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There is no terror so consistent, so elusive to describe, as that which haunts a spy in a strange country.

—John le Carré, The Looking Glass War

Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid.

—Raymond Chandler, The Simple Art of Murder








PART I
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There are places I’ll remember all my life—Red Square with a hot wind howling across it, my mother’s bedroom on the wrong side of Eight Mile, the endless gardens of a fancy foster home, a man waiting to kill me in a group of ruins known as the Theater of Death.

But nothing is burned deeper in my memory than a walk-up in New York—threadbare curtains, cheap furniture, a table loaded with tina and other party drugs. Lying next to the bed are a handbag, black panties the size of dental floss, and a pair of six-inch Jimmy Choos. Like their owner, they don’t belong here. She is naked in the bathroom—her throat cut, floating facedown in a bathtub full of sulfuric acid, the active ingredient in a drain cleaner available at any supermarket.

Dozens of empty bottles of the cleaner—Drain Bomb, it’s called—lie scattered on the floor. Unnoticed, I start picking through them. They’ve all got their price tags still attached and I see that, in order to avoid suspicion, whoever killed her bought them at twenty different stores. I’ve always said it’s hard not to admire good planning.

The place is in chaos, the noise deafening—police radios blaring, coroner’s assistants yelling for support, a Hispanic woman sobbing. Even if a victim doesn’t know anyone in the world, it seems like there’s always someone sobbing at a scene like this.

The young woman in the bath is unrecognizable—the three days she has spent in the acid have destroyed all her features. That was the plan I guess—whoever killed her had also weighed down her hands with telephone books. The acid has dissolved not only her fingerprints but almost the entire metacarpal structure underneath. Unless the forensic guys at the NYPD get lucky with a dental match, they’ll have a helluva time putting a name to this one.

In places like this, where you get a feeling evil still clings to the walls, your mind can veer into strange territory. The idea of a young woman without a face made me think of a Lennon/McCartney groove from long ago—it’s about Eleanor Rigby, a woman who wore a face that she kept in a jar by the door. In my head I start calling the victim Eleanor. The crime-scene team still have work to do, but there isn’t a person in the place who doesn’t think Eleanor was killed during sex: the mattress half off the base, the tangled sheets, a brown spray of decaying arterial blood on a bedside table. The really sick ones figure he cut her throat while he was still inside her. The bad thing is—they may be right. However she died, those that look for blessings may find one here—she wouldn’t have realized what was happening, not until the last moment anyway.

Tina—crystal meth—would have taken care of that. It makes you so damn horny, so euphoric as it hits your brain that any sense of foreboding would have been impossible. Under its influence the only coherent thought most people can marshal is to find a partner and bang their back out.

Next to the two empty foils of tina is what looks like one of those tiny shampoo bottles you get in hotel bathrooms.

Unmarked, it contains a clear liquid—GHB, I figure. It’s getting a lot of play now in the dark corners of the web: in large doses it is replacing rohypnol as the date-rape drug of choice. Most music venues are flooded with it: clubbers slug a tiny cap to cut tina, taking the edge off of its paranoia. But GHB also comes with its own side effects—a loss of inhibitions and a more intense sexual experience. On the street one of its names is Easy Lay. Kicking off her Jimmys, stepping out of her tiny black skirt, Eleanor must have been a rocket on the Fourth of July.

As I move through the crush of people—unknown to any of them, a stranger with an expensive jacket slung over his shoulder and a lot of freight in his past—I stop at the bed. I close out the noise and in my mind I see her on top, naked, riding him cowgirl. She is in her early twenties with a good body and I figure she is right into it—the cocktail of drugs whirling her toward a shattering orgasm, her body temperature soaring, thanks to the meth, her swollen breasts pushing down, her heart and respiratory rate rocketing under the onslaught of passion and chemicals, her breath coming in gulping bursts, her wet tongue finding a mind of its own and searching hard for the mouth below. Sex today sure isn’t for sissies.

Neon signs from a row of bars outside the window would have hit the blond highlights in her three-hundred-dollar haircut and sparkled off a Panerai diver’s watch. Yeah, it’s fake but it’s a good one. I know this woman. We all do—the type anyway. You see them in the huge new Prada store in Milan, queuing outside the clubs in Soho, sipping skinny lattes in the hot cafés on the Avenue Montaigne—young women who mistake People magazine for news and a Japanese symbol on their backs as a sign of rebellion.

I imagine the killer’s hand on her breast, touching a jeweled nipple ring. The guy takes it between his fingers and yanks it, pulling her closer. She cries out, revved—everything is hypersensitive now, especially her nipples. But she doesn’t mind—if somebody wants it rough, it just means they must really like her. Perched on top of him, the headboard banging hard against the wall, she would have been looking at the front door—locked and chained for sure. In this neighborhood that’s the least you could do.

A diagram on the back shows an evacuation route—she is in a hotel but any resemblance to the Ritz-Carlton pretty much ends there. It is called the Eastside Inn—home to itinerants, backpackers, the mentally lost, and anybody else with twenty bucks a night. Stay as long as you like—a day, a month, the rest of your life—all you need is two IDs, one with a photo.

The guy who had moved into room 89 had been here for a while—a six-pack sits on a bureau, along with four half-empty bottles of hard liquor and a couple of boxes of breakfast cereal. A stereo and a few CDs are on a nightstand and I glance through them. He had good taste in music, at least you could say that. The closet, however, is empty—it seems like his clothes were about the only thing he took with him when he walked out, leaving the body to liquefy in the bath. Lying at the back of the closet is a pile of trash: discarded newspapers, an empty can of roach killer, a coffee-stained wall calendar. I pick it up—every page features a black-and-white photo of an ancient ruin—the Coliseum, a Greek temple, the Library of Celsus at night. Very arty. But the pages are blank, not an appointment on any of them—except as a coffee mat, it seems like it’s never been used and I throw it back.

I turn away and—without thinking, out of habit really—I run my hand across the nightstand. That’s strange, no dust. I do the same to the bureau, bed board, and stereo and get the identical result—the killer has wiped everything down to eliminate his prints. He gets no prizes for that, but as I catch the scent of something and raise my fingers to my nose, everything changes. The residue I can smell is from an antiseptic spray they use in intensive care wards to combat infection. Not only does it kill bacteria, but as a side effect it also destroys DNA material—sweat, skin, hair. By spraying everything in the room and then dousing the carpet and walls, the killer was making sure that the NYPD needn’t bother with their forensic vacuum cleaners.

With sudden clarity I realize that this is anything but a by-the-book homicide for money or drugs or sexual gratification. As a murder, this is something remarkable.
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Not everybody knows this—or cares probably—but the first law of forensic science is called Locard’s Exchange Principle and it says “every contact between a perpetrator and a crime scene leaves a trace.” As I stand in this room, surrounded by dozens of voices, I’m wondering if Professor Locard had ever encountered anything quite like room 89—everything touched by the killer is now in a bath full of acid, wiped clean or drenched in industrial antiseptic. I’m certain there’s not a cell or follicle of him left behind.

A year ago I wrote an obscure book on modern investigative technique. In a chapter called “New Frontiers,” I said I had come across the use of an antibacterial spray only once in my life—and that was a high-level hit on an intelligence agent in the Czech Republic. That case doesn’t augur well—to this day, it remains unsolved. Whoever had been living in room 89 clearly knew their business and I start examining the room with the respect it deserves.

He wasn’t a tidy person and among the other trash I see an empty pizza box lying next to the bed. I’m about to pass over it when I realize that’s where he would have had the knife: lying on top of the pizza box within easy reach, so natural Eleanor probably wouldn’t even have registered it.

I imagine her on the bed, reaching under the tangle of sheets for his crotch. She kisses his shoulder, his chest, going down. Maybe the guy knows what he’s in for, maybe not: one of the side effects of GHB is that it suppresses the gag reflex. There’s no reason a person can’t swallow a seven-, eight-, ten-inch gun—that’s why one of the easiest places to buy it is in gay saunas. Or on porn shoots.

I think of his hands grabbing her—he flips her onto her back and straddles her. She’s thinking he’s positioning himself for her mouth, but casually, his right hand would have dropped to the side of the bed. Unseen, the guy’s fingers find the top of the pizza box, then touch what he’s looking for—cold and cheap but because it’s new, more than sharp enough to do the job.

Anybody watching from behind would have seen her back arch, a sort of moan escape her lips—they’d think he must have entered her mouth. He hasn’t. Her eyes, bright with drugs, are flooding with fear. His left hand has clamped tight over her mouth, forcing her head back, exposing her throat. She bucks and writhes, tries to use her arms but he’s anticipated that. Straddling her breasts, his knees slam down, pinning her by the biceps—you can just make out the two bruises on the body lying in the bath. She’s helpless. His right hand rises up into view—Eleanor sees it and tries to scream, convulsing wildly, fighting to get free. The serrated steel of the pizza knife flashes past her breast, toward her pale throat. It slashes hard…

Blood sprays across the bedside table. With one of the arteries that feed the brain completely cut it would have been over in a moment. Eleanor crumples, gurgling, bleeding out. The last vestiges of consciousness, tell her she has just witnessed her own murder, all she ever was and hoped to be is gone. That’s how he did it—he wasn’t inside her at all. Once again, thank God for small mercies, I suppose.

The killer goes to prepare the acid bath and along the way pulls off the bloody white shirt he must have been wearing—they just found pieces of it under Eleanor’s body in the bath, along with the knife: four inches long, black plastic handle, made by the millions in some sweatshop in China.

I’m still reeling from the vivid imagining of it all, so I barely register a rough hand taking my shoulder. As soon as I do, I throw it off, about to instantly break his arm—an echo from an earlier life, I’m afraid. It is some guy who mumbles a terse apology, looking at me strangely, trying to move me aside. He’s the leader of a forensic team—three guys and a woman—setting up the UV lamps and dishes of the Fast Blue B dye they’ll use to test the mattress for semen stains. They haven’t found out about the antiseptic yet and I don’t tell them—for all I know the killer missed a part of the bed. If he did, given the nature of the Eastside Inn, I figure they’ll get several thousand positive hits dating back to when hookers wore stockings.

I get out of their way but I’m deeply distracted: I’m trying to close everything out because there is something about the room, the whole situation—I’m not exactly sure what—that is troubling me. A part of the scenario is wrong and I can’t tell why. I look around, taking another inventory of what I see but I can’t find it—I have a sense it’s from earlier in the night. I go back, mentally rewinding the tape to when I first walked in.

What was it? I reach down into my subconscious, trying to recover my first impression—it was something detached from the violence, minor but with overriding significance.

If only I could touch it… a feeling… it’s like… it’s some word that is lying now on the other side of memory. I start thinking about how I wrote in my book that it is the assumptions, the unquestioned assumptions, that trip you up every time—and then it comes to me.

When I walked in I saw the six-pack on the bureau, a carton of milk in the fridge, registered the names of a few DVDs lying next to the TV, noted the liner in a trash can. And the impression—the word—that first entered my head but didn’t touch my conscious mind was female. I got everything right about what had happened in room 89—except for the biggest thing of all. It wasn’t a young guy who was staying here; it wasn’t a naked man who was having sex with Eleanor and cut her throat. It wasn’t a clever prick who destroyed her features with acid and drenched the room with antiseptic spray.

It was a woman.
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I’ve known a lot of powerful people in my career, but I’ve only met one person with genuine natural authority—the sort of guy who could shout you down with just a whisper. He is in the corridor now, coming toward me, telling the forensic team they’ll have to wait—the Fire Department wants to secure the acid before somebody gets burned.

“Keep your plastic gloves on, though,” he advises. “You can give each other a free prostate exam out in the hall.” Everybody except the forensic guys laughs.

The man with the voice is Ben Bradley, the homicide lieutenant in charge of the crime scene. He’s been down in the manager’s office, trying to locate the scumbag who runs the joint. He’s a tall black man—Bradley, not the scumbag—in his early fifties with big hands and Industry jeans turned up at the cuff. His wife talked him into buying them recently in a forlorn attempt to update his image, instead of which—he says—they make him look like a character from a Steinbeck novel, a modern refugee from the dust bowl.

