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PRAISE FOR THE SECRET AGENT






“Decidedly different from the spy lore of the lords, the women in Mathews’s books aren’t damsels in distress or vulnerable victims. Her women lead. They’re smart, courageous, and powerful…. A tale of international intrigue, blending fact with fiction … utterly fascinating.”

—The Christian Science Monitor




“Mathews is one of the few women qualified to write espionage thrillers from firsthand experience.”

—Colorado Springs Gazette




“A thriller that whisks readers from the realms of Manhattan high finance to the ski slopes of Europe, to the jungles of Southeast Asia.”

—The Wall Street Journal




“Lots of old-fashioned panache. Superb action.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Chilling … An epic tale that spans four decades and takes the reader from the skyscrapers of Manhattan to the heart of Bangkok and the steaming jungles of Vietnam.”

—Abilene Reporter-News




“An exciting story that will electrify!”

—The Midwest Book Review




“Chock-full of legends, action, intrigue, and romance … A spellbinder.”

—Old Book Barn Gazette







AND RAVES FOR THE CUTOUT






“A high-action thriller.”
—USA Today




“Fascinating, harrowing, page-flipping intrigue … a vivid tale of seduction, betrayal, revenge, and international political intrigue.”
—The Christian Science Monitor




“Fast moving. Mathews has no shortage of imagination.”
—People




“Thrills you with the CIA, a kidnapping, and the hunt. Starts with a bang.”
—The Denver Post




“A brilliantly intelligent and thrilling read.”
—Liz Smith, Newsday




“Riveting … [Mathews’s] presentation of espionage and CIA tactics is impeccable.”
—Publishers Weekly




“Francine Mathews’s The Cutout is not just a fresh new voice in international intrigue, it’s a brand-new vision-intelligent, passionate, and unceasingly entertaining.”
—Stephen White, New York Times bestselling author of Warning Signs




“Francine Mathews writes with precision and authority. The Cutout is a top-rate spy thriller. I loved it.”
—Ridley Pearson, New York Times bestselling author of Middle of Nowhere







By Francine Mathews



THE CUTOUT

Mysteries by Francine Mathews
Featuring Merry Folger

DEATH IN A COLD HARD LIGHT
DEATH IN THE OFF-SEASON
DEATH IN ROUGH WATER
DEATH IN A MOOD INDIGO

and

The Jane Austen Mystery Series by Francine Mathews
Writing as Stephanie Barron

JANE AND THE UNPLEASANTNESS AT SCARGRAVE MANOR
JANE AND THE MAN OF THE CLOTH
JANE AND THE WANDERING EYE
JANE AND THE GENIUS OF THE PLACE
JANE AND THE STILLROOM MAID
JANE AND THE PRISONER OF WOOL HOUSE
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Dedicated with love to the memory of Kay Fanning,
 Writer, Adventurer and Legendary American—
who once dined with Jim Thompson
 at the house on the khlong
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Rose Cottage, The Cameron Highlands of Malaysia, March 26, 1967

He had never been a man who minded the heat.

In Bangkok he disdained air conditioners and forced his houseboy to cook nightly over a charcoal brazier, the flames flickering like knives on the man’s burnished skin. By day he slipped through the sweltering streets when the sun was strongest, silk suit tailored close to his lean frame. His face was deeply tanned from sitting by the pool at the Royal Sports Club, his brow furrowed from staring into the light.

They called him many things in Bangkok: the Silk King, the Boss, the Legendary American. The braver ones called him Spy and Devil. He fashioned a life from myths and lies over the course of twenty years; he bought and sold entire villages, entertained everyone who stumbled into Southeast Asia, advised ambassadors and court potentates, dried the tears of women desperate for love. They had always whispered behind his back in Bangkok and the names they called him were proxies for one word: Power. He relished this about Siam the way he loved the stench of the khlongs and the liquid snatch of raw silk through his fingers: Siam was ruthless, Siam cared for no man not born of the River of Kings, Siam bowed only to secrets and the power secrets held.

He was a man who could buy anything with money; but secrets were traded in blood and that was why he cherished them.

This afternoon, alone in the blessed quiet that is granted to those who remain alert while the rest of the household naps, he sat on the terrace and turned a cigarette in his restless fingers. His doctor insisted that he quit smoking—but he was past sixty now and had lost too much in recent days to give up anything by choice.

The sun was fitful and the air was chill, six thousand feet above the Malaysian coast. He shivered slightly, closed his eyes, and thought of monsoons—of moist warmth, of stones steaming with fragrance. Of skin wet and shining in the garden torchlight, her head rising like a serpent’s from the filthy water of the khlong—

He discarded the cigarette in a burning arc.

He was alone at last after the fuss and clatter of Easter morning, the service at the Anglican church in Tanah Rata, the picnic later on a distant hillside. He knew that his urgency had disconcerted the others—the way he hustled them through the meal, packing up plates and glasses as soon as the last morsel was consumed, shooing them back without explanation to the car. Was it a sign of advancing age, this lack of courtesy, a slip in tradecraft? He was stripped raw with tension, his ears preternaturally alert, a fine beading of sweat at the hairline—he, who had never minded the heat.

Tradecraft had got him this far. It would take him no farther.

He glanced at his watch. Time to rise and push back the chair, time to set off purposefully down the gravel drive toward a man he had not seen in years and might be forgiven for failing to recognize. It was his last possible chance at a meeting. He had cased the route earlier in the day, refusing the car that would have conveyed him to church, joining the others at the foot of the road that wound past the golf course. He would take nothing with him now but the briefcase brought from Bangkok—the briefcase, and every mortal lust or fear that had propelled him through two decades of life in Asia.

His eyes narrowed in the failing light. The road was deserted, the whole world asleep. He set off.

Later, they would admit that they heard him go. The girl he had brought with him from Bangkok turned restlessly in her sleep, arm lifted in a gesture akin to dancing. Her lips might have formed his name.

She slept on.
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The Oriental Hotel in the heart of Bangkok is a name to conjure history. It recalls a time when tourists were travelers, when steamer trunks came by long-tail boat up the Chao Phraya, the River of Kings; when stoic male writers and legends of the Asian bush crawled out of the jungle to swap stories in the Bamboo Bar. Somerset Maugham almost died of fever there, in the 1920s, and Joseph Conrad tossed sleepless on a sweat-soaked cot; Hemingway ought to have seduced a legion of hard-drinking women behind the swinging shuttered doors, but apparently never did. During the Second World War the natives of Bangkok edged warily around the hotel, which had become an object of fear under the Japanese; and when Thailand capitulated to the Allies in September 1945, the Oriental turned hostel for U.S. and British officers.

They must have felt right at home, those Allied soldiers, between the French doors and the lawns running down to the swollen brown river. Orchids bloomed as profusely as English violets at the foot of the towering palms, and the whistles of the boatmen flew over the water like lark song. Under the drift of electric fans the officers drank deep of gin and Pimm’s, composing letters to women they hadn’t seen in years. They imagined themselves conquerors, without having fired a shot.

This is the sorcery of Thailand, and of the Oriental Hotel: to make a guest feel at home without ever implying he is anything but a guest. But like all great hotels, the Oriental is a stage for public drama: it demands a decent performance from the people who walk through its doors. The right to enter history comes at considerable cost, and style is the preferred form of currency. Shorts and backpacks—those hallmarks of the indigent tourist desperate for an hour of quiet and air conditioning—are strictly forbidden in the Oriental’s main lobby.

