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				His sun-bleached hair floats in the breeze. The wave lifts him, the spray is warm. He rides the board as if airborne like the gulls, torques and glides up to skim the crest the way the big boys do, sweeps down again to the hollow of the water, faster, faster.

				In the final curling of the sea he drops to hug the plank and rolls onto the sand, soaking in its heat as the waves dash themselves around him. Mama leans down and takes him by the hand. How can you surf on just a piece of broken wood? she laughs. Come dance with me, filho. Papa’s favorite song is on the radio.

				Beads of sweat on Mama’s brown skin sparkle before his eyes. Her body takes the shape of the music. Like this, she says, like this. Her bronzed legs move faster. He feels the acceleration through her clasping hands and molds his steps to match every one of hers. Yes, filho! she says. Meu Deus, how fast you catch on!

				Gostosa! Mais cerveja! A fat man with red eyes is pounding one of Mama’s tables on the beach. Yes, yes, Mama says, more beer, only a minute. My little boy is learning to dance. See how quick he is! The man pounds again. Other men look over.

				Cerveja, puta! Mama’s legs slow down. Her hips stop, her shoulders go limp. Her fingers peel away from his in a thousand miniature steps that seem to have no end. The fat man stands and stumbles toward them. His arm begins to swing. It seems to stand still, and yet it is moving fast, toward Mama’s head. Fear flickers across her face. With the speed of a hummingbird, a small fist hits the fat man hard between his legs. The man bellows and lunges.

				Mama cries out.

				   

				Cono woke up suddenly. His mother was gone. The window of colored glass above his head was glowing as if it were too hot to touch. Sunlight pierced the holes in the sheet hung over the other window in the bare room where he lay. He was sweating. He was in Istanbul. A phone was buzzing. 

				He rose and pulled aside the sheet, squinting out at nearby Galata Tower. Beyond, he could see the ferries of Eminönü criss-crossing in the softly glittering waters of the Bosporus, and farther still, the hovering dome of Hagia Sophia and the sharp minarets of the Sultanahmet, like upright javelins in the haze. He picked up the mobile phone. The woman on the static-filled line was speaking rapidly in Mandarin, one of Cono’s mother tongues. Finally Cono could make out a few words. “It’s Xiao Li, your Xiao Li.” 

				“Xiao Li who sings and likes to be held in the air from a balcony eight stories up?” Cono said in Mandarin. He knew exactly who it was. For a few years now their telephone conversations had always ended with her saying, “I remember you holding me there …”

				“I’m in trouble, Cono.” The line became clearer. “No time. They cut my hand.” 

				“Where are you?”

				“I’m locked in. It’ll get worse.”

				“Where are you?”

				“Here.” Her voice cracked. “Almaty.” 

				Almaty. Kazakhstan. In late summer the city would be overgrown with green, its streets running in tunnels through the trees. Kazak girls in sunflower dresses. Russian men in fake Nikes huddling on street corners. Chinese traders in wrinkled suits. A hungry city with one foot in its herdsmen past and the other in its oil-rich future.

				“Who and where exactly? And numbers.”

				“Hotel Svezda, Room 217. They killed my customer. Beijing men. Three of them. I think they want to kill me, too,” she said, her voice rising. In Xiao Li’s way of life there were countless dangers, but she had never before phoned Cono in distress. Her call had been forwarded via one of a dozen lines that tied him to the workaday world.

				“Phone number, Xiao Li. There’s no caller ID showing.” 

				“I don’t know! They took my phone!”

				“What’s the number you’re calling from, Xiao Li? Concentrate.”

				There was a moment of semi-silence, with only the sound of Xiao Li’s uneven breathing rising above the static on the line. “Here, here it is, I got it to come up.” She repeated the number. “Cono, I’m the baby mouse in the three-scream meal. Baby mouse screams when the chopsticks pick her up. I have one more scream before …”

				“I’ll try to get you out. But I’m far away.” 

				He heard a muffled sound.

				“No crying, Xiao Li. Stay alert.”

				“Cono, I’m afraid.” The panic in her voice was unbearable. “Cono, I need to tell you. I love you. Promise me …” The phone beeped and the line went dead.

				Xiao Li. She called herself Julie in English, Yulia in Russian. She had been twenty years old and a newcomer to her trade when he’d met her, another keen-eyed arrival from Xinjiang, the Chinese province hugging the country of Kazakhstan for a thousand miles along a border that obeys no natural features of the earth. The one night Cono spent with her had turned into weeks of sex and breakfasts, of laughing and walking and afternoons singing at an outdoor karaoke box in the center of Almaty, a capital of post-Soviet dislocation.

				With three phone calls Cono got the number for the Svezda and rang it. In slow and precise Russian, he told the receptionist that there was a bomb in the hotel, set to explode quite soon. “You have unwelcome guests,” he said. “I have given you time to open all the rooms and let them leave. Begin on the second floor, in the wing toward Karl Marx Street.” He hung up.

				Cono gazed across the rooftops toward the waters of the Bosporus, thinking. At this distance the ships looked immobilized, but indeed they were moving, more than a hundred of them a day, in long, silent processions—either north to the Black Sea or south to the Mediterranean. Most were cargo ships that appeared to be enormous until they were dwarfed by the mammoth tankers squeezing through the twisting channel that was now a major conduit for the planet’s oil supply, carrying exports from the former Soviet republics to a world that demanded more and more. To the east, beyond the Bosporus and the Black Sea, beyond the Caucasus and the Caspian, were the deserts, the steppes, and then the mountains of Kazakhstan. 

