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Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, Who changed the truth of God into a lie, and worshipped and served the creature more than the Creator

– Romans i, 22, 25, King James Bible
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ONE
A Highway

The first round hit the engine block. A hood covered my face, but they hadn’t bothered with headphones this time. I heard and felt the old petrol monster die, its V8 thrum replaced by tyres screaming as we drifted into the median of whatever road we were on.

When we came to a stop I could hear only two voices. The man in the front passenger seat was reporting to someone over a phone while the other to my right returned fire with a SAW light machine gun. The driver was probably dead, killed by the same weapon that had brought down the vehicle.

The SUV’s interior and the hood over my face made it impossible to separate the gunfire. It seemed to come from all around us, the opposing fire pebbles thrown by an angry child when they hit the SUV’s bodywork. There were still hostiles out there, but maybe they weren’t hostile to me.

‘Assailants unknown,’ the man in front said into his phone. ‘Request immediate reinforcements.’

An explosion jammed its hand into my chest and then imposed silence. Ringing ears, confusion. The drugs hadn’t quite worn off yet. I thought about running, but the chains hadn’t gone anywhere. I was still alive, so I waited. If a bullet was coming, now would be the time.

The door across from me opened. I felt a hand, and then I was looking at a man wearing a ski mask, surgical gloves, chinos and an aquamarine golf shirt. His rifle was on his shoulder, at rest safe in the knowledge that everyone in the truck’s interior was restrained or dead. Behind him was the desert – not the clean sand of a movie, but an arid expanse of little flora, a seabed minus the water – and beyond that what appeared to my disoriented eye both a rising and a setting sun.

The man put a light in my eyes and seemed satisfied with the way the pupils dilated. His own were a faded brown, determined to tell me nothing. The man didn’t climb into the SUV; instead he unlocked my chains and shoved aside the corpse so I could get out. My late captor had been ventilated through the door he was firing from, some bullets meant for him coming to rest in the seat beside my head.

I climbed out, legs unsteady from the shot they’d given me and long periods of enforced idleness. There were four other men in the same uniform as my rescuer, an office that had decided to shoot up traffic as a team-building exercise. Three cars waited for them on the opposite side of the road. The other men stood a little apart and waited for their leader to finish with me.

‘Are you Felix Strange?’ the leader said.

I stared at him, and it wasn’t because the man had spoken in Hebrew. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had used my real name.

‘Is that your name?’ he said, switching to English.

I nodded.

He pressed a key into my hand and pointed at a motel in the distance. The man turned away and rejoined his subordinates before I had a chance to ask for a ride. I could see them putting their surgical gloves into a single plastic bag, to be destroyed along with the masks when I was out of sight. After the guns went the same way, they’d be another collection of nameless faces.

I began to walk. The motel was about a mile down the highway. I dragged my lead feet along the pebbled shoulder and noticed the lack of cars in both directions. The sun was brighter than I remembered, the light almost alien. The wind made up for it. It was a tepid breeze that could only be felt if you paid attention, but it was real, honest-to-God wind, not air filtered through the guts of a machine. I wondered where I was, which country, how long I’d been there – here.

After a while, I could see a sign identifying the buildings I was aiming for as the ‘Restful Slumber Motel’. The embossed plastic keychain said someone had reserved number nine.

I walked.

A parking lot encircled the motel like a moat. Past it was a veranda that connected the buildings; tile, stucco and sharp-edged plants from a thirsty climate. If someone in the office saw me, they didn’t come out to say hello.

I opened the door expecting a thrown-fist or guns-drawn welcome, but the room was empty. There was a double bed, nightstand, and a wardrobe built into the wall. On the nightstand was a phone and an old flip calendar. I laid it face-down, not yet able to believe that I had been gone so long.

A shoulder holster was draped over the coat rack beside the wardrobe. Resting inside was a forty-five pistol with the serial number burned off. I felt the weight and checked the action. It wasn’t mine, but it would do.

