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Chapter 1

Being a spy, it’s not what you think.

It’s boring.

I don’t mean boring as in dull.

I mean boring as in mind-crushingly, ass-clenchingly, teeth-grindingly tedious.

Sitting in a cubicle, one of a hundred identical little beige cages, wearing your office shirt and your office shoes and your office tie, listening to the hum of the AC as you wonder what the special will be today in the commissary, fantasising about allowing yourself a non-decaf after 11.30 a.m., as you pore over six-month-old Azerbaijani newspapers in the hope of scraping some pointless little tidbit of information about exploitable tensions in the lower levels of the Baku political hierarchy.

Baku is insane, by the way. Off the hook. Like Dubai on steroids, but with more arm wrestling. They like jam in their tea and the national sport is played to a musical accompaniment. But you don’t know that because you haven’t been there.

That’s because you’re a spy – or, as your job title reminds you at each increasingly negative performance review, an analyst – stuck four feet from your co-worker who has yet to be introduced to the marvels of modern deodorant technology, wearing shitty government-issue headphones that make your ears hurt because the padding wore away six months ago and there’s a freeze on spending on account of Congress can’t get its head out of its ass for long enough to pass a budget.

And so your life ticks away heartbeat by heartbeat as you listen to interminable, poorly recorded conversations between Omar the Taxi Driver and Hussein the Fruit Vendor discussing the relative merits of the offside trap in the diminishing hope that at some point they will reveal why Omar’s brother-in-law, who now lives in Toronto and has introduced them to the exciting world of NHL hockey, suddenly has more money in his bank account than you earn in a year, or are ever likely to.

It’s not all bad. Sometimes they let you scan satellite pictures of the Eritrean or Mongolian desert until your eyeballs bleed. The most exciting moment in your career so far came when you thought you’d spotted a missile silo under construction on the North Korean peninsular but when you took it to your supervisor she pointed out it was a sewage treatment plant.

But, you know, points for trying.

What I’m saying is, all that stuff you see on TV and in the movies? Travelling to exotic locations where you burn rubber in brightly coloured exotic sports cars, sprint across rooftops under fire from automatic weapons while performing parkour, fuck glamorous personalities of diverse ethnicities and suspect allegiances, and blow interesting people’s heads off using silenced weapons for reasons that remain opaque until the third act, at which point they come roaring back to bite you in the ass?

There’s none of that.

Literally, none.

Not even a little bit.

 

Unless you’re me.


Chapter 10

The Tiergarten is massive, one of those sprawling imperial theme parks like Madrid’s Buen Retiro where royals could work off their neuroses by hunting stags instead of the hoi polloi. Telling someone you’ll meet them there is about as helpful as saying you’ll meet in Ohio.

But a brush pass needs physical contact. Two people bumping into each other as they pass, a note or an object slipped into a pocket, an attaché case transferred. It only works where there are other people, lots of them, heading in different directions, where a moment of physical contact will draw no attention.

There are two obvious locations in the park. The first is the zoo. Midday it teems with schoolkids and tour groups and lovers and elderly Berliners with season tickets, full of little alcoves and dark places, vivariums and snake houses where you’d have privacy to make an exchange. But the more I think about it, the less appealing it seems. It’s open until 9 p.m., but 6 p.m. is the dead hour, the time everyone’s leaving, or at home having a bite to eat, or in a bar waiting to meet their date. If you’re under suspicion – the entire point of a brush pass – then going to the zoo at a time when everyone else is leaving raises all sort of red flags.

‘Well, Sergei, we followed you all day. And guess what? You went to the zoo. You, who have no interest whatever in the natural world, suddenly decide, instead of taking your normal route home, to make a visit to the Berlin Zoo at 6 p.m. We also checked your internet search history and the only thing you checked was the opening times. Please explain.’

You’d have a cover story, but this is not the kind of conversation you want to be having with well-built men from Department 5.

The other location is the Victory Column, the totemic colonial phallus standing erect in the centre of the Tiergarten. A statue of Victoria, the Roman goddess of victory, emerges from the tip in shimmering gold like gilded metaphorical Prussian spooge.

There is no guarantee that’s where the drop will happen, but I decide to play the odds.

 

As I cross over the Tiergartenstrasse I have time to think. Why a physical pass? There are a thousand ways to communicate securely using digital means: ProtonMail, Tor, Signal . . . Christ, even Zoom offers end-to-end industrial-grade encryption now. But there are still solid reasons for an old-fashioned meatspace transfer.

For your garden-variety drug trafficker, money launderer, arms dealer, or paedophile, commercial encryption is probably good enough. But if you’re doing something really bad, something that genuinely threatens somebody’s national security, if you make the mistake of putting yourself on those guys’ radar – all bets are off. The hard truth is you, an individual, cannot prevail against the might of a national intelligence agency with billions of dollars to spend, the brightest minds of a generation at its disposal, and technology to hand which is ten years ahead of anything available commercially.

The easiest way is to put a rootkit on your device – your phone, your computer, your Apple Watch – that silently gives them complete control and access to everything. Or use complex side-channel exploits which eavesdrop vestiges of information the code your device is running leaves in memory. Or fully functioning networked computers hidden in the cord that attaches your keyboard. Or . . . let’s just say I’m not even scratching the surface.

A simple brush pass of a handwritten note circumvents all of these. Genius, really.