				Cono turned away from the window and slung on his undervest, buttoned a shirt over it, and stuffed some toiletries into a small travel bag. After locking the apartment door and activating two alarms, he ran down the spiral staircase of centuries-old wood. He was tallish and muscular without being bulky, but he carried himself with the tensile swiftness of someone small and compact, like an acrobat or gymnast. If an observer stopped to think about it, he might be puzzled by the way such long limbs moved so quickly and efficiently. Watching Cono move was pleasing and yet slightly unsettling.

				The cobblestone square around Galata Tower was bright with sunshine. A young man carrying a load of sesame-covered simit on his head recognized Cono and waved, as did the vegetable vendor next door. Cono smiled at both, nodded back, and instantly ducked. A soccer ball sailed over his shoulder and bounced against the wall behind him. Cono twirled and met it with his chest. He bounced the ball off his knees, keeping it in the air as he turned and faced the five boys and lone girl who were shouting at him. Cono caught the ball on the top of his foot and popped it up to his head, then let it dribble down his face, his chest, and the length of his right leg until it rested once again on his raised foot.

				The ball wiggled on his suspended toe as the kids hollered and clapped. Cono glanced at the stone façade behind him, gauging its distance, then propelled the ball backward over his head. It rebounded off the wall and flew in a gentle arc straight into the arms of the laughing girl.

				Cono sprinted across the square with the kids running after him, and the soccer ball hit him in the back of the head just as he dodged into a taxi. For several blocks the kids chased the cab, until they could no longer keep up, the sounds of their shouting and laughter quickly fading away.

				Four minutes later, after several failed attempts, Cono reached Timur by phone.

				“How is my spy-not-spy friend?” Timur asked.

				“In a hurry. How’s my pimp?” Timur had taught him the word.

				“Pimp is much bigger pimp now. Maybe a little thanks to you. Come to Almaty and you will see.”

				“Good idea. I’ll be there in six hours.” Cono’s gaze was directed out the window, but it was the face of Xiao Li he was seeing. “In the meantime, some foreigners are being unpleasant to a friend of mine at the Hotel Svezda. Room 217. They need some company. Now.”

				“My rich friend will need help at the airport.”

				“Your friend has full pockets. Here’s the number to call. Tell them the lady they’re holding has a price. It’s almost as big as yours,” Cono said, reciting from memory the phone number Xiao Li had given him.

				“I will make the call. You remember Gula? She still asks about you.”

				“Lilia and Petra, too, don’t forget.”

				“Okay, funny man. We’ll have a party. And good fuckeen. Which flight?”

				“The one from Istanbul. And bring Muktar to the party.” 

				“Muktar ...” Timur’s voice trailed off. “I’ll tell you about him when I see you.”

				   

				The taxi sped along the coastal boulevard, around the thumb-shaped center of old Istanbul, the girding walls of Topkapi Palace on the right, the ship-studded flat blue of the Sea of Marmara on the left, stretching to the shores of Asia. Cono thought how strange it was that this seaside avenue, encircling the heart of the ancient capital, was named Kennedy. “He paid to get his name on it,” a taxi driver had told him. Sometimes it seemed to Cono that there was nothing in this world that wasn’t for sale.

				He called Annika, the economics attaché at the Swedish consulate in Istanbul, his skydiving partner. They made their jumps from 10,000 feet or higher, with their feet bound to skyboards, which allowed them to ride the air as if it were one constant wave, a wave that permitted inversions and spirals and somersaults. They’d had a date set for weeks, after cajoling a Turkish air force pilot whose under-the-table tariff, Cono knew, was below market rates because it guaranteed the pilot a chance to again shine his charms on the lithe Swede. Annika and Cono were planning to jump from 12,000 and do their stunts to 4,000, when they would invert themselves, embrace, and kiss until the altimeters on their wrists vibrated with alarm.

				Their landings were always followed by elongated lovemaking in a field beneath the parachutes.

				“Halloah,” she said.

				“Annika, I have to postpone.”

				She didn’t respond.

				“Annika, are you there?”

				“You know what?”

				“What?”

				“I think you’re scared.”

				“Of course I’m scared,” Cono said. “That’s the point. But it’s not the reason I have to postpone.”

				“So who am I going to kiss upside down today?”

				“It’s just a delay. We’ll fix it for another day.”

				“A man with your reflexes should never be delayed, but it seems to happen all the time.”

				“Annika.” Cono tried to clear his throat. He was worried that she would write him off altogether, because he had already cancelled or postponed so many outings with her, always with trepidation. “It’s important. An emergency.”

				“Another one of your mysterious jobs?”

				“No. It’s personal.”

				The line was quiet for a few seconds, then Annika said tersely: “Just be sure to rip the cord in time and come back in one piece. I want us to jump from fourteen next time. Bring your oxygen—you’ll need it.” 

				She clicked off.

				Cono took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He didn’t want to lose her. And it wasn’t just because of the jumping and the celebration under the parachutes. She was the only person he had ever been close to who had a normal life, and the only one with a normal life who had ever liked him and treated him, to his surprise, normally. He supposed it was normal for her to be mad. 

				The taxi veered between the construction pylons at Ataturk Airport and deposited Cono at the bustling curb. He bought his ticket, got a boarding pass, and again called the number Xiao Li had given him. No answer. Cono thought it was lucky that he’d gotten Xiao Li’s call when he was in Istanbul, rather than in one of his other roosts farther afield—Barcelona or Hong Kong or Rio. But the truth was, Almaty was far from anywhere, and the chances were small that he would be able to help at all. And yet he had never asked himself whether he should go to her. He hadn’t thought twice about it. He hadn’t even thought once. 

				Cono had thirty minutes before boarding. He took off his shoes in an empty corner of the departure hall next to an airbrushed portrait of Ataturk, closed his eyes, and started his daily ritual of tensed body postures and stretching. He guessed that Istanbul’s airport was the last one in Europe where something as innocent as exercising didn’t result in encirclement by an antiterrorist squad. 