Like all the other regulars at these murder circuses he has little affection for the forensic specialists. First, the work was outsourced a few years back and overpaid people like these started turning up in crisp white boilersuits with names like FORENSIC BIOLOGICAL SERVICES, INC. on the back. Second—and what really tipped it over the edge for him—were the two shows featuring forensic work that hit it big on TV and led to an insufferable outbreak of celebrityhood in the minds of its practitioners.

“Jesus,” he complained recently, “is there anybody in this country who isn’t dreaming of being on a reality show?”

As he watches the would-be celebrities repack their labs-in-a-briefcase he catches sight of me—standing silently against the wall, just watching, like I seem to have spent half my life doing. He ignores the people demanding his attention and makes his way over. We don’t shake hands—I don’t know why, it’s just never been our way. I’m not even sure if we’re friends—I’ve always been pretty much on the outside of any side you can find, so I’m probably not the one to judge. We respect each other, though, if that helps.

“Thanks for coming,” he says.

I nod, looking at his turned-up Industries and black work boots, ideal for paddling through the blood and shit of a crime scene.

“What did you come by—tractor?” I ask. He doesn’t laugh, Ben hardly ever laughs; he’s about the most deadpan guy you’ll ever meet. Which doesn’t mean he isn’t funny.

“Had a chance to look around, Ramon?” he says quietly.

My name is not Ramon and he knows it. But he also knows that until recently I was a member of one of our nation’s most secret intelligence agencies, so I figure he’s referring to Ramon Garcia. Ramon was an FBI agent who went to almost infinite trouble to conceal his identity as he sold our nation’s secrets to the Russians—then left his fingerprints all over the Hefty garbage bags he used to deliver the stolen documents. Ramon was almost certainly the most incompetent covert operator in history. Like I say, Ben is very funny.

“Yeah, I’ve seen a bit,” I tell him. “What you got on the person living in this dump? She’s the prime suspect, huh?”

Ben can hide many things, but his eyes can’t mask the look of surprise—a woman?!

Excellent, I think—Ramon strikes back. Still, Bradley’s a cool cop. “That’s interesting, Ramon,” he says trying to find out if I’m really on to something or whether I’ve just jumped the shark. “How’d you figure that?”

I point at the six-pack on the bureau, the milk in the fridge. “What guy does that? A guy keeps the beer cold, lets the milk go bad. Look at the DVDs—romantic comedies and not an action film among them. Wanna take a walk?” I continue, “Find out how many other guys in this dump use liners in their trash cans. That’s what a woman does—one who doesn’t belong here, no matter what part she’s acting.”

He weighs what I’ve said, holding my gaze, but it’s impossible to tell whether he’s buying what I’m selling. Before I can ask, two young detectives—a woman and her partner—appear from behind the fire department’s hazmat barrels. They scramble to a stop in front of Bradley.

“We got something, Ben!” the female cop says. “It’s about the occupant—”

Bradley nods calmly. “Yeah, it’s a woman—tell me something I don’t know. What about her?”

I guess he was buying it. The two cops stare, wondering how the hell he knew. By morning the legend of their boss will have grown even greater. Me? I’m thinking the guy is shameless; he’s going to take the credit without even blinking? I start laughing.

Bradley glances at me and, momentarily, I think he’s going to laugh back but it’s a forlorn hope. His sleepy eyes seem to twinkle, though, as his attention reverts to the two cops. “How’d you know it was a woman?” he asks them.

“We got hold of the hotel register and all the room files,” the male detective—name of Connor Norris—replies.

Bradley is suddenly alert. “From the manager? You found the scumbag—got him to unlock the office?”

Norris shakes his head. “There are four drug warrants out for his arrest, he’s probably halfway to Mexico. No, Alvarez here,” he indicates his female partner, “she recognized a guy wanted for burglary living upstairs.” He looks at his partner, not sure how much more to say.

Alvarez shrugs, hopes for the best, and comes clean. “I offered the burglar a get-out-of-jail-free card if he’d pick the locks on the manager’s office and safe for us.”

She looks at Bradley, nervous, wondering how much trouble this is gonna cause.

Her boss’s face gives away nothing, his voice just drops a notch, even softer. “And then?”

“Eight locks in total and he was through ’em in under a minute,” she says. “No wonder nothing’s safe in this town.”

“What was in the woman’s file?” Bradley asks.

“Receipts. She’d been living here just over a year,” Norris says. “Paid in cash, didn’t have the phone connected, TV, cable, nothing. Sure didn’t want to be traced.”

Bradley nods—exactly what he was thinking. “When was the last time any of the neighbors saw her?”

“Three or four days ago, nobody’s sure,” Norris recounts.

Bradley murmurs. “Disappeared straight after she killed her date, I guess. What about ID, there must have been something in her file?”

Alvarez checks her notes. “Photocopies of a Florida driver’s license and a student card or something—no picture on it,” she says. “I bet they’re genuine.”

“Check ’em anyway,” Bradley tells them.

“We gave ’em to Petersen,” says Norris, referring to another young detective. “He’s onto it.”

Bradley acknowledges it. “Does the burglar—any of the others—know the suspect, anything about her?”

They shake their heads. “Nobody. They’d just see her come and go,” Norris says. “Early twenties, about five eight, a great body according to the burglar—”

Bradley raises his eyes to heaven. “By his standards that probably means she’s got two legs.”

Norris smiles but not Alvarez—she just wishes Bradley would say something about her deal with the burglar. If he’s going to ream her out, get it over with. Instead, she has to continue to participate, professional: “According to a so-called actress in 114 the chick changed her appearance all the time. One day Marilyn Monroe, the next Marilyn Manson, sometimes both Marilyns on the same day. Then there was Drew and Britney, Dame Edna, k.d. lang—”

“You’re serious?” Bradley asks. The young cops nod, reeling off more names as if to prove it. “I’m really looking forward to seeing this Photofit,” he says, realizing that all the common avenues of a murder investigation are being closed down. “Anything else?” They shake their heads, done.

“Better start getting statements from the freaks—or at least those without warrants, which will probably amount to about three of ’em.”

Bradley dismisses them, turning to me in the shadows, starting to broach something that has been causing him a lot of anxiety.

“Ever seen one of these?” he asks, pulling on plastic gloves and taking a metal box off a shelf in the closet—it’s khaki in color, so thin I hadn’t even noticed it. He’s about to open it but turns to look at Alvarez and Norris for a moment. They are heading out, weaving through the firefighters packing up their hazmat pumps now.

“Hey, guys,” he calls. They turn and look. “About the burglar—that was good work.” We see the relief on Alvarez’s face and they both raise their hands in silent acknowledgment, smiling. No wonder his crew worship him.

I’m looking at the metal box—on closer examination more like an attaché case with a serial number stenciled on the side in white letters. It’s obviously military, but I only have a vague memory of seeing anything like it. “A battlefield surgical kit?” I say without much conviction.

“Close,” Bradley says. “Dentistry.” He opens the box, revealing—nestled in foam—a full set of Army dental instruments: spreader pliers, probes, extraction forceps.

I stare at him. “She pulled the victim’s teeth?” I ask.

“All of ’em. We haven’t found any, so I figure she dumped ’em—maybe she flushed them down the john and we’ll get lucky, that’s why we’re tearing the plumbing apart.”

“Were the teeth pulled before or after she killed her?”

Ben realizes where I’m going. “No, it wasn’t torture. The coroner says it was after death, to prevent identification. It was the reason I asked you to drop by—I remembered something in your book about home dentistry and a murder. If it was in the US, I was hoping there might be a—”

“No connection—Sweden,” I say. “A guy used a surgical hammer on the victim’s bridgework and jaw—same objective I guess—but forceps? I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“Well, we have now,” Ben replies.

“Inspiring,” I say, “the onward rush of civilization I mean.”

Putting aside my despair about humanity, I have to say I’m even more impressed by the killer—it couldn’t have been easy pulling thirty-two teeth from a dead person. The killer had obviously grasped one important concept, a thing that eludes most people who decide on her line of work—nobody’s ever been arrested for a murder; they have only ever been arrested for not planning it properly.

I indicate the metal case. “Where’s a civilian get one of these?” I ask.

Ben shrugs. “Anywhere they like. I called a buddy in the Pentagon and he went into the archives: forty thousand were surplus—the Army unloaded the lot through survival stores over the last few years. We’ll chase ’em, but we won’t nail it that way. I’m not sure anybody could…”

His voice trails away—he’s lost in a labyrinth, running his gaze around the room, trying to find a way out. “I’ve got no face,” he says softly, “no dental records, no witnesses—worst of all no motive. You know this business better than anyone—if I asked you about solving it, what odds would you lay?”

“Right now? Powerball,” I tell him. “You walk in, the first thing you think is amateur, just another drug or sex play. Then you look closer—I’ve only seen a couple anywhere near as good as this.” Then I tell him about the antiseptic spray and of course that’s not something he wants to hear.

“Thanks for the encouragement,” he says. Unthinking, he rubs his index finger and thumb together and I know from close observation over a long period that it means he’d like a cigarette. He told me once he’d given up in the ’90s and there must have been a million times since then that he’d thought a smoke might help. This is obviously one of them. To get over the craving he talks. “You know my problem? Marcie told me this once—” Marcie is his wife. “I get too close to the victims, ends up I sort of imagine I’m the only friend they’ve got left.”

“Their champion?” I suggest.

“That’s exactly the word she used. And there’s one thing I’ve never been able to do—Marcie says it could be the only thing she really likes about me—I’ve never been able to let a friend down.”

Champion of the dead, I think. There could be worse things. I wish there was something I could do to help him but there isn’t—it’s not my investigation and, although I’m only in my thirties, I’m retired.

A technician enters the room fast, yelling in an Asian accent: “Ben?” Bradley turns. “In the basement!”
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Three technicians in coveralls have torn apart an old brick wall. Despite their face masks, they’re almost gagging from the smell inside the cavity. It’s not a body they’ve found, rotting flesh has its own particular odor—this is leaking sewage, mold, and a hundred generations of rat shit.

Bradley makes his way through a sequence of foul cellars and stops in the harsh light of a bank of work lights illuminating the wrecked wall. I follow in his wake, tagging along with the other investigators, arriving just in time to see the Asian guy—a Chinese-American whom everyone calls Bruce for obvious reasons—shine a portable light deep into the newly opened cavity.

Inside is a maze of cowboy plumbing. Bruce explains that having torn up the bathroom in room 89 without finding anything trapped in the U-bends, they went one step further. They got a capsule of Fast Blue B dye from the forensic guys, mixed it into a pint of water, and poured it down the waste pipe.

It took five minutes for all of it to arrive and they knew if it was running that slow, there had to be a blockage somewhere between the basement and room 89. Now they’ve found it—in the matrix of pipes and illegal connections behind the wall.

“Please tell me it’s the teeth,” Bradley says. “She flush ’em down the toilet?”

Bruce shakes his head and shines the portable light on a mush of charred paper trapped in a right-angle turn. “The pipe comes straight from room 89—we tested it,” he says, pointing at the mush. “Whatever this is, she probably burnt it, then sent it down the crapper. That was the right thing to do—except she didn’t know about the code violations.”

With the help of tweezers, Bradley starts to pick the congealed mess apart. “Bits of receipts, corner of a MetroCard, movie ticket,” he recounts to everyone watching. “Looks like she took a final sweep through the place, got rid of anything she missed.” He carefully separates more burnt fragments. “A shopping list, could be useful to match the handwriting if we ever find—”

He stops, staring at a piece of paper slightly less charred than the rest. “Seven numbers. Written by hand: ‘9 0 2 5 2 3 4.’ It’s not complete, the rest has been burnt off.”

He holds the scrap of paper up to the group, but I know it’s me he’s really speaking to, as if my job at an intelligence agency qualifies me as a cryptographer. Seven handwritten numbers, half-destroyed—they could mean anything—but I have one advantage: people in my former business are always dealing in fragments, so I don’t just dismiss it.

Among everybody else of course the speculation starts immediately—bank account, credit card, zip code, an IP address, a phone number. Alvarez says there’s no such thing as a 902 area code and she’s right. Sort of.