Halfway there now. The Tiergarten is also starting to make more sense. Berlin, like every Western capital, is blanketed with CCTV, much of it networked to a central system that automatically tracks things like licence plates and biometrics. For civilian use, there are strict controls, but intelligence agencies follow no such rules. Maybe you don’t think the NSA, who have a tap on all the world’s major internet superhighways, have access to every camera you pass and your biometrics on file, but are you willing to bet your life on it?

There is almost no CCTV in the Tiergarten.

So it all makes a certain kind of sense. But it means these people are extremely serious, that what they’re doing potentially threatens lives, possibly hundreds or thousands of lives.

Which raises another, even more troubling, question.

Why me?

Yes, I’m good. And I’m here. But I’m a beast of no nation, and Berlin is one of the great spy capitals of the world. This place was the sharp end of the Cold War spear. All of the great intelligence agencies of the world still maintain stations here. There are at least eight organisations who could have a full team here within ten minutes, three with airborne surveillance, and keep the whole thing in-house.

Given the amount they’re paying me, it would probably be cheaper, too.

I’m almost there now. I consider calling Handler, but I know it’s pointless.

The job is the job is the job.


Chapter 11

The Victory Column stands in the centre of a massive traffic circle where five of Berlin’s avenues intersect. Pedestrian pathways feed into four tunnels under the roads, with two exits to the central island, to the east and west respectively.

With a brush pass you can’t specify an exact time. Both parties have to make sure they’re not followed, which takes who knows how long. Somebody always gets there first, and they need a place to wait without attracting attention.

There is only one place here, and that’s the column itself, where teenagers and couples are lounging around on the concrete base, kids running round playing tag as weary tourists check TripAdvisor to figure out where to have dinner.

So that’s where I go. I pull out a pack of cigarettes I bought on the way, not because I smoke, but because smoking gives you an excuse to just sit there and look around. I’m still in my janitor’s coveralls, just another skidmark on the underwear of the city.

I wait for twenty-five minutes. There are men with beards, but they pass through quickly without looking around. A woman with twins appears, but they’re not in a stroller, five or six years old. There’s no Starbucks cup, and her husband’s with her.

I’m starting to second-guess myself when he appears. Greying, fifties, with a neat beard and hair trimmed forward into bangs, an odd look, like a kid’s, or Moe in the Three Stooges.

He heads up to the column and sits right next to me. Clever, the kind of thing I’d do, simultaneously allowing him to check me out and making it impossible for me to watch him closely without being obvious. I offer him a cigarette. He declines with a wave, but I get a good look at him. He’s nervous, his forefinger and thumb rubbing together constantly. He takes off his steel-rimmed glasses and cleans them on his tie, then puts them back on, scanning around.

Whoever he’s waiting for, he doesn’t know them.

We sit there for ten minutes. I smoke two more cigarettes. He checks his watch three times.

He sees her first. I can tell, because his fingers stop rubbing.

I follow his gaze, and there she is, where the underpass ramp emerges into the light. Late twenties, black hair pulled back in a ponytail, Middle Eastern or maybe Southern European, a pink top with BEBE in sequins, jeans, a hijab and white sneakers. She’s pushing a double stroller with twins. She stops in the light, takes a coffee cup from the holder, drinks, making sure the Starbucks logo and the name written on it – Nasrin – are both visible.

Moe stands. He heads down the steps towards the woman with the twins. I let him go. It’s well done. She’s standing in the middle of the subway exit, almost blocking it, so it’s natural for him to pass close. And as he does, so fast that the eye can barely follow it, he takes the Starbucks cup, and heads into the darkness of the underpass.

I don’t want to give the game away, so I wait. After a few seconds, she pushes the stroller away, and I hurry down the steps into the tunnel. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust, and for a moment I think I’ve lost him, but then I see him, now heading towards the Englischer Garten.

The janitor’s coveralls, once camouflage, are now a liability. Given a few minutes to prepare, by now I’d have a baseball cap, a jacket, something, stowed in a backpack or a messenger bag to pull out and change my appearance on the fly. But I don’t and right now, short of mugging a passer-by for their clothes or stripping down to my boxers, I’m stuck.

Moe passes the teahouse still heading north. I tail him, keeping my distance. He’s good, never looking back, showing no further signs of nerves. It’s far too public to do anything here, but he’s most likely heading for the Bellevue S-Bahn, which will present limitless opportunities.

Then, as he passes the squat brutalist cube of the Art Academy, he does something unexpected. He stops to watch kids swinging from monkey bars in the children’s playground. But really it’s to give him the opportunity to check for a tail. I’m 200 yards back, but the coveralls, the ones he sat next to, are a stone tell. His eyes meet mine, and I know instantly that he’s made me.

Fuck.

He doesn’t look away. Instead, his eyes locked on mine, he very deliberately removes the lid from the Starbucks cup, drains the contents, and dumps the cup into a trash bin.


Chapter 100

I’m not finished with Rapid City just yet.

The first store I hit is no good – all discount liquor, menthol cigarettes and domestic beer. But inside I can see a TV behind the counter. It’s showing news footage of the day’s events, a montage of flashing lights and Tyvek suits, plus an interview with the dirt-bike kid, during which they flash up a CCTV still of me. The skirmish between Kondracky and me is evidently the biggest news to hit this town in years. Even with a change of clothes, if I go inside this or any other store in Rapid City, I’ll be made in seconds.

