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For Dick Walton

 


He who speaks the truth

must have one foot in the stirrup.

— Armenian Proverb

 



PART ONE:

 


THE ASIAN MOON

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


The moon, waning but breathless, poured pale
light on the Bosporus. The whole city turned out to watch, crowding
the restaurants and bars as the moon rose over the hills, releasing
a column of light into the water that spread wider and brighter as
it rose higher. In no other place on earth did it happen so well,
so fine a thing that it had been given a name—mehtap. Not
even the flashers from the patrol cars could detract from the
beauty of Istanbul by the Asian moon.

Levent left his driver at the wheel of the
Renault in the parking lot by the foot of the quay and walked to
the street fronting the Bosporus. Six uniformed police cordoned the
waterside, and two more stood at the entrance to the third building
on the left. It was painted yellow with Ottoman blue trim at the
windows. An unfortunate choice. A counter at the left in the lobby
should have been occupied by a doorman, but was vacant. Nor was a
uniform in sight with so many outside.

Levent pushed the button for the lift. Told
by the machine it was engaged, he took the stairs to the third
floor. As he climbed the marble steps, he realized he had some
memory of the building. How long ago? Twenty years? In those days,
the area was a slum uncomplicated by the demands of the tourist
trade. In this building—invaluable today—was a painter’s workshop,
and a painter. He was a demented man said to have some talent when
sober. That happened as often as the bars ran out of raki.

Levent had met him one night about this
time—two o’clock in the morning. He and several of his friends were
found hanging from the trees in the small park that once stood
across the street. The artistes were as talkative as monkeys
as they swung in the air. The painter said he was a plum. The poet
said he was a pear. The ceramist said he was a bunch of grapes,
which he emphasized by draping his balls out of one pocket.

Such was the fruit of the raki tree, which
could be blamed for most of the crime in Istanbul. The rest was
Mafia. Levent was sure he could smell alcohol, or one of the seven
major crime syndicates in the city, as he entered the third floor
hall by the stairwell.

The first things he saw were three uniformed
police and Sergeant Mehmet Besh. Worse, Besh had seen him.

“Inspector, this way,” he said,
indicating the door to Number Six. “Pending your arrival, nothing
has been disturbed.”

“That would be an improvement. After
you tell me who found the body, see that a uniform is put in the
lobby.”

Besh had never understood an insult in his
short life. He drew himself up to his full height, which was
slightly more than five feet tall. Even so, he was more stunted
than small.

“The doorman found the body, Inspector.
He was alerted by the smell.”

Levent was beginning to be. Some odors
stormed the senses like an army, while others crept in from a
distance until nothing existed or could exist but that singular
thing.

“Where is the doorman?”

“At the hospital, sir. He sickened when
he saw what had happened. He is not a strong man.”

“What did he have to say about the
occupant of these rooms?”

“That he did knew the man only by
sight,” said Besh. “He suggested talking to the owner of the
apartments.”

The landlord was probably in Bodrum for the
weather. He would know nothing and refer matters back to his
doorman. As Levent moved into the apartment, he saw no obvious
reason for the doorman to require medical attention. The bath was
clear of blood, and most of the single spacious room. There was,
however, a victim.

Male. His skin was pale, more white than
pink. He lay slumped face down at the table before the window that
looked out to the Bosporus, as if he had enjoyed the view until the
last moment.

At the base of the victim’s skull his light
brown hair was matted with blood. A rather large entry wound. That
was certainly what had killed, or over-killed, him.

“The crime scene was quickly secured,
Inspector. Even the money is intact.”

A disordered mound of paper bills lay on the
table, too. The pot. Three hands were face-down. Poker hands.
Five-card draw. The discards had been put aside—seven. They lay in
a pile to the right of the pot that contained thirty million lira.
Fifteen dollars more or less, given the rate of inflation, which
was said to be moderating but could still be called hyperinflation.
So there must have been fifty million when the patrolmen arrived.
Possibly more.

“Those two at the entrance,” said
Levent. “Are they the ones who took the call?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Find out how much they
got.”

Besh’s small eyes, brown but crabbed,
widened. “Inspector?”

“The patrolmen left enough on the table
to make this look plausible,” said Levent. “Find out what they
took. Tell them it will come from their pay if I have to
guess.”

“Sir, I do not think—”

“That’s correct, Besh. Never think. Do
what I say.”

“Yes, sir.”

Besh did not mean that and in fact was angry,
which was not a good thing. Six months ago, on the theory the
police force required purity of faith to match that of the
government, Besh had been assigned from Traffic Division to
Homicide. His talent was his kinship with the mayor of one of the
suburban districts. Like all barbarians, the mayor and his protégé
thought everyone but them was corrupt.

Levent had little hope Besh would discover
the truth of the embezzlement. The Inspector of Homicide simply
wished to be alone in the room with nothing to disturb his
impressions.