Stefani Fogg had stayed at the hotel before. She had read the dress-code notice etched politely near the revolving front door. But she was a woman who rarely apologized, particularly to the hired help. And so this morning she hitched her backpack higher on her shoulder and swung her long, bare legs out of the taxi.

“Welcome back to the Oriental, Ms. Fogg,” the doorman said, and bowed low over his steepled hands.

She took the spray of jasmine he offered her and raised it to her face. The scent was elusive—the essence of untimely death. She nodded to the doorman, paid off the taxi and stalked inside.

She may have been conscious of the eyes that followed her as she crossed the spotless carpet. If so, she ignored them. She ignored, too, the soaring windows, the chairs swathed in silk, the towering arrangements of lilies, the four employees who bowed in succession as she passed. She ignored the powerfully built man with the gleaming black hair, who sedulously scanned his newspaper at a desk opposite the magazine kiosk, although he was the only person in the room pretending to ignore her and thus ought to have been alarming. Stefani was too tired to care. The rigid set of her shoulders and the thin line of her mouth screamed exhaustion. During the past week she had slept badly and in the previous twenty-seven hours, not at all.

“Mr. Rewadee,” she said by way of greeting to the Manager of Customer Relations. Her voice was as frayed as a hank of old rope. The backpack slid from her shoulder to the plush carpet at her feet.

“Ms. Fogg! Welcome back to the Oriental!”

This phrase—or variations on the theme—was a gamut she was forced to run every time she reappeared on the banks of the Chao Phraya. But she liked Rewadee, with his correct navy suit and his beautiful silk tie, his smooth, tapering fingers; so she stifled her annoyance and forced a smile, as though her clothes did not stink of mildew or her feet require washing.

The manager’s plum-brown eyes crinkled and he waggled a finger at her. “You’re three days past the date of your reservation. We’d almost despaired of you. We even went so far as to talk of calling New York.”

“I’m sorry. I was trapped in Vietnam. A flood.”

“I had no idea there was a problem. Typhoon?”

“Yes,” she said abruptly. “You still have my room?”

“Of course. For you—”

Rewadee waved vaguely in the air as though to dispel doubt, or perhaps the odor of damp and decay that clung to her clothing. “I shall escort you to the Garden Wing myself.”

He came from behind the counter, reached delicately for her backpack, and hoisted it waist-high like a fish unaccountably snagged on his line. Stefani did not protest.

The tension holding her upright had begun to dissolve in the jasmine-scented air, the hushed quiet of deep carpets. She followed Rewadee without a backward glance. The powerfully built man at the writing desk folded his newspaper carefully as he watched them go.

The rain had started during her eighth day in Vietnam, after she left the Mekong Delta behind and headed north along the coast. Before Saigon there had been Vientiane, the backcountry of Laos, and the ancient trade routes that once ran between Burma and Angkor Wat and were being painfully reclaimed for capitalism from the guerillas and the drug lords. It had been seven weeks exactly since her last stop in Bangkok, seven weeks of monsoon, not the best time of year to travel. Vietnam and Laos have no national weather services. Predictions are made on the basis of hope, not science. Stefani learned to judge the feel of the air against her cheek, the color of clouds in the sky, and to guess the degree of wetness coming, as people have done for millennia. She was alternately sweating under a humid sun or pounded by cloudburst.

The rain fell in torrents just south of Hoi An. She stared out the car window at the endless fields of rice, rainwater lapping the dikes where the local peasants buried their dead, the stone monuments solid and square among the feathery tips of green. Only one highway ran along the coast of Vietnam, a strip of macadam that uncoiled as innocently as a snare through the sudden peaks and dipping plains of the Truong Son Range. The South China Sea was creeping over the white strip of beach and encroaching upon the road; seawater licked at the hubcaps of her hired Mercedes. The car hood thrust through the small fry of pedal bikes and motor scooters like a blunt-nosed shark; enraged cyclists slammed their fists against the windows as she passed.

They pushed on from Da Nang, Stefani and her Vietnamese driver, through the water that flooded the coast road until it fanned from their fenders like a ceremonial fountain and the emerald rice paddies were entirely submerged. By the time they struggled over the Hai Van pass and descended into Hué, the ancient Vietnamese capital, it was pitch dark and the driver was swearing.

A sluggish current streamed before the reception desk at the Morin Hotel, then at the Century the entire ground floor was under water; and while she stood there on the soggy carpet, watching the rain drip from the ceiling tiles and gush down the banisters of the grand staircase, the first refugees arrived by boat.

After that, Stefani abandoned the banks of the Perfume River and sought out the private home of a man she knew, a surgeon in the hospital in Hué, who lived on higher ground. Though it was nearly midnight, Pho was standing outside his house as she approached, his wife and four children busy on the flat roof of the single-story dwelling. They had managed to rig a tarpaulin (old U.S. Army combat green), and most of their belongings were already piled under it. Stefani got out of the car and helped haul a basket of trussed chickens up to the roof.

Her driver dropped her pack on a plastic deck chair and wallowed down the hill in his flooded Mercedes, never to be heard from again.

“You will eat rice with us?” Pho’s English was halting but thorough; at thirteen, he’d carried a gun for the South Vietnamese Army.

“I would be honored,” Stefani replied.

Pho’s wife boiled rainwater over a kerosene burner, and rice is what they ate for the next five days—rice and the few eggs produced by the querulous chickens, while the Perfume River engulfed the Imperial City. They were cut off on a shallow island without a boat, and the river kept rising.

That first night no one slept. Pho’s wife strapped her youngest child tightly against the wet skin of her breast and rocked without ceasing as she hunkered under the tarp. Stefani paced off the roofline and found that the world had dwindled to eighty square feet. By day, they watched the houses of less fortunate lowlanders sweep by on the current. Boxes, rubbish, a flotilla of dead cats. Pho’s neighbors called shrilly from other rooftops, traded rumors and news and what food they had. The children squabbled and fished ineffectually for the cats. Stefani tried to make a cellular phone call and found her battery was dead. By late afternoon, boats swamped with the homeless were poling through the flooded trees.

She scanned the skies for helicopters and saw nothing but layers of cloud. The sound of rain pattering on the tin roof under her feet was slowly driving her mad. No helicopters appeared. The surging current was only eighteen inches below the roofline. The rain went on. She fought the impulse to dive like a rat over the side of the sinking house.

A palm tree in Pho’s front yard served as her high-water marker. When the flood began, two feet of trunk were submerged. At 2:53 A.M. on the third day, at the height of the typhoon, she shone a fitful flashlight on the swaying palm and guessed that eight more feet had vanished. Thirty-one hours later, when the river was within five inches of Pho’s roof, the rain turned to drizzle; the water began to recede. Stefani thought of arks and of doves and of eating something other than rice boiled in rainwater. When the house’s ground floor appeared thirteen hours later, she helped Pho sweep the stinking mud and three drowned chickens from his house while his wife burned incense to the river god.

