The Contractors
by William Sanders

We were six miles above the North Atlantic when my wrist watch began flashing, a soft pulsing green
glow like amutant firefly. | picked up the earphones from my lap and held one up to my left ear, and a
familiar voice said, "Now."

| waited a second but that was dll. | thumbed the little button to make the watch stop blinking. A quarter
to midnight, it said. Chicago time; | hadn't reset it yet. Three hours later here? Or four? | wasn't sure what
zonewewerein.

That time, anyway. | laid the earphones on top of the laptop on the seat beside me and unlatched the seat
belt and got to my feet, glancing around at the darkened cabin. Up toward the front a couple of lights
were showing, and the glow of somebody's|aptop screen; over on the far Sde awoman wastrying to
quiet afretful baby. Most of the passengers, though, seemed to be deegping. Or trying to; now and then
you could hear bodies shifting restlesdy, and an occasiond muffled grunt.

| started down the aide toward the rear of the cabin, taking the plastic pen from my shirt pocket and
holding it down by my side. The lights were on back in the galley but no sgns of movement.

| could see my man, though, sitting by the window, two rows ahead of the rear bulkhead. The seat next
to him was empty, as were the seats behind him.

It wastoo dark to see him very clearly, but I'd aready had agood look at him back while we were
boarding: a skinny, swarthy young man with athin scrubby beard — or maybe just badly in need of a
shave— in asurprisingly decent dark suit without atie. Now | saw held added ayarmulke-like skullcap
to hisensamble,

Hedidn't look up as | approached; | saw now that his eyes were closed. He was rocking dowly to and
froin his seat; he wasn't making any sound but hislips seemed to be moving.

It would have been easier if held been on the aide, but those coach-class seats aren't al that wide. |
didn't even have to lean over to reach him. His eyes snapped wide and white when the pen touched the
sde of his neck and the spring-loaded needle drove home, and his mouth opened, but nothing came out.
A little book fdl from his hands and did off hislgp to the floor as he sagged back in his sedt.

| closed his eyeswith my fingertips and moved on down the aide, not looking back or around; if anybody
had seen anything, it wastoo late to do anything about it now. There were no sounds of surprise or darm
behind me, though. As| came up to the restroom door | saw one of theflight attendants, adightly
chubby redhead, adeep on one of the galley seets.

The restroom was unoccupied. | latched myself in and got a paper towe from the dispenser and wiped
thetrick pen, being very careful of the needle point, before stuffing it down into the trash disposal. The
odds of anybody finding it, let done checking it for prints, probably approached zero, but why take the
chance?

| stood there for aminute exchanging red-eyed stares with my reflection in the mirror abovethe sink. The
sght waslessthan impressive: lined jowly face, gray hair in need of atrim, overnight whiskers sarting to
show. | wouldn't have bought a used roller skate from me.

Nobody waslooking at me as| started back up the aide, or at the body by the window. Everything was
gtill dark and quiet; even the crying baby had settled down, leaving no sound but the great soft sigh of



engines and dipsiream asthe big 747 bored on through the night sky.

| dropped into my seat, buckling up automatically, and sat back and closed my eyesfor amoment, letting
my pulse dow down alittle. Then | reached over and lifted the lgptop out of its case and set it on my
knees. | stuck the button phonesinto my ears, took a deep bregath, and opened the lid; and there was
Himsdf waiting for me,

And he was doing the whole hit, too: the horns, the pointy goatee, even the reddish skin. Everything but
the pitchfork and the flames. | suppose | winced; he laughed.

Grinding my teeth, | reached for the keyboard and typed:
Do you HAVE todo that?

"Sorry," he said, grinning. The screen flickered briefly and he reappeared in his more usua form, minus
the horns and the rest of the comic-book look. He'd kept the mustache, though. It made him look alittle
like Harry Reems.

"Cheagp and obvious, | know," he said. "What can | say? For a professional tempter, I'm no good at
resgting temptation.”

| typed:

It'sdone.

"Yes" hesad. "You did that well. Not that | ever doubted you would.”
| think we cut it alittle close.

"I'm afraid s0. He was definitely getting ready. My fault,” Himself admitted. "I was momentarily
distracted...at any rate," he said, "you were quick enough. Well done. A very clean bit of work, Mgor
Hackett."

| didn't bother telling him not to call methat. We'd been there before; he was just trying to jerk my chain.
| typed:

| don't think anybody saw anything.

"No. Y ou might have noticed that the seatsin the immediate areawere unoccupied. This" hesaid, "was
not coincidence.”

| should have known. | started to ask how he'd managed it and then decided | didn't want to know.

Hesaid, "I wish you'd relax. Y ou need to get somerest. Things are going to get very stressful in afew
hours™

If not sooner.

"Oh, I wouldn't worry about that. WWho's going to pay any attention to an unimportant passenger on an
overnight flight, apparently adeep in the cheap seats? No," he said, "you'll see. No onewill notice
anything until shortly before arriva at Heathrow, when they hand out the immigration cards, and find that
Mr. Wazir doesn't respond to their efforts to wake him. After a certain amount of consternation and
confusion, the young Scottish doctor up in business classwill no doubt be summoned.”

Histeeth flashed. "And dmost immediately will discover that the deceased iswearing abelt of Semtex



explosve around hiswaist; and then for atime things are going to become intense.”
No shit.

"Wéll, it shouldn't be too bad for you. After al, there's no reason anyone should suspect the truth. Weve
used that formula before,” he sad. "Even afull autopsy won't show anything but heart failure, no doubt
brought on by extreme emotiona stress. | tell you, that dear old woman at Johns Hopkins is worth every
dollar | pay her...so no onewill bethinking in terms of, ah, foul play. They'll belooking for possible
accomplices— and," he added, hoisting an eyebrow, "you redly don't fit the profile, do you? So lighten
up.”

Sorry. | just killed a man.
"Thereby saving severd hundred lives"
And your concern for humanity iswell known.

"Touché." Helaughed. "But as| aready explained, up on thefirst class deck are acouple of aging
gentlemen who in their dissolute younger days once recorded a song expressing sympathy for me. One
fedsacertain obligation.”

Heraised ahand and wiggled it a me. "'Bye, now, Mgjor Hackett. Try to get some deep. It'sgoing to
bealong day."

It wasthat. And it got alot longer beforeit got any shorter.

Not that anybody leaned on me, individually. Himself had been right about that; middle-aged security
consultants from Albuquerque clearly weren't high on the list of potentid terrorists. Early on they pulled a
lot of passengers out of the waiting area— people with non-European-sounding hames, or passports
from Middle Eastern countries, or maybe just avaguely Levantine appearance — and took them away
for specid attention; but the rest of us white-bread types mostly got to wait. Especidly if wed beenin
coach; naturally the first-class passengers were long gone before they even let us off the plane.

