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For Laura

R
ob Tyler wanted a beer, but he was working and on a point of principle he never drank on the job. He was sitting in a house in Queens, about ten miles from the towering skyscrapers of Manhattan. The house was in a quiet cul-de-sac, and probably worth a couple of million dollars. Three bedrooms, a nice yard, a garage easily big enough for two cars and a hot tub on a terrace leading off the main bedroom. He was sitting on an Italian sofa and on the marble coffee table in front of him was the rope that Tyler would use to hang the man who was expected home at any moment.

Tyler was dressed for murder. He was wearing white forensic overalls, paper covers over his shoes, and a shower cap. There were blue latex gloves on his hands, and in the kitchen was a black garbage bag into which he’d put all the protective clothing once the job was finished. The job specifications had been clear. The man was to be killed by hanging and everything had to point to suicide. That didn’t necessarily mean a note – it was a fallacy that all suicides left a note before killing themselves – but it did mean that the marks on his neck would have to be consistent with hanging and there would have to be rope fibres on his hands. Tyler had already selected the perfect spot for the hanging – the bannisters around the main hall would do just fine.

Tyler had carried out more than a dozen killings that had looked like suicides. Hanging was the most popular but he had also slit the wrists of a woman in a bath and had done a couple of overdoses. Overdoses were messy. The best way was to force a liquid down the victim’s throat with a large syringe and then follow up with tablets when they were unconscious. The overdoses were two-man jobs, Tyler doubted that one man could do it on his own. He’d done hangings on his own but this time the job had been assigned to two contractors. Tyler wasn’t overjoyed at working with another contractor, especially one he hadn’t worked with before, but the woman seemed professional. She’d said her name was Leila and was vague about where she’d come from and hadn’t given much away. She was pretty, with mahogany brown skin and the blackest eyes he’d ever seen, short, curly hair and a body that wouldn’t quit. She was wearing high heels and a short skirt that showed off a pair of awesome legs and a low-cut top with a cleavage that he couldn’t stop looking at. From her dark skin and hair Tyler suspected Guatemala or Nicaragua but her accent was a puzzle. Her English was perfect but her accent was slightly off, as if she’d been born overseas. He’d tried speaking to her in Spanish but she hadn’t replied. Tyler assumed she’d been hired because of her looks – she was the perfect honey for a honey trap.

Leila had made contact with the target and had been to the house with him the previous night. The target was divorced, she said, and had jumped at the chance of getting between her legs. He’d been so enamoured that he hadn’t realised she had copied his key and noted the burglar alarm code.

Now they were in the house and waiting for him to return. It was seven in the evening and they had been inside for the best part of four hours. Tyler had jokingly suggested that they visit the bedroom to pass the time but she had smiled sarcastically and said that he wasn’t her type. Tyler wondered if that were true. He was a little over six feet and was in the best physical condition of his life, better even than when he’d been in Delta Force. He wondered if it was worth trying again, after the target was dead. Killing could be the ultimate aphrodisiac, with the right kind of girl. He realised he was staring at her breasts again and that she was looking at him. He smiled and looked away.

‘How long have you known Mercier?’ he asked.

Mercier had hired them for the job. Tyler was getting a hundred grand for the gig. He didn’t know how much the girl was being paid. He’d be doing most of the work. As soon as the target turned up, the girl would cover him with her gun. He’d already brought a quilt down from upstairs and laid it behind the sofa. He’d wrap the target with the quilt and then place the noose around his neck and pull it tight until he was dead. That way there would be no signs of a struggle. Once the target was dead it would be easy enough to attach the rope to the bannister and set the scene. Tyler had already selected a dining-room chair. He would put the target’s fingerprints on the back and make it look as if the chair had fallen to the side.

‘A couple of years.’

‘Done many jobs for him?’

‘A few.’

‘Anything I might have heard of?’

She tilted her head on one side and scrutinised him with her jet black eyes. ‘Do you always ask this many questions?’

‘I’m just curious.’

‘Well you know what curiosity did to the cat.’ She checked the action of her gun.

‘You do that a lot,’ said Tyler. ‘Check your gun.’

‘I like to be sure,’ she said.

‘You always use a Glock?’

‘For close-up work, sure. You can’t go wrong with a Glock. Plus there’s a lot of them about so they’re harder to track down.’

‘They kick their cartridges everywhere though.’

‘If you dump the gun, that’s not an issue.’ She shrugged. ‘Horses for courses.’

Tyler nodded. ‘And what did they tell you about me?’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘Not much.’

‘And you didn’t ask?’

‘Why would I ask?’

‘Not curious?’

She laughed. ‘You’re the curious one, Robert. I don’t have a curious bone in my body.’

‘But when they said there’d be two people on the job, didn’t you ask for details?’

She shook her head. ‘No.’ She tilted her head on one side again and fixed him with her eyes. ‘You asked about me?’

‘Of course,’ said Tyler.

‘And Mercier told you?’

‘He just said that you were very pretty and I should keep my cock in my pants.’

‘Good advice,’ she said. ‘That’s all he told you?’

‘Why, does that worry you?’

‘I’d have hoped there would have been some sort of confidentiality. I wouldn’t want an employer to start giving out my personal information to a …’

‘Stranger? But I’m not a stranger. I’ve worked with Jules for many years. And it’s not as if he gave me your real name. Other than that he told me nothing.’

She walked over to the window and looked down at the street, then at her watch. ‘So what do you want to know, Rob?’ She reached into her pocket and took out a bulbous suppressor and screwed it into the barrel of her Glock as she continued to look down into the street.

Tyler shrugged. ‘You’re a pro, that’s obvious. But you’re young. What are you? Twenty-one? Twenty-two?’

She smiled. ‘Twenty-four.’

‘That’s still young. How did you get the experience?’

‘Israeli Army,’ she said. ‘Signed up at eighteen.’

‘You’re Israeli?’

‘My parents moved there before I was born.’

‘So you’re Jewish?’

‘Is that a problem?’

Tyler laughed. ‘Of course not. Wow, I wouldn’t have put you down as a former soldier.’

‘It’s compulsory in Israel, national service for everyone. Three years for men, two years for women. But only half go into the military. And a lot of kids duck it if they can. But I enlisted. I wanted to serve.’

‘And you got a taste for it?’

‘For what?’

‘Combat?’

‘There wasn’t much combat. But there was a lot of training. Then I joined Mossad. The Israeli equivalent of the CIA.’

‘What did you do for them?’

‘That’s classified. But between you and me, pretty much the same as I’m doing today.’

‘You were a government assassin?’

She smiled tightly. ‘Like I said, it’s classified.’

‘And now you do it for money?’

She nodded. ‘A lot of money. And you were what? A Navy Seal?’

‘Delta Force,’ said Tyler.

‘Were you one of the ones that got Bin Laden?’

‘I’d gone private before then,’ said Tyler.

‘How many jobs have you done?’

‘In total? A couple of dozen.’

‘You don’t know for sure?’
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