				Memories of Xiao Li appeared and receded with the rhythms of his breath and movement. At first it was her singing that had captivated him, even more than her tantalizingly proportioned body or her face, which in one moment could be the Han version of Aphrodite, and in the next a distorted devil’s mask, depending on her mood. Xiao Li had been sitting on the low wall in front of the Arasan Baths, the massive multi-domed relic of Soviet times, selling the bundles of myrtle leaves with which the sauna customers would thrash themselves inside the labyrinth of superheated chambers. With no customers passing by, she was singing a Chinese pop song and Cono had joined in. She took it naturally and the two sang louder and louder, finally waving their arms in the air for the last exuberant refrain. Orchids leaped out of the summer dress that hung loosely from narrow straps on her shoulders.

				Although she claimed she had a mother somewhere back in China, Xiao Li had grown up mostly without parents, as had Cono. Maybe that was part of their bond. Yes, it was. But they had never sulked about it—that wasn’t in either of their natures. 

				Xiao Li amateurishly asked him for money that first night after they made love, and Cono obliged. Then she had second thoughts and handed back the overly generous wad of bills, but Cono refused to take it. They made love again. Her smile was giddy as her sweaty body descended on his once more, taking him into her. She stayed the night with him there at the Hotel Svezda, and Cono stayed in Almaty much longer than his assignment, his tontería, required. That was years ago, during his second sojourn in Kazakhstan.

				   

				Cono was now standing on his hands in the airport lounge, toes pointing toward the ceiling, eyes closed; he heard soft steps nearby, followed by a tentative touch on his back. He opened his upside-down eyes and saw a toddler next to him and the boy’s mother pulling the child away. Cono lowered his feet to the ground and his exercises were over.

				He stood up, his shirt patched with perspiration. He put on his shoes, hoisted his bag onto his shoulder, and ambled toward the boarding gate, singing a song about a beach town called Itapuã as his eyes followed a seam in the polished floor. His voice was strong, almost loud, and caused other travelers to look at him. He didn’t notice, though, and if he had, he wouldn’t have cared. When he finally looked up, he marveled at the somberness on all the faces he saw, with no hint of vitality or wonder—no savoring of the hot taste of life, nor even simple amusement at being alive on this day while others were dying, or about to die.

				He stopped at a newsstand to glance at the headlines of the papers he could read—Corriere della Sera, Le Figaro, the Financial Times. At this moment he would have preferred something in Chinese or Portuguese, but there was nothing. Then he noticed a Russian paper—Moscow Express. Above its masthead were several frames with small pictures, directing readers to articles in a travel insert. The frame that caught Cono’s attention was for a new attraction, the Republic of Kazakhstan. He picked the paper off the rack and turned to the travel section. A sidebar accompanied a full-page spread dedicated to the destination for “adventurous vacationers.” 

				Kazakhstan in Perspective:

				It’s bigger than all of Western Europe, spanning from China on the east to the fringe of Europe on the west, with Russia hovering across its entire northern border. Kazakhstan is a land of bounding steppes and desolate deserts, as well as majestic mountains to the south—a snow-capped wall that has so far protected it from fundamentalist influences in the neighboring “stan” countries.

				In the aftermath of the Soviet rupture, its people have proudly renewed their lineage from the conquering hordes of Genghis Khan, whose nomadic lifestyle is maintained even today in the circular yurt dwellings and livestock herds that are hallmarks of the lives of the country folk. The noble, roaming spirit of these people is evoked by the very word Kazak, whose original meaning was “free warrior.” 

				You will find in Kazakhstan a melting pot of other peoples as well—Russians, certainly, and Volga Germans, Ukrainians, Tatars, and Koreans relocated during the Stalin years. Other neighboring countries have contributed their kind: Tajiks, Uzbeks, Kyrgyz, Uyghurs. You will even find Pakistanis and, of course, Chinese, the last group having for some time recognized the commercial attractions of this vast territory.

				The remoteness of this country unfortunately made it convenient ground for slave camps and forced labor during the Second World War. Kazakhstan also served as a home of exile to such celebrated figures as Dostoyevsky and Shevchenko, who wrote of their adopted land with affection. Trotsky and Solzhenitsyn, also former residents, had less favorable camp experiences there.

				In more recent decades Kazakhstan served as the major Soviet source of uranium, as well as the venue for nuclear weapons testing at the renowned Polygon complex. It also serves as home to the Cosmodrome at Baikonur, from which even today multinational teams of cosmonauts are launched toward the International Space Station.

				The sixteen-million-strong population of Kazakhstan may be facing a brighter future, thanks to recent discoveries of extensive oil and gas fields. Multiple countries seeking access to these resources have contributed to a Kazak economy that now shows signs of rebounding from its post-Soviet decline. 

				Cono chortled as he read these last sentences. He’d had enough personal experience with the “countries seeking access” to Kazakhstan’s resources to know the wealth they were spreading around went mostly into a few pockets. He lowered his eyes and read the editor’s postscript.

				Note to travelers: 

				As in all of the former Soviet Republics, petty extortion, especially by local authorities in the largest city, Almaty (population one million), should be mitigated by avoiding encounters with police or other employees of the government. It should also be noted that recent arrests of Islamic terrorists operating in the country have led to increased security measures, which may cause inconveniences for the traveler.

				“Perfect for a vacation,” Cono muttered as he folded the newspaper and put it back on the rack. He heard his flight being called. 

