?”




  “Immensely.” He motioned for her to lead the way. They walked down the corridor and turned the corner. Creaux smiled gleefully. “See him sweat?”




  “Why didn’t you take him in? Give him something to talk about?”




  “Jerome wants to keep a low profile.” He looked at her hair. “Makes me wonder why he selected you.”
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