The victim’s hair to the right of the entry
wound was singed. Powder burns. The weapon had been discharged at a
close distance. No, an intimate distance. Levent stood in the
position the killer had taken. Three feet. Possibly less. Hello,
friend.

Could it have been a friend? The pattern of
blood spatters was consistent with a bias to the right, scattered
along the victim’s ear, the collar of his shirt, and ending in a
dark gob on the spindle of the chair.

Judging by the discards, the killer could
have folded his hand after the bet and gone to the bathroom, which
lay directly behind. On his return, he paused to part his victim’s
skull with a nine-millimeter or better. That assumed he was
concerned with being neat, which he seemed to have been. One bullet
with no expended round marked him as a practiced assassin or a
concerned environmentalist.

The victim apparently sat down to gamble with
professionals of one sort or the other. That bothered Levent
because the Mafia rarely chose to hide their crimes. They liked the
public to know what risk came to anyone who opposed the gangs.
Often their assassinations were carried out in daylight on public
streets with no thought for anything but the kill. If the hit made
the evening news, so much the better.

But there were always exceptions to murder.
One thing seemed clear: this was no raki killing. No Turk, drunk or
sober, would leave behind thirty million lira, or even ten. That
meant no one would appear in the morning at the station, saying
that he had done it, that he was sorry, and wanted to make a
confession for the good of his soul.

A great shame. Levent had three unsolved
homicides on his desk in last twenty days. Another would be
insupportable. If it turned out the victim was well known, or well
connected, the pressure would become more than insupportable.

Levent parted the collar of the victim’s
shirt and examined the label. Vakko. That was an expensive way to
cover a man’s body, but not much of a clue. Until the last few
years, Vakko, an old Jewish firm, rarely sold outside its own
shops, but now their goods were available all over the city and in
the malls. Then there were the counterfeits. No one in this city
was without his Gucci or Versace, even in the slums of
Kasimpasha.

Levent guessed the victim’s shirt was
genuine. He had a bad rambling nose that was not Turkish, brown but
remarkably Occidental eyes, and a mouth twisted like crepe paper.
The twist might have been caused by trauma. It was a myth that
sudden death was welcome to the mind. The richer they were, the
more deeply the experience of forsaking their pleasures was
imprinted on their face. This one had been shocked.

His wallet was in the left back pocket of his
pants. That probably meant he was right-handed. Levent examined the
wallet but found nothing. Someone had taken the contents elsewhere.
Nor had they replaced the wallet in his pants properly. The curve
of the leather, which had become natural with time, faced outward
rather than conforming to the slope of his hip. The thin cloth
tongue separating the compartments for paper bills was also
askew.

So: a professional killing without
advertisement. Who did that leave as suspects? Gamblers engaged in
a game of low-stakes poker who saw the chance to improve their
winnings—or losings—with a gun?

Just then the elevator, which was opposite
Number Six, swished to stop. Besh came through the door in a
shambling rush. The fanatic was happy. A smile sat under his
two-story nose—a tremendous thing that might be responsible for his
lack of vision.

“Inspector, the interrogation you
ordered is complete,” he said too loud. “The patrolmen denied
stealing the monies, even though they had more than could be good
for them. But I had them searched. Everything, including their
shoes.”

“I’d be glad to hear the
results.”

From his coat pocket, and with pride, Besh
produced a passport in a blue jacket. “This document was found in
the left shoe of Patrolman Fatih Pilich.”

Levent wondered how long the patrolmen had
been at their search, and what else they had stolen. That would
have to be looked at, he supposed.

Levent’s heart murmured, and then seemed to
answer itself, as he examined the passport. It was American, issued
in the last year by the United States government to a man called
Alfred Rydell. He was forty-two years old and widely traveled by
the pages and pages of visas and stamped entries and exits. His
occupation was journalist.

Here was an American reporter—an experienced
man—who carried his passport like sunglasses. No one did that
unless he planned to leave the country within hours.

And if he had been? Was he such a gambler
that he spent his last hours playing poker with men who wanted his
life more than his money?

Levent had the feeling that failing to solve
this case would mean the end of his career. Cases involving foreign
nationals were dangerous. Given the current political situation,
cases involving Americans were more complicated.

“The Rydell murder will assume the
highest priority, Besh. I want the doorman brought back here
immediately even if his stomach is being pumped. The owner of the
apartments is to be located tonight. This area will be canvassed
now, in the morning, and again in the evening. When we have time of
death from the technicians, we’ll re-canvass with twice the
manpower.”

“Yes, sir. And the
Americans?”

“I’ll take care of that.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


“I understand there’s been no progress in the
case.”

Inspector Levent looked uncomfortable for
long enough to make it known that was not his natural state. He had
the interrogator’s gift of putting others at ease, but it was a
subtle thing that was not flaunted. His image was avuncular. He had
fair skin with a dark undercurrent of beard, brown eyes rimmed by
an outer core of hazel, and a mouth with some elevation. His
grooming and clothing were fresh and careful. Everything about him
was well thought out, including his English, which was slow but
correct.