That afternoon, Pho waded down to the open-air market and bought vegetables and more kerosene. Stefani went with him, sloshing through water that surged to her thighs and trying not to think of snakes. She watched shoe salesmen hose the mud out of ladies’ pumps and men’s sneakers; she watched hawkers sell plastic ponchos and tourists film the wreckage with Baggies strapped over their video lenses. The corpses of the drowned were beginning to surface. Children sold chewing gum and the more enterprising cyclo drivers charged journalists ten bucks apiece to view the dead bodies.

Later, she pressed two hundred and six dollars—all the hard currency she had—into Pho’s palm and pulled her backpack onto her shoulders.

She fought her way onto a public bus and traveled south at a snail’s pace, back to Da Nang, the only airport within reach that possessed a jet-length runway and a connecting flight to Bangkok. The trip usually took three hours; she stifled in the bus for ten. The narrow highway was still drowned under a yard of water. To the right she spied the railway line, whole sections of track torn off and dangling. There were rumors of passengers stranded for days in the packed train cars.

“Not your usual suite,” Mr. Rewadee said now as he threw open the door, “but exactly like it in every particular. I’ve placed a bottle of Bombay Sapphire and several of tonic at the bar, along with some limes.”

There were four rooms on two levels: a breakfast area near the pale green sofa, the bedroom and teak-lined bath up a short flight of stairs. Kumquats flushed orange in a porcelain bowl. She knew, now, that seven people could survive for days in a space eighty feet square. Maybe she should invite all of Bangkok in for a party.

“Mr. Krane has called several times,” Rewadee observed delicately. “I would be happy to inform New York that you have arrived—”

“I left two suitcases with the bellman over a month ago.”

Mr. Rewadee bowed.

“I’d like them brought up right away. Also a cheeseburger and a beer. And could you book me a massage for this afternoon?”

One entire wall of the room was glass. Stefani tugged open the raw silk curtains, saw the long-tailed boats churning across the River of Kings—and leaned her forehead against the window. Just what she needed. A view of the water.

“Welcome back to the Oriental, Ms. Fogg.” Her personal butler held out a silver tray with a glass of orange juice and a copy of The New York Times.

Stefani Fogg was thirty-nine years old. She had a slight frame that encouraged most people to think she was frail. She was a pretty woman with the face of a pixie: like her body, it was a face calculated to deceive. Under the fringe of jet-black curls her brown eyes were assessing and shrewd.

“Wharton School,” Oliver Krane had murmured over lunch at his corporate headquarters in Manhattan seven months before; “and prior to that, Stanford. I can see you in California, Stef—but Philadelphia?” He consulted no résumé; it was his habit to remember everything. The most secure intelligence network in the world, Oliver Krane liked to say, was the human brain—provided it was properly handled. “Iconoclast. You did the Lauder Program instead of a Harvard MBA. I like that about you; you never quite run to form. You speak German, I understand? Although you’re said to prefer Italian.”

She shrugged. “Better wine.”

“Pity you didn’t work up some Russian. Or Chinese.”

“But then I wouldn’t be just another pretty face, Oliver.”

“Balls,” he’d retorted sharply. “You don’t run a fund for a major investment house—and get a seventy-eight percent return over five years—with just another pretty face.”

He peered at her forbiddingly through his tortoise-shell glasses.

“I want you for Krane’s, Stefani, and I’m willing to bet I’ve an offer you won’t refuse.”

“That’s your job, isn’t it?—predicting the level of risk?”

Oliver had done his homework, of course; he knew the precise extent of Stefani’s personal holdings. Something under eleven million dollars in various funds; an eight-room co-op on Central Park; a summer place in Edgartown; a ski condo in Deer Valley. He would know that mere money wasn’t enough to scuttle her present job. She’d had money for years: she found it boring.

The walls of the small dining room were lined with cobalt blue velvet. Only one table—theirs—was placed in the center of the maple floor. The view from the fifty-fourth story was blocked by sheer silk curtains that shifted under the eye like seawater; a screen, no doubt, for Oliver’s varied electronics.

He had given her sushi, tempura prepared at the table, a fan of fresh vegetables and a glass of Screaming Eagle. When she had refused a passion-fruit flan, the head of the firm leaned across the table and ticked off his points in a voice that sounded pure BBC, though it was probably born in Brixton.

“Point the First: Stefani Fogg when she’s at home. Likes to describe herself as bright but shallow. Raised comfortably in Larchmont, Princeton, Menlo Park. Father a chemical researcher and large-animal veterinarian. Mother rather determinedly hip. She’s a clever girl, our Stef, but gun-shy where commitment is concerned. No lover, no child, not so much as a small white dog for messing the carpet with. Appears to choose men by their shirt size rather than their IQs—the odd fitness instructor or bartender, a hapless musician. In the past seven years, no relationship longer than four months.

“Frequently described by the admiring epithet of bitch. Roughly translated: she has committed all the sins available to a woman in a man’s world. Restless, impatient, ruthless, ambitious. Sole weakness a reckless streak you could drive a semi through. Two hundred years ago, she’d have been burned at the stake as a witch.

“Point the Second: Stefani Fogg rumored to have turned down the chairmanship of FundMarket International last year, when it was offered her on a plate. Pundits confused.

“Point the Third: Stefani Fogg supposedly in play for CFO of at least three major multinationals, none of which succeeded in bagging her. Pundits agog.

“Point the Fourth: Galileo Emerging Tech—the fund Stefani Fogg manages at FundMarket—has lost nearly sixty-seven percent of its high-market value over the past three weeks. Rumors flying within FundMarket and without: Fogg is slipping, Fogg is asleep at the wheel, Fogg will be out on her arse next Tuesday. Pundits immensely gratified.”

He sat back in his seat and stared at her with satisfaction. “Missed anything?”

“About Galileo—” She toyed with the Screaming Eagle. “The tech market’s volatile, Oliver. You want big returns, you run major risk. Sometimes that means short-term loss.”

“And you’ve generally defied the odds, haven’t you? So what’s gone wrong this month?”

She didn’t reply.

“I have a theory, old thing. I won’t bother to ask whether you’d like to hear it.”

“Well, you did give me lunch. I can spare you a few more minutes.”

“Stefani Fogg is bored off her nut and desperate for fun,” he suggested. “Galileo is sinking because Stefani no longer gives a diddly. I could offer the girl a spot of larceny or a fast plane to a desert island, and she’d snatch them both out of my moist little palm. Any sort of diversion would do, provided it were dangerous enough. She’s toyed with electronic fraud, with faking her own death, with ripping off Tiffany’s in a cat suit at midnight—but the payoff is never quite worth the risk. Our Stef knows that crime, however séduisante, can rather get one’s hair mussed. Crime carries with it a measure of annoyance. There’s the enforcement chappies, of course; there are turf battles between kingpins she doesn’t even know, potentates she could easily offend. There’s the possibility of maiming or a sordid public death. Our Stef’s looking for bigger game. A challenge to match her peculiar wits. Am I right? Have I hit the target bang-on?”

She had gone quite still, watching him. He was a mild-looking man in his late forties: slim, loosely tailored in medium gray wool, his fair hair clipped short over the temples and rakishly long at the brow. The tortoise-shell glasses partially concealed caramel-colored eyes. Altogether a sleek kind of cat, his tail practically twitching as he surveyed her. He had done his homework.

“So you have the antidote to boredom, Oliver. What could you possibly offer that I need or want?”

