
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  

[image: Feedbooks]

My Brother' s a Spy

Alex Roysh





Published: 2011

Tag(s): fun gun run "new life" "spy thriller" espionage
starship



Click to edit this text.






Part 1

New Part








Chapter 1
Five years in jail?


1

 

Five years in jail? Peanuts!

 

 

 

       “Shoot, dummy, they’re
closing in on us!” John yelled, pushing the heavy boat off the
crumbling embankment.


           
“But… how?” Carl staggered at the stern, trying to keep his
balance, fumbling with a heavy gun in his shaking hands. “The
trigger's stuck!”

 Time was too precious to squander on words, so John dashed
to the helm and pressed the starter. Two large motors at the rear
churned and growled, revving loudly and creating a little eddy.
Shuddering to life, the sleek boat almost sent Carl—and his
gun—down into the water. From the opposite canal bank, where at
least five black motorcycles now crouched, a muffled shot whizzed
through the air, sounding like a plastic bag burst. Another one
followed. A round hole appeared in the middle of the boat’s low
windshield, encircled by a crown of shattered, chipped glass.


           
John felt that time was running out.

  “Get down! They’ll shoot you in th' noodle!” Not waiting
for a reaction, he pulled his brother down by the jacket. Carl, in
his brown tweed suit, thumped onto the wet bottom of the vessel. He
was still fumbling with the gun in search of the safety switch.

  “Ching-ching-ching-ching!” The assault pistol suddenly
woke up. John’s eyes widened, and Carl’s jaw dropped. Four bullets,
able to pierce a half-inch thick steel rail, buzzed through the
moist air, across the canal.


           
“It won’t stop!” shrieked Carl. He released the trigger, and the
salvo halted.

Suddenly there came a loud explosion-like sound from the
opposite bank as the last of the four little steel-headed monsters
ricocheted off a scaffolding pipe and knocked the nozzle off of a
high-pressure paint hose. The creamy liquid burst forth through a
waving, writhing rubber snake. The hose worked itself high into the
air, covering everything and everyone yards around with a profuse
layer of white. It blinded the leather-clad, helmeted  shooter
and covered the bikers’ shiny black hogs with a greasy, thick
pomade.

  John couldn’t watch the metamorphosis that turned
Bandidos into angels. After all, he was steering a
hot-blooded,  skipping speed-boat for the first time in his
life.


            …
It all began just a couple of weeks ago, with one innocent phone
call that came during an ordinary Monday lunch break. The slim
mobile buzzed imploringly. “Zzzz! Bzzzz-bzzzz! Zummm! Zummm!” It
twittered in his side pocket as though trying to skip out onto the
unvarnished wooden table.

“Yep?” John answered the call, even though it was during his
sacred lunch break. “Oh, hi, Carl! Hello! Haven’t heard from you
for years! How’s life? How’s the wife?”

The voice on the other side chuckled. Carl, his older brother,
called him every week or so. They had always been friends, and
surely not the types who shunned one another.

 But for John, whose job was to lure new bank clients with
a gentle trickle of kind words, then stun them with a waterfall of
convincing words, and finally hypnotize them by the glowing
sincerity of his expressive blue eyes, all in order to sell them
risky papers they mostly didn’t need, such superlatives were daily
bread.

After a full morning of speaking in three languages, composing
cunning emails, and reviewing dull faxes, John was hungry. Cramming
the flat mobile against his ear, he gazed with a craving eye at the
two hard-earned pieces of rye bread with tomato and cheese on the
plywood tray. Still, he’d never cut a talk short with his brother
over something as trivial as eating.

He filled his mouth with words instead. “Can we perhaps
meet – what 'perhaps',  oldie? Always! What? This Wednesday
afternoon? Of course! That is … um, maybe, and- what’s the
emergency that brings you to call me today, might I ask?”

The less wordy person on the other side chuckled again.

“I’ve got a fine new piece of writing, from 'Visit Britain'
program,” Carl said, then paused for a moment. “I shall begin work
on it today. And… I need your advice.”

“Oh, great, grandiose, excellent!” The superlatives flowed
freely. John had always been an enthusiast for his brother’s
writing, ever since Carl had pursued a journalism diploma through a
Cambridge correspondence program.

After listening to a sparkling, half-minute long monologue, Carl
chuckled again. John came back to earth. “Umm, I’ll help, o'
course! Should I bring something along? A book, a chart, a .. um,
stock report?”

“Bring yourself along—it’s by far enough,” the reserved
brother said, with sober humour.

“Ah, c' me on, if you call me days in advance, it can’t be
without a reason!” John replied teasingly. “What an advice you
need—cat care, wind energy, Shanghai funds?”