“I’m afraid there’s been little
progress,” he said. “We’ve been unable to place a suspect at the
scene of the crime. Mr. Rydell was murdered thirty-six hours before
the body was found. We spoke to several people who recalled seeing
him at various times in the area, but no one saw him on the night
he died. As you know, memories fade the more time passes between
the event and recollection. Here, people do not to retain their
memory of unpleasantness longer than they must.”

“Is that an observation?” asked Ender.
“Or do you think someone is influencing the memories?”

Levent shrugged in a way that might mean
anything. “I have no reason to believe that, but until we have a
definite lead anything is possible.”

“Is that what I should tell my people,
Inspector? Possibilities are infinite, avenues of approach
zero.”

“You might put it more
diplomatically.”

“That’s not my way,” said
Ender.

“Yet you’re with the American
Department of State.”

“I’m on assignment from Field
Reconnaissance. It’s a special branch.”

“I see,” said Levent. “But I don’t
quite understand why the death of a journalist would draw such
attention from a special branch of the Department of
State.”

Ender was not sure either, but saw no point
in saying so. He had been told to obtain the facts of the
investigation and create movement. The victim was said to have a
prominent and influential father. A businessman in textiles and
ceramics. A contributor. Of course, they often said that when they
thought misdirection was best.

“Mr. Rydell made a career of ringing
people’s bells,” he said. “He had a nose like a bloodhound and
apparently was smarter. If his murder is related to something he
was investigating, the American government would like to
know.”

Levent smiled with good teeth. “No matter
what comes to light?”

“Correct.”

“Yes,” said Levent. “It’s always like
that in the beginning, isn’t it?”

Ender asked himself how long Levent had been
at this work. He seemed to be in his late-forties or early fifties,
but experience like his could add a decade to the count.

“I don’t see any reason to be
pessimistic, Inspector. No one at State will ask for your
head.”

He nodded his as if it was there for the
taking. “Not yet.”

“I’m sure they won’t if they know that
you’re doing all you can.”

“And they will know that I
am.”

“When I know it,” said Ender in a very
even tone. “When I’ve had the chance to see it first
hand.”

Levent came forward in his chair in the room
where the walls were plastered and painted to look like tile. The
patterns were intricate and ornate. They seemed to cluster about
him like a landscape of auras.

“Would you like to see my case
file?”

“That would be generous,” said
Ender.

Levent reached into his desk for a plastic
folder with the name Rydell printed on it. He handed the folder to
Ender as if he had anticipated the request.

“Thank you, Inspector.”

“Call me Onur.”

Ender used Levent’s first name, which had the
same meaning in English and Turkish, though not quite the same
sound. And he said that his was Jason. The Inspector accepted the
exchange like a gift from a relative.

“You have a perfect front U, Jason. Do
you speak Turkish?”

“A bit,” said Ender. “I spent most of
the last three years in the ’Stans. Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, etcetera.”

“Etcetera,” said Levent. “I
see.”

“Please don’t see too much,” said
Ender. “Most of those countries speak Turkic languages. That’s what
I meant.”

“Of course. But I’m not sure how
closely the languages are related. You seem to move between them
easily.”

“There are some differences,” said
Ender. “I once asked for a glass in Astana and was given a whore
instead.”

“I’d consider that a major
inconvenience. I’m sure you rectified the error.”

“I tried very hard.”

Levent’s smile, which rested between
all-knowing and teleportation, became warmer. Two men who could not
banter about women, or more properly, ass, were not friends of the
first sort and hardly the last. That was now in order.

The rest was not quite. Ender had been
surprised when they jerked him from his assignment, which consisted
of questioning the answers obtained from prisoners of war. He was
called to the office of the Theater Operations Commander, given a
plane ticket, and told to look into Rydell’s death. You’ll have a
week, said CTO Gunning. If Ender had not known the man in a
previous life, he might have objected, but a week in Istanbul was
worth six months in any other city in the East.

“You could do well here,” said Levent.
“Your name has resonance in Turkish. Ender. It means
rare.”

“That’s helped me at times in my work.
With superstitious people.”

“Yes, those. I’m beginning to
understand what field reconnaissance means.”

“Then we can work together,
Onur.”

“If you tell me what you’d like me to
do. Exactly.”

 


* * *

 


After reading Levent’s case file, Ender
thought the Istanbul police had done a good job of investigating
the death of Alfred Rydell. All the lab work and legwork had been
carried out or was in process. All the interviews were summarized
in detail. At this point in the relations between Turkey and the
United States, the police would go out of their way to make sure
nothing was left undone.

The murder spoke of decisive execution. A
scientific guess placed the killing between eleven o’clock in the
evening on Friday and two the next morning. No one in Rydell’s
building heard a loud bang, which could indicate heavy sleepers,
street noise, or a weapon with a suppressor. It had been a
nine-millimeter, standard issue for cops and Euro thugs. Canvassing
turned up no one who had seen anything unusual before midnight,
though several people said they had been awake.