“Fun, intrigue and high jinks on six continents,” he shot back promptly. “A floating bank account accessible at all times for expenses that will never be questioned. Counsel from the main office whenever you want it, but no handcuffs or second guesses or attempts to drive your car from the rear. An unwritten brief. A handful of clients. Stimulation. A direct line to my desk, night or day. Gut decisions. Unlimited spa time in exotic places. Power.”

“To do what, exactly?”

“Beat crooks at their own game. Much more exciting than joining them, I always think. Spy and seduce and manipulate empires—all in the name of defending commerce. With your talent and brains, Stef, you could write your dossier.”

“But why me, Oliver? Why the bitch with the lousy returns?”

“Because they’ll never see you coming, darling,” he answered softly. “You’re a bloody great gold mine. Smart and chic and too damn bored with your own wealth to be corruptible. You’ll have your teeth sunk into their jugulars before they even catch your scent.” His tawny eyes flicked across her face with brutal candor. “And there’s the added advantage that I can deny you, ducks. As far as the world of High Finance is concerned, we’ve never even traded so much as an air kiss. I’m not offering you a title and a desk with a plastic nameplate. I don’t want you on Wall Street. I want you bumming around the world on extended holiday.”

“Anonymity and carte blanche,” she mused. “A high-wire act without a safety net. If I fail, I fail alone.”

“Where would the challenge be, otherwise?”

A silence fell between them.

“Don’t refuse me before you’ve had ages to think,” Oliver suggested. “It wouldn’t be the first time a woman’s done that, I admit—but for you, I’m willing to wait.”

“Until Galileo craters?”

He smiled, and pressed an invisible button under the table. A waiter appeared within seconds, on soundless feet.

“You’ve had the glamorous turn, old thing.” Oliver’s voice was like a croon. “You’ve had the usual stiffs in the Wall Street clubs with their fast cars and limp members. Now you want to run with the wolves. Don’t you? Confess it.”

Krane & Associates was the foremost practitioner of a singular discipline known as risk management. The ignorant called it a security firm; the desperate called when any form of shit hit the most delicate type of fan. Krane offered all the usual security measures available to corporate clients—bodyguards, armored cars, internal surveillance and Internet monitoring. But these were mere party favors Oliver Krane tossed to the unwitting. Krane’s true worth—the commodity that had brought the Forbes Five Hundred to their knees—was that he knew more about everything than anybody on earth. He had ears to the ground in Jakarta and Shanghai and Hampstead and Miami, he sold information to the highest bidders in Hong Kong and Dubai. Oliver screened private jets for sophisticated bugs, gave drug tests and polygraphs to suspect employees, retrieved information from computer drives that were supposed to have been erased, found fraud in the ledgers of the most venerable corporations.

Oliver took pictures of remote deserts from private overhead platforms. Oliver tracked arms shipments through gray networks. He could listen to lovemaking at a distance of two thousand miles, and sometimes did. Give him thirty-six hours, and Oliver Krane could detail every secret your competitors had purchased from your most loyal employees, and exactly how much they had paid for them.

His corporate motto was blunt: Krane. Because what you don’t know can kill you. What he ran, in essence, was a crackerjack intelligence organization publicly traded on the New York Stock Exchange.

He was persistent in his patience, as Stefani learned over the next few weeks. He sent her birds-of-paradise in art-glass vases with smart-ass cards that were never signed. He sent her manila envelopes stuffed with newspaper clippings and transcripts of cellular communications and internal financial audits. He sent photographs of dubious personalities and a few cryptic leads in the research campaign she was conducting into his private life. Tidbits and come-ons and clues she couldn’t resist-but he never sent them directly. They appeared on the seat of a taxi she had just flagged down, or folded into her morning paper. Once she was handed a spreadsheet with her oysters in the old bar at Grand Central Station. She knew she was being followed—surveillance was child’s play for Oliver Krane—and the knowledge aroused her. She liked the thought of moving under a watcher’s eye. She began to dress each morning with Oliver in mind.

More important, she examined Krane’s stock as though it were under consideration for inclusion in Galileo, measuring its performance against those few risk-management competitors she could find in the marketplace. She researched Krane’s corporate hierarchy and its promotion record for female employees; gathered press pieces from online databases that recounted Krane’s most sensational cases; and checked to see what litigation the company currently battled. Her final gesture was to invite an old friend from Wharton for dinner. She respected Darryl Bainbridge—he ran a private investment firm for elite clients worth billions. He’d hired Krane the previous year to find an electronic embezzler among his handful of brokers.

When she asked Bainbridge what he thought of Krane & Associates, he cocked his head at her before replying. “Best-kept secret in the United States, but not for long. Buy all the stock you can—and keep it for yourself.”

Oliver Krane’s approach was unorthodox, and in a calmer frame of mind, she might have questioned why. Krane pursued her in the only way guaranteed to catch her interest: he titillated and teased, feinted and attacked. She began to test the city streets four times a day, smoking cigarettes she didn’t really want in the vast granite doorway of FundMarket International. Nothing she could find in the office was half so intriguing as what might appear in the hands of a street vendor.

On the eleventh day following their private lunch, contact came in the form of an issue of Ski magazine and the Michelin guide to the French Alps. The section on Courchevel had been marked with a hot pink Post-it note.

This one has your name all over it, ducks.

Oliver’s cramped scrawl.

A downhill racer tore across the glossy magazine cover, body crouched into the fall line. Above him rose a sheer headwall of black granite dusted with a filigree of white. Stefani frowned. She had skied enough—at Deer Valley and Gstaad and Kicking Horse—to know she was looking at a professional, and a rather famous one at that.

Max Roderick.

He’d won gold and acclaim at three different Olympics during the past two decades. He was known for hurling himself down World Cup courses with what looked like total disregard for his own neck and was in fact a calculated assault with a hairsbreadth margin of error. The press loved the way he clipped slalom gates so deliberately with his rigid shoulders and set his edges in a curve that would snap a lesser man in half. The media played up his effortless grace and tried to crown him king. But Roderick made it politely clear he didn’t give a damn whether the cameras followed him or not. He abandoned Beaver Creek and the U.S. Ski Team for Austria; he trained alone. He granted few interviews. If he chased any women on either continent, he did it in places the press couldn’t reach. He rarely drank and he went to bed early. Eventually the press got tired of Max Roderick—of a silence and a discipline they could not understand—and Roderick went on winning.

Stefani flipped through the magazine. A skier’s skier brings his knowledge to bear on the tools of the downhill trade…. Roderick was retired, now, and living in Courchevel, where he’d won Olympic gold at Albertville in ’92. He designed high-performance boards for a famed French manufacturer.

She glanced for a moment at the shot of his face, taken in the flat gray light of February, all color leached to monochrome and the angle of bone and landscape sharper for it. A palpable impression of intensity: eyes piercing and clear, with deep creases at the corners from years of staring at the sun. White-blond hair tousled by a ski helmet. The skin tanned and tough. It was a handsome face—one that had known pain, found it irrelevant, and pushed on.

Of course the press loved him. But he was not her usual type, Max Roderick. Loners made her nervous.

… appears to choose men by their shirt size rather than their IQs …

She tossed the magazine into the trash.

Two hours later, she called Oliver Krane on his private line and demanded dinner.