				Before handing his boarding pass to the attendant at the gate, Cono again called the mobile number Xiao Li had given him; a hoarse male voice responded unintelligibly after the first ring. In the background an alarm was clanging, then there was shouting. Cono could make out the yelling in Mandarin: “Quick. Get the body down to the car. And take the whore!” He also heard orders barked in Russian. One of the voices was Timur’s. There was a clapping sound as if the phone had fallen to the floor, and then the signal was dead. 

				So Timur had put himself into the fray, Cono thought. He hadn’t just sent his minions. Even so, it was clear from the noise that Timur didn’t have things under control. And Xiao Li was still like the baby mouse, about to be eaten. Cono felt a flushing sensation run up the back of his neck. He was suddenly sweating, unbearably hot. It wasn’t like him; he never worried like this. It’s just another tontería, another mission, Cono told himself. But the flushing continued and turned into a wave of prickly irritation across his entire body. It was going to be a very long flight. 
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				“You really must get on now,” said the attendant, reaching for Cono’s boarding pass.

				The plane was nearly full, with portly white men in front, Asian faces in back, and a smattering of Turks in both sections. The majority of the men in front, Cono knew, were Brits and Americans and other Westerners in the oil business, soldiers in the corporate armies that were tapping into Kazakhstan’s newly proven Caspian fields. Most of the other white faces would be Canadians who would transit at Almaty and go on to Kyrgyzstan for its gold and silver mines. As Cono walked through business class he casually let his knee bump an aluminum case held by a bulky man with a shaved head standing in the aisle in front of him. The man turned and glared, and Cono saw the individual pulsations of blood filling the tiny vessels in the man’s bulbous cheeks. Cono smiled and said in Portuguese, “My, what a heavy load of greenbacks you carry.” The beefy man didn’t understand, and twisted to confront Cono directly, but he was put off-guard by Cono’s beaming smile with its rows of white teeth. He was a bag man, Cono knew, one of the frequent pigeons on these flights, carrying hard-cash payroll for oil company employees—never more than a million at a go, so the deliveries were frequent. Cono smiled again and the bag man took his seat, planting the case upright on the floor behind his thick calves. 

				Cono walked on to the back, amid the central Asians, most of whom he guessed worked the oil fields and the mines; others had somehow gotten enough money to leave the country and were returning to visit their kin, loaded with gifts and electronics to sell or barter. Cono took his aisle seat, next to a stout man with thick palms. The man was surprised when Cono said hello to him in Russian.

				“You don’t … look Russian,” he said with a puzzled smile.

				“Nor do you. What is a Russian, after all?” replied Cono with an easy laugh that brought the startled man’s eyes directly into Cono’s gaze, where the man found himself lost for a moment.

				He was Kazak, he told Cono. He had a broad face and tilted dark eyes and full cheeks pinched close around his fleshy nose. A handsome, robust man with jet-black hair.

				They spoke for a few minutes before the plane took off. Cono learned that his name was Anvar and that he worked for the Finance Ministry. As he said those words, Cono saw the fleeting tension at the corners of his mouth that betrayed something amiss—probably just the slight discomfort of having an undeserved job that entitled him to off-the-books income. 

				“A small, small job,” Anvar said, putting his thumb and forefinger together to show something the size of a pea.

				Anvar seemed relieved when Cono said he wasn’t a businessman, and was only going to Almaty to visit distant relatives. He relaxed even more when Cono spoke of the pretty women who went every night to the Cactus bar at the Hotel Ratar.

				“So you know Almaty?”

				“A beautiful town of overgrown trees, the whole place flat like a tabletop, but tilted—upward toward the shining Tian Shan Mountains,” Cono said as the plane rumbled off the runway. “And on the other side, downward, toward the steppes, the desert, the oil.” 

				The two were silent until the jet had leveled off. Cono proposed that he should take Anvar’s number in case there was a night free for an outing at the Cactus. “Some of the girls there even know how to dance salsa,” he said, moving his hips in his seat and raising his arms to show a dancing embrace.

				“Yes, yes,” Anvar said with hesitant enthusiasm as he wrote his number on a napkin. Cono took it and slipped it into his undervest. Made from a lightweight synthetic fabric, the vest was crafted with pockets and sheaths, some concealed, that contained bank account and telephone numbers in code, identity cards in separate sealed envelopes, several mobile phones, a stack of untraceable SIM cards, three passports, antibiotics, a wafer-thin alarm clock, credit cards and stashes of various currencies. 

				The dark-haired woman serving the first round of refreshments paused as she reached to give Cono his orange juice. She appeared mildly disturbed by the large and placid blue-green eyes she had just seen. The eyes didn’t match his slightly Asiatic, slightly bronze-colored visage. He’d spoken to her in English, but with an accent that was as hard to place as his face.

				Half an hour later, as she served him a glass of water, she made a point of asking him what country he was from.

				“I am from … Where am I from?” he replied, his eyes fixed on hers. “I am from where these two feet meet the ground.” He circled his scuffed shoes with a pointed finger, smiling.

				“But we are flying,” she declared.

				“It’s a winged country then!” Freed momentarily from his worries about Xiao Li, Cono laughed deeply, openly.

				The flight attendant’s impatience with the remark was tranquilized by Cono’s broad grin. 

				“Your accent hints of Spanish,” Cono said. “Where are you from?”

				“You’re right, I’m from Granada. Are you familiar with it?”

				“I know an old woman there who sells flowers in Plaza Santa Ana. She mostly complains about the Gypsies, but once in a while she claims to see the ghost of a dead local poet stealing her red zinnias. She’s nearly blind, but she told me where to find the music academy, a fine place to sit on a hot afternoon. Her name is Concepción. Maybe you know her?”