Rydell kept a low profile around his home.
The woman who lived across the hall had rarely seen him and never
talked to him. She had seen two different women enter his rooms at
hours that advertised their business too well.

It seemed Rydell’s killer was a professional.
That made the investigation more difficult for the police, but
after a point, it could make things easier. The number of people
capable of efficient murder was confined to definite
occupations.

Although Ender did not think Levent had
missed anything important at the crime scene, he asked to be taken
there. Everyone made a world for himself, including a journalist.
There were things only a countryman might notice. Until Ender could
put Rydell in a place, he would never be able to see the man as
anything but a printout.

He had that in his pocket of his coat. Ender
would have preferred to see everything there, but the glare of the
media was too bright.

Alfred Rydell had been born in Boston,
Massachusetts on November 16, 1958, the eldest of three children of
Richard and Elizabeth Rydell. He attended the usual schools of his
class—prep at Choate, college at Dartmouth. In neither place did he
distinguish himself and from Dartmouth he had barely graduated. If
his father had not been an alumnus, Rydell might have had nothing
to show for his time but a school tie and some excellent
connections.

There had been trouble with drugs at school
(both schools) and again, five years later while he lived in
Chicago, but none resulted in jail-time. Following up his major in
journalism, Rydell had gone to work for the Chicago Tribune
until he was invited into the street. The reasons for dismissal
were never stated. In Seattle, where Rydell moved, he worked for a
paper that was unapologetically counter-cultural, which meant it
leaned strongly to the left and that Rydell was seldom paid for his
copy. How he survived was a family secret money kept well.

Until that point, nothing separated Rydell
from any number of sons of wealthy families who planned their
destinies with the people who promised to relieve them of their
riches. Perhaps they knew how unlikely that was, and if not, the
political climate in the United States told them as much. The
national movement to the right of center also provided Rydell with
his entree into legitimate journalism.

He kept saying something bad was happening in
Central America. He began to say it in the early ’80s and stayed on
that beat through the mid-part of the decade. No one paid much
attention except the people who read the publications he worked
for—until the scandal of a secret war in Nicaragua became suddenly
public. Then Rydell sold his articles to everyone. He wrote a book
and hit the talk shows. He became a star.

He kept his name before the public for more
than a decade. Rydell was one of the first to go to war against the
awesome power of the pharmaceutical lobby and the wave of corporate
takeovers in the communications industry. In a fit of prescience,
he attacked the tobacco companies for planning the addiction of the
entire world, for which he provided documentation that was
eventually proven correct.

It was then, with his fame at its height,
that Rydell fell from grace. In late 1999, he wrote a series of
articles dealing with the relations between several foreign
governments, chiefly Mexico, and various agencies of the American
government, claiming they had colluded in the drug trade. The
articles were sensational because they placed blame on the alphabet
agencies that were responsible for curbing the flow of drugs across
the border. Names were named and dates cited. The facts seemed well
documented.

The counterattack that rolled out proved the
articles were not as well researched as they could have been. Two
of the agencies named accused Rydell of fabricating parts of his
story. A steady beat of articles and op-eds pointed out
inconsistencies in the facts. When the story of the story became a
story, a rival publication followed up the accusations with the
claim that one of Rydell’s key sources, an undercover op named
Emilio Ambrosina, did not exist at all. DEA, where Rydell placed
him, said they had never heard of him.

Rydell for one of the few times in his life
fell silent. He did not refute the charges against him. He did not
do so even when told by his publisher he would never again write
for them. Rydell said he was preparing an article that would
vindicate him when in that same week he was arrested for possession
of heroin.

The amount of heroin found in the glove
compartment of his car was not dealer-weight, but it was enough to
damage his career and occupy his mind with thoughts of staying out
of jail. Rydell denied the drugs were his. He said he had not
touched a controlled substance in years, but no one listened. The
matter of possession was eventually settled months later in a quiet
fashion by an expensive lawyer.

For a long time, little was heard from the
man who had once been so noisy. He was known to have sold his
condominium in a suburb of Washington, DC. He was said to be
working on a book, but no one in New York had seen as much as a
synopsis. He could have crawled back into the limelight by going on
talk shows with a confession of his sins, but refused. Always,
Rydell maintained his innocence, even when pleading out with the
State Attorney for Montgomery County.

He was given a light sentence that allowed
him within two years to terminate his probation and regain control
of his passport. Rydell left the US in late 2002 not to return.
Like everyone, he had been caught unaware by the events of
September 11, but managed a reprise in early 2003 when he
interviewed a Taliban remnant who had made his way from Afghanistan
to an unspecified country. After looking at Rydell’s passport, it
was still difficult to decide where that meeting had taken
place.