In the wardrobe were two pressed white shirts, half a dozen ties of varying taste, and one dark suit. In a pocket of the jacket were car keys and a roll of hundreds of respectable size. In the other was my medication, pills red, green and blue. The only thing my benefactor had forgotten was a decent hat.

The last item in the room lay on the bed in plain sight. It was the picture of Iris, the only one I’d ever had. It was from just after she’d dragged herself from the streets, long before I knew her, when the scars of a short misspent life were still fresh.

I sat on the bed. The cover was chenille. I pinched it between my fingers and thought of her. When I closed my eyes, I didn’t see the girl in the photograph, but the woman I’d first seen in New York turning heads and disrupting traffic. Iris had worn a tan trenchcoat and her dark hair long. At the time she’d worn sunglasses, but I’d rubbed those out and replaced them with her beautiful grey eyes.

I was a private investigator at the time, and Iris a spy for a bunch of deranged moral hypocrites. I’d tailed her around Chinatown and then chased her halfway across Central Park before I even knew her name. It was complicated, then almost as much as now.

The photograph was rough around the edges, one corner smudged by my hand. I’d rubbed it between my thumb and forefinger for what now seemed like my entire life, hoping it would grant wishes I knew wouldn’t come true. I turned the picture over, then thought better of it and placed it in my inside pocket. Someone wanted me angry.

Fisher Partners – the for-profit secret police whose guest I’d been until recently – would be responding to their dead employees’ calls for help. They wouldn’t search this place for a while. The reasonable assumption was that I’d been whisked away, not forced to walk a fucking mile of highway. I could linger for a while in room number nine.

Iris had written me a note before she was kidnapped by Fisher Partners’ man in New York, Peter Stonebridge. I hadn’t managed to return the favour, occupied as I was trying to kill everyone involved, especially the man known as the Corinthian. They still had her, somewhere, but now was a good time to write some things down before my second chance ended with handcuffs or a loaded gun.

I wanted to try to explain to her what had happened, how I’d gone from being a shamus in New York to what I’d become. The hotel’s complimentary pad didn’t look like it had enough paper for that, but I picked up the branded Biro next to it and started anyway.

[image: image]

The phone rang. I drew my new forty-five in its direction before I realized I was being an idiot. The phone kept ringing. I put it to my ear.

‘This is Jefferson,’ said a voice I’d never heard before. ‘We have work to do.’


TWO
Eden Hotel and Casino, Babylon, Nevada

Three years earlier

I came to Las Vegas to kill a man. It was my bad luck that he was the owner of this hotel and proprietor of a criminal empire. I comforted myself with the thought that, as powerful as the Corinthian was, his enemies were even worse than mine.

‘Bust,’ the dealer said, just as I sat down at the table. The schmuck to whom the bad news was directed – a portly Malaysian man in track wear, sweat on his brow from the exertion of losing money – gave me the stinkeye like I’d brought his bad luck with me. I considered it a fair trade for the gift of his stupefying BO.

The Eden was the newest, most opulent casino in Babylon. The whole building was based around the biblical story from which its name had been lifted: earth tones covered the walls and the paths between the tables decorated with foliage that was surprisingly real. I wouldn’t have thought that the first, unspoiled home of humankind would be a natural environment for games of chance, but it was a probably a mistake to think anyone even noted the decor on their way to the tables.

Las Vegas had been a serious problem for the rulers of America. As fundamentalist Christians supposedly laying the groundwork for Christ’s return, the Elders weren’t big on gambling as a pastime. They’d taken the dice out of board games years ago, and possession of a set of poker chips still carried a fine.

The Elders’ movement, the Revivalists, insisted that gambling broke up families, distracted people from their Christian mission, and was clearly forbidden by scripture. The problem was that the Elders needed currency, and convincing people to fork out for the privilege of watching blinking lights and spinning wheels was an easy way to raise it.