There’s a guy outside panhandling, head bowed with a cardboard sign in his hands that says HUNGRY – VETERAN. Dude is probably no more than forty years old but he looks twice that. I guess the streets take a toll. I hit the horn, and it beeps feebly. He looks up. I roll down the window and gesture at him. He heads over, I make him an offer he’s in no state to refuse, and he climbs in. His name is Fred and his stink is eye-watering, but he’s friendly and sharper than he looks – he was a horse trader, he tells me, after the army, then launches into a diatribe about some big-time Nashville producer who stole a country song he wrote. More importantly, if there’s one thing he knows, it’s liquor stores.

Minutes later we’re parked outside The Liquor Boutique, its windows piled high with ritzy booze.

The old guy stares in wonder at the bundle of cash I pull out. He listens intently, then nods and heads inside. Inside, a scene plays out in dumbshow as the clerk attempts to throw him out, but he literally waves the cash in her face, and her attitude reverses on a dime.

Deal done, he heads back to the Olds with two brown paper bags, and hands mine through the window. I check the contents.

‘We good?’ he asks.

‘We’re good,’ I say.

‘So you’re that kid, huh?’ he says.

‘What kid?’

‘The one who shot up the mall and blew up a truck down by the river. Saw your mug on the TV where you picked me up.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Fred grins a toothless grin. ‘Neither do I, kid. But I’ll keep a seat warm in hell, just in case.’

He taps his nose, salutes, and wanders over to the door of the liquor store, where he settles against the wall, props his sign up against his knees, and cracks open the first of his liquid loot.


Chapter 101

Lebanon is a country where children’s exam results are celebrated by firing AK-47s into the air, and a really good result calls for an RPG. Arming myself was a short morning’s work and an unnerving trip to the volatile southern suburbs.

I found Tommy’s building and worked my way through the third and fourth floors. I narrowed it down to four apartments, since the light only came from one direction and the other four candidates had windows on two sides. On the third floor there was no answer at the first. The second was a young woman with a toddler, who told me her friend lived in the first apartment, and had been complaining about the sound of Led Zep being played loudly day and night in the apartment above, at least until it stopped five days earlier.

The day Tommy’s video was posted to YouTube.

The apartment was empty, which didn’t surprise me. Tommy was an old hand and knew the score. If I could track him down from a reflection in a flatscreen TV so could the worker bees back in Langley. The only reason I got there first was I didn’t have to escalate my mission plan through an intelligence community kill chain full of grey men and women whose chief interest in life was covering their asses.

But Tommy was still a drunk, and drunks get sloppy. The apartment was filthy, full of take-out and delivery cartons, but there was something missing. On the video Tommy had been knocking back whisky like it was water, and at one point there was a clink as he tossed an empty across the room to what was evidently a pile. But for some reason he had removed them all before ghosting. That told me they were important. I couldn’t see Tommy carting a suitcase of them away, so I chose to look in the most obvious place. Each floor was serviced by a chute which dumped out into the basement. From there the garbage found its way to a dumpster out back. There, up to my waist in old diapers and rotting lamb shawarma, I hit pay dirt, and the moment I saw the bottles I understood why he’d not wanted anyone to find them.

The whisky was a Hakushu twelve-year-old single malt running around $250 a bottle, but it wasn’t the price that made it important. It was the fact that it was ludicrously hard to get hold of, especially in a place like Beirut, and that Tommy was obviously and hopelessly addicted to the stuff.

I left most of the bottles there in the dumpster, but I took one, carefully cleaned it off and put it back in the apartment where Tommy had recorded the video for the next person to find.


Chapter 102

Kat watches the cartoon landscape loop by for an hour, chewing over Barb’s revelation. Then a thought strikes her.

‘So. You and Mack. What’s that about?’

Barb blinks.

‘Come on,’ says Kat. ‘Maybe you didn’t know exactly who he was, but you knew he was a killer. Maybe not at first, but at some point, you had to have realised. But you stuck with him. How come?’

Barb’s turn to stare out of the window for a while.

‘You don’t think I asked myself the same thing?’

‘Sure,’ says Kat. ‘Ever come up with an answer?’

Silence.

‘Look at it this way,’ says Kat. ‘You’re practically my stepmom. You don’t think you owe me?’

Barb sighs. ‘I was a skinny little kid,’ she says. ‘Tomboy. But last couple of years of high school I filled out and suddenly the boys came after me. Only I didn’t want them. I wanted something different, some grand romance like the ones you read about in books. After high school I lit out, moved to St Louis, got a job in a bar. Got so I ran the place, baseball bat under the bar, you know the score. And one day my grand romance walked in through the door. He had cheekbones and snake hips and he’d read every book under the sun and he’d met famous people and he could talk for hours about any subject you’d care to mention and you’d pay money to listen to him. Well, I fell about as hard as you can fall. For about six months it was magic, all flowers and rainbows. But then it started to sink in. He was a bullshitter. He’d never met any of these people. He didn’t know anything about philosophy or poetry. He just strung words together until they sounded good. Took me another two years to shake myself free of him. Meantime he took my money, got me started on shit that I should never have put in my veins. Beat me. Knocked me up twice. But none of that was a dealbreaker, because I just couldn’t let go of my grand romance.’

‘So what was the dealbreaker?’

‘He wanted to whore me out so he could score.’

‘Holy shit.’

‘I walked out that night,’ says Barb. ‘He was passed out on the couch. And all I could think was how easy it would be to kill him. Smother him with a cushion. Or put another needle in his arm and push him over the edge.’

‘What stopped you?’

‘However shit it was to be around him, it had to be worse to be him. Why put the bastard out of his misery? Let him suffer.’

Kat snorts. There is far more to Barb than meets the eye.