(At least there was one bright spot: the news people had of course shown up in battalion force, but the
big story was the presence of celebrities on board, so only the rich and famous had to dog through the
mikes-and-camerasjungle.)

It was the middle of the afternoon when they finaly got around to me. A pleasant, ruddy-faced Scotland
Y ard inspector, about my age and Size but wearing amuch better suit, asked me afew questions about
my background. Private security consultant, eh? And retired military? Hm, then | must be quite an
observant chap. So had | noticed anything unusua during the flight? Any other passengers behaving
oddly or suspicioudy? Anyone talking with Mr. Wazir? No? Hm, well, too much to hope for, en? Now
wherewould | be staying in London? And for how long? Y es, wdll, officialy he must warn methat |
might be caled upon for further questioning, but between us he didn't redlly think it likely. Sorry about the
delay; he hoped | had a plessant stay.

And that wasthat. Only of courseit wasn't; there were still my possessionsto be tracked down and
reclamed, dl baggage having been taken away for examination. The young Sikh who brought mine, after
another interminable wait, was interested in the |aptop; he wanted one, he said, was this agood make? |
told him only if he was prepared to make a pact with diabolical powers. When | |eft he was il
chuckling.



The light was starting to fade by the time the cab findly dropped me off in front of the old red-brick

building just off King's Road. | knew | should go get something to eet, but | just wasn't up toiit. | went on
up the steps and unlocked the front door and took the dow German-made eevator up to the fourth floor,
feding the fatigue come down on me like a heavy gray blanket.

Theflat waslooking good, with none of the musty smell of long disuse; the cleaning people must have
been in recently. | dumped the bag and the laptop on the couch and went into the kitchen, wondering if
there was anything to eat. | hadn't used the place since last winter, but | seemed to remember leaving a
few odds and ends on the shelves.

| found some cans— sorry, tins — of soup, and a still-sealed box of some sort of biscuits. Good
enough; my stomach wasin no state for anything more serious anyway. A few minuteslater | had myself
asaucepan of cockal eekie heating on the stove. While it warmed | looked around the kitchen,
experiencing the usud didocation at the familiar-yet-aien appliances and switches and plugs. At least the
srangeness had afriendly fed, asif thingsweretrying to look right but just couldn't get the hang of it.

The contents of the saucepan began to bubble and | turned off the heat and carried the pot into the front
room, not bothering with abowl. And sat at the table having my cockal eekie — cockaleekie! The names
these people hang on perfectly good food! — and watching the street get dark beyond the big front
windows.

Hafway through the mea my wrist watch began flashing. | looked at it for a couple of seconds and then
pushed the button to turn it off.

A few minutes |ater it Sarted flashing again.

| stood up and undid the watch and went back into the kitchen and put it in the refrigerator. Then | went
back and finished my cockaeekie; and then | got up and stumbled into the bedroom.

Whilel wastaking off my shoes the bedside lamp began flashing on and off. | said a couple of bad
words and bent down and yanked the plug out of the wall socket. | wasn't sure that would work — you
never know, with Himsalf — but it did.

| finished undressing and got into bed. Whatever Himself wanted now, it could walt till morning. Or
maybe it couldn't, but | didn't care. For the rest of thisnight, | was no longer aworking number.

And, he should pardon the expression, to hell with Himself.

Next morning when | got up the halway light was flashing. | flipped it aone-finger salute and went into
the kitchen and located ajar of instant coffee. While | waswaiting for the water to boil the oven light
began going off and on.

| said doud, "All right, just hang on, will you?"

The flashing stopped. A few minuteslater, carrying my cup of aleged coffee carefully in both hands, |
went into the front room and sat down on the couch. The muck wastoo hot to drink but I held it up to
my face and took a couple of tokes of steam before setting it down on the coffee table and turning to
unzip the laptop case.

Himsdf wasright there when the screen came on. He didn't look happy. "Good morning,” hesaidina



voice that could have eaten the armor plate off an M-1 tank. "I trust you had a pleasant night's deep?’

"Sorry," | said to the face on the screen. At least now we had some privacy, so | could dispense with the
typing and just tak normdly. If "normaly" applied to aconversation likethis.

"But | wouldn't have been any useto you last night,” | said. "Wouldn't have mattered if you'd been trying
to tell methe building was onfire, | couldn't have handled it.”

"Yes, of course" Hesighed. "It'sjust that something has come up, requiring my full attention in another
part of the world. And contrary to the claims of certain employees of the Opposition, | can't be
everywhere & once."

He sounded hitter, as he always did when he talked about the limitations he had to operate under. You'd
think hed have gotten used to it, in amillion years or however long it's been. It certainly wasa
complicated business, from what he'd told me; 1'd been amazed at the number of things he couldn't do—
not just wasn't alowed to do, by the rules of the treaty or covenant or whatever had been laid on him,
but literdly couldn't do. Couldn't, for onething, persondly kill or even physicaly injure aliving human;
couldn't do persond appearances on Earth, except under very specid arrangements — which, according
to him, didn't include any nonsense with pentagrams; you redly didn't want to get him started on
pentagrams— and al sorts of other things you'd never suspect.

And this, of course, waswhy he had to contract out So many of his operations, even smplejobslike last
night's. As one of the better-paid contractors, | could hardly complain; but | could see how he might fed!
acertain resentment.

"And s0," hesad, "I'm not going to have timeto brief you persondly on this mission. Unfortunately,
because there are certain unusual aspects, but it can't be helped. Instead I've arranged a meeting, where
you'l learn the details and meet the people you'll be working with. | suggest you freshen up and get
dressed; youreto be there a eeven-thirty thismorning.”

"Okay," | sad. "Wheredo | go?'
Hetold me.

| said, "You'rekidding."

John Wedey's statue standsin akind of little garden in back of St. Paul's Cathedrd. The church grounds
were lively with tourists and school groups, but back here there was nobody around but John and me.
He didn't look happy to see me; | was pretty sure he didn't approve of me. But then from al accounts
there was alot he didn't approve of.

It wasamild sort of day, for London in mid-April, but there was enough bite in the wind to make me
wish I'd worn atopcoat. It wasn't raining but the gray sky beyond the great dome of St. Paul'slooked as
if that could change at any time. | turned my back to the breeze and stared back at John Wedey; and a
few minutes later awoman's voice behind me said, "Mgor Hackett?'