The circle was squared by creating the legal no-man’s-land I was currently standing in. The Elders had carved out the heart of Las Vegas – taken the Strip and enough of the surrounding streets to include McCarran airport – and turned it into a reservation of sin. They’d christened it the Las Vegas Special Economic Zone, but everyone knew it as Babylon.

American citizens were forbidden from trying their luck at the tables, but foreigners were encouraged in every possible way to endanger their immortal souls. The rules were a fig leaf to shield the Revivalists and their Elder masters from obvious charges of hypocrisy. It also justified direct administration by the federal government, so it wouldn’t have to share the tourist dollars with the city and the state.

The Revivalists had surprised everyone with how much sin they’d pushed to the margins with a quiet word and a gun. Maybe that was the real reason the Elders had created Babylon. There could be no madonnas without whores or faithful without heathens, and here in Babylon were walking, talking examples of the latter. To have the belief wasn’t enough; only opposition from some force, however nebulous, made the feeling real.

More likely it was just the fucking money.

The name on the driver’s licence in my pocket said Peter Braithwaite. I wouldn’t use my old name now, even if I could. I’d buried Felix Strange in New York City. It was the only place he belonged.

I played a few hands and was up fifty bucks by accident. The five dollar table had a good view of my real interest: the casino’s VIP elevator. It was the only way up to the suites, and from there to the penthouse and the Corinthian. Two heavies guarded it at all hours, and the approaches were covered by half a dozen cameras that I could see. After that I’d need a key.

The upstairs was a big blank on the map in my head. I’d hung around the all-night bars where the help went to get away from the tourists, pretended I was one of the many no-hopers looking for work. The busboys, valets and cleaners I’d spoken to kept omertà to a man. They might know their employer’s pedigree, but it was more likely they were just desperate to keep one of the few decent jobs left in the country.

I’d figured it would be possible to take him on the outside, even if he was surrounded by his usual entourage of bodyguards. If I could see the cars they used, get a sense of his security detail’s order of battle, maybe I could do the job with a home-made ticket to Kingdom Come. I’d spent a week playing with my small fortune, gambling just enough to be inconspicuous while I waited for the Corinthian to come out of his tower. He hadn’t obliged me once, and I suspected that he’d gone Howard Hughes since his luck had turned. If the Corinthian did leave the penthouse, it was through secret paths known only to him.

The final insult was that Babylon was the only place in the United States that prohibited guns except by special licence. It went without saying that the Corinthian’s men would have that piece of paper next to their sidearms. Right now my arsenal consisted of a roll of quarters and a steak knife someone had left unattended.

I decided to cash out before my luck changed. To get to the cashier, the management had made sure I crossed half the casino floor, ignoring the temptations of roulette, black jack, craps, pai gow and a dozen other games I didn’t recognize. Between the cashier and the front door were ranks upon ranks of slot machines, a terracotta army of one-armed bandits. They were less profitable now that Grandma couldn’t get to them by bus.

I went outside to get the casino out of my head so Babylon could fill it with a different kind of noise. After the zone had been created, they’d ripped down the giant screens that once hung over Mott Street and installed them here. The elaborate light shows set to music condemned the Strip to live an eternal, neon twilight. I had trouble believing the sunlight was real, even in the middle of the afternoon.

In the distance was one of Babylon’s entry points. Tourists flew into McCarran, stayed long enough to lose more than they could afford, then flew back out the same way. The land entries were for Babylon’s workforce, desperate Mexicans mostly replaced by desperate Americans willing to work in a paradise free of unions and labour rules. Every day they filed past Babylon rent-a-cops who checked their work IDs with the warmth of East German border guards.

You could buy an employee badge for around a hundred bucks. If actual police had been manning the checkpoints, they might have noticed that there was a ratio of about five IDs to every job. It was almost as if the incompetence was deliberate.