“Yeah, but we connect to the Canadian system,” Petersen, the young detective—built like a linebacker—tells her. “Nine-oh-two is Nova Scotia. My grandfather had a farm up there.”

Bradley doesn’t respond, he keeps looking at me for my opinion. I’ve learned from bitter experience not to say anything unless you’re certain, so I just shrug—which means Bradley and everyone else move on.

What I’m really thinking about is the wall calendar, which has been worrying me since I first saw it. According to the price on the back it cost forty bucks at Rizzoli, the upmarket bookstore, and that’s a lot of money to tell the date and never use. The killer was obviously a smart woman and the thought occurred to me it wasn’t a calendar at all to her; maybe she had an interest in ancient ruins.

I had spent most of my career working in Europe and though it’s a long time since I traveled that far east, I’m pretty sure 90 is the international code for Turkey. Spend even a day traveling in that country and you realize it has more Greco-Roman ruins than just about any place on earth. If 90 is the country prefix, it’s possible the subsequent digits are an area code and part of a phone number. Without anyone noticing, I walk out and head for the quietest part of the basement and make a call to Verizon on my cell phone—I want to find out about Turkish area codes.

As I wait for the phone company to pick up I glance at my watch and I’m shocked to realize that dawn must be breaking outside—it is now ten hours since a janitor, checking a power failure in the next room, unlocked the door to room 89 to access some wiring. No wonder everybody looks tired.

At last I reach someone on a Verizon help desk, a heavily accented woman at what I guess is a call center in Mumbai, and find my memory is holding up—90 is indeed the dialing code for Turkey. “What about 252? Is that an area code?”

“Yes, a province… it’s called Muğla or something,” she says, trying her best to pronounce it. Turkey is a large country—bigger than Texas, with a population of over seventy million—and the name means nothing to me. I start to thank her, ready to ring off, when she says: “I don’t know if it helps, but it says here that one of the main towns is a place on the Aegean coast. It’s called Bodrum.”

The word sends a jolt through my body, a frisson of fear that has been barely dissipated by the passage of so many years. Bodrum, she says—and the name washes ashore like the debris from some distant shipwreck. “Really?” I say calmly, fighting a tumult of thoughts. Then the part of my brain dealing with the present reminds me I’m only a guest on this investigation and relief floods in—I don’t want anything to do with that part of the world again.

I make my way back to room 89. Bradley sees me and I tell him I figure that the piece of paper is the first part of a phone number all right but I’d forget about Canada. I explain about the calendar and he says he’d seen it earlier in the evening and it had worried him too.

“Bodrum? Where’s Bodrum?” he asks.

“You need to get out more. In Turkey—one of the most fashionable summer destinations in the world.”

“What about Coney Island?” he asks straight-faced.

“A close call,” I tell him, picturing the harbor packed with extravagant yachts, the elegant villas, a tiny mosque nestled in the hills, cafés with names like Mezzaluna and Oxygen awash with hormones and ten-dollar cappuccinos.

“You’ve been there?” Bradley asks. I shake my head—there are some things the government won’t let me talk about.

“No,” I lie. “Why would she be calling someone in Bodrum?” I wonder aloud, changing the subject.

Bradley shrugs, unwilling to speculate, preoccupied. “The big guy’s done some good work too,” he reports, pointing at Petersen on the other side of the room. “It wasn’t a student ID Alvarez found in the manager’s file—fake name, of course, but it was a New York library card.”

“Oh good,” I say without much interest, “an intellectual.”

“Not really,” he replies, “according to their database she only borrowed one book in a year.” He pauses, looks at me hard. “Yours.”

I stare back at him, robbed of words. No wonder he was preoccupied. “She read my book?” I manage to say finally.

“Not just read it, studied it I’d say,” he answers. “Like you said—you hadn’t seen many as professional as this. Now we know why—the missing teeth, the antiseptic spray, it’s all in your book, isn’t it?”

My head tilts back as the full weight of it hits me. “She took stuff from different cases, used it as a manual—how to kill someone, how to cover it up.”

“Exactly,” Ben Bradley says and, for one of the few times ever, he smiles. “I just want to say thanks—now I’ve got to chase you-by-proxy, the best in the world.”
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If you want to know the truth, my book about investigative techniques was pretty obscure—the sort of thing, as far as I could tell, that defied all publishing theory: once most people put it down, they couldn’t pick it up again.

Yet, among the small cadre of professionals at whom it was aimed, it caused a seismic shock. The material went out on the edge of technology, of science, of credibility even. But on closer examination not even the most hardened skeptics could maintain their doubts—every case I cited included those tiny details, that strange patina of circumstance and motivation, that allows good investigators to separate the genuine from the fake.

A day after the book’s release a flurry of questions began ricocheting around the closed world of top-flight investigators. How the hell was it that nobody had heard of any of these cases? They were like communiqués from another planet, only the names changed to protect the guilty. And, even more importantly, who the hell had written it?

I had no intention of ever letting anyone find out. Due to my former work I had more enemies than I cared to think about and I didn’t want to start my car engine one morning and end up as a handful of cosmic dust running rings around the moon. If any reader of the book was to inquire about the background of the so-called author, all they would find was a man who had died recently in Chicago. One thing was certain: I didn’t write it for fame or money.

I told myself I did it because I had solved crimes committed by people working at the outer limits of human ingenuity and I thought other investigators might find some of the techniques I had pioneered useful. And that was true—up to a point. On a deeper level, I’m still young— hopefully with another, real, life in front of me—and I think the book was a summing up, a way of bidding a final farewell to my former existence.

For almost a decade I was a member of our country’s most secret intelligence organization, working so deep in shadow that only a handful of people even knew of our existence. The agency’s task was to police our country’s intelligence community, to act as the covert world’s internal affairs department. To that extent, you might say, we were a throwback to the Middle Ages. We were the ratcatchers.

Although the number of people employed by the twenty-six publicly acknowledged—and eight unnamed—US intelligence organizations is classified, it is reasonable to say that over one hundred thousand people came within our orbit. A population of that size meant the crimes we investigated ran the gamut—from treason to corruption, murder to rape, drug dealing to theft. The only difference was that some of the perpetrators were the best and brightest in the world.

The group entrusted with this elite and highly classified mission was established by Jack Kennedy in the early months of his administration. After a particularly lurid scandal at the CIA—the details of which still remain secret—he apparently decided members of the intelligence community were as subject to human frailty as the population in general. More so, probably.

In normal circumstances, the FBI would have acted as the shadow world’s investigator-at-large—under the perfumed fist of J. Edgar Hoover, however, that agency was anything but normal. Giving him the power to investigate the spooks would have been—well, you might as well have let Saddam loose in the arms factory. For this reason Kennedy and his brother created an agency that was given, by virtue of its responsibilities, unprecedented power. Established by an executive order it also became one of only three agencies to report directly to the president without congressional oversight. Don’t bother asking about the other two—both of them are also forbidden by law from being named.

In the rarefied atmosphere where those with the highest security clearances reside, people at first disparaged the new agency and its hard-charging mission. Delighted by their cleverness, they referred to it as the 11th Airborne Division—the cavalry, in other words. Few of them expected it to be successful but as the agency’s impressive reputation grew, they didn’t find it quite so funny.

As if by common agreement, one part of the name gradually faded until the entire intelligence community referred to it—in a tone of reverence—simply as The Division. It’s not vanity when I say that many of those who worked for it were brilliant. They had to be—some of The Division’s targets were the most highly skilled covert operators the shadow world has ever seen. Years of training had taught these men and women how to lie and deflect, to say good-bye and leave not a trace behind, to have their hand in anything and their fingerprints on nothing. The result was that those who hunted them had to have even greater skills. The pressure for the catchers to keep one step ahead of the prey was enormous, almost unbearable at times, and it was no wonder that The Division had the highest suicide rate of any government agency outside of the Post Office.

It was during my last year at Harvard that I was recruited into its elite ranks without even realizing it. One of the agency’s outriders—a pleasant woman with nice legs and a surprisingly short skirt who said she was a vice president with the Rand Corporation—came to Cambridge and talked to promising young graduates.

I had studied medicine for three years, majoring in the pharmacology of drugs—and I mean majoring. By day I learned about them in theory, on weekends I took a far more hands-on approach. It was while visiting a doctor in Boston, having read up on the symptoms of fibromyalgia and convincing him to write me a prescription for Vicodin, that I had an epiphany.

Say it was real, say right now it was me behind that desk dealing with the ailments—real and imagined—of the patients I had been quietly observing in the waiting room?

I realized it wasn’t what afflicted people that interested me, it was what motivated them. I dropped out of medicine, enrolled in psychology, graduated magna cum laude, and was close to completing my doctorate.

As soon as it was finished, the lady in the short skirt was offering twice the starting salary of any other employer and what appeared to be almost limitless opportunities for research and advancement. As a result I spent the next year writing reports that would never be read, designing questionnaires never to be answered, before I discovered I wasn’t really working for Rand at all. I was being observed, auditioned, assessed, and checked. Suddenly Short Skirt wasn’t anywhere to be found.

Instead, two men—hard men—I had never seen before, or since, took me to a secure room in a nondescript building on an industrial estate just north of CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. They made me sign a series of forms forbidding any kind of disclosure before telling me that I was being considered for a position in a clandestine intelligence service that they refused to name.

I stared at them, asking myself why they would have thought of me. But if I was honest, I knew the answer. I was a perfect candidate for the secret world. I was smart, I had always been a loner, and I was damaged deep in my soul.

My father walked out before I was born and was never seen again. Several years later my mother was murdered in her bedroom in our apartment just off Eight Mile Road in Detroit—like I said, there are some places I will remember all my life.

An only child, I finally washed up with adoptive parents in Greenwich, Connecticut—twenty acres of manicured lawns, the best schools money could buy, the quietest house you’ve ever known. Their family seemingly complete, I guess Bill and Grace Murdoch tried their best, but I could never be the son they wanted.

A child without parents learns to survive: they work out early to mask what they feel and if the pain proves beyond bearing, to dig a cave in their head, and hide inside. To the world at large I tried to be what I thought Bill and Grace wanted and ended up being a stranger to them both.

Sitting in that room outside Langley I realized that taking on another identity, masking so much of who you are and what you feel, was ideal training for the secret world.

In the years that followed—the ones I spent secretly traveling the world under a score of different names—I have to say the best spooks I ever met had learned to live a double life long before they joined any agency.

They included closeted men in a homophobic world, secret adulterers with wives in the suburbs, gamblers, and addicts, alcoholics, and perverts. Whatever their burden, they were all long-practiced at making the world believe in an illusion of themselves. It was only a small step to put on another disguise and serve their government.

I guess the two hard men sensed something of that in me. Finally, they got to the part of their questioning that dealt with illegality. “Tell us about drugs,” they said.

I remembered what somebody once said about Bill Clinton—he never met a woman he didn’t like. I figured it wouldn’t be helpful to tell them I felt the same way about drugs. I denied even a passing knowledge, thankful I had never adopted the reckless lifestyle that usually accompanies their use. I’d made it a secret life and kept it hidden by following my own rules—I only ever got fucked up alone, I didn’t try and score at bars or clubs, I figured party drugs were for amateurs, and the idea of driving around an open-air drug market sounded like a recipe to get shot.

It worked—I had never been arrested or questioned about it—and so, having already successfully lived one secret life, it now gave me the confidence to embrace another. When they stood up and wanted to know how long I would need to consider their offer I simply asked for a pen.

So that was the way of it—I signed their Memorandum of Engagement in a windowless room on a bleak industrial estate and joined the secret world. If I gave any thought to the cost it would exact, the ordinary things I would never experience or share, I certainly don’t recall it.
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After four years of training—of learning to read tiny signs others might miss, to live in situations where others would die—I rose quickly through the ranks. My initial overseas posting was to Berlin and within six months of my arrival, I had killed a man for the first time.

Ever since The Division was established, its operations in Europe had been under the command of one of its most senior agents, based in London. The first person to hold the post had been a high-ranking Navy officer, a man steeped in the history of naval warfare. As a result he took to calling himself the Admiral of the Blue, the person who had once been third in command of the fleet—his exact position within The Division. The name stuck, but over the decades it got changed and corrupted until finally it became known as the Rider of the Blue.