Alone now in her elegant room at the Oriental, Stefani Fogg slid her filthy body into water so hot she winced. The first bath in nearly a week. She closed her eyes against the steam and the sharp bite of eucalyptus. And allowed herself, all her careful defenses down, to remember.
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So what’s wrong with Max Roderick, Oliver?” Dinner that early spring evening six months ago was Indonesian takeout served on a linen-draped wrought-iron table in the walled garden of a five-story town house somewhere in the East Sixties. Stefani doubted that Oliver actually lived there—the place was devoid of such personal betrayals as photographs or magazines with address labels—but he moved from kitchen to terrace with such confident ease that it was clear he knew the house well. She imagined he kept a shifting roster of private haunts, visiting them as a lesser man might visit a series of mistresses; and indeed, wives and entire families could furnish the most obvious of them, without having any clear connection to Oliver at all.

In the past five days, she had determined that Oliver Krane’s life was deliberately elusive and all but indistinguishable from his attractive camouflage. The background checks and financial histories she’d run had turned up conflicting story lines. One suggested he had been born in London and educated at a lesser British public school before reading law at Oxford; another, that he had once been named Czenowski and was pursued in his salad days by KGB recruiters; her favorite, that he was a foundling left at a Catholic orphanage who graduated from picking pockets in Bombay to dealing heroin in Hong Kong. In Oliver’s fiction Stefani caught the scent of his fears and dreams.

“Max Roderick found himself smack in the middle of a sordid little murder a few weeks ago,” Oliver informed her over a slice of pickled mango. “Our Max trotted off to Geneva to talk up the Swiss on the matter of skis, and damn if he doesn’t find a pretty young thing sprawled in his bed one morning, strangled and no mistake. She was a Thai bar girl from the red-light district and all of fifteen. Max maintains that he had never set eyes on the girl and has no idea how her corpse ended up in his room.”

“But she was in his bed.”

“In a sequined thong, no less,” Krane agreed complacently as he set out satay skewers like burnt offerings on a celadon plate. “When Roderick stepped into the bath at six-ten that morning, no strangled young thing where she ought not to be. When he appeared in his towel nine minutes later, there was the dead girl in the altogether. Superb skin and hair. I’ve seen the photos. Tragic.”

“So he’s claiming he was framed? That someone else murdered her? Do you believe his story?”

“I believe nothing I have not proved for myself. And yes, that includes the existence of God—Pascal notwithstanding.”

“But is Roderick the sort of guy who’d hire a whore? Much less kill her?”

Oliver shrugged. “I know quite little about the man beyond the usual paparazzi pap. Max lives alone—the last woman in his life left him abruptly two years ago and sued for damages. No one has taken her place. Rumor also has it that Max took a mental dive when he failed to qualify for the ’98 Olympics—and that he’s been searching for his soul ever since. Physically, he’s capable of strangling an adolescent. Whether he’s emotionally likely to do so …”

“Have you met him?”

“Once.”

“And?”

“He’s attractive enough, though rather guarded-used to keeping people at arm’s length. Difficult to read, as a result. But—”

“What?”

“He struck me … as a man in the grip of an obsession.”

“About …?”

Oliver shook his head. “That’s just it, heart. I’m not entirely sure.”

“Was he charged with murder in Geneva?”

“No. His personal lawyer—an old chum from the World Cup Circuit named Jeffrey Knetsch—ensured that the business was tidied up and presented by the Swiss police as a gross misunderstanding. Max was allowed to toddle home in all the sanctity of innocence. What are friends for?”

“I can’t believe the Swiss police are pushovers.”

“Nor are they,” Oliver admitted judiciously. “They confessed that the case presented certain … irregularities. Even Max insists that the door to his bedroom was locked when he entered the shower that morning, which contradicts his protestations of innocence; but anybody possessed of ingenuity might have found a way to circumvent the electronic code.”

“Is that what Max suggested?”

“His lawyer did. I shan’t weary you with a recital of the hotel uproar and the subsequent investigation. Suffice it to say that the Swiss police applied latex lifts to the girl’s neck and found not a single fingerprint. Her murderer wore gloves. No gloves anywhere in Roderick’s room. Police reckon that if Max got rid of the gloves, he might as well have got rid of the body. Never mind that one’s a trifle larger than the other; the elevator shaft adjacent would have done in a pinch. And why go to the trouble to suggest a crime of passion and then premeditate it down to the gloves? If Max was coldhearted enough to plan the whore’s demise, he would hardly lose his head and discover the body next morning in his own room. Disordered thinking, what? Swiss can’t abide that.” “A hotel employee ought to have seen her enter.” “Service lift,” he supplied promptly. “Employees paid off. Wee hours of the morning. Probably already dead when she rolled down the hall on a breakfast tray.” “Can they trace Roderick to the girl’s bar?” “Of course. Roderick’s Swiss clients took him there for a spot of fun after the day’s meetings. An hour into the show, Max got bored and went back to his hotel. End of story—or Max’s version of it.”

“Oliver—if Max didn’t kill the girl, who did?” He gazed at her owlishly. “Don’t admit, old thing, that you’re jumping ship! You’re never going to sell FundMarket down the river and throw in your lot with Krane?”

“I’m just interested in the story, that’s all.” “Not good enough, ducks. Put out or get out.” She crushed a leaf of cilantro between her thumb and forefinger. A pungent scent, half pepper, half rain-wet asphalt. “Say I was considering a move …”

“That’s why we’re dining in this chummy fashion, I presume.”

“Would I be working on Roderick?”

He rolled his eyes. “Have I said anything to suggest that the man is of interest to my firm? Krane’s never deals in murder. Not the personal kind, at least.”

“But is murder really the point?”

“Got it in one, Stef. Ever been to a shooting box in the Central Highlands? Walks along the loch? Salmon fishing? A round of bagging pheasant?”

“No. Why?”

“Thought you might look jolly well in oilskins, that’s all.”

“Oliver—”

His gaze turned bland, suggestive of the angelic.

“You sent me Ski magazine, Oliver. My name’s written all over it, your note said.”

“Something decorative to stick in your loo, darling, nothing more.” He thrust his hand into the depths of the takeout bag and withdrew a sheaf of paper and a black pen. “Now, if you were to sign on the dotted line…”

Stefani frowned. “A contract? Somehow that seems …”

“… Overly binding? Touchingly archaic?”

“I expected an electronic print of my voice pattern. A computer chip embedded in my scalp.”

“We’ll come to those,” he said soothingly. “I like contracts, darling. Paper suggests history, somehow—the Inns of Court, the Magna Carta. The English bourgeois will rear his leonine head, despite all the money spent on Italian suiting. And besides—the payroll department insists. Something to do with the Internal Revenue Service. Your Social Security number, if you please.”

“You’ve known it for ages,” she said dryly.

“But I want it in your handwriting.” He exited to the kitchen with a tray full of food. Whistling.

She scanned the contract. From its idiosyncrasies, she judged that Oliver had drafted the language himself. She was afforded full access (through Oliver) to Krane’s staggering array of security resources without the slightest public affiliation, until such time as she and Oliver mutually agreed to disclose her employment. Her salary, a modest 1.5 million dollars per annum, was to be wired monthly to bank accounts of her naming. Oliver had elected to pay her exactly half a million more than her pre-bonus salary at FundMarket, she noted wryly. She could be terminated immediately at his discretion, with the benefit of a year’s pay. True to his word, he had given her enough freedom and rope to hang herself several times over.