Merrymakers packed every inch of pavement around me, chattering and drinking from souvenir glasses made for giants. They wore souvenir T-shirts to match the glasses, tube tops, jeans and whatever else was comfortable. The Strip had always had pretensions to class, as long as it didn’t cost them money. The Eden encouraged its guests to dress up in the evening, but that didn’t mean they turned away the shorts-clad sea of humanity coming through the front door.

They were just average Joes looking for nothing more than a good time, and maybe that was why I couldn’t stand them. I was the only man in Babylon not interested in drawing a pay cheque or throwing it away. I suppose you could say I was self-employed, though what they said about lawyers representing themselves was just as true for private detectives.

By the third day I’d decided that this is what the end of the world would look like. There would be no great prayer vigils, the smug chosen looking down on the universe’s end from their skybox in heaven. People would flock to temples of pleasure, not wisdom, for one last turn on the fiddle while the world burned.

I thought I’d seen Iris a few times in Babylon, the back of a head in the crowd, a glimpse I could never turn fast enough to see. The illusion hadn’t lasted very long. The few dames making an effort couldn’t steal a mark on her elegance, and were I to question every one who passed by for the next hundred years I wouldn’t find one with her humour, courage or gift for infuriating me. The only good part of this Wurlitzer for sex fiends and the maths-illiterate was that its cacophony stopped me from hearing her voice – as I had on the way here when the train had passed through particularly desolate country – whispering at my shoulder, pleading with me to tell her where she was.

My wandering took me, as it always did, to the New York New York Casino and another nightly episode of masochism. The Manhattan skyline had been rebuilt into a false-front stage set, complete with rollercoaster. They’d turned the greatest city in the world into a cross between a model village and an amusement park, all for the glorious purpose of separating people from their money. It would save everyone a lot of time if the casinos just turned everyone upside-down and shook out their pockets as soon as they hit the front door, but I guess that approach would affect repeat business.

I walked through an entrance built like the ones at Grand Central, the only part of that august terminal they’d chosen to rip off. Inside the genuine article, between tracks twenty-six and -seven, was a wall of the missing: names and faces of people who had gone out one day and never come back. These weren’t runaways or custody battles but the ‘clients’ of Fisher Partners, detained or killed for the Elders on a contract basis. Each Elder had a financial stake in the company. The more people they ordered disappeared, the more money they made for themselves and the company’s director, General Simeon Glass, US Army, retired. Had some brave soul re-created the memorial here, the foreign clientele wouldn’t have even understood what it meant.

Every minute I spent in this simulacrum of a city stole a little of my true memory. These fun house streets were pushing aside my recollection of the real, living thing, a concrete dance floor on which a pas de ten million was enacted to music that never stopped. Another week here and the only thing left in my head from more than a decade in New York would be stock photos of the Brooklyn Bridge.

I swallowed my medication and chased it with a New York microbrew that was my only indulgence. I’d been cautious about taking my pills in public for the first few days I’d been here, until I saw a man blowing luck on a pair of dice from his oxygen tank. I’d had another seizure a few days ago, woke up sweating and confused in my little hotel room. It was pure luck that it had happened while I was inside. The next attack could be at one of the tables, or out on the Strip.

My days here in Babylon were the shrinking eye of a coming storm. Sooner or later what I’d run from in New York would catch up with me. I could only hope that the Corinthian would emerge from his tower before that happened. I couldn’t find Iris or reach Glass alone, but there were others debts I intended to pay while I was still able.

When the beer and my appetite for self-flagellation were both exhausted, I returned to the Strip. A gang of touts worked both sides of the Strip’s pavements. They handed out escort cards, shuffling them against their palm when sticking them in people’s faces wasn’t deemed annoying enough. I found it a little shocking, just for the novelty of seeing it done on an American street. I ran the gauntlet, hands in my pockets, mind on other things.

I was outside the Bellagio when I realized there was something in my breast pocket. I thought one of the touts had slipped a card inside, and had half a mind to go back and explain a few things about personal space until I dug out the offending article. It wasn’t a card at all, but a ticket to a performance by comedian Ricky Mann at the Luxor that started in two hours.