‘So Mack . . . ?’

‘He never lied to me. He never swore at me. He never hit me. He never promised me anything he wasn’t able to give me. He cleans up good when I come around. He cooks dinner. He never once told me what I should or shouldn’t do, how I should dress or what I should think. Maybe I set too low a bar these days, but I’ll take it over snake hips and bullshit any day of the week.’

‘And it doesn’t bother you, what he does?’

‘What he did, hon.’

‘He’s doing it now.’

‘Only because your fellow came along and wouldn’t let a sleeping dog lie.’

‘He’s not my fellow. Just because I – just because we—’

‘Sure he is. Why else you defending him?’

‘I’m not—’ But she stops, because she knows she is.


Chapter 103

There was no way Tommy Humboldt was risking buying the whisky himself. Nor would he be stupid enough to have it delivered, which would have exposed his location. No, he was sending someone, and whoever was slinging Tommy’s hooch had to be someone he trusted.

That meant someone outside the world of intelligence, since the basis of intelligence work is betrayal. There was only one realistic possibility: a lover, and not one of the paid kind who might be lured away by a higher bidder.

Tommy was in his fifties and hard living had aged him, so it seemed unlikely to be anyone under thirty-five. But he was of that generation who trade in for a younger model when the current squeeze ages out, so that put her in her forties at most.

The only store that sold Hakushu was on Saoud Street. There was a cafe opposite, where the taxi drivers would sit and gossip between fares. So I took a seat there, cracked open a travel guide, ordered endless cups of sweet, gritty coffee, and waited.

Three days later I saw her. She was older than I expected, but slim, well dressed, and wearing flawless make-up under a headscarf. As she turned into the doorway of the store, she looked both ways, as if to check if anyone was following her. That marked her out as both worried and an amateur, since a professional never looks back.

The Hakushu and other high-end Japanese single malts were up high on a shelf to the left of the counter, and it was easy enough to see when the clerk reached for one, then another, then another.

She left with the bottles in one of those boutiquey paper bags, gave the same nervous look as she exited, hailed a cab, and commenced a surprisingly professional dry-cleaning run – a circuitous route intended to shake any surveillance – involving two more cabs, a bus in the other direction, and an Uber which dropped her at the gates of the Sioufi Garden, where she continued on foot.

I dumped the rented moped I’d been tailing her on, and followed her through the park to a bougie villa near the Palais de Justice, where she let herself in with another double-glance behind her.

The rear of the building was surrounded by a high wall, but I could see a room on the upper floor whose shutters were closed, although it faced north and never got direct sun.

There was a black plastic garbage bin at the back. As I wheeled it to the wall, it clanked and I didn’t need to look inside to know what it contained. I used it to scale the wall, dropped into an elegant little courtyard at the rear of the house, and let myself in through French doors which had been left unlocked.

Inside, I headed upstairs to the room with the closed shutters. The door was ajar, and I could hear voices. One was Tommy’s, the other hers. They were speaking French, and she was pleading with him to give himself up. Tommy wasn’t interested. She started crying, then there was some shouting.

I stepped into a bathroom opposite Tommy’s door as she exited the room. But she didn’t go downstairs. Instead she came into the bathroom. I held my breath behind the door as she cried into the basin, then splashed water on her face and dried it with a towel, straightened herself in the mirror, and finally headed out.

I waited until I could hear the clanking of pans in the kitchen, then pulled the Beretta I’d bought four days earlier, and kicked open the door.

Tommy was sitting on the bed, pouring himself a tumblerful of twelve-year-old Hakushu. He spun round as I entered, sending the tumbler flying as he reached for the pistol which he had stowed under a pillow. But he was slow, and drunk, and I had taken him by surprise.

It would have been an easy shot, and the bounty on his head would have made me a rich man, and my name into the bargain.

But I wasn’t there to kill him.

I was there to save him.


Chapter 104

Tommy was the ticket I’d been searching for into the world I wanted to inhabit.

But first I had to convince him to play ball.

That was the point of the bottle I left in Humboldt’s abandoned apartment. I had gotten there first, but I wouldn’t be the last. The next to arrive would find the bottle, and follow it to the liquor store just as I had. They would follow the woman in the headscarf – her name was Hayat and she was one of the lawyers who arranged visas for American diplomats, which was how Humboldt knew her – back to her bougie villa. He or she would see the room with the shutters and scale the wall and let themselves in through the French doors and hide in the bathroom and then when Tommy was asleep or drunk or taking a shit, they would put a bullet in his brain.

But if he decided to co-operate with me, I would protect him.

Tommy wasn’t happy about being strong-armed. He was the opposite of happy. He ranted and raged but he only had three bottles of Hakushu and at the rate he was going through them he would need more by the weekend, and thanks to the bottle in his apartment there was now no way he could get them without leading an assassin straight to his bedroom door.

He decided to play ball.

 

Over the course of three days and the remaining bottles of Hakushu, Tommy told me how it worked. He told me how the CIA and every other major agency kept their hands clean by farming out the dirtiest work to freelancers who earned far more than they ever could in-house and were free to ignore the usual bureaucratic, legal and ethical constraints so long as they delivered results, shouldered all the risk, and maintained complete and utter silence.

He told me about the network of handlers, brokers of death and betrayal, each with their stable of day-players and stars, about the ranking system and how you might claw your way up the greasy pole by dispatching those above you. He told me how the open assignments were flagged, how jobs were bid on, and who decided who got them. He told me about Handler, Osterman and all the others, about their rivalries and their competition for jobs and operatives. And then he told me about Sixteen, his reputation, and that if there was one unbreakable rule I should follow it was this: I should never, ever, under any circumstances whatever, go up against him.