				The young woman standing with the tray in her hand seemed amused by the non-sequitur, and by Cono’s manner; perhaps she had never seen a person talk while staring directly at her. Not exactly staring, but gazing without blinking, and without the murky boundary that usually separates strangers, and even friends. She struggled to release her eyes from Cono’s, saying, “No, I don’t know Concepción.”

				The plane dipped suddenly and the water pitcher lurched off the flight attendant’s tray. Before she could even gasp, Cono had caught it.

				She stared at him in disbelief. “How … ?”

				The young man grinned. “Practice,” he said, handing the still-full pitcher back to her, along with three packets of peanuts she hadn’t seen slide off the tray. “Lots of practice.”

				She looked at him again, uncertain what to make of him. Finally she nodded slowly, thanked him, and moved on.

				Cono’s practice had originally taken the form of stealing pieces of meat or bread or fish or fruit when he was a child in Fortaleza, a poor town in the far northeast of Brazil. He had preferred to hunt octopus on the reefs, but he could not always fill his belly that way, or the bellies of his mother and father.

				It was through these minor thefts of food that he first became aware of a peculiar ability of his mind and muscles that his mother had noted much earlier as she taught him to dance. Any movement he chose to learn took only one viewing to register in his mind, captured as if it were presented in slow motion and then replayed through his body at normal speed.

				He could perceive motion in infinitesimal detail, as if he were looking at the world through a high-speed camera, and could direct his body movements with a corresponding swiftness. It was a simple matter to snatch an orange from a display crate in the moment the shopkeeper was distracted, even as he and Cono stood facing each other. From Cono’s perspective, the movement—the reach of his arm, the extension of his fingers, the grasping of the orange, the retraction of his arm—proceeded in minutely segmented stages. But others would see only the beginning of his movement, and the end, as if he had merely adjusted his stance; the rest of his motion was as imperceptible as a single missing frame in a film reel, or the flick of a frog’s tongue when it seizes a damselfly.

				During a private walk with his mother when he was seven, hand in hand beneath clacking palm trees, she had told him that his father was afraid of him, afraid of how quickly a child with almost no schooling could absorb languages, even those of passing foreigners; of how he could recite, syllable by syllable, long pieces of overheard conversation; of how casually he learned to write the Chinese characters his father laid before him; of how effortlessly he could catch a coffee cup falling from a table.

				Cono’s father, a math teacher who was occasionally forced during his itinerant career to also teach reading, had his own theory to explain the strangeness in Cono. He had encountered children who had great difficulty learning to read and who pushed his impatience into a rage of disgust. “Their brain clock is too slow!” he told his wife and son as they sat in plastic chairs around a rickety table. He was drinking cachaça heavily and pounding the table. “And your damn brain clock is too fast!” He leered at Cono, his eyes wet and bloodshot. He grabbed a pen and scribbled mathematical formulas on a paper napkin to explain, jabbing his finger into each line, saying, “This is the slow ones! This is us! This is you!” Cono’s eyes met his mother’s in the light of the hanging bulb surrounded by fluttering moths; he could see the insects’ swishing woolly wings as if they weren’t moving at all. And he saw his mother’s almond-shaped eyes lower themselves in segmented steps, each one a separate snapshot of her guarded pride.

				   

				The flight attendant from Granada smiled at Cono as she passed by his seat; his eyes were closed, almost, and his breathing was slow and deep. He was sunk in meditation, hands loose in his lap, spine erect. Xiao Li was there with him, kicking with delight as he held her supple body, suspending her in the air beyond the railing of the balcony. He heard her giggling and could feel the weight of her in his outstretched arms, with eight stories of open air between her and the ground. She fluttered her legs with abandon toward the night sky. “See the moon? Do you see the moon, Cono?” Just as Xiao Li turned her body and reached toward the moon as if trying to cuddle it, Cono lifted her back to the safety of the balcony, where they spent the night—Xiao Li wanted to see the moon while they climaxed together.

				She was like him, trying to embrace the moon while making her way in the world through instinct and drive that came only from within, because she had only herself. Yes, she had spoken of a mother. A mother who, when Xiao Li was thirteen, had thrown her out of their home with the words: “My man looks at you too much. I’m saving you from him. Now get out and make some money, get your own life. I’m sure men will pay you plenty.” And yet Xiao Li always spoke of her mother as if her image were mounted in a red-and-gold picture frame resting on a shrine in the corner of a tidy house, to be venerated and pleased at all times, like a deceased ancestor ever-present and scrutinizing her progeny.

				Xiao Li’s rough life had made her prickly, an eye-catching rose with not a single thorn missing. Her goodness showed itself rarely, and usually by accident. But no matter how long the passage of time since they had last seen each other, Cono felt a pull toward her. He could call it duty, or honor, or affection; he preferred not to put a word on it. Worrying for her, setting out in this way to try to ensure that she saw this round of life a little longer, was strange to him. Personal. It was a world apart from the trips he made for others who needed his talents. He did their bidding by impersonal choice, and for his own amusement and occasional gratification, for he had no need of the money they gave him for his trouble.

				Xiao Li was unique. But there were many other unique women in his nomadic life, who together formed a network of sorts. It wasn’t a formal network; it had just emerged and grown and changed over time. And it wasn’t fashionable in the Western world—a man at the center of a web of women. They lived in varied spots around a shrunken globe, in cities or towns or villages. Some traveled, and some were trapped in place by poverty or tradition or family or men, or even by wealth and position.

				At times Cono thought it was he who was trapped by this carousel of women, despite his freedom to go anywhere on the planet he chose. Trapped by his desire for them, his admiration of them, his adoration of their strength and beauty. And they in turn persisted in their allegiance to him, an allegiance of spirit that was hardened by the intensity of their encounters with Cono, who offered each a different relief from her circumstances.