By the time I arrived in Europe the then occupant of the office was running a highly regarded operation and there seemed little doubt he would one day return to Washington and assume The Division’s top post. Those who did well in his eyes would inevitably be swept higher in the slipstream and there was intense competition to win his approval.

It was against this background that the Berlin office sent me to Moscow early one August—the worst of months in that hot and desperate city—to investigate claims of financial fraud in a US clandestine service operating there. Sure, the money was missing, but as I dug deeper what I uncovered was far worse—a senior US intelligence officer had traveled specially to Moscow and was about to sell the names of our most valuable Russian informers back to the FSB, the successor both in function and brutality to the KGB.

As I’d come very late to this particular party I had to make an instant decision—no time to seek advice, no second-guessing. I caught up with our officer when he was on his way to meet his Russian contact. And, yes, that was the first man I ever killed.

I shot him—I shot the Rider of the Blue dead in Red Square, a vicious wind howling out of the steppes, hot, carrying with it the smell of Asia and the stench of betrayal. I don’t know if this is anything to be proud of, but even though I was young and inexperienced I killed my boss like a professional.

I shadowed him to the southern edge of the square, where a children’s carousel was turning. I figured the blaring sound of its recorded music would help mask the flat retort of a pistol shot. I came in at him from an angle—this man I knew well—and he only saw me at the last moment.

A look of puzzlement crossed his face, almost instantly giving way to fear. “Eddy—” he said. My real name wasn’t Eddy, but like everybody else in the agency I had changed my identity when I first went out into the field. I think it made it easier, as if it wasn’t really me who was doing it.

“Something wrong—what are you doing here?” He was from the south and I’d always liked his accent.

I just shook my head. “Vyshaya mera,” I said. It was an old KGB expression we both knew that literally meant “the highest level of punishment”—a euphemism for putting a large-caliber bullet through the back of someone’s head.

I already had my hand on the gun in my hip pocket—a slim-line PSM 5.45, ironically a Soviet design, specially made to be little thicker than a cigarette lighter. It meant you could carry it with barely a wrinkle in the jacket of a well-cut suit. I saw his panicky eyes slide to the kids riding the carousel, probably thinking about his own two little ones, wondering how it ever got this crazy.

Without taking the gun out of my pocket, I pulled the trigger—firing a steel-core bullet able to penetrate the thirty layers of Kevlar and two millimeters of titanium plate in the bulletproof vest I assumed he was wearing.

Nobody heard a sound above the racket of the carousel.

The bullet plunged into his chest, the muzzle velocity so high it immediately sent his heart into shock, killing him instantly—just like it was designed to do. I put my arm out, catching him as he fell, using my hand to wipe the sweat from his forehead, acting as if my companion had just passed out from the heat.

I half-carried him to a plastic seat under a flapping unused umbrella, speaking in halting Russian to the clutch of mothers waiting ten yards away for their children, pointing at the sky, complaining about the weather.

They smiled, secretly pleased to have it confirmed once again that the Slavs were strong and the Americans weak: “Ah, the heat—terrible, yes,” they said sympathetically.

I took off the Rider’s jacket and put it on his lap to hide the reddening hole. I called to the mothers again, telling them I was leaving him momentarily while I went for a cab.

They nodded, more interested in their kids on the carousel than what I was doing. I doubt any of them even realized I was carrying his briefcase—let alone his wallet—as I hurried toward the taxis on Kremlevskiy Prospekt.

I was already entering my hotel room several miles away before anyone noticed the blood trickling from the corner of his mouth and called the cops. I hadn’t had the chance to empty all his pockets, so I knew it wouldn’t be long before they identified him.

On visits to London I’d had dinner at his home and played with his kids many times—two girls who were in their early years at school—and I counted down the minutes to when I guessed the phone would ring at his house in Hampstead and they’d get the news their father was dead. Thanks to my own childhood, I had a better idea than most how that event would unfold for a child—the wave of disbelief, the struggle to understand the finality of death, the flood of panic, the yawning chasm of abandonment. No matter how hard I tried I couldn’t stop the scene from playing out in my head—the visuals were of them, but I’m afraid the emotion was mine.

At last I sat on the bed and broke the lock on his briefcase. The only thing of interest I found was a music DVD with Shania Twain on the cover. I put it in the drive of my laptop and ran it through an algorithm program. Hidden in the digitized music were the names and classified files of nineteen Russians who were passing secrets to us. Vyshaya mera to them if the Rider had made the drop.

As I worked through the files, looking at the personal data in the nineteen files, I started to keep a tally of the names of all the Russian kids I encountered. I hadn’t meant to, but I realized I was drawing up a sort of profit-and-loss account. By the end there were fourteen Russian children in one column, the Rider’s two daughters in the other. You could say it had been a good exchange by any reckoning. But it wasn’t enough—the names of the Russians were too abstract and the Rider’s children far too real.

I picked up my coat, swung my overnight bag onto my shoulder, pocketed the PSM 5.45, and headed to a playground near Gorky Park—I knew from the files that some of the wives of our Russian assets often took their kids there in the afternoon. I sat on a bench and from the descriptions I had read I identified nine of the women for sure, their children building sand castles on a make-believe beach.

I walked forward and stared at them—I doubt they even noticed the stranger with a burn hole in his jacket looking through the railing—these smiling kids whose summers I hoped would now last longer than mine ever did. And while I had managed to make them real, I couldn’t help thinking that in the measure of what I had given to them, by equal measure I had lost part of myself. Call it my innocence.

Feeling older but somehow calmer, I walked toward a row of taxis. Several hours earlier—as I had hurried toward my hotel room after killing the Rider—I had made an encrypted call to Washington and I knew a CIA plane, flying undercover as a General Motors executive jet, was en route to the city’s Sheremetyevo Airport to extract me.

Worried that the Russian cops had already identified me as the killer, the ride to the airport was one of the longest journeys of my life and it was with overwhelming relief I stepped on board the jet. My elation lasted about twelve seconds. Inside were four armed men who declined to reveal who they were but had the look of some Special Forces unit.

They handed me a legal document and I learned I was now the subject of the intelligence community’s highest inquiry—a Critical Incident Investigation—into the killing. The leader of the group told me we were flying to America.

He then read me my rights and placed me under arrest.
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My best guess was Montana. As I looked out the window of the jet, there was something in the cut of the hills that made me almost certain we were in the Northwest. There was nothing else to distinguish the place—just an airstrip so secret it consisted of a huddle of unmarked bunkers, a dozen underground hangars, and miles of electrified fence.

We had flown through the night and by the time we landed—just after dawn—I was in a bad frame of mind. I’d had plenty of opportunity to turn things over in my head and the doubts had grown with each passing mile. What if the Shania Twain DVD was a fake, or somebody had planted it on the Rider? Maybe he was running a sting operation I didn’t know about—or another agency was using him to give the enemy a raft of disinformation. And what about this? Perhaps the investigators would claim it was my DVD and the Rider had unmasked me as the traitor. That explained why I had to shoot him dead with no consultation.

I was slipping even further into the labyrinth of doubt as the Special Ops guys bustled me off the plane and into an SUV with blackened windows. The doors locked automatically and I saw the handles inside had been removed. It had been five years since I had first joined the secret world and now, after three frantic days in Moscow, everything was on the line.

For two hours we drove without leaving the confines of the electrified fence, coming to a stop at last at a lonely ranch house surrounded by a parched lawn.

Restricted to two small rooms and forbidden any contact except with my interrogators, I knew that in another wing of the house a dozen forensic teams would be going through my life with a fine-tooth comb—the Rider’s too—trying to find the footprints of the truth. I also knew how they’d interview me—but no amount of practice sessions during training can prepare you for the reality of being worked over by hostile interrogators.

Four teams worked in shifts and I say it without editorial comment, purely as a matter of record: the women were the worst—or the best—depending on your point of view. The shapeliest of them appeared to think that by leaving the top of her shirt undone and leaning forward she would somehow get closer to the truth. Wonderbra I called her. It would be the same sort of method used, years later, with great effect on the Muslim detainees at Guantanamo Bay.

I understood the theory—it was a reminder of the world you hungered for, the world of pleasure, far removed from the place of constant anxiety. All you had to do was cooperate. And let me just say, it works. Hammered about details night and day as they search for any discrepancy, you’re tired—weary to the bone. Two weeks of it and you’re longing for another world—any world.

Late one night, after twelve hours without pause, I asked Wonderbra: “You figure I planned it all—and I shot him on the edge of Red Square? Red Square? Why would I do that?”

“Stupid, I guess,” she said evenly.

“Where did they recruit you—Hooters?!” I almost yelled. For the first time I’d raised my voice—it was a mistake. Now the team of analysts and psychologists watching via the hidden cameras would know they were getting to me.

Instantly, I hoped she would return service but she was a professional—she kept her voice calm, just leaned even farther forward, the few buttons on her shirt straining: “They’re natural and it’s no credit to the bra in case you’re wondering. What song was the carousel playing?”

I forced the anger to walk away. “I’ve already told you.”

“Tell us again.”

“ ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit.’ I’m serious, this is modern Russia, nothing makes sense.”

“You’d heard it before?” she said.

“Of course I’d heard it before, it’s Nirvana.”

“In the square, I mean, when you scouted locations—?”

“There was no scouting because there was no plan,” I told her quietly, a headache starting in my left temple.

When they finally let me go to bed I felt she was winning—no matter how innocent you are that’s a bad thing to think when you’re in an isolated house, clinging to your freedom, as good as lost to the world.

Early the next morning—Wednesday by my figuring but in fact a Saturday, that’s how disoriented I’d become—the door to my sleeping area was unlocked and the handler hung a clean set of clothes on the back of it. He spoke for the first time and offered me a shower instead of the normal body wash in a basin in the corner. I knew this technique too—make me think they were starting to believe me, encourage me to trust them—but by this stage I was pretty well past caring about the psychology of it all. Like Freud might have said: sometimes a shower’s still a shower.

The handler unlocked a door into an adjoining bathroom and left. It was a white room, clinical, ringbolts in the ceiling and walls that hinted at a far darker purpose but I didn’t care. I shaved, undressed, and let the water flood down. As I was drying I caught sight of myself naked in a full-length mirror and stopped—it was strange, I hadn’t really looked at myself for a long time.

I’d lost about twenty pounds in the three weeks or whatever it was I had been at the ranch, and I couldn’t remember ever seeing my face look more haggard. It made me appear a lot older and I stared at it for a time, like a window into the future. I wasn’t ugly—I was tall and my hair was salted with blond, thanks to the European summer.

With the extra pounds stripped off my waist and butt, thanks to the investigation, I was in good shape—not with the six-pack-ab vanity of a movie star but with the fitness that came from practicing forty minutes of Krav Maga every day. An Israeli system of self-defense, it is, according to people who know, the most highly regarded form of unarmed combat among New York drug dealers north of 140th Street. I always figured if it was good enough for the professionals, it was good enough for me. One day, several years in the future—alone and desperate—it would save my life.

As I stood close to the mirror, taking inventory of the man I saw before me, wondering if I really liked him that much, it occurred to me I might not be the only one watching. Wonderbra and her friends were probably on the other side of the glass, conducting their own appraisal. I may not be on top of anyone’s list for male lead in Deep Throat Part II, but I didn’t have anything to be ashamed of. No, it wasn’t that that made me angry—it was the intrusion into every part of my life, the endless search for evidence that did not exist, the soul-destroying conviction that nobody could do something simply because they thought it was right.

Krav Maga instructors will tell you the mistake most people make when they fight is to punch someone’s head really hard. The first thing you break is your knuckles. For that reason a real professional clenches his or her fist and uses the side of it like a hammer hitting an anvil.

A blow like that from a reasonably fit person will deliver—according to the instructors—over four newtons of force at the point of impact. You can imagine what that does to someone’s face. Or a mirror. It split into pieces and shattered on the floor. The most surprising thing was the wall behind—it was bare. No two-way glass, nothing. I stared at it, wondering if I was the one that was cracking.