On the afternoon of the third day, we sent Hayat out for more Hakushu, with instructions to follow the exact same route she had previously. We told her she would be followed, but that she would never see who it was. We made sure the garbage bin was in the same position by the wall, full of empty whisky bottles. A couple of hours later we heard Hayat enter through the front door. She came up to the bedroom with the fancy bag full of overpriced booze. She and Tommy argued, she started crying, she straightened herself out in the bathroom, and then she went downstairs and started banging pans.

When the door burst open, I emptied the Beretta into the man who stood in the doorway.

I don’t think I have ever seen anyone look more surprised.


Chapter 105

From Rapid City I head south into Wyoming, where a massive thunderstorm lights up the blackness of the sky and the endless prairie.

Once I’m across the state line I relax a little. But not much: nothing would surprise me less than Kondracky hurtling out of the darkness towards me like some avenging banshee. I check my six constantly, but there’s no sign of him.

I can’t tell if this should worry me or not. I suspect it should.

I make Denver just after midnight, hit the lockup for a change of ID and clothes, then dump the Olds in long-stay parking where no-one will notice it for weeks. Transit takes me to the twenty-four-hour rental, where I present an almost entirely genuine New Mexico driver’s licence and tell the Sikh girl behind the counter I’m in on the late flight from Albuquerque.

She looks at me for what seems a second too long, which makes me wonder if she’s recognised me from a mugshot, or if some biometric or facial recognition software has triggered, but the TV in the waiting area is tuned to CNN and still obsessing about Iran and something tells me they aren’t going to interrupt for a few firecrackers going off in South Dakota.

‘On business?’ she says, and I realise she’s sizing up the generosity of my expense account.

I nod and smile. ‘Commercial real estate. A few sites to check out.’

She tries to upsell me to an S-Class convertible but tempting as it is to travel in at least some kind of style, I need something with a little more flexibility. I tell her the sites are under construction, and plump for a Jeep Gladiator with 4WD, a V8 that could pull stumps, and room to spare for the remainder of my loadout. She looks disappointed, so I sign up for the Collision Damage Waiver and all the extras because it will goose her performance metrics, I stiffed her on the Merc, she has a nice smile, and, let’s be honest, I’m probably going to need it.


Chapter 106

Tommy recognised the dead man immediately, and I could see that he was shaken. The killer’s name was Zhuk, he’d been trained by Russian military intelligence before going rogue, he was Handler’s star client, and he was the closest thing Sixteen had ever had to a rival.

The fact the price on his head was enough to attract a man of Zhuk’s calibre meant the CIA were very, very serious about wanting Tommy dead. I think that was actually the first time it hit him that without me he was a dead man walking. But there was something else too.

‘You know what this means?’ he asked me, prodding Zhuk’s body with his foot as blood continued to seep out through the neat cluster of bullet holes in his chest.

‘No.’

‘It means,’ said Tommy, ‘you just sailed past all the shit.’

 

Tommy’s brush with death, in the shape of Zhuk, was enough to convince him to negotiate. Through Hayat we brokered a deal with the CIA. Tommy would repatriate to the US and retire on a full pension with a medical discharge, the YouTube incident painted as a temporary psychotic breakdown brought on by occupational stress, which was closer to the truth than anyone cared to admit.

During the three months it took White House counsel to sign off on the deal, we moved from safe house to hotel, country to country, under assumed names and fake passports. In the process, he crammed the entire contents of the course he taught at The Farm in to marathon, sometimes twenty-four-hour-long, sessions facilitated by seemingly bottomless bottles of Japanese whisky.

Before we left Lebanon we dumped Zhuk’s body in a back alley on the south side of Beirut, near the airport. I left a card on it with the number of a burner phone, which I didn’t turn on until I got confirmation from Hayat that Humboldt was safely back in the US, and still a free man.

When I turned it on, there was a message from Handler.

A week later I had taken Zhuk’s place.


Chapter 107

The Greyhound is quiet now. Just the rumble of the tyres, the snore of the guy in the oily jeans at the back, the tizz of a pair of headphones, the rustle of fast-food bags, the back and forth of a simmering quarrel between a young couple two seats down. But then there’s another noise, a noise that makes half the people in the bus suddenly sit a little more upright. The pair of oily jeans snaps out of his coma, peers backwards, and sees a cruiser with bullbars and South Dakota Highway Patrol markings in full-pursuit mode flat-footing it up the outside lane.

If he’s hoping it’s going to sail past, he’s disappointed, because the prowler tucks in behind, lights strobing.

The Greyhound slows and pulls over.

‘Don’t sweat it, hon,’ says Barb. ‘We’ve done nothing wrong. Half the people in here got more reason to be worried than you and me.’

Kat cranes past the seat in front to see a state trooper squaring his hat as he climbs into the Greyhound. His weapon is holstered but there’s something off about him she can’t quite put her finger on. He exchanges a few inaudible words with the driver, who nods and gestures back.

The Trooper turns to the bus, standing in the aisle, and cracks a friendly smile.

‘Routine stop, folks, nothing to worry about. Just need to check a few IDs.’

He begins to move down the bus, polite as you like. ‘Thank you, sir. Much obliged, ma’am. You have a nice day.’