Someone wanted to say hello.


THREE
The Luxor, Babylon, Nevada

The Luxor’s Blue Room was built ten years ago to look like it had already been there for fifty more, a cash-in on the retro craze that had swept the Strip since it became Babylon. Booths of dark purple leather were arranged in a semicircle, candles on the tables so people could see their dates. An old-fashioned condenser mic stood alone on the raised white parquet stage. It was mostly for atmosphere, since there would be only one man on stage tonight. Cocktail waitresses navigated the narrow channels between the booths, switching on their smiles whenever instinct sensed proximity to a tip.

I cast my eye over the nearly full room. Most of the people I could see I discounted immediately: foreign tourists, too soft and content to have anything to do with a person like me. They held hands across the tables, in intense and distracted ways, waiting for the show to start. Some proffered cameras to the waitresses so the night could be preserved and carried home. These couples had so many shared memories they needed records to keep track of them, a problem I wished I had. The whole scene was a little maudlin, but schmaltz, like adversity, was easier to take when you were with someone you loved.

I still didn’t have a weapon worth the name, but I doubted the invitation had come from Fisher Partners. They wouldn’t have bothered with the subterfuge. Time is money, and theirs could be better spent murdering or kidnapping others for profit.

I had only one good friend, and he was on the wrong side of the Atlantic. Benny and I had served in the Airborne together in Tehran. After the war we both ended up in New York, Benny as an agent of the FBI, me as a private investigator. The sickness I came back with meant the only person who would employ me was myself. Now Benny was gone, a political refugee hiding out with his family in Israel. His name was on a Fisher Partners list, just like mine.

I’d covered my trail from New York to here: switching trains, driving rental cars, always paying cash. Anyone following me would have thought I was running for the border. That was the trail I’d wanted them to follow, but maybe I hadn’t arranged the breadcrumbs as deftly as I’d thought. I was having trouble seeing clearly these days.

A man waiting in one of the booths was weathering his forties with more than the usual style. He wore a linen suit of enviable cut and had managed to hold on to all of his hair. The man was fit rather than strong, a body developed by exertions as a youth and kept during the intervening years by an act of will. His skin was an olive darker than the tablecloth, his eyes as grey and expressive as concrete. They settled on me for less than a second with a sort of calculated blankness that I recognized.

Before he left, Benny had told me about a friend of his in Israeli intelligence who was working in America. He went by the codename Gideon. I hoped that was who I was looking at. Otherwise I was going to need that steak knife after all.

I walked over, dodging waitresses unbalanced by drink trays and their measurements. The man showed no awareness of my approach other than watching the empty stage at an angle that kept me in his peripheral vision. His fingers hovered over a malt whiskey, with another set aside for the empty seat. I doubted he was expecting the prophet Elijah. I couldn’t see a gun, but then again I couldn’t see under the table. I sat down anyway.

The man raised his glass, and before it returned to the table a pack of Lucky Strikes torn in half had appeared on its surface, exactly halfway between us. I added the half Benny had given me. They were a perfect fit.

‘Gideon, I presume?’

‘The legendary Felix Strange.’

‘You do realize that in order for someone to be legendary, they have to be dead first?’

‘Benny said you were a ray of sunshine.’

Gideon nudged the untouched drink towards me with a finger.

‘It should be your brand.’

I took a sip. It was.

A wave of applause rolled over the audience as Ricky Mann took the stage. Born Richard Mankiewicz, the name had been changed for the sake of the marquee, not to hide his obvious Semitic heritage. His hair was a burning bush – red and brown in a thick tangle – and he had the stubble to match. The hair gave him a few inches of height he badly needed, but that small body projected enough energy to power all the lights in the building.

‘How’s everybody doing tonight?’

Mann pretended to play with the microphone while he took a bead on his audience.