				Cono’s meditation faltered. Rather than going deeper, as if tied to a heavy stone sinking into a dark river, it leveled out, then began to bob and rise, tugged toward the surface by his aching worry for Xiao Li. 
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				Cono’s seatmate, Anvar, was still asleep, his hands resting palms-up on his crotch, when Cono pressed a finger into one of the palms to wake him and tell him the plane was at the gate.

				As Cono walked briskly among the passengers in the dim airport corridor, he spotted his friend Timur in wraparound sunglasses at the side of the brand-new immigration booths. The two did not greet each other, but Timur signaled to the official to let Cono pass. “It’s the gray Mercedes, to the right,” Timur said softly without looking at Cono. As Cono passed the customs desk he glanced behind him at the bag man, the pigeon, next to Timur, still standing beside the immigration stall. The bald man holding the case passed through, leaving the other passengers in a jostling crowd. Timur was always doing double duty. 

				Cono got into the back seat of the Mercedes. In less than a minute, Timur opened the car door and climbed in next to him. Without instruction the driver pulled into the trickle of cars and vans exiting the airport. When they were on the lightless road heading into the city, with whitewashed tree trunks flashing by in the headlights, Cono looked at Timur’s face, still concealed by his wraparound shades. Timur extended his hand to the seatback in front of him, where the driver couldn’t see it through the rear-view mirror. He made a thumbs-up. Xiao Li had been spared.

				It would be at least another half hour before they got to the center of the city. There would be no conversation during this time—no further information about Xiao Li, no news of their friend Muktar, no details shared about the twists and turns of their lives since last they had last seen each other. Four years. Had it been that long already? And before that, another four years since their first meeting. Cono was startled by the realization that Timur was one of his oldest friends. 

				Timur had grown into a big-time player, but when they first met he’d been just a soldier on furlough, singing his own form of Tupac-inspired rap in mangled English, drunk on warm afternoon beers.

				It was a week after two of Timur’s buddies had been shot through the head next to him on night patrol at a southwest border. “Wahhabis,” he’d explained to Cono. “They take Afghanistan, then they move into Uzbekistan, now they want Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan.” Timur had had to give the bad news to the mother of one of the dead comrades. “She cried. She screamed, ‘Why did he die and not you?’ Fuckeen good question. She’d begged Zaman to stay out of the service, just like my mother begged me. But I say only a man who has been in the military and seen the worst is a man. Really lived. Just like the prostitutes,” he said. “They have nothing except their bodies. Their bodies are money. They know like a soldier knows.” Timur turned away, and then abruptly looked back at Cono. “Okay! Now we talk no more military. We talk women! And rap! And next bar!”

				Back then, when they’d first met, Cono had been an even freer bird, not yet swept up by one tontería, one foolish mission, after another, and another. He was already a rich young man, but keeping to his simple ways. Hitchhiking down to Almaty from Russia, he had noted in some of the women shades of the Slavic features of Antonina, his mother’s mother. Those hints of her face brought her voice to his mind, her precise speech in Russian and French and late-acquired Portuguese. Through her meticulous care with words she preserved the elegance and dignity of her childhood in Russia, before her family was obliterated in the Bolshevik uprisings, before poverty became her new way of life and the path to her early death. 

				Cono loved the hitchhiking—the open roads, the expanse of countryside in summertime as he walked beneath lost white clouds drifting across high blue skies. Often he wouldn’t bother to wave down a car or truck when he heard it approaching, preferring instead to walk, to feel the strength in his legs and the tranquility in his mind. He would sleep in fields of hay or barley or sugar beets, clearing a spot for himself so he could see the stars, which he knew by heart in both hemispheres. He would talk to Antares and Alrisha and Denebola as if they were friends until his unnatural need for sleep began to sweep over him. No matter what dew or dust or insects of the field made his body their home, he slept like a buried stone, and was replenished when morning came.

				Before that first visit to Almaty eight years ago, Cono had walked from the Russian town of Chelyabinsk all the way to the Kazak frontier, where three border guards were surprised to see a traveler on foot. After many rounds of vodka, a show of juggling skills, and several wads of cash delivered in enthusiastic handshakes, Cono won a visa stamp to enter the vast, infant nation of Kazakhstan.

				It was much farther south, on his first day in Almaty, that Cono met Timur, and that same evening he met Timur’s friend Muktar, the painter. Despite being several years younger than the two Kazaks, Cono was adopted as an equal. The three caroused together for weeks, bedding girls, exchanging them, drinking a lot. 

				Then Timur got called back to duty, and Cono fell into the arms of a young woman named Irina. Muktar was left to find his own amusement, and returned to his old ways of brooding in his tiny apartment filled with pencil drawings, solvent fumes and half-finished oil canvases.

				   

				The Mercedes cruised past the hardscrabble shanty flats at the edge of the city and started to rise on the constant incline of the Almaty grid. The driver stopped the car a block down from the Hotel Ratar, leaving Timur and Cono to walk in the darkness of Panfilov Park. When they reached the festooned and dilapidated Zenkov Cathedral in the center of the park grounds, they stepped into the moonlight shadow of the church. The trees were musty, hinting of approaching autumn.

				“Cono, my brother!” Timur exclaimed. The two embraced and slammed their hands against each other’s shoulders. Cono felt the pistol sheath beneath Timur’s expensive leather coat, at his left armpit, and his hand lightly grazed the bulge of another gun wedged into the belt at Timur’s spine.

				“Such a good-news friend,” Cono said in Russian as they pushed each other apart, smiling. Timur took off his shades.

				“She’s safe, a little cut up. And still beautiful, your tart friend. How could she bring you all the way to Almaty? There must be more—some unfinished business.”