Showered and shaved, I returned to the bedroom and—dressed in the clean clothes—I sat on the bed and waited. Nobody came. I went to bang on the door and found that it was unlocked. Oh, this was cute, I thought—the trust quotient was going suborbital now. Either that or, in this particular episode of The Twilight Zone, I would find the house was empty and hadn’t been lived in for years.

I made my way to the living room. I had never been in it before, but that’s where I found the whole team, about forty of them, smiling at me. For an awful moment I thought they were going to clap. The team leader, a guy with a face made out of spare parts, said something that I barely understood. Then Wonderbra was putting out her hand, saying it was just work, hoping that there were no hard feelings.

I was about to suggest she come upstairs where I’d visit on her acts of violence, some of them increasingly sexual in nature, but what the team leader had said now made me stop—I decided such thoughts were unworthy of someone who had received a handwritten letter from the president of the United States. It was lying on a table and I sat down to read it. Under the impressive blue-and-gold seal it said a complete and thorough investigation had cleared me of all wrongdoing. The president thanked me for what he called great courage “above and beyond the call of duty.”

“In hostile territory, far removed from help or safety, and facing the need for immediate action you did not hesitate or give any thought to your personal welfare,” he wrote.

He said that while it was impossible for the public to ever know of my actions, both he, personally, and the country at large were deeply grateful for the service I had performed. Somewhere in it he also used the word hero.

I walked to the door. I felt the assembled eyes on me, but I hardly noticed. I went out and stood on the lawn, looking across the bleak landscape. “Cleared of all wrongdoing,” the letter had said and as I thought on that and the other word he had used, it unchained a host of emotions in me. I wondered what Bill and Grace would have thought. Would they have found the pride in me I had so long denied them?

I heard a car’s tires crunch up the long gravel drive and stop at the front of the house but I ignored it. And what of the dead woman in Detroit, the one with the same startling blue eyes as mine? She had loved me, I was sure of that, but it was strange given that I hardly knew her. What would my mother feel if I could have told her?

I kept standing there, shoulders hunched against the wind and the emotional debris swirling around me—until I heard a door open. I turned—the team leader and Wonderbra were standing on the porch. With them was an elderly man, just arrived in the car, I had known for a long time. It doesn’t matter what his name was—by design nobody has ever heard of him. He was the director of The Division.

Slowly, he came down the steps and stood with me. “You read the letter?” he asked. I nodded. He put his hand on my arm and exerted a tiny pressure—his way of saying thank you. I guess he knew that any words of his would have had little hope of competing with that blue-and-gold seal.

He followed my gaze across the bleak landscape and spoke of the man I had killed. “If you take the final betrayal out of it,” he said, “he was a fine agent—one of the best.”

I stared at him. “That’s one way of putting it,” I replied. “If you take the bomb out of it, August 6th was probably a nice day in Hiroshima.”

“Jesus, Eddy! I’m doing my best here. I’m trying to find something positive—he was a friend of mine.”

“Mine too, Director,” I said flatly.

“I know, I know, Eddy,” he replied, restraining himself—amazing what a letter from the president can do. “I’ve said a dozen times I’m glad it was you, not me. Even when I was younger I don’t know if I could have done it.”

I didn’t say anything—from what I had heard he would have taken a machine gun to Disneyland if he had thought it would have advanced his career.

He turned his collar up against the wind and told me he wanted me to head to London. “I’ve checked with everyone who has to sign off. The decision was unanimous—I’m appointing you the new Rider of the Blue.”

I said nothing, just stared across the blighted fields for a long time, saddened beyond telling by the circumstances and those two little girls. I was twenty-nine years old and the youngest Rider of the Blue there had ever been.
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London had never looked more beautiful than the night I flew in—Saint Paul’s Cathedral, the Houses of Parliament, and all the other old citadels of power and grandeur standing like sculptures against a red and darkening sky.

It was less than twenty hours since my appointment and I had traveled without rest. I was wrong about the location of the ranch house—it was in the Black Hills of South Dakota, even more remote than I had imagined. From there it was a two-hour drive to the nearest public airport, where a private jet had flown me to New York to connect with a British Airways transatlantic flight.

A Ford SUV, three years old and splashed with dirt to make it look unremarkable, picked me up at Heathrow and took me into Mayfair. It was a Sunday night and there was little traffic, but even so, progress was slow—the vehicle was armor-plated and the extra weight made it a bitch to drive.

The guy wrestling the wheel finally turned into a cul-de-sac near South Audley Street and the garage door of an elegant town house swung up. We drove into the underground garage of a building that, according to the brass plaque on the front door, was the European headquarters of the BALEARIC ISLANDS INVESTMENT TRUST.

A sign underneath told the public that appointments could be made only by telephone. No number was given and if anyone ever checked, London directory assistance had no listing for it. Needless to say, nobody ever called.

I took the elevator from the basement to the top floor and entered what had always been the Rider of the Blue’s office—a large expanse of polished wood floors and white sofas but no windows or natural light.

The building itself had a concrete core and it was from this cell within a cell that I began trying to unravel my predecessor’s web of deceit. Late into that first night, I called secret phone numbers that telephone companies didn’t even know they hosted, assembling a special team of cryptographers, analysts, archivists, and field agents.

Despite what governments might claim, not all wars are fought with embedded reporters or in the glare of twenty-four-hour news cameras. The following day the new Rider and his small group of partizans launched their own campaign across Europe, doing battle with what turned out to be the most serious penetration of the US intelligence community since the Cold War.

We had some major successes and even though, as time passed, enemy bodies started piling up like cordwood I still couldn’t sleep. One night, chasing down a stale lead in Prague, I walked for hours through the old city and forced myself to take stock of where we were. By my own standards, shorn of all complications, I had failed—after twenty months’ unremitting work I still hadn’t discovered the method by which the Russians were paying the agents of ours—the traitors, in other words—they had corrupted.

The money trail remained as mysterious as ever and unless we could track it successfully we would never know how far the plumes of infection had spread. As a result I resolved to throw everything we had at the problem, but in the end, none of that mattered—it was a shy forensic accountant and a dose of serendipity that came to our rescue.

Plowing one last time through the mountain of material seized from my predecessor’s London home before it vanished into The Division’s archives, the accountant found a handwritten grocery list stuck in the back of a checkbook. About to throw it away he turned it over and saw it was written on the back of a blank FedEx consignment docket—strange because none of our investigations had shown any evidence of a FedEx account. Intrigued, he called the company and discovered a list of pickups from the address, all of which had been paid for in cash.

Only one turned out to be of interest—a box of expensive Cuban cigars sent to the luxurious Burj Al Arab hotel in Dubai. It quickly transpired that the name of the recipient on the FedEx docket was fake and that would have been an end to the matter—except for the moment of serendipity. A woman working with the accountant had once been a travel agent and she knew that all hotels in the United Arab Emirates are required to take a copy of every guest’s passport.

I called the hotel under the guise of an FBI special agent attached to Interpol and convinced the manager to examine their files and give me the passport details of the guest who had been staying in suite 1608 on the relevant date.

It turned out to be a person called Christos Nikolaides. It was an elegant name, shame about the man.
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Everyone agreed on one thing—Christos would have been handsome if it wasn’t for his height. The olive skin, wave of unruly dark hair, and good teeth couldn’t overcome legs that were far too short for his body. But money probably helped, especially with the women he liked to run with, and Christos Nikolaides certainly had plenty of that.

A flurry of police database searches showed that he was the real deal, a genuine lowlife with no convictions but a significant involvement in three murders and a host of other crimes of violence. Thirty-one years old and a Greek national, he was the eldest son of uneducated parents who lived outside Thessaloniki, in the north of the country. It’s important to stress uneducated here—as opposed to stupid—which they most certainly were not.

In the following weeks, as we delved deeper into his life, the family became increasingly interesting. A close-knit clan of brothers, uncles, and cousins, they were headed by Christos’s sixty-year-old father, Patros—the family’s ruthless enforcer. As they say in Athens he had a thick jacket—a long criminal record—but this had been accompanied by great material success. An adjustment to the orbit of a US satellite monitoring the Balkans provided photos showing the family’s compound in stunning detail.

Set amid rolling acres of lavender, the complex of seven luxurious homes, swimming pools, and lavish stables was surrounded by a twelve-foot wall patrolled by what we believed to be Albanians armed with Skorpion machine pistols. This was strange, given that the family was in the wholesale florist business. Maybe flower theft was a bigger problem in northern Greece than most people realized.

We theorized that, like Colombia’s Medellin cartel before them, they had adapted the complex high-speed air and road network needed to transport a perishable product like flowers to include a far more profitable commodity.

But what did a family of Greek drug dealers have to do with my predecessor and why would he be sending the eldest son a box of cigars at a seven-star hotel in the Middle East? It was possible the former Rider had a drug habit and Christos was his dealer, but it didn’t make much sense: the Greeks were definitely in the wholesale side of the business.

I was about to dismiss the whole investigation as another dead end—maybe Christos and my predecessor were nothing more than friendly scumbags—when, by good luck, I could not get to sleep on a grim London night. I looked across the rooftops from my apartment in Belgravia, thinking of how the two men probably ate together at one of the area’s Michelin-starred restaurants, when I realized the answer to our most difficult problem might be staring me in the face.

What if the Russians weren’t responsible for paying our rogue agents at all? Say, Christos Nikolaides and his family were responsible for making the payments. Why? Because they were running drugs into Moscow and that was the contribution they had to make to the cash-strapped Russians for the license to do so. Call it a business tax.

It meant the Greeks would be using their black cash and money-laundering skills to transfer funds from their own accounts into ones in the names of our traitors—and the Russian intelligence agencies wouldn’t show up anywhere near the process. Under such a scenario somebody who had received a large payment—the Rider of the Blue—might send an expensive box of cigars to the man who had just paid him: Christos Nikolaides, on vacation in Dubai.

I put all thoughts of sleep aside, went back into the office, and launched an intense investigation—with the help of the Greek government—into the Nikolaides family’s deeply subterranean financial arrangements.

It was information discovered during this process that led me to Switzerland and the quiet streets of Geneva. Despite the city’s reputation for cleanliness, that’s a dirty little town if ever I’ve seen one.
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The offices of the world’s most secretive private bank lie behind an anonymous limestone façade in the center of Geneva’s Quartier des Banques. There is no name displayed, but Clément Richeloud & Cie has occupied the same building for two hundred years, counting among its clients countless African despots, numerous corporate criminals, and the rich descendants of a few prominent members of the Third Reich.

Richeloud’s was also the Greek family’s bankers and, as far as I could see, offered our only way forward. They would have to be persuaded to give us a list of the Nikolaides family’s transactions over the last five years—documents that would show if Christos was acting as the Russians’ paymaster and, if so, which Americans were on the payroll.

Of course we could make an application in court, but Richeloud’s would claim, correctly, that it was illegal to divulge any information because of the Swiss government’s banking secrecy laws—legislation that has made the nation a favorite with tyrants and criminals.

It was for this reason I contacted the bank as the Monaco-based lawyer for interests associated with the Paraguayan military and arrived on their marble doorstep prepared to discuss a range of highly confidential financial matters.

Carrying an attaché case full of forged documents and the prospect of what seemed to be deposits worth hundreds of millions of dollars, I sat in a conference room full of faux antiques and waited for the bank’s managing partner.

The meeting turned out to be one of the most memorable events of my professional life—not because of Christos Nikolaides but thanks to a lesson I learned. My education started with the oak-paneled door opening.

It is fair to say a lot of my work has been a row through a sewer in a glass-bottomed boat, but even by those low standards Markus Bucher was memorable. Despite being a lay preacher at Geneva’s austere Calvinist cathedral, he was, like most of his profession, up to his armpits in blood and shit. In his fifties, you could say he’d hit a home run—a big estate in Cologny overlooking the lake, a Bentley in the garage—but given that he had started on second base it wasn’t really much of an achievement: his family were the largest shareholders in the privately held bank.

He made a big deal of the fact that the room we were in was soundproofed to “American intelligence agency standards” but failed to mention the hidden camera I had registered in the frame of a portrait on the wall. It was positioned to look over a client’s shoulder and record any documents they might be holding. Just to be contrary I casually rearranged the chairs, so that all the lens could see was the back of my briefcase. Amateurs, I thought.