‘Man, am I glad to be home. Well, almost home. You’d think this would be the first place our Dear Leaders would have ploughed under and sown with salt. Instead I’m playing three shows a week in this fucking zoo.’

On being compared to animals, the audience burst into a chorus of whistles and self-congratulatory applause.

‘Benny says Shalom by the way,’ Gideon said.

‘I doubt those were his exact words.’

‘ “Tell that schlemiel to get his ass out of the country before I go back and kick it out myself,” or words to that effect.’

‘He’s safe?’

‘He and his family are firmly in our bosom.’

‘Do your American counterparts know?’

‘Even a married couple keep secrets from one another.’

Our marriage with Israel was starting to look more like a suicide pact. Gideon wouldn’t be sitting with me unless some people in the Holy Land had the same idea.

‘And Cassandra?’

Cassandra was a retiree from the now-defunct CIA. Benny and I had smuggled her out of the country so she could tell the world what Fisher Partners was up to. Now that I’d met Gideon, I was getting pretty sick of all these codenames. Only spies and pop stars thought having a single name was a good idea. Benny was different; I knew his surname but never used it by mutual agreement.

‘She’s in Europe somewhere, singing as loud as she can,’ Gideon said. ‘The world intelligence community is currently running around like frightened children. They spend half their time gossiping about how deeply other agencies were involved and the other half terrified that their cooperation will be exposed. The Brits are particularly worried; I hear the streets in Vauxhall Cross smell of panic urine, but I don’t know how you’d tell the difference.’

‘Do you think it will make a difference?’

‘As a Chinese official once said about the French Revolution: “It’s too soon to tell.” Everyone’s holding American agencies at arm’s-length for now.’

The Israelis had never really liked the Elders, considering they believed that all Jews were destined for conversion or annihilation during the Second Coming. What mattered was that the Elders were willing to expend an unlimited amount of American blood and treasure to help the settlers realize their dream of colonizing Judea and Samaria. It was the most cynical of alliances, but one that had worked until recently.

‘It’s a funny thing for the Mossad to do,’ I said, ‘help drive a shiv into the back of their only ally.’

‘I guess it depends on how you look at it.’

I waited. Gideon didn’t continue. Instead he pretended to give his full attention to the stage.

‘I gotta tell you, when I was younger, I didn’t pay much attention to politics,’ Mann was saying on stage. ‘I thought Adamson was a power tool, not the President. So when I got a call from the government about the Holy Land, I thought I’d won some kind of contest.’

Ricky had been one of many celebrities who had finally made good on their oft-repeated threats to leave the country. In his case it had been more out of necessity than pique. Bits like the one he’d just started had scientifically proven that the Elders lacked a sense of humour.

‘How did you know I was here?’

Gideon sighed. ‘Couldn’t we just skip this bit? It’s fucking tedious.’

‘Humour me.’

Gideon warmed himself against the impending boredom with the last of his drink.

‘You aren’t the reason I’m here. One of our people happened to spot you feeling sorry for yourself.’

‘They tried to sell me on the Settlements like they were a Florida timeshare: great views! Great deals! All you can eat shrapnel!’ Mann said. ‘When the guy threw in free travel, I knew something was up. When the nice Gentile says get on the free train, Jews have learned to be a little sceptical.’

‘If I’m not the reason,’ I said, ‘then why are you here?’

‘If you mean this quasi-federal whatsit, I should be asking you that question. We’ve been in Babylon a hell of a lot longer than you have. If you’re asking why I’m in this chair, then the answer is I’m meeting a new friend for the sake of an old one. Benny said we would get along: mutual friends, mutual interests …’

There it was. Gideon’s fan dance was finally getting to a point.

‘You have an intimidating CV, Strange,’ he continued. It was obvious he meant it was intimidating because the accomplishments that impressed him also scared the hell out of people. ‘I didn’t quite believe Benny’s stories about you until I’d checked them out myself. I know only five men who could pull off what you did, and you’d have to catch two of them on the best day of their lives. Where have you been hiding all these years?’