				“Ah, Timur, there is always unfinished business, and tides are always turning. Where is she?”

				“Right there.” Timur pointed at the bright block of lights spelling the name of the Ratar through the branches. The “T” was burned out.

				“And the Chinese, the Kitais?”

				“All happy, gone away. I made them take their dead friend with them, in a bag.” The slight change in the timbre of Timur’s voice told Cono it was a half-truth. “So, Cono, why the trouble of flying to Almaty on such short notice, a man with so many women? Didn’t think I could spring your girl?”

				“I came to say thanks, and to show the flag.”

				“The flag of which country? Hah! I know,” Timur rolled his eyes. “The country around your own two feet.” Timur looked Cono up and down, searching for changes in his appearance since last time; there weren’t many. “And by the way, the bomb scare wasn’t necessary.”

				“Just a little insurance, in case you had been tied up. Busy guy like you, chief of the whole damn National Security Bureau, keeping the entire country safe.”

				The pleasant scent of mulch was suddenly poisoned by a stench like that of burning hair. A few trees away, five figures were squatting around an open fire. They were roasting pigeons on sticks, and the feathers were crackling in the flames; filaments of singed plumage floated up through the branches.

				Cono and Timur walked in a loop past the World War II monument of elephant-size bronze faces lit by an eternal kerosene flame. When they were beyond the glow of the war memorial, Timur broke the silence.

				“Your friend, she’s going to be in trouble.”

				Cono cocked his head. Again, the timbre of Timur’s voice had shifted. “What do you mean?”

				“She saw too much. Maybe heard too much, too.”

				“Traders disappear all the time in this town, part of the business risk. She’s smart enough not to say anything,” Cono said. He knew the murder of Xiao Li’s client wasn’t the problem; it was something else.

				“Her customer was in a delicate position.” Timur cleared his throat. “He had a heap of cash, probably working as a carrier, just meant to give and go. Apparently he didn’t make the delivery on time and was dipping into the purse to pay for his pleasures. Unfortunately, he had no idea who he was working for.”

				“Ah,” Cono murmured. “So the dead man’s comrades weren’t just doing business. They were Beijing boys, working for their government. Probably aiming to buy off somebody high up. Maybe even a minister or two.” In the faint light Cono saw the clenching of Timur’s jaw muscles, the pulsing of his temporal artery.

				“Probably.”

				Cono pulled a thick envelope from his back pocket and with a whip of his hand lodged it in Timur’s armpit, next to his gun strap. Timur jolted as he stabbed his right hand into his jacket, reaching for the handgun. The envelope dropped with his movement. He picked it up and handed it back to Cono.

				“Thanks, swifty. Those gifts aren’t necessary anymore. The girl’s for free. But you owe me.”

				Cono slid the envelope into his vest, keeping his surprise to himself; this was a generosity Cono had never seen in his friend. “Very charitable of you, brother.”

				“I’ll get her down from the hotel now,” Timur said. “Then I’ll meet you around back at the Cactus.” Timur snapped open his phone to dismiss his driver for the time being, and the two men waited among the trees to see that the car had driven off.

				   

				One of the Pakistani doorkeepers at the Cactus stifled a fleeting sense of recognition as Cono walked in, his bag on his shoulder and a two-day growth on his face. The Cactus was done up like a ranch from America’s Wild West, with yellow pine posts and hip-high railings dividing the dark, low-ceilinged space into little corrals with benches and wooden chairs. Here the Russian and Kazak and Uzbek and Kyrgyz working girls would gossip until the men arrived—the Turkish entrepreneurs, the mafia thugs, both Russian and Kazak, the oilmen from Europe and America, and the embassy functionaries from all corners of the world. The atmosphere was lightened by the trickle of college students who loved to dance—many of them sons and daughters of the regime, who were occasionally surprised and embarrassed by the presence of their fathers.

				It was a place where the Chinese merchants never came. They always met their women in more private settings.

				Cono asked the Pakistani bartender to put on the old salsa and Brazilian music he knew they had. As he turned away from the bar, a Tsingtao in hand, a Kazak girl flashed her smile of silver front teeth and asked him to dance. It was a custom in this part of the world for women to cast their teeth in gold or silver, a remnant of the need for portable wealth. Cono admired the broad, angular structure of her youthful face. “Not now, bright flower,” he replied in Russian, and went to a seat in a corner that was darker than most. It was early, but there was already an intermittent stream of men stepping through the doorway onto the creaky floorboards. Timur came in alone and went to the bar. He’d seen Cono, but ordered a vodka and drank it all before coming to sit at Cono’s table.

				“They’re bringing her,” Timur said.

				Cono heard the voice of the doorman snapping in English, telling a woman she would have to pay to get in, like all the other girls. Then Cono was startled to hear Xiao Li’s voice, arguing back in ferociously vulgar Mandarin before adding sweetly in English: “Here just friends. No business.” Cono heard the clack of her stiletto heels as she stepped in; it was a full minute before her head, elevated with haughtiness, turned toward Cono. His heart lost its rhythm when he finally saw all of her, now even more breathtaking than before, but his elation was checked by the momentary alarm in her eyes as she spotted Timur. Yet she kept her composure and stepped toward them briskly and sat next to Cono.

				Cono pressed her good hand in his. Her other hand was bandaged, and at the edge of a light sweater she had wrapped around her neck like a makeshift scarf, Cono could see a small flap of white gauze. They greeted each other with their eyes. When little glistening crescents appeared on Xiao Li’s lower lashes, she looked down abruptly to search her purse. Cono lit her cigarette and she tapped his forearm with two fingers to say thank you, as she had always done.