Oily Jeans squirms around, trying to figure out if he can get the rear escape door open without being seen, like a barfly who disappears out the back door when a cop walks in the front. But the cop pays no attention to him. Kat notices he’s checking the ID of the women more carefully, comparing the photograph to the face for a second, but barely glancing at that of the men.

He reaches Barb and Kat’s row halfway down the bus. And Kat realises what’s off about him. His hair’s a half-inch past his collar, he’s wearing stubble, his pants are a size too big, and they’re crumpled around combat boots which don’t match his uniform. Kat glances over to Barb, and sees she’s got the same vibe. Out the window, Kat sees a second person has exited the prowler. It’s a woman, in civilian clothes, with cropped hair, black combat pants and a tactical jacket without law enforcement blazes. Over her shoulder, but half concealed by the jacket, she has a compact snub-nosed automatic. She scans the highway, a sentry on point.

‘Ladies?’ says the Trooper, smiling and holding out a thick-fingered hand.

‘We don’t have to show you shit,’ says Kat, meeting his eye.

The Trooper’s hand goes to his sidearm. Other passengers crane past headrests. Oily Jeans leans forward, taking a professional interest.

‘Show me your fucking ID,’ says the Trooper.

‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,’ says Kat.

‘What do you think this is?’ says the Trooper, pointing at his badge, which proclaims UNDER GOD THE PEOPLE RULE.

‘Picture ID,’ says Barb. ‘Otherwise who’s to say you’re not just some asshole who borrowed a uniform and a car.’

‘I don’t need to show you that, ma’am,’ says the Trooper.

‘Then we don’t need to show you ours,’ says Kat.

Somebody claps. The clap becomes a ripple of applause that runs through the bus. Oily Jeans grins and joins in, stamping his foot to keep it going.

The Trooper glances out the window to the buzzcut, who gives him a look as if to say hurry the fuck up.

‘Okay,’ says the Trooper. ‘Off the bus, both of you, and keep your hands where I can see them.’ He fumbles his holster backstrap off with his thumb.

‘See,’ says Kat, ‘I don’t think you’re actually a cop. Ten to one whatever ID you have doesn’t have any picture that looks like you. You can barely operate your own thumbstrap, and your friend out there looks hinky as shit. I’m thinking some of our fellow travellers here might like to dial 911 just in case. Or you could call for backup yourself, if you are who you say you are.’

A few passengers are now filming on their phones. A heavyset black woman a couple of rows back thumbs a three-digit number.

‘Ma’am, there’s no need—’

She holds up the phone, on speaker.

‘911, what is your emergency?’ says the phone.

The Trooper strides over, snatches the phone. ‘No emergency. Officer Nyquist SDHP on scene. We’re dealing.’ He hangs up, then pulls his weapon and shoots the woman in the head. Her blood and brains splatter against the window of the Greyhound.

The bus fills with screams as passengers dive behind seats. Oily Jeans pulls the escape lever at the back, but the Trooper kills him with a second shot before he’s halfway out. The driver jumps out of his seat, but is slammed back into it by the buzzcut as she jumps on board.

‘These two,’ yells Trooper. He grabs Kat by her hair and shoves her to Buzzcut, who jams the Uzi in her ribs and frogmarches her off the bus. Trooper turns to Barb, who raises her hands and lets Trooper walk her out, not giving him the satisfaction of using force on her.

Buzzcut shoves Kat into the rear cage of the prowler. Trooper follows suit with Barb. The last thing Kat sees of the Greyhound is the body of Oily Jeans, hanging out of the emergency door. Then she and Barb are pressed back against the hard bench seat as Buzzcut hits the siren and pulls back out on to the highway, tyres smoking, lights flashing.


Chapter 108

I head west through the night, mainlining truck-stop coffee and stale chocolate muffins to stay awake. There are uppers in a bag in the rear, but the last thing I need is the paranoia and jitters they sometimes give me. The Gladiator handles like a panel van but it’s a relief to be driving something designed this century.

I almost miss the Veyron.

Almost.

I’m hardly in the mood for music, and curious about what I just glimpsed on CNN, so I bounce between AM talk radio stations, one fading into static as it’s replaced by another.

The news is uniformly bad. Shit is getting real, with the Sixth Fleet en route to the Gulf of Oman. A US-backed resolution in the UN has been acrimoniously vetoed by China and Russia. In response the US says it has ‘no option’ but to issue a unilateral ultimatum to Iran to cease all nuclear operations, something they will never do with Israel fully tooled up on their doorstep. Khameini has issued bellicose statements describing the approaching carrier group as a provocation and vowing to defend Iran’s sovereignty to the last drop of blood. The American ultimatum expires in two days’ time, after which POTUS is promising a rain of fire which will make 2003’s shock and awe on Baghdad look like a Walmart firework display.

It’s past 3 a.m. now, the highway deserted, my hands on the wheel glowing in the light of a low full moon kissing the horizon. Moe’s blood is long gone, or it should be, given the number of times I’ve scrubbed it away. But the truth is they haven’t felt clean since that day in Berlin, and I’m beginning to wonder if they ever will.

It’s not your problem, I tell myself.

You can’t fix stupid.

They’d probably have gone to war anyway.

You weren’t to know.

Nobody could blame you.

I repeat the phrases like a mantra.

And yet, and yet, and yet.

The world is tipping towards a potentially global, possibly nuclear, war. Nobody seems to have the slightest fucking idea how to stop it, not even Canada. It’s 1914 all over again. On the streets of Sarajevo Archduke Franz Ferdinand has just been hit in the jugular by a bullet from a Fabrique Nationale pistol. Only this time it wasn’t Gavrilo Princip who pulled the trigger.