“You want a secret agent,” she murmured, as he reappeared with a glass of wine. “Don’t you?”

“I find, heart, that the cost of excellence is a certain amount of fame. I do my job too well. Any number of nasties and ghoulies can track my people coming and going. For this job, I need someone who’s clean.”

“Because a hooker died on Max Roderick?”

He did not reply.

“Who hired you, Oliver? The Swiss? Or Roderick himself?”

“Use the pen, old thing,” he said gently. “The paper.”

“You think I’m going to turn my back on all the security I’ve forged at FundMarket in the past four years? Walk away, just like that?” She snapped her fingers under Oliver’s nose.

“No,” he admitted. “I think you’ll run.”

“You flatter yourself.”

He was whistling again, a hiss of air between his teeth. “I notice your pet Galileo is sinking further into the NASDAQ swamp.”

Galileo. God, she was bored with Galileo.

Stefani uncapped the pen and scrawled her name on the contract. Boredom was the one sin she never forgave herself. “Now tell me who hired you.”

“The Thai government, I think.” Oliver said it doubtfully. “Though with the Thais, one can never be sure. Devious little beasts, behind their smiles.”

“Surely they’re not concerned about a prostitute murdered on a different continent.”

“Particularly when they or their assigns might be responsible for killing her,” he added pensively.

Her head came up at that. “Your clients? You think the Thai government may have set Roderick up? But what does an American skier resident in France have to do with Thailand?”

“Precisely what I asked Max when he rang me two days ago. He’s also decided to hire Krane’s, you see. Or rather, he’s hired you.”

A jolt of feeling shot through her like an arrow. Excitement? Fear? “—I being not precisely Krane?”

“Not yet,” Oliver agreed cheerfully, “and not so’s the Thais will ever notice, God willing.”

“What am I expected to do?”

“Recover a fortune. Max believes he’s owed one. The Thais disagree.”

“And you’ve been hired to establish the truth of their claim?”

“Precisely. Spot of forensic accounting. Old hat.”

Her shrewd brown eyes swept his face. “Are you also being paid to discourage Roderick?”

Oliver adjusted his spectacles with an air of distaste. “I am not a thug, my sweet, although on occasion I have employed them. At the moment, I’ve decided to employ you.”

“You think I can get Roderick to take his ski boots and go home to France?”

“On the contrary! I hope you’ll follow him right down into the crevasse.”

She allowed Oliver to consume a remarkable quantity of Indonesian curry—to talk of Venice and the art trade in Stockholm and his favorite anchorage at Bitter End-while the sky overhead blackened to navy and the first warm wind of spring stirred the dead leaves. The roar of traffic throbbed beyond the enclosed terrace like a massive bloodstream. Stefani pulled a silk sweater about her shoulders and warmed her fingers at the candle flame. Oliver poured her a third glass of wine.

“What kind of fortune is the ski champ hunting?”

“A priceless Southeast Asian art collection, presently housed in Bangkok’s most elegant little museum. The museum itself is at issue, I might add.”

“And why does Roderick care?”

“Something to do with blood, I imagine.” The cool eyes were locked on hers. “Know anything about friend Max? Beyond the ski-circuit chatter, I mean?”

“You would hardly have hired me if I came with predispositions toward the case.”

Oliver sighed. “Too bloody smart for your own good. Of course I knew you weren’t acquainted with the man. He’s not your type.”

She shrugged.

“And yet … curiously compelling. So austere and shining in his self-isolated perfection, he’s like the north face of the Eiger to an Aryan Youth: something to be scaled. Smashing muscle tone. You want to strap on your crampons and climb all over him, Stef. Admit it.”

“The fortune, Oliver.”

“Max Roderick is the last of a line of rather daring chaps who suffered difficult ends. His father, Rory, flew bombing runs over North Vietnam and died in the Hanoi Hilton. His grandfather was a true legend in Southeast Asia—an adventurer, a potentate, a glamorous rogue. Jack Roderick. He trained with the OSS during the Second World War then settled permanently in Bangkok in ’45.”

Stefani’s eyes narrowed. “To do what?”

“Run agents for the CIA,” Oliver replied carelessly. “Jack Roderick was Bangkok intelligence chief right after the war. Took to the people, the food, the khlongs like a duck. Found God a few years later and abandoned spies for Thai silk—he’s credited with reviving the craft there. Started a company called Jack Roderick Silk, still famous the world over. Made a great deal of money. Bought or stole every Khmer antiquity on offer during the course of twenty-odd years. Stored them in his house—an antique itself, shipped down-river from the ancient capital of Ayutthaya—and when he disappeared one day without a trace, the Thai government seized the lot.”

“Disappeared?”

“Like so much smoke,” Oliver assured her. “Jack Roderick went on holiday to the Cameron Highlands-old British hill station in Malaysia—and took a stroll around cocktail time, all by himself. Never came back. Body never found.”

The same surge of feeling—fear? excitement?—knifed through her again. “When was this?”

“Easter Sunday, 1967.”

“The height of the Vietnam War.”

“Hanoi declared son Rory dead two weeks after Roderick disappeared. No obvious connection.”

“And his entire fortune was—seized?”

“The Thai government claims Roderick always meant to leave his personal collection to the people of Thailand. He’d burbled on about it quite often, apparently. His will—or should I say, his first will—provided for just that.” Oliver smiled. “They’re quite proud in Bangkok of having preserved the Roderick house and gardens—the whole kit and caboodle, including books on a bedside table—just as it was when he vanished in ’67. Jack Roderick’s House is now a major tourist attraction.”

“And his grandson wants … what? Financial compensation? Or the collection returned?”

“Our Max wants everything, ducks. That’s his opening bid. Everything that belonged to his grandfather returned with interest. Max claims, you see, to have found Jack’s second will. Quite recently. The will leaves the estate to the Roderick heirs, and the lawyers are calling it good.”

She expelled a deep breath. “Hence the Thai prostitute in Max’s Geneva hotel room. A warning from your precious clients: Back off, Golden Boy, or you’ll be mauled.”

“If we believe Max’s version of events,” Oliver rejoined gently. “Which I’m not sure we do.”

“Why should a bunch of American lawyers strike fear in the hearts of the Thai government, thirty-five years after Jack Roderick’s disappearance?”

“Dunno. That’s not my end of the deal, heart—it’s yours.” He was studying his chopsticks.

Stefani tossed back the last of her wine. “You talk about these clients as though they were a corporate entity. Whom do you really mean?”

“That,” Oliver returned, “I cannot tell you. Compartmentalization is the first rule of warfare. Less said, the better for all of us.”

“So you’ve arranged for me to work against Krane & Associates, on the basis of no investigative experience and partial information?”

“You’re not the enemy, Stefani. You’re just tackling one end of this naughty little problem while I manipulate the other. Experience is overrated, you know.” “I’d have to be mad to accept such an offer.” “You already did.” A fingertip grazed her cheek, fleeting as a wasp’s sting.
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Krane Associates engineered her downfall. That was part of her cover story—the complete disintegration of her public life, the end of Stefani Fogg as Wall Street knew her.

“I promised Max you’d arrive in Courchevel in a week,” Oliver Krane mused. “That gives us very little time. It shall have to be Monday, I’m afraid.”