‘If you touch me under the table, I’ll scream.’

Gideon laughed. ‘We both know what you told Benny, about going to find this woman, was a white lie to make him feel better. You aren’t naive enough to think you can actually find Iris.’

The name still hurt, and Gideon would know that. He was sounding the depths of my hatred, seeing what I was capable of. Whatever he had in mind for me was neither intelligent nor safe, but probably no worse than what I had planned for myself.

‘And what, exactly, is our shared interest?’

‘The Corinthian,’ Gideon said. ‘You want to kill him, and we want him dead.’

‘The Revivalist pencil-neck called me selfish,’ Ricky was saying up on stage. ‘Yeah, I guess it is really self-centred, not wanting to move to a different country. It’s incredibly fucking uncharitable for me not to play my part in the end of the world.’

Gideon’s statement was unusually forthright for a member of the intelligence community. There was no talk of ‘liquidation’, ‘wetwork’ or other euphemisms.

‘Why is Israeli intelligence so interested in killing the Corinthian?’

Gideon shrugged. ‘When it comes to that man, there are so many reasons you can choose one for me.’

‘Seriously, though, I’m excited as hell about the Rapture. Have you heard about this?’ Mann said to the audience. ‘You people live in sane countries, so I can’t be sure. When I talked about this in Amsterdam, they thought it was some kind of sex toy.

‘The Rapture is when all the believers are lifted up to heaven – a miracle in itself; have you seen the size of these people? All the good Christians, not those Catholics or whoever, get a free space ride to heaven just before all hell breaks loose. I don’t know about you, but seven years of murder and natural disaster might be worth it to get these fucking people off my back.’

I stared at Gideon and he stared back, completely unconcerned. This point was not negotiable: I’d never know the Mossad’s real interest in this whether I rose from the table or not.

‘So how’s the assassination going?’ he finally asked, as if I were trimming wisteria.

I related my various strategies to Gideon. Plan A had been the aborted mission to catch the Corinthian on the road. Plan B involved the other VIPs. A Russian oligarch, a Vietnamese tchockte baron and the dissolute son of a Cypriot shipping magnate were the current occupants of the Adam, Eve and Presidential suites, respectively. The oligarch would be protected to the hilt: he was Russian, rich and still alive. The Vietnamese entrepreneur lived at the craps table, so that left the prodigal son and his exhausted security. I considered waiting for the right strip club, sticking a gun in his face and explaining a few things, but even if that got me into the elevator the advantage of surprise and chutzpah wouldn’t last long. I had a plan C in the works, but it hadn’t developed beyond the need for high explosives.

‘They are creative, I’ll give you that.’

‘Improvisation is one of my specialities.’

‘You can’t just kill your way to him. The place is bum rush proof.’

‘Yeah, well, when you’re a hammer everything looks like a nail.’

A waitress with an improbable bosom appeared. Gideon ordered another round and tried not to stare into the abyss of décolleté in front of him.

‘Do you think there’s some kind of bylaw that mandates necklines be so low around here?’

‘Las Vegas tradition isn’t legally binding, but it might as well be.’

‘Sometimes I think the Rapture is already happening,’ Ricky was saying. ‘I must be wrong, there are so many assholes still here. But you know, friends of mine who stuck around, some of them are just gone. No warning, no note to the wife and kids, nothing. They weren’t the people who were supposed to go. It’s almost a Rapture in reverse. All these people I knew – know, for years, one day they’re just gone.’

The audience wasn’t sure where Mann was going, but the subject matter was interesting enough to distract Gideon and me from our conversation. Everyone stared at Mann, riveted even if they didn’t know why. They could only sense what Gideon and I knew: we were watching a man covered in petrol threatening to play with matches.