 

It was me, in Berlin.


Chapter 109

In the weeks and months after I took Zhuk’s place, I made my bones.

I spent a week on my belly in the Congolese rainforest, crawling a mile a day through snakes and soldier ants to pull off a thousand-metre sniper shot on a Rwandan-backed Mai-Mai warlord who enslaved child soldiers. In Reykjavik, posing as a douchebag on his gap year, I took out an entire Belorussian hit team, hurling the last surviving member into a volcanic geyser. And in Syria, which I entered as a Turkish flight attendant, I penetrated and sabotaged a Russian-run chemical weapons facility whose existence the Syrians denied and which the West could not risk bombing because of the threat to the civilian population, or being accused of an act of war by Moscow.

Meanwhile, I was forced to fend off a barrage of attacks from challengers who assumed Zhuk’s death at the hands of an unknown was a fluke and that I was a soft target who would allow them to sail past all the shit.

In the old days they’d put the heads of traitors on pikes by the city gates, or hang the bodies of pirates in cages at the entry to the harbour as a warning. I took a similar approach. The message got through eventually, because the attacks tailed off.

And then one day Handler gave me the astonishing news.

Sixteen was gone. Simply gone.

Since I had killed Zhuk, his closest rival, I was the Young Pretender. I could either crawl into his abandoned shell, or leave it vacant for some other slimy thing to inhabit.

‘It’s up to you,’ said Handler. We were standing on the observation deck of the Rockefeller Center, with Manhattan laid out below us like a tablecloth and the Empire State Building glinting in the late afternoon sunlight. It wouldn’t surprise me if Handler thought of himself as Satan, offering Christ all the kingdoms of the world, and their glory. Which, in a way, he was.

‘It’s a big decision,’ he said. ‘Give it some thought.’

 

I left Handler and took the elevator down with a bunch of tourists from Kansas who had tickets to Saturday Night Live. Behind them there was the famous photograph of iron-workers sitting on a steel bar during the construction of 30 Rock. Eleven men in a row, sixty-nine storeys above Manhattan, with nothing between them and the cruel earth but air.

One in every fifty of these men would be killed each year, and another permanently crippled. Their union motto summed it up bluntly: ‘We do not die. We are killed.’

They did it because they had no choice. The fall of 1932 was the very lowest point of the Great Depression, and if they fell to their death there were a hundred others eager to take their place. Fate, or circumstance, had funnelled each of them to a point where risking their lives high above the surface of the earth was not just a logical choice, it was the only choice.

I had no family to feed, nor was I caught in the savage jaws of economic collapse. But every single event of my life had funnelled me towards this moment.

Yes, there would be money, fast cars, sex, and parkour. I’m not proud.

But more importantly, becoming Seventeen would be the ultimate fuck-you to everyone who had ever regarded me or Junebug as a victim. Nobody would ever be able to force me to do something against my will again. There would be no more Davids. No more DeAngelos.

I would be Lee Marvin.

 

I called Handler. Then I strolled over to Tiffany’s, where I bought a plain silver band and had it engraved on the inside with the words:

We do not die. We are killed.


Chapter 110

Tommy Humboldt was out of the CIA, but he wasn’t finished with the world.

As part of his medical discharge, he was offered the addiction counselling of his choice. Like most boomers, Tommy was a hippy at heart. In his second year as station chief in Beirut he’d had a dune buggy freighted from California which at weekends he would roar up and down the beaches north of the city blasting Jefferson Airplane to confused locals.

Accordingly, he chose a weird version of the twelve-step programme run in the Arizona desert by a man who claimed to be, but almost certainly wasn’t, a Navajo shaman. During the programme Humboldt found himself on a side quest that involved fasting for a week, climbing a mountain and imbibing a semi-lethal concoction of herbs and peyote that, the bogus shaman claimed, would connect him with God.

Humboldt connected with God. Boy, did he connect with God.

When he finally came down off the mountain, he cashed out his CIA pension, bought an old school bus, painted it with rainbows, got ordained by mail order and drove out to Utah where he set up a ministry dedicated to rescuing young girls from the clutches of the polygamist sects who marry them off to older men at the age of twelve or so.

 

Which, as you have surely figured out by now, is where I am currently headed.


Chapter 111

I catch a couple of hours’ sleep in the shadow of Factory Butte, the squared-off sandstone peak that soars out of Utah’s desert floor. The sun wakes me as it lifts over the horizon, painting Capitol Reef and the Badlands beyond a vivid tangerine.

All I know about Humboldt’s church is that it’s off Route 24 somewhere near Caineville, but it isn’t hard to find courtesy of the rainbow-coloured bus parked out in front of the ramshackle adobe building, one wheel supported on blocks.

I drop out of the Jeep, a gun in the small of my back and brown paper bag in hand. The desert is flat a couple of miles in every direction, there are no other vehicles in sight, and there’s nowhere here for Sixteen to hide. He knows my history with Humboldt, I’m sure – Zhuk was his rival, and the circumstances in which I killed the Russian can’t have escaped him. But there’s no way he knows I’m here, and even if he somehow figured it out there’s no way he got here before me.

As I head towards the entrance of the church, I see her. It’s a girl with blonde hair, about fifteen, sweeping the entrance with an old-fashioned broom. She’s wearing white, almost a bridal white, and she looks up with fear as I approach.