Stefani arrived for work rather late that Monday and paid scant attention to the multibillion-dollar fund she was allegedly managing. She spent considerable time chatting up old friends on the phone and took a very long lunch. Then she pled an afternoon meeting with clients and went shopping at Bergdorf’s. Oliver had mentioned Scotland. She figured she’d need some boots.

Two hours later she arrived back at her office with a Persian lamb coat, four pairs of shoes, and a hatbox dangling from her wrist. Sterling Hayes, the chairman of FundMarket International, was waiting for her.

“Stefani.”

She had always despised Hayes—not simply for his expression, which was cadaverous, but for the caution that compelled him to wear braces embroidered with foxes and hounds.

“Sterling!” she cried gaily. “It’s been ages! What can I do for you?”

He did not shut her office door, but stood uneasily before her desk like a paid mourner. “I’ve been talking to Oliver Krane.”

She frowned. Set down the boxes and bags. “That awful pseudo-Brit with the security service? He went public last year, right? How’s his stock doing these days?”

“I retained Oliver Krane thirty months ago when I took over the chairmanship,” Hayes informed her dryly. “Krane designed the architecture of FundMarket’s security system. It’s highly sophisticated. We track electronic trades. Screen employee e-mail. Record phone conversations.”

Stefani kicked off her shoes, opened one of the boxes and pulled out a pair of brown suede boots. “Yeah? So?”

“Stefani—” He hesitated, his eyes on her feet. She was wearing houndstooth stockings, expensive and transparent, a checkerboard haze over instep and ankle. “We record every phone call. Every trade. We analyze the tapes for patterns on a daily basis. It’s the best defense we’ve got. You understand, don’t you?”

She glanced up at him. “What are you trying to say, Sterling?”

“This morning, Krane showed me his computerized records. He made the case that you’ve been trading on inside information, Stefani. For at least three weeks. You’ve been trying to beat the system.”

An appalled silence.

“I understand the pressure—your reputation, the Galileo slide—”

“There must be some mistake,” she cut in.

“Krane doesn’t make mistakes. I’ve seen his data. I can’t turn a blind eye, even for you. I can’t risk the SEC breathing down my neck. You know that, Stefani. You have to go.”

She sat motionless, one boot on, the other dangling. “Over my dead body. Who the hell is this bastard Krane, that he can suddenly fire a major player at FundMarket International?”

“He’s the bastard we pay to keep us clean.”

“To do your shit work, you mean,” she slashed. “You can’t just throw me out like a used condom, Sterling. Fuck Oliver Krane!”

Hayes glanced apprehensively at the trading room beyond Stefani’s door. Heads had swiveled in their direction. “Please. For the good of the firm …”

“… You want me to roll over? Not a chance in hell, buddy.” Stefani tossed the suede boot to the floor and stood. “What’s really going on? Did Krane lose too much money in Galileo and scream for my head?”

“This isn’t about Oliver Krane,” Hayes told her quietly. “It’s entirely about you.”

“Right,” she retorted with a harsh laugh. “Me, and Sterling Hayes. The Board almost handed me your job last year—remember? The Board loves me. One phone call to the right desk, Sterling, and we’ll see who’s walking out the door—”

“Don’t make that call,” he said abruptly. “Not if you want to retain a shred of self-respect. I shared Krane’s report with the Board an hour ago. I’ve received full support for your resignation.”

She stared at him, aghast.

“And that’s what I’m demanding, Stefani.” His voice was suddenly clipped, the skin taut across the planes of his narrow face. “You’ve played the princess too long. You flaunt your money, you talk a crock of sunshine, but you’re not worth the desk space we give you, little girl. Resign within the hour or I fire your ass tonight.”

He turned on his heel. The entire group of traders— twenty-three people in all—had risen from their seats and were gawking at Stefani’s face. She had gone pale with rage. She picked up a glass paperweight—a Steuben rock with a silver sword thrust through its middle—and hurled it at Hayes’s retreating form. Somebody in the outer room ducked.

She collected the scattered Bergdorf’s bags, stepped over the paperweight lying like so much crushed ice on the industrial carpet, and went.

It was inevitable that one of the traders would talk. Traders live for the few moments of high drama in each boredom-riven day; they snort gleefully over the bones and flesh scattered across the corporate field. By the time she had dumped her clothes at the co-op, squeezed in a workout, changed for the evening and swished some Scotch around her mouth, the buzz had hit the street.

The party she planned to attend that night—a celebratory launch at the Plaza for some dot-com’s IPO—was filled with guys in business suits who’d done well at school and risen fast, the safe models patterned on Sterling Hayes. There were a few visionaries, too, in charcoal turtlenecks and wide pleated pants, flown in from the Pacific Northwest. A scattering of women correctly suited in jackets and skirts to the knee. Stefani wore a sleeveless sheath the color of paprika. It outlined every vertebra and muscle of her body.

Half the heads turned as she appeared in the doorway; most eyes lingered. The hum of conversation faltered, then resurged more firmly than before. She scooped a drink from a passing tray and wove her way into the room.

Some of them were polite and approached by the back door: How is FundMarket, Stefani? Tired of Galileo? Any thought of a change? She laughed uproariously and told them lies. She threw her arms around mere acquaintances, stepped on too many feet, spilled a drink down a currency trader’s blouse, slid her hand into a distinguished banker’s pocket. She swayed and guffawed and called Sterling Hayes every kind of insult, to anyone who would listen; and when enough time had passed and the room had cleared an arc around her tidal wake, she found herself face to face with the man himself.

He was standing next to Oliver Krane.

“Ah, Stefani,” Hayes said. “Enjoying your newfound freedom? Perhaps you should thank Mr. Krane.”

Stefani tossed the last of her Scotch into Oliver’s face.

She had no friend to take her by the arm and haul her into a bathroom. No man to carry her home in his polished black Audi. No one in the entire room who cared about her enough to protect her from herself, or from the Wall Street Journal reporter covering the event. By the time the management called a taxi and ladled her into the backseat, Stefani Fogg had committed suicide in public several times over. No one waved as the car pulled away.

On her doorstep twelve minutes later, she found a pint of her favorite Italian gelato—hazelnut—misting gently in dry ice.

Bravo, ducks, applauded Oliver’s note.

He’d tucked it into a first-class ticket for Heathrow on Virgin Atlantic, with a connecting flight to Inverness. She glanced at her watch. She had barely fourteen hours before takeoff.

And then, because she had paid a fortune for the coop and all the privileges that went with it—because she was free of Sterling Hayes and FundMarket and Galileo—she threw the terrace door wide open and screamed good riddance to Manhattan from the balcony’s ledge, forty-three stories above the street.

She settled down in front of the VCR with a videotape Oliver had sent her—old Olympic footage of Max Roderick—and the pint of gelato. She felt like she was back in grad school; but homework had never been this much fun.

“… the determination to succeed is a constant spur to this young man who has survived the worst that life can deliver: the loss of his Navy pilot father to the Vietnam War when he was barely eight years old, and then the death of his mother, Anne, two years later—a victim of alcohol and drug abuse. If the young Max Roderick was scarred by loneliness, he hid it well—driving himself relentlessly down the toughest courses in the United States and Europe at an age when other boys are busy learning to drive …”

The image was seductive: a slow-motion arc of body and steel gliding effortlessly along the fall line of a crystalline slope at Albertville. The 1992 Olympics. On this practice run staged for the American viewing audience, Max wore no helmet. His golden head glinted in the sunlight, and as he vaulted through the starting gate he seemed transported, as though this precipitous flight was all he needed of heaven and earth. The sonorous voice of the background narration struck just the right note: Max Roderick was noble, Max Roderick had survived unimaginable pain—Max Roderick was the supreme gift his generation could offer the world.