Shewas standing afew feet away, giving me acautioudy inquiring look: asmall, compact young woman
with dark Mediterranean features and thick curly black hair. Her hands were shoved into the pockets of
along black leather coat that hung open to reved an attractively packed black knit dress. All indl she
was a cong derable improvement on John Wedey.

| confessed to being me. She stepped forward and put out ahand. "LeilaAziz."



Which answered aminor question and raised at least one very big one, but thiswas no timeto go there. |
gave her back her hand and she said, "Come with me, please."”

Sheled the way over toward the church, where aman was standing beside an open doorway at a spot
where | was almost certain there hadn't been a door before. He was atall, broad-shouldered young guy
— or maybe not; he had one of those pale smooth long faces that don't show the years— in aneat white
warmup suit, and he was looking at us with an expression that made John Wedey look likeaMiss
Americaemcee.

But he said, "Comein, then," and motioned toward the door. Which turned out to open onto aflight of
sepsthat spiraded seeply downward into abrightly-lit well, terminating in along narrow corridor. "All the
way to theend," he called from behind us. "Last room. I'll be right with you."

We walked down the corridor, past an open door through which | got a glimpse of a couple of
white-clad figures working on amainframe, to alow-cellinged room, maybe thirty feet square. The only
furnishingswere abig metd desk and somefolding chairs, and, sitting on the desk, acomputer with a
large flat-screen monitor.

| said, "Do you have any ideawhat thisisal about?'
Leilashook her head. "1 wastold where to meet you, and then him. That'sdl."

Thetdl guy came hustling in aswe were stting down. Hewas holding aCD disk. "My nameis Michad,"
he said. "I've been assigned to work with you."

Hedidn't look happy about it. He might have been saying, "I've been told | need root cand work."
"Asyou've no doubt guessed,” he went on. "1 represent what your master would call ‘the Opposition'—"
"Not my magter,” | interrupted. "Preferred client, maybe.”

"Whatever." He made an impatient gesture. ™Y ou must find it strange that we should be working together.
However, it's not as unprecedented as you might think. From timeto time it happensthat, um, interests
converge. Certain temporary common-cause arrangements are made.”

He inserted the disk in the computer and picked up awireless mouse. "I understand you haven't been
briefed—"

He clicked abutton and the big screen lit up with alarge color photo of a heavy-set, dark-skinned man,
maybe about my age, wearing white robes and a turban. It was an outdoor shot, taken on a street
somewhere; in the background a couple of blurry figureswere holding up alarge banner in Arabic script.

"This"" Michad sad, "is Abddkader Sayid. Perhaps you've heard of him."
I'd heard the name but | didn't recall any details. "Some kind of militant mullah, isn't he?"

"Y es. He preaches at amosque herein London." Michad's mouth twisted. " Preaches hate, rage,
violence...but of course he's not uniquein that, is he? One of the great curses of today'sworld,” he said,
"and not confined to Abdelkader's sect, either.”

He clicked the mouse again and the photo changed to a closeup of the same man, staring straight into the
camera. The eyeswere profoundly disturbing; they had that burning intensity, that absolute psycho
certainty, that you see only in the face of the man who knows he'sright and it's his sacred duty to
straighten you out or kill you. And yet there was acertain hypnotic, irresstible-force qudity, too; it was



easy to believe that held be good at getting peopleto listen to him.

"What makes Abdelkader specid,” Michadl said, "isthat he doesn't just preach the jihad, he actively
supportsit. And not just by the usud fund-raigng activities"

The picture changed again; now it showed agood-sized building, obvioudy amosque — it had the dome
and the minaret — but of modern design. "Hismosque,” Michael sad, "isin effect arecruiting office and
primary training center for some of the most dangerous, irreconcilable groups in the European terrorist
underground. He's very effective indeed, the jihadist Pied Piper, one journalist called him. Very powerful
Spesker, very charismatic persondity. Amazingly good a persuading otherwise intelligent, educated
people — especidly young men — to give up everything, even ther lives, for the holy war he preaches.”

Lelasad, "The authorities can't do anything?"

"They'vetried. This country has laws, too, specificaly meant to stop that sort of thing. But Abdelkader
has been very careful. He never says anything directly illegd in public, and he doesn't keep incriminating
materiasat the mosgue or hishome.”

Michadl clicked again and the screen went dark. "And now your employer, your client if youwill, wants
Abdelkader removed. Youll have to ask himwhy," he said. "All | know isthat he gpplied ashort time
ago — he'srequired to file notice, you see, before taking action against any member of the clergy — and
on consderation it was decided that the project was not only permissible but desirable. Even worthy of a
certain degree of cooperation and support.”

"OK," | said, "everybody agrees this bastard needs to go. But why does your boss need our help to take
him out? Good old-fashioned lightning strike, or whatever the current technique—"

I'd thought Michadl's expression was unfriendly. | hadn't seen anything yet. He clamped his mouth shui;
you could seethelittle muscles working aong hisjaw. "Even if that were an option,” hesaid a lagt, ina
very tight dusty voice, "it wouldn't solve the problem. Abdelkader's death just now would make him an
even bigger hero. People would be inspired to join the jihad to honor his memory. Recruiting might
actudly increase.”

"OK, | canseethat," | said. "So what'sthe plan?’

"Thereisno plan. The god isfor Abdekader to be eiminated, image and al. Not merely removed, but
thoroughly disgraced and discredited. The plan,” Michael said, "isfor you to develop and carry out.”

He touched the g ect button and took the disk from the computer and put it in aplastic case. "This
containsthefull file on Abdelkader— persona background, known habits and behavior patterns,
structure of his organization, layout of the mosque and so on. If there's anything e se you need to know,
you'll find anumber for contacting this office.”

He held out the disk. | nodded in Leilas direction; shetook it and dipped it into her big leather purse.

"Undergand this," Michael said. "Our participation will be limited drictly to inteligence, logistic support,
that sort of thing. Wewill not actively participate in any act of violence."

| said, "Thisisredly getting your ass, isn't it? Having to work with us?"
Hewinced and closed hiseyes. "My persona fedings” hesad, "if any, areimmaterid. | doasl amtold.”

Hewaved ahand. "I take it you can find your way out?'



Wedid. The door opened as we reached the top of the stairs. Outside, | turned to closeit, but there was
no door there, only the unbroken gray wall of St. Paul's.

"That," Lellasad sometimelater, "was avery srange busness.”