I hadn’t been able to see the two men sitting at a booth near the stage when I first scanned the room. Their hair was cut short, and they dressed badly in a way that deviated from the tourist norm: cheap suits, white socks over scuffed shoes. They must be the plain-clothes department of the private security firm that policed Babylon. There were no real cops here, and it wouldn’t be worth a Fisherman’s time.

The Elders permitted a greater amount of freedom in Babylon than they did anywhere else. It was in their interest to pretend to the world that the First Amendment still applied. They might tolerate flesh and blasphemy, but the legal fiction that created this place hadn’t made their skins one iota thicker. In case anyone was tempted to have too much fun at their expense, the Elders had paid men to sit here and remind performers who ran the country, and what they were capable of.

Ricky Mann knew who they were; he would have clocked them the first time he looked the room over. His eyes swept the audience again, but Mann was seeing something else. Maybe it was the person whose recent disappearance had left an open wound. I wondered if it was as deep as my own, and what he was willing to do to distract himself from the pain.

It was just as likely Mann was imagining what he would lose if he lay in the bed he’d been making on stage. The Revivalists would probably let him leave, but they’d make sure he never came back, and God help anyone left behind. Mann looked in the thugs’ direction, and nailed them to the leather with his best showbiz smile.

‘I guess I’m lucky they’re all disappearing. I like my friends, don’t get me wrong, but I owe most of them money.’

The audience felt they could laugh, now that Mann was back on recognizable ground. He looked at the floor and smiled to himself, though it was a smile in name only. ‘Yeah, lucky, that’s what I am.’ Then he looked up and went on with his set.

‘A friend of mine in MI6 recommended Mann,’ Gideon said. ‘I had no idea he’d be so interesting. Do you think they’ll retaliate?’

‘I doubt it. He knuckled under in the end.’

The sum total of Gideon’s reaction seemed to be bemusement.

‘Now where were we?’

Before Mann had intervened, Gideon and I had reached a new stage of the courtship. He’d shot down my plans to kill the Corinthian, and we both knew I was going to ask what he had in mind eventually. A silent minute with my new whiskey was a way for both of us to pretend I still had some dignity left.

‘I assume you have a plan.’

‘Well,’ Gideon said, unable to feign reluctance as well as I’d expected, ‘we have half a plan, maybe two-thirds. Due to unforeseen circumstances, we are missing our shooter.’

‘What happened to your original triggerman?’

Gideon looked like he was about to give me another non-denial, but then thought better of it.

‘He was killed before he could enter the country. Long story, none of which I’m going to tell you. You have my word his death had nothing to do with this operation. He was a friend of mine and a damn good soldier, but prey to lady luck as all of us are.’

I had Gideon’s word. I was about to find out how much it was worth.

‘Give me the outline.’

‘In two days the Strip will be celebrating the late President Adamson’s birthday. The Elders lack the mental flexibility to see the irony, so they take it as a compliment.’

‘And?’

‘The streets will be full of drunk conventioneers using it as an excuse to get high, sideways and loop-de-loop. Babylon’s tin stars will have their hands full. Response times will degrade.’

‘That won’t get me upstairs.’

‘Getting up is easier than you’d think; it’s getting back down that’s the problem.’

‘Are you saying it’s a suicide mission?’

‘Suicide. Now there’s an ugly word to throw into a friendly conversation. It’s not impossible. You just have a better than even chance of not getting out alive.’

‘How much better than even?’

‘You might get lucky,’ Gideon said. ‘After all, this is Babylon.’

I let Gideon wait. The reports he’d read had likely painted me as crazy, but I doubted they’d said I was stupid. Whatever he’d been told, we both knew I didn’t have much choice. I couldn’t do this piece of work alone, and I couldn’t leave it unfinished.

‘I’ll need a weapon.’

Gideon smiled from ear to ear.

‘I think we can do better than that steak knife in your pocket.’

He raised his drink. A clink of glass, and the contract was sealed.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘when this is all over—’

The crowd erupted in laughter and applause. I hadn’t heard the punchline.
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