Had he been inventing sources again? CIA
investigated the contact, but could not determine the facts, though
they questioned him. Rydell cooperated, but refused to show his
passport, which was an interesting document. He had traveled to so
many places in the preceding months that Ender saw no pattern in
the movements—England for three months, Germany, Turkey, Greece,
Bulgaria, Turkey again, Iraq, Italy Syria, Turkey again, Holland,
Pakistan, Yemen, the Sudan, Turkey again, Belgium, Holland again,
Switzerland, Turkey again, Afghanistan, Pakistan again, Iraq again,
Turkey again, Yemen again, Eritrea, and for the last time,
Turkey.

Ender checked the dates for Iraq. Rydell had
been there before the invasion and afterward for short periods of
time. If he had results to show for it, he had not advertised them
to the world. While every reporter was clambering to get in—and on
board—Rydell kept his distance. Suspicious?

Less than three weeks after his final entry
into Turkey, Rydell was found in his apartment with a bullet in his
head. He had been playing poker for what seemed like low stakes
with persons unknown.

That sounded like motive, but Alfred Rydell
had not played for steelies since the day he began to write under
the byline of Al Riddle. It was a good guess he had put himself
back in the game he had always played. His movements could have
been those of a man on a world tour with repeats in the places he
liked best, but they were more likely those of a man on the hunt.
And what that man hunted was dirt.

Probably, he had found some. If his life had
any relation to his death, Rydell had found plenty.

 


* * *

 


“So he was famous.”

“Not for the last couple years,” said
Ender. “That’s a lifetime as these things go.”

Levent laughed, but the sound was swallowed
by the noise of the traffic in the street as they moved down a hill
that led to the Bosporus.

“That happened even to Elvis,” said
Levent. “His last years were nothing. Hiding in that great mansion.
Growing as fat as an old whore. Swallowing every pill that was
guaranteed to kill him.”

“You were a fan?”

“The King never dies,” he said. “Do you
know that he had Turkish eyes?”

“I wondered about that.”

“A reporter for an Istanbul paper
discovered that his mother was a Turkish gypsy, but like many
things, it’s hard to draw a line between fantasy and the turns of
fate. Now he’s ours. In the end, it doesn’t matter how history is
changed.”

“Rydell thought so, too,” said Ender.
“His instincts were as good as they get, but his execution fell
somewhere between piss-poor and fiction.”

“Then perhaps we should start with the
people he offended.”

“That would take more time than we
have. Besides, I don’t think any were Turks. He wasn’t here long
enough.”

“There was one person he offended,”
said Levent. “You can be sure of that.”

Ender was happy with the way things were
going as he and Levent slipped from English to Turkish with no
problem. He watched Levent’s driver pull into a narrow street from
a narrow street, bulling aside vehicular traffic and scattering
those on foot.

The area they entered had the charm that
comes with restoration of kitsch. The old wooden buildings hung
over the alleys like crooked pictures. The flowers climbing the
windows and walls were bright to hyperactive. Shutters and doors
were painted the same flaming colors no matter the state of repair.
Only the tangle of tables and chairs from the sidewalk restaurants
and cafes brought the police car to a stop.

Levent and Ender got out, leaving the driver
on station. He was a muscular man who fit behind the wheel like
bread in a can. He had a wicked bent blade of a nose and two
shoulder holsters packed with large caliber.

The traffic was as dense on the sidewalks as
the street. The stores and stalls sold fast food in Turkish and
English to a shifting population. The sit-down restaurants were
mostly fish places where the catch was displayed at the door. The
way they were was the way they had come from the water, which lay
ahead beyond a broad quay.

The Bosporus. Some thought it was a state of
mind but it was more like a wide channel of blue water charging
down from the Black Sea until it met the Sea of Marmara. Heavy
traffic moved up and down the channel with more at anchor—tugs and
oceangoing vessels, ferries and fishing boats, cruise liners and
small pleasure craft—more shipping than Ender had ever seen. Two
great suspension bridges connected Europe and Asia, the first
beginning about three hundred yards away. It was as impressive as
any in the world, as Istanbul was the only place in the world where
East met West within the same city.

Levent and Ender turned from the quay across
a square jammed with café tables. At the head of another narrow
street, they entered a four-story apartment building, passed
through the entrance by a doorman who did not like homicide police.
He was a thin man with a fine nose who would have been handsome but
for the way he looked at things.

“He found the body,” said Levent while
they waited in the lobby for the elevator. “But he wouldn’t have
known it was dead if it hadn’t stunk like that.”

“He might be stupid,” said Ender, “but
those are PacMan eyes. I’ve seen a lot of them lately. They never
miss a thing.”

“Would you like to question
him?”

“Later.”

Levent seemed amused at the idea of the
interview as they took the elevator to the third floor. That was
fine. The Inspector was generous and would remain so until Ender
found something he had overlooked. That would be the test of their
relations.

The elevator door opened onto a hallway with
motion sensors that lit an enclosed area. Only three apartments
occupied each floor. Number Six lay on the left side of the
building near the stairwell. That guaranteed quick egress to the
killer. Entry was a different question. The door would not have
been easy to breach.