Weweredtting at acorner table in an undistinguished pub in Blackfriars, having an undistinguished late
lunch. It was about half past one and the noon crowd had mostly gone back to work; afew customers
il sat at the bar but nobody within earshot.

| said, "Strange, dl right. | guessit was even stranger for you.”

She gave me afunny look. "Why?" Then her eyebrows went up. "Oh, | see. Y ou mean because| —
look, Mg or Hackett—"

"Please. My name's Gordon Hackett. That ‘Mgor' thing was along time ago.” | sat back and reached for
my beer. "It'sjust something Himsalf doesto annoy me.”

""Himsdf'?' Her eyeslit up. "Isthat what you call him?1 loveit...look, Mr. Hackett — Gordon? — don't
assume too much about me." Her English was more American than British, but she had, | noticed now,
just thetiniest touch of another accent, too faint to identify. "My family left Beirut the same year | was
born. | grew up in Brussdls," shesaid, "and | wasn't brought up in any religion at dl. My parents were
very upper-middle-class, very modern, very secular.”

| started to speak but she raised afinger. "Please, | want to tell you this...my brother,” she said, "waslike
therest of usat first. Then in hislate teens he began hanging out with some young men from an extremist
group. Pretty soon he began going to services at ajihadist mosgue, attending classes and meetings and so
on. My father was annoyed, but he didn't take it serioudy, none of us did. Just a phase, we thought.

"Y ou understand, | was away at school — University of Chicago — for much of thistime. When | came
homein the summer | hardly knew him. He'd shaved his heed, he never smiled—" She looked down &t
her plate. "He dapped me," she said in abarely audible voice, "and called me awhore, because | didn't
cover my head."

| kept quiet. After aminute she looked up. "Later that year," she said, "after 1'd gone back to the
university, heleft without aword to anyone. A few months|later he blew himsdf to bits on a street corner
inTd Aviv."

She made a bitter little snorting sound. "He didn't even succeed in killing anyone but himself. Evidently the
bomb went off prematurely.”

| couldn't think of adamn thing to say.

"And s0," shesaid, "l said some things about being willing to sall my soul if | could get revenge. And was
contacted, in time, by — Himsdlf."

"Who told you that, contrary to generd belief, he wasn't in the market for souls” | said. "But that he had
plenty of openingsfor certain types of contract work."

"Exactly. The samefor you?'

| nodded and sipped a my Foster's. One of the better side effects of the Australian invasion has been
that you can finally get a decent cold beer at most London pubs.



Lelasad, "You lost someonetoo? The Trade Center?"

"The Pentagon.” The one nobody ever talks about. "I didn't lose anyone in particular, though,” | said.
"See, | was supposed to be on board that plane. Only | overdept and missed it.”

"Oh." Her eyebrows shot up. "Y ou think if you'd been on board — but you couldn't have stopped it,"
shesad. "Not by yoursdlf. And no one would have helped you."

"No. In fact there's agood chance the other passengers would have stopped me. They'd al had it drilled
into their heads. do what they say and nobody gets hurt. But,” | said, "guilt isn't exactly the most logica of
human fedings”

| finished my beer and st the glass down. "Wadll, if we're both done, | guessit'stimeto get to work. First
off | think we both need to spend some time studying the contents of that disk. Which means we need
another copy, so let'sdrop by my flat and I'll burn one."

"Yes" Shereached for her purse and paused. "Gordon, you seem like anice man, but — well, on some
of these operations, in the pagt, I've worked with men who seemed to expect certain things that weren't
inmy job description. If you follow me."

"l imaginel do." | stood up. "Don't worry about it. | think | can hold my rampaging libido in check.”

She was looking embarrassed. "It'sjust that these awkward situations aways seem to start with the
words'Let'sdrop by my flat.™

"I canwdl imagine,” | said. "And now we've got that out of the way, let's seeif we can get acab. Looks
likeit'sstarted raining.”

| spent the rest of the day and the evening going over the materia on Abdelkader. Leila phoned once,
around six or s0; sheld been doing the same thing and a couple of questions had occurred to her. |
thought about asking her to dinner but decided againgt it. Instead | went down to the neighborhood pub
and insulted my heart with the steak and kidney pie.

Walking back to my building intherain, | saw how the job could be done. It wouldn't be al that difficult,
if certain things could be managed. At theflat | thought it over some more, had another look &t the
contents of the CD, and phoned Michael. He didn't sound happy to hear from me, but there was anote
of reluctant rdlief in hisvoicewhen | told him | had aplan.

"More pictures of Abdelkader?' he said when | made my request. " Surely you've got enough. We
collected—"

"Wait up.” | told him the kind of pictures| needed.

That set him off big time. He didn't actudly yell a me but he came close. | must bejoking. What in the
world would | want with something like that?

"Areyou sure you want to know?' | asked.

No, hedidn't. In any caseit was out of the question. He couldn't believe I'd ask such athing. Evenif it
were possible—

"Comeon," | said. "You'rethe oneswith al the specia powers, right? All-Seeing Eye and dl that? Surely



you can get afew candid-camera shotsfor me."

Therewas along silence. | was beginning to wonder if hed smply thrown the phone down and walked
off, but then hisvoice came back on again, surprisngly quiet and calm now. "I'll haveto takeit up with
Higher Authority.” Y ou could hear the caps. "I'll get back to you."

Leilacame by next morning and | laid the plan out for her. When | was done she sat back on the couch
and looked thoughtful. "Hm. Y ou think we can do it?"

"l don't ssewhy not. If | can get everything | need. Can you doit? Y our part of the setup, | mean.”
"Oh, yes. Infact I'll go and start work on it right away."

She started to get up. | said, "Y ou don't have to leave yet. There's not that big ahurry.”

She smiled. "No, | really need to—"

The laptop's incoming-message buzzer went off. | said, "Excuse me," and went over and sat down on the
couch next to her and flipped up the screen. Sure enough, Michael had come through. | hadn't expected
to hear from him so soon. Higher Authority must have told him to move hisass.

Therewas no text message, only an enclosed zip file full of jpeg images. | opened it and had alook.
Beside me Lellamade astrange muffled sound. "What in the world?' she said.

"Just some stuff | needed. Y ou know, for the job."

"Ah. Of course." She scooted closer and leaned forward for abetter [ook. "Oh, dear. He's...not in such
good shape, ishe?’

"Lookslike hes got anice place, though,” | said, trying not to be distracted by the soft pressure of her
hip againg mine. "The fathful must be supporting him well."

"And he certainly needsit. Well." She stood up. "As| say, I'd better get to work. After seeing what
someone eseisgoing to have to work with, I can't complain about my part of thejob.”