Max Roderick, just possibly, was a killer.

Stefani fast-forwarded to a section of the tape that showed Max at rest—munching on an apple in his coach’s kitchen, joking with the man the network called his surrogate father. He must then have been thirty years old; he looked like a fresh-faced kid, the eyes clear and light, the profile predatory as a hawk’s. Taut, honed, purposeful, ingenuous, in his fleece sweatshirt and jeans. Everybody’s All-American.

“… Joe DiGuardia practically raised Max Roderick from the time the young ski phenomenon entered his Lake Tahoe program in 1966. DiGuardia, who took bronze at Lake Placid in the Men’s Downhill, is a tough and uncompromising master—but he loves Roderick like a son.”

Cut to Joe DiGuardia swearing viciously at a figure half obscured by dense snowfall and a starting gate. DiGuardia carefully waxing a pair of skis. DiGuardia hugging Max at the Innsbruck finish.

And then, replayed for all time on the eternal screen, the Men’s Downhill: Sarajevo.

His frame was whipcord taut, powerfully muscled, bent into a punishing crouch as he hurtled over the ice-covered course in the red, white and blue Lycra racing suit. He caught air at the summit of one slope, took the most punishing curve at top speed, nearly lost an edge. The commentators gasped. Stefani gasped with them. She knew the end of this story—she knew the end of all Max’s famous races—but still, the pure drama held her. The single man plummeting down the sheet of ice as though intent on suicide. The precision. The control. The ruthlessness in every line of his body.

“And that,” she breathed, as Roderick crossed the finish line and raised his arms in triumph, “is all that really matters. That’s what your body reveals. You’ll stop at nothing to get what you need.”

* * *

“It’s a minor problem in the scale of things,” Oliver Krane said thirty-six hours later, as he stood staring out at the rain sheeting down over Loch Lochy. “Max Roderick’s, I mean. A disputed inheritance. New will, old story; and the claim’s unlikelihood of success, given the Thai property laws.”

He was studying the mist roiling off the lake. The brooding expression on his face was unexpected and thus unsettling. He was neat and compact in a cashmere polo and baggy flannel trousers, his hands thrust into the pockets. Heavy clouds had thrown a gloom over four o’clock tea; what Stefani hadn’t expected was the sudden blaze of sunlight that forked periodically through the leaden sky, firing the gorse and broom on the hills rising above the lake’s far shore. In those moments of illumination, every drop of water suspended in the molten air gleamed like an astral body.

Oliver had met her at the airport that morning in the predictable Rover, a black one equipped with global positioning, a laptop with wireless e-mail and a sherry decanter. He had driven south to Inverlaggan House, fed her smoked salmon and oat cakes, ordered her to rest for at least an hour and then had met her in the library. Her small frame was curled into a chesterfield, the brown suede boots discarded. She was suffused with well-being, exultant to the core; Oliver was still brooding.

“Unless you’re born and bred a Thai, you can never really own anything in that country,” he told her. “Fixed assets, I mean. You only think you do. Just try carrying them across the border.”

“So why did you take this matter on?”

He shrugged.

“Not good enough, ducks,” she mocked. “Put out or get out.”

“Quoting the master already?” He glanced over his shoulder with the swift calculation she had come to think of as essentially Krane. “I should probably have passed, if you must know. But for the one thing.”

“You wanted Roderick’s autograph?”

Oliver snorted and moved away from the window. He fell into a chair drawn up near the fire, its leather worn to a temperate softness. Unlike the town house where they had eaten dinner or the corporate offices in the urban aerie, these rooms actually felt like they belonged to Oliver.

“I’ve had a spot of trouble in Asia recently,” he replied. “An accidental death. Or perhaps I should call it unexplained.”

“Someone you knew?” Stefani asked. A spate of rain dashed against the narrow windows.

“A rogue, a deceiver, a friend and a silent partner. Harry Leeds. We were at school together, Harry and I. I won’t tell you which. We started Krane’s together: my brains—Harry’s bucks. There was a rough patch in the early days, when Harry was too much of a barrister and I, too much a beggar man thief; but by the time we were both thirty-five we’d settled our differences and pooled our winnings. Harry played godfather to my Hong Kong office, kept a string of polo ponies, clamped most of Asia under a network of spies and electronic surveillance for which he was exceedingly well paid, and asked nothing further from life. I stalked the rest of the world by turns, hired proxies in places I couldn’t be.”

“Is Asia important to Krane’s?”

The tawny gaze flicked over to hers. “It’s our bread and butter, darling. Every likely lad with tuppence in his pocket wants a piece of mainland China. Without Krane’s, they’d all be rooked inside of a fortnight. You can sell anything these days in Tiananmen Square-wireless phones, soda pop, a fresh-killed chicken or your youngest sister. Commerce thrives, there’s no police force to speak of and the law is entirely theoretical. But I stray from the point.”

“Harry Leeds,” Stefani said gently.

Oliver sighed. “When I first learned of Max Roderick’s problem—the dead whore ’twixt the bedsheets—it was through one of my clients, Piste Ski, the French company for whom Roderick designs his pricey little boards. Piste Ski was keen to learn whether Max Roderick was framed for murder. They suspected blackmail—debts-some sort of extortion. Although Max was never charged, Piste Ski was afraid of bad press and wanted the truth about our Olympic boy before his golden touch turned to lead.”

“—Trust being a virtue the French hold in low esteem.” Stefani uncurled her legs from the chesterfield and crossed to the fruitwood commode where Oliver kept his single malts. “What did you discover?”

“I nosed around Geneva first. Put my Swiss ears to the ground and loosed my trained dogs. I covered the police’s tracks and searched for anyone who might have seen Roderick with the dead girl. It never occurred to me, I will confess, that the entire hit was Thai. But inside of twenty-four hours, I heard the faintest whisper that someone might have financed the job out of Bangkok. So I contacted Harry.”

Stefani turned and studied him intently. There was something in Oliver’s manner that suggested the confessional, as though all the blithe spirits and giddy talk of the past several weeks had been a type of mania designed to hold him back from the abyss. She remembered the elusive Catholic orphanage that had popped up in his background story. Had he often needed to invent a priest?

“Of course you called Harry,” she said evenly. “It was the obvious thing to do.”

Oliver was studying the flames with an absorption he usually reserved for golf magazines. “I sent Harry a report of the killing and subsequent investigation—mine, not the Swiss police’s—via secure fax. I know from the office logs that Harry received it. Four hours later he was lying dead under the front tires of a Kowloon taxi.”

“Jaywalking?”

Oliver’s caramel eyes skittered away from hers. “Harry never walked anywhere. His bloody great Jaguar was a point of pride. Symbol of Harry’s prestige. He was a Hong Kong taipan of the old order.”

The Scotch felt like crushed velvet on her tongue. “And what did the police say?”

“Something bland and polite and regretful and obscene,” Oliver muttered. “I do not accept it. I do not accept accident in my part of the world.”

She set down the glass. The rain
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