“Your report didn’t mention forced
entry.”

“We found nothing to indicate it,” said
Levent. “That seems to support the theory the victim invited his
guests for the game.”

“What did the doorman say about
strangers entering the building that night?”

“Not much. He lives in the basement,
like most kapiji in the city, but he’s not as alert as he
should be. He has to eat, watch the television, fuck his wife.
Kapijis always have big families.”

The tenants could also summon him. Inside the
doorway, security controls were mounted on a steel panel—the same
in every apartment. The first button summoned the kapiji, who was
more than a doorstop in a building like this. Concierge would be a
better word for the services he provided.

The second button lit when someone rang the
exterior door from the street. When activated, the screen to the
right engaged, televising an image of the front door.

The button still functioned. The
black-and-white image on the screen was good enough to read the
surrounding area. Ender pressed the third button that admitted
visitors to the lobby and found it worked. Unless the system had
been disabled that night, Rydell had not been surprised by a
visitor at the front door. The surprise came later.

And further along. The room they entered was
painted an eggshell white broken by few objects of art. On the
right was a bath and on the left a kitchen. A refrigerator, a stove
with microwave, toaster and appliances, but not much counter space,
or places to sit. Rydell probably ate out often. When at home, he
carried his food across the room to the table for four that stood
beside the window. Six foot-one with long legs—like Ender—the ace
reporter would have made it in six steps.

“This is where you found
him?”

“Yes. He was facing the
quay.”

“As if he sat down to eat.”

“What he took into his body was
indigestible,” said Levent, standing behind the chair and raising
his hand at the top rung. “The killer shot him from the rear. Death
was instantaneous, according to the lab.”

Ender saw the spatters of dark blood that
still showed on the back of the chair, but little pattern. Close
range with some blowback. The killer had taken no chances with the
luck of the draw. Three players—the minimum for decent poker.

“Did you get anything else from the
autopsy?”

Levent paused, as if turning his mind to
something he might have missed before giving the information to a
third party. “The victim had a recent puncture on his upper arm
where he received an injection. The lab has not been able to
identify the substance. They’re still doing tests.”

“If he injected himself, he wouldn’t
have chosen that spot.”

“No,” said Levent. “It could have been
an inoculation with all the traveling he did. We haven’t yet been
able to find the name of the doctor he used in
Istanbul.”

That made sense for now. If the puncture was
a legal shot, the legwork was best done by Levent’s people. The
Turkish police were known to receive answers to questions properly
put. As long as they knew what to ask, they were infallible.

“What about stomach
contents?”

“They found some ground beef that he
ate a few hours before he died. He seems to have gone to Burger
King, or a kofte stand.”

“Several around here.”

“Yes, but none recall seeing him that
night,” said Levent. “There’s frozen food in the freezer. Pizza and
doner. All of it came from a grocery store.”

“Did you find drinks at the
table?”

“No.”

“Garbage?”

“Nothing.” Levent shook his head. “We
thought he had a maid who took care of the place. The kapiji said
no.”

“But someone cleaned house.”

“The entire house, yes.” Levent pointed
across the room. “Everything had been cleaned, including the
desk.”

Ender went to the alcove on the right side of
the room where the desk sat against the wall with an armless chair
before it. This would have been Rydell’s workspace—an important
place—but didn’t look like it. The desktop was clear. Not one sheet
of paper on the surface or in the hutch. No computer either. This
was a computer desk.

“You didn’t find his
machine?”

“There was nothing but what you
see.”

A small bowl filled with paper clips and an
ashtray Rydell had used for first hand research when he attacked
the tobacco companies. No printer or scanner. On the wall in front
of the desk were the scars of tape marks. The tape had secured
something that Rydell wanted right before him.

What had that been? A map? Notes?
Pictures?

Ender pulled the desk drawers. Nothing was
taped to the bottoms or sides and he did not see the marks of it
having been done. If Rydell in his digging had found something
valuable, he would take precautions to safeguard his work.
Everything had to be examined, though it had been done twice
before.

The medicine chest in the bath gave up
nothing but toiletries and a vial of Luvox. That was a serotonin
reuptake inhibitor usually prescribed as an antidepressant. Rydell
might have needed them in the last two years, but nothing was
exceptional about it. One-third of US citizens were said to take
antidepressants. After copying the label prescribed by a doctor in
the States, Ender took apart the showerhead and the drains in the
sink and tub. He found nothing.

The kitchen was a blank, too. A bag of Fritos
sat in the cupboard, along with potato chips and Coca-Cola. The
refrigerator was bare except for some baklava that had gone to
sugar. The freezer held three cartons of fast food, including pizza
with corn and lasagna with peas.