Chrigtiaan Goosen said, "Gordon, my friend. A pleasureto seeyou again.” He grinned up a me. "Come
inand let's see what you've brought me."

He spun hiswhedlchair around and | followed him down the hallway of his Golders Green home. It
wasn't easy keeping up; he still used an old-fashioned hand-powered chair but he was damn fast with it.
He'd had enough practice; held beeniniit, or onelikeit, snce the Gestapo got through with him in '45.
"Slow down," | said. "Damn it, you cheap old Dutch bastard, when are you going to get an eectric?
Don't tell me the pornography business doesn't pay enough.”

He gave a scornful snort. "What for? My arms gtill work." He rolled through a doorway into abig room
lined with computer hardware and file cabinets and turned to face me. "Here." He held out a
brown-spotted hand. "L et's see what you've got.”

| handed him the CD disk I'd burned back at the flat. He popped it into the nearest computer and studied
the photos for afew minutes. "All right,” he said. "Sure, | can do what you want. How soon do you need
it?"



"Assoon aspossible. Butit'snot arush job,” | said. "Take aslong asyou need to do it right. Theresno
actud deadline.”

"Good. What leve of qudity are wetalking about?'

"Intermsof pictord qudity, not very high. If it'stoo professiond-looking it won't be credible. But," |
said, "if you mean the shop job, | need your very best. They'll have to pass extremely close scrutiny by

experts.

"Not to worry. When | get done even the— your employer won't be able to tell what's been done." He
looked around at me with bright white-browed blue eyes. " Speaking of whom, give him my regards and
tell him when he getsthetime I'd like another chess match. Last time he dmost beat me.”

Back at theflat | phoned Leilaand asked if sheéd liketo go to dinner. There was a pretty long silence and
then shesaid, "1 think we'd better not. Don't misunderstand,” she added quickly. "It'savery attractive
offer. But thiswouldn't be agood timeto get off on atangent, would it?'

"Okay. Lookslikeit's going to be a pretty lousy night for going out anyway." | looked out the window at
the gray rain danting across Draycott Place. "Come by tomorrow," | said. " Say about haf past one.
There's somebody we both need to see.”

The sign over the door said NIGEL'SANTIQUE MILITARY TOYS. The display window wasfilled
with lead soldiersin hand-painted 19th-century uniforms, knightsin armor, horses pulling old-fashioned
cannon and the like. "Wow," Lellasaid.

Theinterior of the shop was packed with glassed-in display cases containing more miniature armies.
Wooden and cast-metd airplanes dangled on wiresfrom the celling. Behind the counter Nigel St. John,
three hundred pounds of ex-Roya Marine Commando dressed in a purple silk caftan with matching eye
liner, sat meticuloudy cleaning dust from a Dinky Toysarmored car with a soft brush. "Gordon!" he cried
delightedly aswe entered. "Just asec, I'll beright with you."

He set thelittle car down carefully on the counter and came around to meet us, Birkenstocks dapping
softly on the gleaming parquet floor. "And thisis of course Ms. Aziz?' He grabbed L eila's hand with both
of his, making it disappear completely. " So pleased to meet you. Watch out for thisold beast.” Herolled
hiseyesa me. "He'saflaming hetero, you know."

He rubbed a pam over his shaven scalp and sighed. "Wdll, | suppose you want to get right down to
business, in your usua crassway. Just amoment, then - "

He went to the front door and locked it. Then he led the way to the back of the shop, through a
bead-curtained doorway and into a cluttered storeroom. Pushing back the ornate fringed rug, he hooked
his fingers through aring set in the floor and with no apparent effort hoisted alarge block of concrete,
revealing adeep recess from which helifted along meta box.

"Y ou understand,” he said as he carried the box over to anearby desk, "I don't have anything on the
premises beyond your common or garden-variety hardware." He set the box down and opened thelid.
"Which nowadays, in London, generdly means former-Iron-Curtain ironmongery.”

He reached into the box and took out alumpy object wrapped in soft black cloth. "For example," he
sad, unwrapping it, "the seven point six-two Tokarev. Practicaly the default weapon among our loca



Street yobs, I'm afraid.”

He handed it over: ahefty, dabsided semi-automatic, roughly finished, vagudly smilar in shepeto the old
Gl .45. "Typicd Russan effort,” Nigd said. "They'red| over Europe, now, since the collgpse of thejolly
old Evil Empire. The police aren't keen, because that little high-speed bullet will go through a protective
vest like shite through aduck. Pardon the language, Ms. Aziz."

"Have you got anything smaler?' | asked.

"For Milady here? Y es, of course. He rummaged in the box again and came up with aserioudy ugly
pistal. "Herewe are. Makarov, most as popular asthe Tok. Firesthe short nine-mil round, not terribly
noisy yet adequate stopping power."

"See how it fitsyour hand," | told Leila

| wasn't expecting much — | wasready to grab it away from her, infact, if shedid anything slly withit
— but to my surprise she took it from him with a quick sure motion and swung around to point it at the
doorway in avery professona two-hand grip. "Not bad," she said thoughtfully. " Good baance.”

Shelooked at me. "Himself saw toit that | learned certain skills. In the Chicago areait wasn't hard to find
indruction.”

"Now if you want something more discreet,” Nigd said, "what about agenuine origina slenced Sten?
Second World War vintage, but clean. | don't haveit here, but—"

"No, that'sdl right. Well takethese," | said. "And aclip'sworth of ammo for each.” If we needed more
than that the mission would be hopelesdy blown anyway.

On the way back through the showroom Nigel said, ™Y ou redly must come again when you've got time
to chat. | don't often get such interesting visitors."

"You're pretty interesting yoursdlf," Leillatold him.

Nigd laughed. "What you'rethinking," he sad, "ishow did anice girl like me get into abusnesslikethis?
Sometragic story, perhaps?”’

He raised his hands pam-up. "I'm sorry, but the truth is quite smple and sordid. For what your employer
pays me, | would agree to dance the gazotsky each day at high noon in front of the Imperial War
Museum, clad only in an organdy athletic supporter and playing 'Blue Bonnets Over the Border' on a
Balivian noseflute”

He unlocked the door. "Have alovely day."

"And now," Lellasaid, after | had stashed the guns away in the hidden space behind the mantlepiece,
"what happens next?"

"Wewait. If you've got anything you want to do thisweekend, go ahead. I'll call you when | hear from
Chrigiaan.”

"All right. Meanwhile" she said, "aren't you going to ask me out to dinner again?”'
"Should I?" | said.



"Oh, yes" shesad. "l think you definitely should."
"Would you like to have dinner with me?' | said.