				“Your friend saved me, but …” Xiao Li spoke in Mandarin before Cono cut her off. He looked at Timur, who was eyeing the dance floor and taking another hit of vodka.

				“She says you saved her. Let’s speak in English so Timur understands. Timur, she says thank you for keeping her alive.”

				Timur raised his glass in a silent toast, still looking toward the dance floor, and downed the drink.

				Xiao Li’s palm was moist in Cono’s hand.

				“Mister, you good man. So good. So powerful.” Xiao Li reached across Cono to touch Timur’s arm with her bandaged hand. He withdrew his arm and said, “All for my friend.” Xiao Li pulled Cono’s hand into her lap; with her finger she drew in his palm the Chinese character 蛇. It meant snake.

				Timur waved the waitress over for another vodka and leaned closer to Cono. “I never should have been seen head-to-head in public with the Chinese at the Svezda.” His voice was low and tense. He switched to Russian, which he knew Xiao Li wouldn’t grasp. “I could have just sent my toads. I went myself. All for a tart. All for you.”

				Xiao Li had lit another cigarette by herself, with a huff and a twist of Cono’s thumb, but she was listening intently, trying to recognize a word or two in what they said.

				“Here’s how you pay me back,” Timur said. “We’re taking bids from the oil companies for the readjustment of the contracts that you helped with four years ago. I need a go-between I can trust. You did such a good job last time. No leaks.”

				Cono leaned closer.

				“This time you’ll get the numbers from the Chinese, too, and an advance gift in cash, a show of goodwill. Then you can make the rounds of the other guys you know so well from last time—the Anglos, the French, the Italians—and see what their numbers are, how much goodwill they are offering. Then I’ll give the numbers to Kurgat, our esteemed minister of the interior, and he and the premier can decide how to reallocate my country’s resources in the most advantageous way. The minister hates the Chinese, but they’re pushing hard and hinting big numbers so they can finally get in. 

				“And then you go back to wherever your two feet want to be,” Timur concluded. “And everyone will be happy.”

				“The Chinese you packed off are no doubt already happy,” Cono said, his mind racing to understand what Timur was really asking of him. “By killing their own delivery man they showed the minister they’re not like their competitors. These guys are working for Beijing after all, not just another oil company. It will be hard for Kurgat to say no to them.”

				“It’s lucky for him that you’re in town,” Timur said, smiling. “Even a minister needs help sometimes.”

				“Poor Minister Kurgat.”

				“You will help.”

				“Do I have a choice?”

				The club was now crowded and beginning to seethe. The Brazilian music had given way to Celia Cruz roaring “Azúcar!” through the speakers. Cono pushed back the table and leaned toward Timur. “Can’t resist this. Just a quick dance before we go.” He stood and grinned at the scowl on his friend’s face. “Not with you, brother—not your kind of music. I meant with her.” Cono pulled Xiao Li up and joined the rhythm with his hips well before the two reached the dance floor. He saw a pair of Timur’s men glancing toward their master as he guided Xiao Li along the railing, and recognized the tall one with the thin white face as the brute who had nearly beaten to death two of Xiao Li’s working girlfriends the last time Cono was in town.

				Timur watched closely from the shadows, but the couple were not talking, only lost in their swirling embraces. 

				The music climaxed and Xiao Li arched backward toward the floor as Cono held her head and the small of her back. He made her rise in a sweeping spiral, and as his body blocked Timur’s view he slid one of his cell phones under the sash around her waist.

				“It’ll be as hot as July for a few weeks,” Cono said as he kissed her sweaty temple. “Keep the baby mouse out of the chopsticks. Get out of Almaty. I put five thousand in your purse. My cell number is under the address Sleeper.”

				Xiao Li wrapped her arms around Cono and pressed her cheek to his chest. She squeezed him lightly at first, then harder and harder, until Cono saw Timur approaching.

				They bumped through the crowd back toward the table. Xiao Li took her purse. Cono lifted his traveling bag. “I think we’ll take a room at the Hotel Tsarina,” Cono said. “A high room with one of those broad balconies and a view of the premier’s palace.”

				Timur shrugged. “Sure.”

				He led the way as they pressed through the odors of perfume and sweaty groins toward the door. The two toads in black leather jackets hustled in behind them. There were two more guards waiting for them as the group exited onto the veranda and down the steps to a patch of trees lit by the sparks of a shashlik brazier. Cono saw the shashlik man glance up and then quickly look down again to be sure he saw nothing. There were two cars waiting, neither one the gray Mercedes that had driven them from the airport, and more toads.

				Timur flashed a lighter, but was holding no cigarette. At the signal, two of his men grabbed Xiao Li and thrust her into one of the cars. She cried out for Cono as they closed the door on her kicking legs. A high-heeled shoe fell to the ground before they managed to slam the door shut.

				Xiao Li was pressing her face against the inside of the window, panic in her eyes. “Just a little insurance, to make sure you don’t change your mind about being my helper,” Timur said. “She’ll be at a good hotel, good service.” He bent down to pick up the fallen shoe and gave it to Cono. Cono was dazzled by the sharpness of the spike he held in his hand. In the fraction of a second in which he glimpsed Timur’s face and measured the distance of the men around him, Cono swung the point of the heel into the neck of the tall guard he’d recognized, the thug who had brutalized Xiao Li’s friends. Cono’s own awareness of his action, the idea of it, appeared in his mind only after it was done. He had pulled out the stiletto before the others could see the sweep of his arm, and they had noticed no more than a quick change in his posture. The man crumpled to the asphalt, clutching his neck, blood seeping out in a dark stream. Only Timur took a step backward from Cono and pulled the gun from his armpit. The others quickly crouched against the cars, looking for snipers as their injured comrade lost consciousness.
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