Ender went back into the big room, but as he
passed the wall corner, he noticed the wiring behind the desk. He
bent for a closer look. The surge suppressor strip was expected,
and the voltage converter, but not the small rectangular box. Ender
pulled the desk away from the wall. The box was an AC adapter. That
meant Rydell had used a laptop at the desk. There was a good chance
it was his primary machine.

“I’d say we’re looking for an IBM
ThinkPad,” said Ender. “It would be easy to carry away. They didn’t
think there was any harm in leaving the cord behind.”

They were right, too. Ender found a second
cord leading from the surge suppressor. It had a three-pin
receptacle and might have been a Universal Serial Bus data cable.
Ender was not sure what the cable had led to, but that made it
worth keeping.

“There’s an outlet for a phone
here.”

“It’s a digital line for Internet
access,” said Levent. “Rydell had an account with
SuperOnline.”

“Heavy usage?”

“It was quite heavy.”

No surprise. A writer-researcher would spend
a lot of time on the Internet. An exile might spend as much keeping
current with the homeland.

“What about his voice line?”

“The cellular phone company promised to
have a list of his calls for the last three months on my desk by
tomorrow morning,” said Levent with a pained smile.

“We should find something there,” said
Ender. “Rydell was born with a silver spoon and a handset in his
mouth.”

“A silver spoon?”

“An old saying. It means stinking
rich.”

“Stinking?” Levent repeated the word.
“Do you mean perfumed?”

“No. Just rank.”

Clearly, Levent did not understand. That
would go down as their first failure to communicate. Ender did not
think he could explain to a resident of Istanbul that rich meant
less than perfection in body and mind. The two things were
equivalent in their reading of the species. Only the poor reeked of
sweat through manual labor. Only the unwashed rode buses with no
air-conditioning.

Ender went through the rest of the apartment
quickly. Rydell’s CD collection of music was better than his taste
in books. The five-shelf library held paperback thrillers meant to
be read on the toilet. Several tomes on the political and economic
status of the Middle East. Nothing threw up flags to Rydell’s
current project.

Ender picked up two matchbooks between the
cushions of the day bed—one from a bar in Bebek and the other from
a restaurant in Yeshilkoy. He had no hope they would provide
answers, but the chance he might find a drink or a first-class meal
in Istanbul was high. He put the matchbooks with a lottery ticket
he found in the end table drawer. That was no surprise either. He
knew he was dealing with a gambler.

Rydell’s life was less a biography than a
hand of showdown poker. The man and his career always stood on the
brink of disaster or success. Sometimes, the success led from the
disaster like a chain reaction, but it was clear no plan lay
within. Rydell’s secret was that he had often gone stupid but never
gone small. The turning of the last card was everything.

 


* * *

 


If Ender had chosen the man in all the world
who was the opposite of Alfred Rydell, he would put the kapiji of
the apartment building first. He answered his door on the third
knock, knowing what awaited him. His thin face, long thin but
well-formed nose, and tidy mustache, were like building blocks that
failed in the rubble of his eyes.

“Tomur Bal, the Istanbul Police would
ask your assistance again in the death of Alfred Rydell,” said
Levent. “This is my colleague, Jason Ender, of the American State
Department, who requires additional information.”

The kapiji stared at Ender like an animal put
up for sacrifice, knowing nothing of his fate except that it would
be bad. He believed Ender had crossed oceans for the chance to
persecute him.

“You may come in.”

The room was crowded with cheap furniture—a
two-by-four sofa with Ottoman pillows, a tea table with a bottle of
Troy beer, an armchair that looked as if it had been assembled from
spare parts, and a large television. The wife and family that
Levent had spoken of were nowhere around, though they might have
been hidden in the room behind the green curtains.

The kapiji did not offer them a beer or ask
them to sit. He took a step back and placed his hand on the
television as if contact with other realms was necessary.

“Tomur Bal, please excuse us,” said
Ender, hoping his Turkish was good enough. “I’ve been asked by my
superiors in Washington to look into the death of Alfred Rydell.
I’ve investigated the circumstances of many deaths, but I’m also a
specialist in memory reconstruction. Do you know what that
means?”

The kapiji understood Ender’s words and
accent, though he was surprised at both. He had also watched enough
television to know the things under consideration were not good,
but he nodded just the same.

“My people have found memory functions
best with the same audio and visual sources that surround the
original event,” said Ender. “This may be accomplished by drugs or
hypnosis, but we’ve found most subjects prefer to retain their
normal consciousness as they recollect. No matter which method you
prefer, I promise you none of the techniques will be
invasive.”

The kapiji glanced at Levent, who gave
nothing away. The Inspector smiled. “Perhaps you should sit down,
Bal. Think about the method you would like to have.”

Bal took another backward step and sat on the
sofa, spilling one of the pillows to the floor. He did not pick it
up. “I very much prefer that one,” he said. “The third.”

“Good,” said Ender, as he sat on the
other end of the sofa. “Now let’s begin with the things easiest to
recall. Your daily routine, for instance. Tell me what you usually
do in the afternoon.”