"| thought you'd never ask," she said.

"Thisisaniceresaurant," she said, afew hourslater. "Never been here before. I'll have to make anote.”

She reached for the wine bottle, which by now was going on empty; we were just about finished with
dinner. Sheld made a solid contribution to the reduction of the bottle's contents, too. | was glad she liked
it; from the price it must have been made from unicorn's blood.

She looked up and saw mewatching her. "Wha?' she said.
"Nothing. It just ssemsalittle strange. Sorry."

Her forehead wrinkled dightly. "But | don't - oh, you mean that I'm drinking wine?1 told you," she said,
"I'm drictly secular. | don't believein any of that.”

"Even though you're persondly employed,” | said, "by one of the most important figuresin at least three
mgor religions.”

Shelaughed. "Y ou'reright, of course. I'm being completely irrational. 1t'sjust that somehow | don't think
of...them in any religious context. More like a couple of warring dien entities, like in some sciencefiction
dory."

Shemade aface. "And that, of course, iseven moreillogicd. But then thewholethingisillogicd," she
said. "Even within its own terms. Look at what we're doing and who we're doing it for. Why should he
be involved in any of this? Especidly on the sde of, asyou'd say, the good guys?'

"You don't know?' | said. "Himself isan art lover. All the arts, any kind — painting, sculpture, music, you
nameit. Not just the highbrow kind, either, hesabig Tom Waitsfan for example."

"Which naturdly puts him on the the other sde,” Leilasaid, nodding dowly, "from people who don't
believein any of thosethings. All right, that makes sense. | had no idea.”

"I remember once," | said, "I happened to mention the Taliban, and he said, 'I'll dwayswish I'd done
something about them beforethey did it." | thought he meant nine-eleven. Turned out he wastaking
about the Buddhas of Bamiyan.”

| surveyed the table. "We seem to befinished, don't we? So," | said, "what now? Do | take you home, or
do we go somewherefor drinks, or what?'

She st her glass down and gave me along cool look. Thetip of her tongue appeared for just an instant
between her lips.

"I don't redly want anything moreto drink," she said. "But 1'd very much like to go back to your flat and
go to bed with you."

When | got my voice back | said, "I thought you didn't want to get off on atangent.”

"That was then. We both had thingsto do. Now—" She shrugged. "Y ou said if therewas anything |
wanted to do | should go ahead and do it. Well, thisiswhat | want to do. Don't you?"



There were any number of possible clever responses but | wasn't in the mood for Noel Coward
didogue. "Yes" | sad. "I'mjust starting to realize how much.”

| woke up with the sun high outside the windows. | lay there for amoment, no doubt wearing avery
goofy smile, and then sat up and swung my feet to the floor. While | was sitting there experiencing agresat
reluctance to stand up, the bathroom door opened and L eilacame up the hall, dabbing at her neck with a
towd. She was wearing a cheerful expression and nothing ese.

"Hi," shesad. "How areyou feding?'

"Ask me after I'm awake." | watched her walk across the room toward the chair where she'd hung her
underwear, enjoying the dight jiggle of breasts and bottom — she was atrifle full-bodied for the modern
style, which suited mejust fine— and the warm sheen of her skin. | said, "Isit hot in hereor isit just
you?”

She shot me agrin and bent down to step into her panties. That was worth watching too. | fell back
acrossthe bed. "Damn, woman,” | said, "you're dangerous, you know that? 1 think you killed me. Have
you no mercy on your elders?"

"Aww. Poor old man." She settled the panties over her hips and reached for her bra. Y ou didn't seem dl
that old last night. | wasimpressed.”

"l wasahit surprised mysdlf. It'sbeen along time."
"For metoo. Wdll," shesaid, "since doing it with someone, if you know what I'm saying."

She paused, holding her branot yet hooked. "Gordon — | don't want to seem pushy, but would you like
meto movein herewith you till the misson'sover? It would smplify things, wouldn't it?"

| thought about it. Just from alogistical and operational angle, it made sense. And it would be a pleasant
change from Lonely, Bored, and Horny, Attorneys-at-Law. "Sure," | said. "Why not?"

"Then I'll go pack afew things," she said, "and come back here."

When shewas gone | got up and walked into the living room and turned on the [aptop. There was one
MeSsge!

| tried to reach you last night but you wer e otherwise engaged.
Looksasif you've got everything under control. Carry on.

I'll bein touch beforelong. Oh, and congratulations.

Monday Christiaan called to tell me the pictureswereready. Well, it had been adamn good couple of
dayswhileit lasted.

He had everything ready for me when | showed up: abig envelope full of prints and a carton of CD
disks. | opened the envelope and looked through the prints. My stomach did adow rall. "Christiaan, this
is beyond a doubt the most disgusting thing I've ever seen.”

"Understand,” he said, "no young boys were harmed in order to make these. The source materid was



hacked from the private collection of a Bengali stockbroker who livesin Marylebone, and whom I'm
going to do something about one of these days." He tapped the box. "The disks, are you sure that's
enough? 1 could quickly make more copies.”

"No, that'sal right. The disks are just for backup and effect anyway. This stuff isgoing to be dl over the
Internet and that's what matters.”

"| could take care of that for you," he offered.

"Thanks," | said, "but no need. There's somebody who'll just loveto doiit.”

"Lela" | said as| camein the door of theflat, "have you got that note ready?'

"Sure." She held up ayellow lega-pad sheet covered with Arabic script. "1 was just looking it over, in
fact"

"Good." | sat down on the couch, dumping the box and the envel ope on the coffee table. "What's it say?"

"Roughly, 'Death to the false teacher, the evil deceiver and perverter of Muslim youth." Signed, the
Brotherhood of Idamic Purity.”

"Perfect.” | looked around. "Wheredid | put that phone—"

While | waslooking for the cell phone she bent down and opened the envelope. | started to warn her but
it wastoo late. She dropped the pictures and ran for the bathroom, holding her hands to her mouth. |
heard retching sounds and then running water.

After afew minutes she regppeared, her face very pae. "Gordon, that's vile."
"It'ssupposed to be," | said. "That's the idea, remember?”
She dropped into the nearest chair. "Who are you calling?' she asked.

"Michad. I've got to have his help digtributing this stuff,” | said. "It's got to be absolutely untraceable —
there are going to be some extremely sharp peopletrying to track where it came from — and hislot are
the only oneswho can guarantee that.”

"He'snot going to likethis," she said.

"Oh," | said, "once I've explained the Situation, I'm sure hell be aregular angd.”

Michad said, "No. No. | can't believe you're even asking. And did you have to show me that—" He
shuddered.