As Bucher worked his way through the forgeries, probably mentally tallying the management fees they could earn on such huge sums, I looked at my watch—three minutes to one, almost lunchtime.

Unfortunately for the Nikolaides family, they had overlooked one salient point as they funneled more and more money into Richeloud’s—Bucher’s only child had also entered the banking trade. Twenty-three and without much experience of men or the world, she was working in the more respectable end of the business, for Credit Suisse in Hong Kong.

I glanced at my watch again—two minutes to one. I leaned forward and quietly told him, “I wouldn’t know anybody in the Paraguayan military from a fucking hole in the ground.”

He looked at me, confused—then he laughed, thinking this was an American version of humor. I assured him it wasn’t.

I gave him Christos’s full name, what I believed to be his account number, and said I wanted a copy of the banking records concerning him, his family, and their associated companies for the last five years. In a dark corner of my mind I was hoping I was right about this or there would be hell to pay—but there was no going back now.

Bucher got to his feet, righteous indignation swelling in his breast, blustering about people gaining entry by false pretenses, that he had immediately recognized the documents as forgeries, how only an American would think that a Swiss banker would divulge such information even if he had it. He came toward me and I realized I was being given the singular honor denied to so many dictators and mass murderers—I was going to be thrown out of a Swiss bank.

It was one o’clock. He paused and I saw his eyes flick to his desk: his private cell phone, lying with his papers—the number he believed known only to his close family—was vibrating. I watched in silence as he stole a glance at the caller’s number. Deciding to deal with it later, he turned and bore down on me, wearing his outrage like body armor.

“It’s eight o’clock at night in Hong Kong,” I said quietly without shifting in my chair, ready to break his arm if he tried to touch me.

“What?!” he snapped back, not really comprehending.

“In Hong Kong,” I said more slowly, “it’s already late.”

I saw a flash of fear in his eyes as he grasped what I had said. He looked at me, questions flooding in he couldn’t answer—how the hell did I know it was Hong Kong calling? He turned and grabbed the phone.

I kept my eyes fixed on him as he heard that not only was I right about it being Hong Kong, but his daughter—fighting to keep the panic out of her voice—told him she was confronting a major problem. It was only lunchtime but for Markus Bucher, the day was growing darker by the second.

It seemed that two hours earlier all communications within his daughter’s luxury high-rise had suffered a major failure—phone, cable TV, Wi-Fi, high-speed DSL had all gone down. A dozen crews from Hong Kong Telecom had started trying to find the fault. One of these maintenance crews—three men, all wearing regulation white boilersuits, and necklace ID cards—had found their way into Clare Bucher’s apartment.

By the time she called her father she was of the view that they were not, perhaps, what they claimed to be. Her first piece of evidence was that two of them didn’t seem to speak any Chinese at all—in fact they sounded like Americans. The second clue concerned communications equipment. Although she didn’t know much about such things, she was pretty sure you didn’t need a NATO-style 9mm Beretta pistol fitted with a silencer to fix a line fault.

I watched her father’s face turn an unhealthy shade of gray as she explained her situation. He looked up at me with a mixture of pure hatred and desperation. “Who are you?” he said, so quiet as to be almost inaudible.

“From what I’ve overheard,” I said, “I’m the only person in the world that can help you. By good fortune, the head of Hong Kong Telecom owes me a favor—let’s just say I helped him bid for a successful phone contract in Paraguay.”

I thought at that moment he was going to hurl himself at me, so I got ready to hurt him badly if necessary, and kept talking. “I’m certain, in the right circumstances, I could call and ask him to have the technicians look elsewhere.”

Somehow, Bucher managed to master himself. He looked at me, deeper now in the forest than he had ever thought possible, at a crossroads that would determine the rest of his life.

I watched the battle rage on his face—he could no more abandon his daughter than he could violate everything he thought he stood for. He was paralyzed and I had to help him make the right decision. Like I mentioned, it was a terrible morning. “If I could just say this—if you decide not to cooperate and the technicians have to eliminate your daughter, I can’t influence what they might do to her beforehand, if you understand. It’s out of my power.”

I didn’t like to use the word rape, not to a father. He said nothing, then turned aside and vomited on the floor. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and got shakily to his feet. “I’ll get the records,” he said, lurching forward.

I have heard people say love is weak but they’re wrong—love is strong. In nearly everyone it trumps all other things—patriotism and ambition, religion and upbringing. And of every kind of love—the epic and the small, the noble and the base—the one that a parent has for their child is the greatest of them all. That was the lesson I learned that day and I’ll be forever grateful I did—some years later, deep in the ruins called the Theater of Death, it salvaged everything.

By the time I grabbed his arm, Bucher was already halfway to the door, willing to surrender anything, desperate to save his daughter. “Stop!” I told him. He turned to me, close to tears—

“You think I’ll call the police,” he shouted, “with your technicians still in her apartment?!”

“Of course not,” I said. “You’re not a fool.”

“So let me get the records, for Chrissake!”

“What’s to stop you giving me phony ones or another client’s? No, we’ll go and look at the computer together.”

He shook his head, panicking. “Impossible, nobody’s allowed in the back office—the staff will realize.”

It was true except for one thing. “Why do you think I chose one o’clock, the Friday of a holiday weekend,” I said. “Everybody’s at lunch.” I picked up my bag, followed him out of the conference room, and watched as he used an encrypted ID card to unlock a door into the inner offices.

We sat at a terminal; he used a fingerprint scanner to open the system and keyed in the digits of an account number. There they were—pages of Christos Nikolaides’s supposedly secret bank records, linked to a matrix of other family accounts. Within minutes we were printing them all out.

I stared at the pages for a long time—the ledgers of so much corruption and death. The family were billionaires—or close enough not to matter—but the records also proved beyond doubt that Christos was the Russians’ paymaster. More than that, just as I’d hoped, the documents also pried open the rest of the enterprise. Regular transfers into other accounts at the bank revealed the names of six of our people whom I would never have imagined were traitors.

Two of them were FBI agents involved in counterespionage and the other four were career diplomats at US embassies in Europe—including a woman I had once slept with—and for what they had done there was usually only one tariff. In a corner of my heart I hoped they would get good lawyers and manage to plea-bargain it down to life imprisonment. Don’t believe what they tell you—it’s a terrible thing to hold another person’s life in the palm of your hand.

So it was with less satisfaction than I had anticipated that I put the material in my briefcase and turned to Bucher. I told him that in two hours I would call the head of Hong Kong Telecom and have the technicians reassigned. I stood up and, under the circumstances, decided against offering him my hand. Without a word I walked out, leaving him alone—vomit smearing his suit, one hand trembling, trying to decide if the palpitations he could feel in his chest were just nerves or something far more serious.

I didn’t know if the man would ever recover and maybe I would have felt some sympathy for him except for a strange event that occurred in my childhood.

Accompanied by Bill Murdoch I had made a trip to a small French village called Rothau on the German border. Twenty years and a thousand adventures have passed, but in a way, part of me has never left that place—or maybe I should say, part of it has never left me.
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If you ever find yourself in the part of the world where France and Germany meet and want your heart broken, drive up the twisting road from the village, through the pine forests and into the foothills of the Vosges mountains.

Sooner or later you will come to an isolated place called Natzweiler-Struthof. It was a Nazi concentration camp, almost forgotten now, never making it onto the misery-with-a-guidebook tours like Auschwitz and Dachau. You come out of the pine trees and at an intersection there is a simple country road sign—one way points to a local bar and the other to the gas chamber. No, I’m not kidding.

Tens of thousands of prisoners passed through the camp’s gates, but that’s not the worst thing. The worst thing is hardly anybody has heard of it—that amount of grief just isn’t big enough to register on the Richter scale of the twentieth century. Another way of measuring progress, I suppose.

I was twelve when I went there. It was summer vacation and, as usual, Bill and Grace had taken a suite at the George V Hotel in Paris for most of August. They were both interested in art: she liked Old Masters that told people entering the house that this was a woman of wealth and taste. Bill, thank God, was out on the edge—dancing on the edge half the time. He was never happier than finding some new gallery or wandering around a young kid’s studio.

Grace, completely disinterested, had long ago forbidden him to hang any of his purchases and Bill would wink at me and say, “She’s right—whatever it is, you can’t call it art. I call it charity—some people give to the United Way, I support starving artists.”

But beneath all the jokes he knew what he was doing—years later I realized what an expert eye he had, which was strange, given that he was completely untrained and his family’s only interest had been in chemicals. His mother’s name before she married had been DuPont.

The second week we were in Paris Bill got a call from a guy in Strasbourg who said he had a sheaf of drawings by Robert Rauschenberg dating from when the great Pop artist was an unknown Marine. The next day Bill and I got on a plane with a bag packed for the weekend, leaving Grace to indulge her second great passion—shopping at Hermès.

And so it was, once Bill had bought the drawings, that we found ourselves in Strasbourg on a Sunday with nothing to do. “I thought we might go out to the Vosges mountains,” he said. “Grace’d probably say you’re too young, but there’s a place you should see—sometimes life can seem difficult and it’s important to keep things in perspective.”

Bill knew about Natzweiler-Struthof because of his father—he’d been a lieutenant colonel in the US Sixth Army, which had campaigned across Europe. The colonel had arrived at the camp just after the SS abandoned it and he was given the job of writing a report that found its way to the war crimes tribunal in Nuremberg.

I don’t know if Bill had ever read his father’s document, but he found the twisting road without any trouble and we pulled into the car park just before noon, a brilliant summer’s day. Slowly we walked into death’s house.

The camp had been preserved as a French historic site because so many members of the Resistance had died there, and Bill pointed out the old hotel outbuilding the Germans had converted into a gas chamber and a crematorium packed with body elevators and ovens.

For one of the few times in my life I held his hand.

We passed the gallows used for public executions, the building where they had conducted medical experiments, and came to Prisoner Barracks Number One, which housed a museum. Inside, among the prisoner’s old uniforms and diagrams of the concentration camp system, we got separated.

In a quiet corner at the back, near a row of bunk beds where the surrounding ghosts seemed even more tangible, I found a photo displayed on a wall. Actually, there were a lot of photos of the Holocaust, but this was the one that has never left me. It was in black and white and it showed a short, stocky woman walking down a wide path between towering electrified fences. By the look of the light, it was late in the afternoon and in the language of those times she was dressed like a peasant.

By chance there were no guards, no dogs, no watchtowers in the photo, though I’m sure they were there—just a lonely woman with a baby in her arms and her other two children holding tight to her skirt. Stoic, unwavering, supporting their tiny lives—helping them as best as any mother could—she walked them toward the gas chamber. You could almost hear the silence, smell the terror.

I stared at it, both uplifted and devastated by the stark image of a family and a mother’s endless love. A small voice inside, a child’s voice, kept telling me something I’ve never forgotten—I would have liked to have known her. Then a hand fell on my shoulder. It was Bill, come to find me. I could see from his eyes he’d been crying.

Overwhelmed, he indicated the piles of shoes, some small items like hairbrushes that the inmates had left behind: “I didn’t realize how powerful ordinary things can be.”

Finally, we walked up a path inside the old electrified fence toward the exit gates. As we wound our way up he asked me, “Did you see the part about the Gypsies?”

I shook my head—no.

“They lost even more in percentage terms than the Jews.”

“I didn’t know that,” I said, trying to be grown up.

“Nor did I,” he replied. “They don’t call it the Holocaust, the Gypsies. In their language they have another name for it. They call it the Devouring.”

We walked the rest of the way to the car in silence and flew back to Paris that night. By some unspoken agreement, we never mentioned to Grace where we had been. I think we both knew she would never have understood.

Months later, a couple of nights before Christmas, I walked down the stairs at the quiet house in Greenwich and was stopped by voices raised in anger. “Five million dollars?” Grace was saying incredulously. “Still, you do what you like I suppose—it’s your money.”

“Damn right it is,” he agreed.

“The accountant says it’s going to an orphanage in Hungary,” she said. “That’s another thing I don’t understand—what do you know about Hungary?”