“After lunch?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I collect the empty water bottles from
before the tenant’s apartment doors,” he said as if it were a
grievous thing. “I then fetch new full bottles—always properly
sealed—from the distributor and carry them back to each door. This
requires one hour and forty-five minutes to complete.”

“So you finish about four
o’clock.”

“It may sometimes be five.”

“Was the task done quickly on the day
Alfred Rydell died?”

The first question requiring real memory
brought the kapiji to a stop. His eyes tunneled into their sockets
as if deserting their post. “It was a slow day. I seem to recall
the American left only one bottle before his door, but the other
tenants drained every measure. At the distributor, I tarried. I
don’t remember why.”

“Did you speak to someone there? A
friend.”

The kapiji frowned at that word.

“An associate.”

“I’m remembering now,” he said.
“Gulhan, the truck driver, chose that day to relate the story of
how his wife had become the whore of the district manager. He asked
my advice about what to do.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him to ask for a raise. The man
would give it if she was good enough.”

“I see. And this conversation caused
you to be late in returning.”

“Later than I would have
liked.”

“What did you do after you
returned?”

“I put the full bottles with the
utterly sealed caps before every tenant’s door.”

“What time was it?”

He blanked again, but came back quickly. “I
don’t recall. I returned here and watched television, as I do every
day. The program was ‘Young and Restless,’ but I do not remember
that as a fact. If Lila does nothing on that day, I never remember
it.”

“Six o’clock,” said Levent. “The
program is over at seven.”

The kapiji nodded. He was pleased to have
found help, though he plainly wished it were not the Inspector of
Homicide.

“What happened then, Bal?”

“I ate supper,” he said.

“Had all the tenants returned by the
time you finished?”

“I believe so,” he said slowly. “Number
Eight always returns at seven o’clock when his work is done.
Numbers Three and Four return at seven-ten, as if they arrive in
the same car, but in fact they walk from the bus stop. Number Five
did not arrive until seven-thirty, which is somewhat beyond
schedule, but acceptable. I did not see Numbers Two and Seven. That
means they were late or quite early, or had not gone to work at
all.”

“How do you know these things,
Bal?”

“As I eat, or am about other tasks, I
watch the front door through the window.” He pointed to a half
window like a wide slit near the ceiling forward. “In most cases, I
do not see anything but their legs, but that is more than enough to
know most people. You would be surprised what shoes tell you about
the souls of the people who wear them.”

Ender was sure they told Bal everything. The
kapiji was a perfect spy—heartless and humorless.

“What did you notice that day—at any
time—about Mr. Rydell?”

“I heard him go out about six in the
evening, after I had returned with the bottles. He took his
bottle—the full and fresh bottle—from before the door. While I was
engaged on the second floor, he left the building by the
elevator.”

Ender could see by Levent’s face that they
touched areas that had been covered in the Inspector’s
investigation, but that could not be avoided.

“When did Rydell return?”

“About seven-forty-five,” he
said.

“Was he alone at that time?”

“To the best of my knowledge, yes. As I
have said.”

“Imagine you’re saying it for the first
time, Bal. That’s important. Do you think he went out for
dinner?”

“That is my thought. He ate his dinner
early, as I do. We were alike in that, and different from most of
the people in Istanbul. This is a late city for those with the
means to enjoy it.”

“Did you hear anything from him after
he returned near eight o’clock?”

“Nothing,” he said.

“But he had visitors,” said Ender
slowly. “They had to ring the bell for his apartment. Unless he
brought them into the building when he returned, he buzzed them in,
or came down to greet them.”

“He would have done the former. Mister
Rydell was not a man to waste himself for the benefit of others. In
that we were alike also.”

“But you say he did not?”

“I did not see that,” said Bal. “Or
hear it. As far as it’s in my power, I can say he had no guests
that evening. I understand that’s ridiculous, but I cannot say
otherwise.”

“But if that’s true, his killer resides
in this building, or entered by other means.”

“That too is ridiculous. This building
cannot be entered unknown. Only with a key could that be
possible.”

“Have you known anyone to enter Mr.
Rydell’s apartment with a key?”

“Not to my knowledge,” he said. “I’d be
surprised if it was true. The American was alone here and mindful
of his security. He had no maid to wipe his ass, or his toilet
seat. Twice I found evidence of women having been to him, but did
not see them.”

“How do you know about the
women?”

“The garbage,” said Bal. “There are
things discarded by which women are known. I never set foot in his
apartment for any reason. When he paid for the water, he opened the
door wide enough to insert his hand and arm. He did not want to do
even as much as that. When he first arrived, he drank the water of
Istanbul until he sickened in bed. Only then did he come and say:
‘Kapiji, I would like pure water. This shit is killing
me.’”

“Did you habitually do anything else
for Mr. Rydell besides obtain his water?”

“Rarely. Once, two months before his
death, he asked me to call a taxi.”

“Do you know where the taxi
went?”

“Of course. To ensure that he was not
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