"Oh, comeon,” | said. "Like you haven't seen worse?"
Wewere stlanding in back of St. Paul's. Thistime he hadn't invited mein.

"Michad," | said, "let's cut the bullshit. We both know what's going on. The good guys, asusud, are
willing for the bad guys to do what needs to be done, because that way you can go on telling yourselves
how good you are. Just aslong as you don't get your handswet.”



Heflinched. | said, "I'm not asking you to kill anybody—"
"No," hesaid. "Just digtribute child pornography.”

"If you want to think of it that way. Or you can come down off your holy cloud and get redl. Look," |
sad, "do you think | like this any better than you do? But it's the best possible way to get the results
we're after, and I'm willing to swallow my precious scruples for that and you can damn well swallow
yourstoo. Check with your Higher Authority if you want, but we both know damn well what the
answer'sgoing to be."

Hetook along dow ragged breeth. "'Isthere anything else?

"Asameatter of fact, yes. Neither of us has any experience driving English style, so we're going to need
trangportation to and from. | take it that's not a problem?’

"No. When do you plan to...do it?'

"Tomorrow night. I'll get back to you with thetime. Oh, and one other thing,” | said. "A thunderstorm
would be very helpful. A big noisy one, ared blaster. Seeif you can get that laid on for tomorrow
evening, won't you? There'sagood chap."

Late Tuesday afternoon | stripped the guns down and checked the actions and added a few drops of
lubricant here and there. It was dl completely unnecessary — Nigel would no more have sold adirty gun
than he'd have pissed on Judy Garland's grave — but it helped passthetime.

| was wondering about the weather; for most of the day the sky had been clear except for afew patches
of cloud, and the TV forecast hadn't said anything beyond the standard "chance of rain." | needn't have
worried; Higher Authority came through in plenty of time. By thetime | got the guns back together the
sky had clouded over with big heavy masses of cumulo-nimbus and you could hear an occasiona low
rumble not far away.

We had an early dinner, frozen stuff from Waitrose; Leila had confessed to total incompetencein the
kitchen and | wasn't much better, but that's why Michagl's boss gave us microwaves. We didn't talk
much.

After dinner Lellawent into the bedroom and came out alittle later wearing along shapeless black dress,
her head covered by ablack hijab scarf. "Don't laugh,” she said. Her face was as stormy asthe sky
outsde. "Don't you dare laugh, and don't make any jokes. There's nothing funny about it."

| handed her the Makarov and she made it disappear somewhere in the folds of her outfit. "Ready?" |
said, and she nodded. "All right, then." | stood up and dipped the Tokarev into the waistband of my
pants and zipped my black windbreaker halfway up to cover it. | picked up the backpack off the couch
and hooked it over my shoulders and got out my cell phone and keyed it.

Michael answered immediatdy. "Time," | said, and stuck the phone in my pocket and jerked my head
toward the door. "L et'sgo."

Therain wasfairly bucketing down aswe came out the front door of the building. A black cab sat at the
curb. Itslights flashed, twice. "Run,” | said, and we sprinted across the sidewalk.

Michael was ditting behind the whed. He was wearing atweed jacket and a cap instead of hisusual
white getup. He didn't look around, let one make any moveto help, as| wrenched the door open and



we tumbled into the back seat. He put the cab in gear and pulled away from the curb without aword,
while wetried to wipe the rain from our faces. Should have brought an umbrella, | thought, but some
thingsare just too ridiculous.

The storm wasredly hitting its stride as we rolled through the dark streets, gresat white forks of lightning
stabbing down toward the city and thunder blamming and damming away like abombing strike. | sarted
to tell Michadl to convey my thanks, but he didn't seem to bein amood for conversation.

Abdelkader's mosque was located on a crooked one-way street in anorth London neighborhood. His
home wasjust down the street, but according to Michadl's information held be working late tonight in his
officein the rear of the mosgue. There would be a single bodyguard; otherwise, at thishour and in this
wegther, there shouldn't be anyone else around.

Michael stopped the cab in front of the darkened mosque and waited while we jumped out and ran for it.
| headed around the corner of the building at adead run, Lelasplashing adong behind me. By now we
were both drenched to the marrow; lucky if we didn't catch pneumonia, but the storm made unbegtable
Ccover.

A paved walkway ran aong the side of the mosgue, toward the rear, where lights shone through a couple
of windows next to asmall door. | flattened my back against the wall beside the door and nodded to
Lela

She went over and began to pound. | could barely hear her knocking over the boom of the thunder and
the pounding of therain, but no doubt it sounded louder insde. In less than aminute the door opened.

Leilabegan screaming in Arabic, ahigh penetrating wail that cut through the racket of the storm likea
runaway chainsaw. She had her headscarf pulled over the bottom part of her faceto form aveil, but it
didn't muffle her abit. She waved her hands frantically, pointing back up toward the street, the way wed
just come. | couldn't understand aword but the meaning was obvious: come quick, hurry, look—

And amoment later there he was, a husky young man in acamo jacket and afancy skullcap. He stood
there, peering the way she was pointing and trying to shield his eyesfrom therain, while | came up behind
him. The Tokarev made a solid thunk against the sde of hishead and | caught him as he went down.

Lelatook hisfeet and we dragged him inside and shut the door. | checked for a pulse and found one—
| don't know why, | didn't give adamn one way or another — but he was going to be out of the picture a
lot longer than we needed.

Totheleft of the entrance was another door, with asignin Arabic. The handle turned reedily in my left
hand. The room beyond was brightly lit and | blinked involuntarily as | stepped through, holding the
Tokarev ready, into Abdelkader's office.

It was agood-sized place, bigger than it had looked in the pictures, the walls paneled in some sort of
dark wood and hung with prayer rugs and banners with caligraphic inscriptions stitched in gold. At the
far end, behind amassive wooden desk, sat aman in awhite robe and turban. | didn't have any trouble
recognizing him; 1'd been looking at that face for over aweek.

Helooked up; his eyeswent wide. He said something in Arabic, first in a puzzled voice and then an angry
shout. He started to get to hisfeet, fill yeling. Maybe hewas cdling for the guard; maybe he wastelling
meto get the fuck out. | didn't redly care. Histime was up.



| held the Tokarev out in front of me and sighted. | wasjust taking up the dack when therewas aloud
bang and atiny dark spot appeared on the front of the white robe, a couple of inches below where I'd
been aming.

Abdelkader stopped shouting. He stopped moving, and then, after a second or so, he stopped being
aive. You could see it happen; thereis nothing quite like that sudden total dackness. A moment later he
did down behind the desk out of Sght.