“Not much. Apparently it’s where a lot of Gypsies came from; it’s a Gypsy orphanage,” he said more or less evenly.

She looked at him like he was crazy. “Gypsies? Gypsies?!”

Then they turned and saw me watching from the doorway. Bill’s eyes met mine and he knew that I understood. “Porajmos,” as the Gypsies say in Romani—“the Devouring.”

After that Christmas, I enrolled at Caulfield Academy, a really phony high school that took pride in “providing every student with the means to lead a fulfilling life.”

Given the staggering fees, that aspect was probably already taken care of—you had to have about six generations of blue chips behind you even to get in the gate.

The second week I was there, we were doing a course to improve our skills at public speaking—only Caulfield Academy could dream up classes like that. The topic someone picked out of a hat was motherhood and we spent thirty minutes listening to guys talk about what their moms had done for them, which was probably nothing, and funny stuff that happened at the villa in the South of France.

Then I got called on so I stood up, pretty nervous, and started telling them about pine trees in summer and the long road up into the mountains and I tried to explain this photo I’d seen and how I knew the mother loved her kids more than anything in the world and there was this book I’d read by somebody whose name I couldn’t remember and he had this expression sorrow floats and that’s what I felt about the photo and I was trying to tie all this together when people started laughing and asking what I was smoking and even the teacher, who was a young chick who thought she was sensitive but wasn’t, told me to sit down and stop rambling on and maybe I should think twice before I ran for high elective office and that made everybody laugh even louder.

I never got up to speak in class after that, not in the five years I was at Caulfield, no matter what amount of trouble it caused. It made people say I was a loner, there was something dark about me, and I guess they were right—how many of them adopted the secret life or ended up killing half as many people as I did?

Here’s the strange thing though—through all that difficulty and the passage of twenty years, time hasn’t dimmed my memory of that photo. It has only made it sharper—it lies in wait for me just before I go to sleep and try as I might, I’ve never been able to get it out of my head.
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I was thinking of it once again as I walked out the front doors of Clément Richeloud & Cie and into the Geneva sunshine. Sure, I could have felt some sympathy for Markus Bucher and his daughter, but I couldn’t help remembering that it was Swiss bankers like Bucher and his family who had helped fund and support the Third Reich.

I have no doubt the mother in the photo and millions of other families in cattle cars would have gladly traded the Buchers’ couple of hours of discomfort for what they eventually got. It was just like Bill had said all those years ago—it’s important to keep things in perspective.

Thinking about the dark history that clung to so much of Geneva’s hidden wealth, I walked to the rue du Rhône, turned right, stopped near the entrance to the Old Town, and made an encrypted call on my cell phone to a Greek island.

The bank ledgers in the briefcase, which was now handcuffed to my wrist, were Christos Nikolaides’s death warrant, and in the world in which I dwelled there were no appeals and no last-minute stays of execution. As it turned out, killing him wasn’t a mistake—but the way I did it certainly was.

There were five assassins—three men and two women—waiting for my call on Santorini. With its azure harbor, achingly white houses rimming the cliffs, and donkeys shuttling visitors up to jewel-box boutiques, it is the most beautiful of all the Greek islands.

Dressed in chinos and Capri pants the team was invisible among the thousands of tourists who visit the island every day. The weapons were in their camera cases.

Months before, as the mysterious Nikolaides family had moved ever more clearly into our sights, we had taken an interest in a former icebreaker called the Arctic N. Registered in Liberia, the three-hundred-foot boat, capable of withstanding just about any kind of attack, had been converted at huge expense into a luxury cruiser complete with a helicopter pad and an onboard garage for a Ferrari. Supposedly fitted out for the superelite Mediterranean charter business, the weird thing was that it only ever had one client—Christos Nikolaides and his entourage of babes, hangers-on, business associates, and bodyguards.

All through summer we kept tabs on the boat by satellite and while we were in Grozny and Bucharest chasing traitors and drug dealers, we watched the endless party glide from Saint Tropez down to Capri until finally it pulled into the hollowed-out volcano that forms the harbor at Santorini.

And there the vessel stayed—Nikolaides and his guests relocating every day from the boat’s huge sundeck up to the town’s restaurants and nightclubs and back down again.

Meanwhile, half a continent away, I waited on a street corner in Geneva for a phone to be answered. When it did, I said three words to a man sitting in a cliff-top café. “That you, Reno?” I asked.

“Wrong number,” he said and hung up. Jean Reno was the name of the actor who played the assassin in the movie Léon and the team leader sitting in the café knew it meant death.

He nodded to his colleague, who immediately called the other three agents who were sitting among milling tourists at other cafés. The five of them rendezvoused just near the beautiful Rastoni bar and restaurant, looking for all the world like a group of affluent European holidaymakers meeting up for lunch. The two women in the squad were the primary shooters and that, I’m afraid, was my mistake.

It was just before two, the restaurant still crowded, when my so-called holidaymakers walked in. The three men spoke to the harried manager about a table while the women moved to the bar, ostensibly to check their makeup in its mirror but in fact noting in the reflection the position of every person in the vaulting space.

Christos and his posse—three Albanian bodyguards and a clutch of chicks his mother probably warned him about—were sitting at a table looking straight out at the harbor.

“All set?” one of our women turned and asked her male colleagues in passable Italian, framing it as a question but meaning it as a statement. The men nodded.

The women had their tote bags open, putting away their lipstick, reaching for their camera cases. They both pulled out stainless-steel SIG P232s and turned in a tight arc.

Christos’s bodyguards with their True Religion jeans, muscleman T-shirts, and Czech machine pistols didn’t have a chance against real professionals. Two of them didn’t even see it coming—the first they heard was the sound of bones breaking as bullets slammed into their heads and chests.

The third bodyguard made it to his feet, a strategy that only succeeded in presenting himself as a bigger target for the team leader. Shows how much he knew. The agent hit him with three bullets, which was unnecessary as the first one pretty much blasted his heart out the back of his chest.

As is usual in these situations, a lot of people started yelling to absolutely no effect. One of them was Christos, trying to take command, I guess, scrambling to his feet, reaching under his flapping linen shirt for the Beretta he kept in the waistband of his pants.

Like a lot of tough guys who don’t do any real training he thought he was well prepared by keeping the safety catch off. In the panic of a genuine firefight he pulled the weapon out, put his finger on the trigger, and shot himself through the leg. Fighting the pain and humiliation he kept turning to face his attackers. What he saw were two middle-aged women, feet planted wide, who—had there been a band—looked like they were about to start a strange dance.

Instead, they both opened up at seven yards, two rounds each. Most of Christos’s vital organs—including his brain—were finished before he dropped.

Immediately, the five agents sprayed their weapons across the mirrors, creating a lot of impressive noise and maximum panic. Terrified diners sprinted for the doors, a Japanese tourist tried to film it on his phone, and a ricocheting bullet hit a female member of Christos’s party in the butt. As one of our women agents told me later—given the way the chick was dressed, the last time she had that much pain up her ass she was probably getting paid for it.

The flesh wound was the only collateral damage—no small achievement given the number of people in the restaurant and the unpredictable nature of any assassination.

The agents pocketed their weapons, burst out the front door amid the exploding panic, and yelled for someone to call the cops. At a prearranged location—a tiny cobblestone square—they regrouped and boarded four Vespa scooters, only permitted for residents but secured earlier in the day by a large payment to a local repair shop. The team sped into the town’s narrow alleys and the leader used his cell phone to call in two fast boats waiting in the next bay.

In three minutes the assassins reached a scenic cable car that offers an alternative—and far quicker—descent than the donkeys. It takes less than two minutes to take the twelve-hundred-foot drop and already the boats were pulling into the wharf. The team was halfway to the next island, hurtling across the sparkling blue water in a plume of white spray, by the time the first cops arrived at Rastoni.

To the Greek cops’ ribald amusement they quickly learned that Christos, the firstborn and best-loved son of Patros Nikolaides, had been gunned down by two ladies in Capri pants and Chanel sunglasses. And that was my mistake—not the killing of him, the women. I genuinely hadn’t given it a thought; I just sent the best people for the job, but, as I have to keep relearning, it’s the unquestioned assumptions that get you every time.

In the villages of northern Greece, where decisions are taken only in the councils of men, that somebody had assigned women to do the killing was worse in a way than the death itself. It was an insult. For the old man it was as if the killers were telling him that Christos was such a no-account castrato he wasn’t even worth a matador.

Maybe Patros, the ruthless enforcer and father, would have ridden out of his compound for vengeance anyway, but when he learned the circumstances, for his dignity as a man, for his honor—forget that given his past he had none of these things—he believed he had no choice.

The woman agent was wrong about the other casualty too—despite the spandex, she wasn’t rented ass at all. She was Christos’s younger sister. As I would learn later, for one of the few times in her adult life she was relatively clean and sober in Rastoni. While the other patrons raced for the exits, she scrambled across the shattered glass, bending over her brother, trying to talk him into not dying.

Realizing it was failing, she grabbed her cell phone and made a call. Despite all her years of relentless sex, it was to the only real man in her life—her father. As a result, Patros and his phalanx of Albanians heard before I did exactly what my people had wrought that afternoon.

I hadn’t moved from my corner near the Old Town when I got a call ten minutes after he did. It was a text message giving me the price of a Léon DVD on Amazon—it meant Christos was dead, the team was safe on board the boats, there was no sign of pursuit. I put the phone away and looked at my watch—eighteen minutes had passed since I had made the call initiating the whole event.

In the interim, I’d phoned through orders deploying smaller teams to arrest the other six named collaborators and now the events that started those long years ago in Red Square were finally drawing to a close. I suppose I could have taken a moment for quiet congratulation, allowed myself some small feeling of triumph, but I’m prone to self-doubt—always doubting, I’m afraid.

As I adjusted my briefcase—an anonymous young businessman stepping out of the shadows and into the faceless foreign crowd—it was a dead British orator and writer who was on my mind. Edmund Burke said the problem with war is that it usually consumes the very things that you’re fighting for—justice, decency, humanity—and I couldn’t help but think of how many times I had violated our nation’s deepest values in order to protect them.

Lost in thought, I headed for the small bridge that crossed the river. It is eight hundred paces from the edge of the Old Town to the hotel in which I was staying. Eight hundred paces, about four minutes—in terms of history, not even the blink of an eye really—and yet in that moment all our souls were turning in a few madmen’s hands.
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The Hotel du Rhône was deserted when I walked in. The doormen had gone, the concierge wasn’t at his post, and the front desk was unattended. More disturbing was the silence. I called out and when nobody answered I made my way to the bar at one side of the lobby.

The staff were all there, standing with the patrons watching a TV screen. It was a few minutes before 3:00 PM in Geneva, 9:00 AM in New York. The date was September the 11th.

The first plane had just hit the north tower of the World Trade Center and already the footage was being replayed over and over again. A couple of news anchors started speculating it might be anti-US terrorists and this theory was met with cheering from several Swiss idiots at the bar. They were speaking French, but my summers in Paris meant I was fluent enough to understand they were praising the courage and ingenuity of whoever was responsible.

I thought of the people at home in New York, watching the same footage as us, knowing that their loved ones were somewhere in the burning building and desperately praying that somehow they would make it out. Maybe there are worse things than watching your family die on live television, but if there were I couldn’t think of any at that moment.

I had a gun in my pocket—all ceramic and plastic, designed to beat metal detectors like the ones at Bucher’s office—and I was angry enough to consider using it.

As I fought back my emotions, United Airlines flight 175 out of Boston hit the south tower. It sent everyone in the room, even the idiots, reeling. My memory is that after an initial scream the bar was silent, but that may not be true—all I know is I had a terrible sense of worlds colliding, of the Great Republic shifting on its axis.

Alone, far from home, I feared nothing would ever be the same again—for the first time in history some unidentified enemy had taken lives on the continental United States. Not only that, they had destroyed an icon that in a way represented the nation itself—ambitious, modern, always reaching higher.

Nobody could say how deep the damage would run, but in the bar, life was fractured into disjointed moments—a phone ringing unanswered, a cigar burning to ash, the TV jumping between the immediate past and the terrifying present.