‘It’s okay,’ I tell her. ‘I’m not one of them. The polygamists. That’s where you’re from, right?’

She nods. ‘They call themselves the Brethren.’

‘Is he here?’

‘You mean Father Thomas?’

‘That’s what he goes by now?’

She nods and indicates I should head inside. But as I pass she says:

‘Wait. No guns.’

‘What makes you think I have one?’

‘I don’t. Those are just the rules. Sometimes the elders, from the Brethren, they come here. They bring guns. But they respect the church as a sacred place. That’s why we’re safe inside, me and the other girls. But Father Thomas says if we make an exception for one, we have to make an exception for all. And then we’re not safe any more.’

She smiles at me, and it’s a perfectly bright, innocent smile. God only knows what she went through with the polygamists, or what Humboldt’s actual motives are for setting up a ministry in the desert and rescuing teenage girls, but maybe it doesn’t matter because out here in the morning sun under the blue of a Utah sky it’s obviously working for her.

‘Who is it, Dinah?’ says a man’s voice.

I turn to see Humboldt. He looks both different and the same. He’s slimmer, tanned, clean-shaven. His hair is still long, but now completely white, matching the white robe he wears which matches Dinah’s and I now realise must be some kind of uniform for his little cult.

His face falls as he sees me.

‘You’re not welcome here.’

‘It’s a church,’ I say. ‘You’re not supposed to turn anyone away.’

‘What would you know about the sacred?’

‘About as much as you, I’m guessing,’ I say. ‘Besides, I brought an offering.’ From the bag I slip not Hakushu, but Makoto, and not twelve years old but twenty-three. Just south of 600 bucks a bottle, courtesy of Fred and Rapid City’s burgeoning taste for bougie hooch.

‘I don’t drink any more,’ he says, but with a glance at Dinah that tells me his protest is more performative than sincere.

‘That’s okay,’ I say. ‘You can watch me.’

He shakes his head. ‘The only reason you would be here is because you’re in trouble,’ he says. ‘And I don’t want any part of it.’

‘Quicker you help me, the quicker I’m gone. Quicker you can get back to . . .’ I glance at Dinah, perfect in the sunlight. ‘Whatever the hell it is you do here.’

‘All right,’ he says. ‘But it’s like she said. No weapons. This is a place of sanctuary.’

‘So we do it out here.’

Humboldt just looks at me and steps back inside into the shadows of the adobe building. I step towards him, but Dinah puts herself solidly between me and him. She holds out her hand.

I will freely admit I am a major-league asshole. One of the greats. But even I baulk at getting into a beef with a fifteen-year-old polygamy victim with perfect skin.

‘Okay, Dinah,’ I tell her, pulling the pistol out of my back with my free hand and holding it out by the muzzle. ‘You hang on to this until I’m done, okay?’

I can tell by the way she almost drops it as she takes it that she’s not used to the weight of a weapon. So that’s one less thing to worry about.

I step into the cool of the building. Humboldt nods at Dinah who heads out of the door into the sunlight with my gun. I lose her to the glare.

The moment she’s gone Humboldt snatches the bottle out of my hand.


Chapter 112

‘Parachute,’ I say. ‘What does it mean?’

We’re sitting in his office at the back of the building. The main body of the church is set up with neat cots for the girls. Apparently they stay here for a few weeks until Humboldt can relocate them. There are two other girls in addition to Dinah but they’re at some kind of deprogramming session. Humboldt puts a glass up to his nose, swilling the amber liquid around.

‘Context,’ he says, and slooshes some into his mouth.

‘The context is that Sixteen is trying to kill me.’

Humboldt swallows and stares at me. ‘Well, fuck.’

‘My thoughts exactly.’

‘I thought he retired.’

‘Well, now he’s un-retired.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I tried to kill him.’

‘Why would you do something as stupid as that?’

‘Because I was given the job, and it was made clear to me I didn’t have a choice.’

‘We always have choices,’ says Humboldt, sticking his nose back in his glass.

‘Only it turns out he wasn’t the target. Someone wanted me dead, and he was the only person they could think of who could do it. And the only way they could think of to get him out of retirement was to send me to kill him.’

Humboldt smiles. ‘It’s an elegant solution, you have to admit.’

‘It’s not been that elegant so far.’

‘So who are “they” and why do “they” want you dead?’

‘That’s what I’m hoping you can tell me.’

Humboldt nods, pours himself more.

‘And . . . “Parachute”. What does that have to do with anything?’

‘Someone I killed. Before I killed him, that’s what he said. Over and over again. Like it meant something. Parachute. Parachute. Parachute. You know what it means?’

Humboldt hesitates, then he tilts his head. ‘First I need to know something else.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Why the fuck you think I should help you?’

‘Because if it wasn’t for me, Zhuk would have put a bullet between your eyes and you wouldn’t be sitting here in your Jesus robes playing St Francis of Assisi while you jerk off to teenage polygamy victims.’

‘Christ,’ he says, genuinely pained. ‘You haven’t changed, have you?’

‘I saved your life,’ I repeat.

‘I repaid the debt in full,’ he says. ‘And now you’re here, because you tried to kill a man, and now he wants to kill you. And if I help you, you’ll probably kill him. And then you’ll go on to kill other people. And we can add that to all the people you’ve killed since Zhuk. You can sneer at what I do here all you like. But I am giving these girls life. And you, you are taking it away. You’re a net negative in the karmic balance sheet. The last few years I’ve been putting myself in the black. If I help you I’ll be putting myself back in the
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