Besdeme Lalasaid something | didn't understand. Then, in English, "I'm sorry, Gordon. | couldn't—"

"That'sdl right." | gave her aquick touch on the shoulder. "I should have asked if you wanted to doit.
All right, let'sfinish up.”

| stuck the Tok back in my belt while Leilastepped behind me and unzipped the backpack and got out
the box of CD disks. | went over and switched on the computer on Abdelkader's desk — good
compuiter, latest model Dell; whatever € se the deceased had had against Western civilization, hed
certainly been up on the technology — and put adisk in. The drive hummed and then the screen
displayed thefirst of Christiaan's doctored photos, depicting Abdelkader apparently sodomizing a
dark-haired, scared-looking teenage boy.

| set the box of disks beside the computer. Leilahad already opened the envel ope and scattered the
prints artistically about the desk and floor. She leaned over the desk and dropped a couple on

Abde kader's body and then dug out her hand-written note. She started to put it on the desk but | said,
"Wait." I'd just spotted abig curved Middle Eastern dagger in afancy sheath onthewall.

Lellasaw wherel waslooking. "Oh, yes," she said, and went to get it, while | used the deeve of my
soggy windbreaker to wipe everything I'd touched.

The guard was il limp on the floor of the entrance hall. Leila held the note up to the office door and |
drove the dagger through to pinit in place.

Outsideit was till raining as hard as ever. Aswe reached the street | took out the cell phoneto cal
Michael, but before | could key it the black cab appeared at the curb. Not showed up, appeared, just
like that, without even any beam-me-up-Scotty shimmering. Thistime the back door swung open for us.
"Go," | said aswe piled insde, but Michadl was aready going, snaking down that crooked street and
around the next corner like a Grand Prix driver going for the money lap.

| took Leilas pistol and cleared it and dropped it into the backpack along with mine. "Y ou can dispose
of these, can't you?' | said to Michadl. "Besat them into pruning hooks or whatever."

Then | got out the cell phone again and made acal to Scotland Y ard.

"Outgtanding,” Himsdlf said. "Absolutely brilliant. | couldn't be more pleased.”

We were Stting on the couch in my flat. Or rather Leilaand | were; Himself, of course, waslooking out
a usfrom the laptop screen. Behind him the TV was showing a BBC newscast. The sound was off but it
didn't matter; they weren't saying anything they hadn't ready said at least haf adozen timesthis
morning. Right now the screen showed a picture of Abdelkader's mosgue.

"I wasahit unhappy last night,” he said, "when you left the bodyguard dive. If hed regained
consciousness before the police arrived, he might have ruined things. But no harm done.”



Hesmiled & me. "And I'm definitely going to have to give your friend Christiaan abonus. All those
people viewing those forged photos," he said, "they'll never know they'relooking at the work of an
authentic genius™

Lellasad, "Not everyoneis going to be convinced, you know. A lot of people are smply going to refuse
to believeit." Her mouth quirked ruefully. "I'm afraid we're very good at denid.”

"Likeeveryonedseintheworld,” Himsdf said. "And in fact those things are being said even now.
Al-Jazeerahas dready run severa statements by various prominent persons, denouncing the whole thing
asthework of the CIA, the Isradlis, or both."

He made adismissive gesture. "It doesn't matter. I've gotten what | was after.”

| said, "Just what were you after, if you don't mind my asking? | never did get your angle on this

"Oh, that's smple enough. In that same neighborhood,” Himsdf said, "lessthan akilometer from the
mosque, lives a Syrian family with asixteen-year-old son. The parents are neither religious nor political,
but the boy has been showing signs of interest — attending services now and then, talking with some of
Abdekader's younger followers—" Helooked at Leila. "I'm afraid you'd recognize the pattern all too
wdl."

"Yes" shesad. "Oh, yes."

"And," hesaid, "it couldn't be allowed to go on. Because that boy hasamusica tdent such as| haven't
seen since the young Mozart — even now, he can do thingswith aviolin to make your heart sop — and
it would have been an unspeskable tragedy to let those lunatics destroy him."

"Doyou think it worked?' Lellasaid.

"No doubt about it. Already young Jamd isin agtate of shock at the news," hesaid. "A few reinforcing
images planted in hismind as he degps, and he will never again fed anything but revulsion at the thought
of Abdelkader and dl he stood for."

| said, "I'm ason of abitch."

"l won't argue the point. But in this case you did atruly worthy thing. And now," Himsdlf said, "'l have
pressing businessto attend to, so I'll leave you to yourselves. I'll be in touch, though. Quite soon.”

The screen went dark. | flipped the laptop shut and turned to face Lella. "Well," | said, "what do you
want to do now?"

"What now?"' Her voice and face had gone blegk. "Now," she said, "we say goodbye."

| opened my mouith to protest but sheraised ahand. "No, please. Thelonger we're together, the harder
it'sgoing to beto end it. Even one more day together — let done another night—"

She shook her head. "Redlity time," shesaid. "It'sover.”

"It doesn't haveto be." | looked at her, wanting badly to reach out to her but knowing shed pull away.
"Asfar as|'m concerned it doesn't ever haveto be."

"A pretty thing to say. Maybe you even mean it. But it wouldn't work," she said. "It couldn't. Thishas
been an unusua assgnment for me, you know. Mogt of thetime | have to operate in communities where



you would never blend in — where you'd probably be killed — and anyway | couldn't do my job with
you dong. And you've got your own work to do, too."

"We could ask Himsdf to release us from our contracts.”
"And we could ask the sun to rise in the west. Don't talk nonsense,” she said angrily. ™Y ou know better."

Shewasright, of course. For al the witty urbane persona, Himsalf was till who hewas, and his
contracts had extremely serious pendty clauses. People didn't make deals with him and then back out
when they redized they'd made amistake. If they could, where would he be?

She stood up. "I've dready packed my things. Please, Gordon," she said, "if you carefor me at dl, don't
try to stop me."

| watched as she went into the bedroom and came back carrying her bag and her coat. | got up and
followed her to the door. She turned and looked up at me and | raised a hand toward her face, but she
said, "No, please. If you touch me | may not be able to do thisat all. Goodbye, Gordon," she said. "Take
care of yoursdf."

"Goodbye, Leila" | said.

After the door closed behind her | stood there for afew minutes tasting those last two wordsin my
mouth, knowing at last what the trapped wolf tastes when he chews off hisown leg.

That afternoon | took a cab out to Heathrow and sat for a couple of hours waiting for my plane, watching
all the people who knew where they were going.