And still people weren’t talking. Maybe even the idiots were wondering, like me, if there was still more to come. Where would it end—the White House, Three Mile Island?

I left the gun in my pocket, pushed through the crowd that had gathered unnoticed behind me, and went up in an empty elevator to my room. I put a call through to Washington, first on a conventional landline connected out of London and then via the Pine Gap satellite, but all communications on the East Coast of the United States were collapsing under the weight of traffic.

Finally, I called an NSA relay station in Peru, gave them the Rider of the Blue’s priority code, and got through to The Division on an emergency satellite network. I spoke to the director on a connection so hollow it sounded like we were having a conversation in a toilet bowl and asked him to send a plane so I could get back, wanting to know how I could help.

He said there was nothing I could do and anyway he’d just heard from the National Security Council—all flights in and out of the country were about to be halted. I should sit tight, nobody knew where this damn thing was going. It wasn’t so much what he said that scared me, it was the edge of panic in his voice. He said he had to go—his building was being evacuated and so was the White House.

I put the phone down and turned on the TV. Anybody who was alive that terrible day knows what happened: people leaping hand in hand from God knows what height, the collapse of the two towers, the dust, and apocalyptic scenes in Lower Manhattan. In houses, offices, and war rooms across the world people were seeing things they would never forget. Sorrow floats.

And though I wouldn’t discover it for a long time, watching the cops and firefighters rushing into what would become their concrete tomb, there was one person who saw—in that whirlwind of chaos—the opportunity of a lifetime. She was one of the smartest people I have ever encountered and despite my many affairs with other substances, intelligence has always been my real drug. For that reason alone I will never forget her. Whatever people may think of the morality, there was no doubt it took a kind of genius to start planning the perfect murder in the maelstrom of September the 11th and then carry it out a long time later in a scummy little hotel called the Eastside Inn.

While she was laying her dark plans, I spent the evening watching people jump until, by 10:00 PM in Geneva, the crisis itself was winding down. The president was flying back to Washington from a bunker at Offutt Air Force Base in Nebraska, the fire at the Pentagon was under control, and the first bridges into Manhattan were being reopened.

At about the same time I got a call from an aide at the National Security Council, who told me the government had intelligence pointing to a Saudi national, Osama bin Laden, and that attacks against his bases in Afghanistan, carried out under the guise of rebels called the Northern Alliance, were already underway. Twenty minutes later I saw news reports of explosions in the Afghan capital of Kabul and I knew that the so-called war on terror had begun.

Claustrophobic, depressed, I went for a walk. The war on terror sounded about as generic as the war on drugs, and I knew from personal experience how successful that had been. The streets of Geneva were deserted, the bars silent, the trolley cars empty. I heard later it was the same in cities from Sydney to London, as if, for a time, the lights had dimmed in the Western world in sympathy with America.

I made my way through what is called the English Garden, skirted the clutch of Moroccan drug dealers lamenting among themselves the lack of business, thought for a moment of putting a bullet through them just for the hell of it, and walked along the lakeside promenade. Straight ahead lay the exclusive village of Cologny, where Fahd, the ruler of Saudi Arabia, the Aga Khan, and half the crooks of the world had their homes. I sat on a bench at the edge of the lake and looked across the water at the United Nations on the other side—brilliantly floodlit, totally useless.

Below it, almost on the lake’s edge, rose the gray bulk of the Hôtel Président Wilson, commanding a perfect view of Lake Geneva’s most popular beach. Every summer Saudis and other rich Arabs would pay a huge premium for rooms at the front so that they could watch women sunbathing topless on the grass. With well-stocked minibars it was like an Arab version of Scores—without the inconvenience of tipping.

Although it was late, the lights were on in most of the rooms now—I guessed they had realized what sort of shit was about to come down and were packing their binoculars and bags, getting ready for the first flight home.

But no matter what Western revenge would be exacted on Osama bin Laden and Arabs in general, one thing was certain—the events of the last twelve hours were an intelligence failure of historic proportions. The overriding mission of the hugely expensive United States intelligence community was to protect the homeland and not since Pearl Harbor had these all-powerful organizations screwed up with such spectacular and public results.

As I sat in the cool Geneva night, I wasn’t pointing the finger at others—none of us was without blame. We all carried the blue badges, we all bore the responsibility.

But so did the president and members of Congress whom we served, those that established our budgets and priorities. Unlike us, at least they could speak out publicly, but I figured it would be a long wait before the American people got an apology from any of them—the next millennium maybe.

The wind was rising, sweeping out of the Alps and bringing with it the smell of rain. It was a long walk back to the hotel and I should have started then, but I didn’t move.

I was certain, even if nobody else was thinking it yet, that pretty soon Lower Manhattan wouldn’t be the only thing in ruins—the nation’s entire intelligence structure would be torn apart. It had to be if it was going to be rebuilt. Nothing in the secret world would ever be the same again, not least for The Division—people in government would no longer have any interest in secretly policing the covert world; they would only be interested in secretly policing the Islamic world.

I had got up in the morning and by the time I was ready for bed it was a different planet—the world doesn’t change in front of your eyes; it changes behind your back.

I knew I had none of the language or operational skills necessary for the brave new intelligence world that was about to be born, so I found myself—like Markus Bucher—suddenly at a fork in the road. Unsure what future lay ahead of me, not necessarily seeking happiness but fulfillment wouldn’t be bad, I was lost. I had to ask myself what life I really wanted.

Sitting alone with the storm rolling toward me I looked back over the years and found, if not an answer, at least a way forward. Rising out of the past to meet me was a remote village called Khun Yuam, just on the Thai side of the Burma border. Looking back, I think the memory of it had waited for years in darkness, knowing its time would come.

It is wild, lawless country up there—not far from the Golden Triangle—and when I was first starting out in this business—I had only been in Berlin for a month—I found myself washed up on its shore. Nothing distinguished Khun Yuam from the other hill tribe villages except that five clicks out in the jungle stood a series of grim cinder-block buildings surrounded by guard towers and an electric fence.

Officially a relay post for the Global Positioning System, it was in fact a CIA black prison, part of a vehemently denied but real American gulag: remote facilities used to house prisoners who couldn’t be legally tortured back home.

One of the guards had died in-house and while the Tokyo office normally would have handled it, they were so overwhelmed by yet another Chinese spy scandal that I found myself leaving Europe and flying into a place called Mae Hong Son—the City of Three Mists—on an old turboprop.

Most of the time it was a short chopper ride out to the GPS station, but this was the monsoon season and they didn’t call it the City of Three Mists for nothing. I rented a Toyota four-wheel drive from a guy who I guessed was a local opium baron and headed for Khun Yuam and its CIA prison.

Passing through spectacular mountains, I came to an ancient cable ferry. It was the only way to cross a roaring river—swollen by the monsoon—a tributary of the mighty Mekong, the scene of so many secret operations and so much US misery during the Vietnam War.

I got out of the car, gaunt and hollow-eyed—I had been traveling nonstop for thirty-two hours, fueled by nothing more than ambition and anxiety about the mission. As I waited among a clutch of food vendors and villagers, watching a rusty cable drag the flat-bottomed ferry toward us in plumes of spray, a Buddhist monk in saffron robes asked if I wanted a cup of masala-chai, the local tea. He spoke good English and with nothing else on offer except the deadly Thai elephant beer, I gratefully accepted.

The monk was heading up-country too and—given I was supposed to be a WHO expert surveying endemic diseases—it was pretty hard to refuse his request for a ride. We crossed the river in the Toyota—the barge plunging and barely afloat, water blasting over the gunwales, and two inches of rusted cable the only thing between us and one of the country’s highest waterfalls half a click downstream. The worst white-knuckle ride of my life.

As we drove out of the gorge, the jungle forming a canopy over our heads, the monk looked at me a little too long and asked about my work. Thanks to my medical training I gave an excellent account of breakbone fever but it soon became clear he didn’t believe a word of what I was saying. Maybe he knew about the cinder-block camp at Khun Yuam.

He had lived at an ashram not far from New York, so he had more knowledge than you would expect about American life and he spoke intelligently about recreational drugs and the pressures of modern life. I started to get the feeling it wasn’t a casual conversation. “You look hunted,” he said finally in that Buddhist way, more in sorrow than judgment.

Hunted? I laughed and told him it was the first time I had ever heard that—people usually put me on the other side of the food chain.

“There is no other side of the food chain,” he said quietly. “Only the West believes that. Without grace, everyone is running from something.”

Our eyes met. Smiling, I asked if he’d ever considered pursuing a religious life. He laughed right back and wanted to know if I had heard how villagers caught monkeys.

I told him I knew a few things about life, but that wasn’t one of them. “We didn’t eat much monkey at Harvard—generally only at Thanksgiving and Christmas,” I said.

So he told me how the villagers chain a ewer—a vase with a narrow neck and a bulbous bottom—to the base of a tree.

“They fill the bottom with nuts and whatever else monkeys like to eat. In the night, a monkey climbs out of the trees and slips his hand down the long neck. He grabs the sweets and his hand makes a fist. That means it’s too big to get back up the narrow neck and he’s trapped. In the morning the villagers come around and hit him on the head.”

He looked at me for a moment. “It’s a Zen story, of course,” he said, smiling again. “The point is—if you want to be free, all you have to do is let go.”

Yes, I understood that much, I told him. It was a good story, but it didn’t mean anything to me, not now anyway.

“I suppose not,” he replied, “but perhaps I was put on the road to tell it to you. You’re young, Doctor—maybe the time will come when it will mean something.”

And he was right, of course, the time did come and in a different way from anything I could have imagined—it was sitting in the Geneva night waiting for a storm, thinking about mass murder in New York and women in short skirts recruiting even brighter young graduates for a new era.

I was thirty-two years old and I realized, through no fault of my own, I had been trained for tank warfare in Europe, only to find the battle was with guerillas in Afghanistan. Like it or not, history had passed me by.

On another level, far deeper, I knew that sooner or later I wanted to find something—something it’s hard for me to put a name to… a thing most people call love, I suppose. I wanted to walk along a beach with someone and not think about how far a sniper rifle can fire. I wanted to forget that you feel the bullet long before you hear the shot. I wanted to find somebody who could tell me what safe harbor really meant.

I knew with all my heart if I didn’t leave the secret world now, I never would. To turn your back on everything you know is hard, among the most difficult things you’ll ever do, but I kept telling myself one thing.

If you want to be free, all you have to do is let go.
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I wrote out my resignation late that night in the Hotel du Rhône, dispatched it by diplomatic courier the next morning, and immediately flew to London.

I spent the next three weeks wrapping up my outstanding cases and giving the files to the FBI: in the first of many huge changes to the US intelligence community, The Division had been closed down and its responsibilities assumed, after four decades of trying, by the Feds.

Ironically, my last day on the job was in Berlin, the city where everything had really started for me. I locked the office for the final time and accompanied the staff out to Tempelhof for the flight home. I shook hands with them and, an agent to the end, said I was booked on a later plane.

Instead, I walked out the front doors and, carrying a totally new identity, got a taxi to a car dealership where I took delivery of a Cayenne Turbo. With five hundred horsepower, I figured I was more or less ready for the autobahn.

I threw my bags in the back, was past Frankfurt by evening, and crossed the border in the early hours of the morning. Fall had come late that year and even by moonlight I don’t think I had ever seen the French countryside looking more beautiful. I flew past villages with romantic names and found the péage—a tollway—I was looking for.

If you come into Paris from the south, there’s a remarkable point—between the towering high-rises in which the French warehouse their immigrants—where the first sight of the city is almost completely hidden from you. The only thing you see is the Eiffel Tower standing on the horizon.

It was early in the morning, a chill in the air lending a sparkling clarity to everything. I had seen the view many times before but even so, it took my breath away. The sense of release that had been growing in me through the night finally broke its banks and I pulled to the side of the road: to be in Paris when you’re young and free—well, there’s not much on earth better than that.

I rented an apartment in the part of the 8th Arrondissement that Parisians call the Golden Triangle, just off the beautiful rue François-1er. Day after day and late into the night, I wrote the book that few people would read—except for one young woman in New York I would desperately wish hadn’t.
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