“Well,” Carl began. He wasn’t at all baffled by his brother’s
generous offer to help. “If you have some time, you could
write down what it means, in your own terms, to be Dutch? I’m set
to write a couple of essays on our main twelve features—seen from
the Dutch and the English sides.”

“Sur', o' course I’ll do it, no problem. I work best in
dozens!”

Carl, himself a man of few words, smiled—which John’s mobile
phone couldn’t detect. Eloquent and exuberant John, who was able to
speak some two hundred words a minute and write just a few less,
tried to be helpful at every turn. He’d always been like that, from
childhood.

“Great,” he said, ready to finish up this talk, which was for
him long and hectic—as talks with John usually were. “I’ll come
along to your office at a quarter past three this Wednesday. Bye.”
He hung up.

John glanced at the now-silent plastic handset and grinned, too.
He himself agreed that he could be a bit verbose,
especially compared to his tight-lipped brother. He’d once been
told that finishing a phone call with him took either a miracle, an
act of God (like a bolt of lightning to cut the phone line), or the
Napoleonic will needed to squeeze one’s teeth and simply hang up.
His brother specialized in the third.

Suddenly remembering his hunger, John grabbed his sandwich and
gave it a good bite. Then, holding it high in one hand, he hurried
back to his broad desk and pulled his thickset, rumpled agenda out
from beneath a pile of files and books. He added to his as yet
skimpy Wednesday schedule “Wed wri 12 Dt pt fr Crl! 15:00—Imp!”

As emotional and passionate as he was unpunctual, John would
surely always be late if he didn’t use small tricks such as
dropping the quarter hour against himself.


                                                                      
  &

John and Carl Cheesekop were brothers so strikingly different
that only a trained artist’s eye could find any similarity, and
only their own parents would have the surety to call them siblings.
John was as vibrant as mercury, a mid-sized (as he called himself)
slender guy with curly dark blond hair, pale blue eyes that never
lacked twinkle, and the polished manners of a not-too-big bank’s
small clerk.

His brother Carl, who was eight years his senior, was almost a
head taller. He was built like a heavyweight boxer, with straight
chestnut hair and an even straighter way of speaking. Carl was the
type of person able to keep silent for three days, if need be, and
whose words, when they finally sounded, were few, pithy, and
weighty. He was presiding over a power station near the southern
Dutch city of Den Bosch.

It wasn’t that they had nothing in common. Both carried the
funny family name of Cheesekop, and both were born in England,
where Carl had also gone to preparatory and secondary school in
Reading. Since that time, now a bit remote and forgotten, John went
only rarely to the other side of the Channel. His older sibling,
however, went there every year to tour his relatives and school
friends in the old, longsuffering Mini he garaged there, as well as
to visit a small summer cottage he kept up near Dover. He even kept
a British passport.  

As maybe one of a very few people who resided in both England
and Holland, Carl regarded himself both as a Dutch-speaking
Englishman and English-rooted Dutchman—a man of two cultures, two
tongues, and two homelands, lands so close and yet so different. He
knew first-hand that the English weren’t grouchy, grim, pharisaic,
and I-couldn’t-care-less type roughnecks, and neither were all
Dutch nosy, narcissistic, penny-pinching, and beer-guzzling
cowards.

The bi-cultural 'Denglishman' was, however, well aware that very
few people shared his unique aptitude, or cared to look deeper than
the dusty jetsam of clichés heaped up on both shores of the North
Sea for centuries. That’s why, as the first dram of ink began to
dry on the first page of his first essay’s introduction, Carl
clamped his short-clipped engineer’s head with his bulky hands.

“Dash, how little we folks know of each other!” he uttered,
barely believing it himself. “And we’re thought to be the closest
relatives in the Anglo-German family!”


                                                
£       


           
The next day, somehow unbenown to busy Cheesekop brothers, Norman
Davis, an English MI6 major who had been summoned to duty by a
phone call at dawn, ambled through the familiar lobbies at the
Vauxhall Cross. He had spent almost a quarter of a century spying
abroad and he knew (or at least felt, by some sixth
sense), even before being called, what sort of service—a job, a
chore, a cinch, or a trick—was up the sleeves of his direct bosses.
He hadn’t himself advanced to a boss’s cushy leather chair, perhaps
because he’d been too honest. But this deep-seated thought he kept
to himself. 


           
As a long-time insider, Norman knew that there were no more
‘ambitious’ jobs to be done. Some of his comrades believed, after
the suspicious Litvinenko poisoning case on British soil, that most
jobs were fixed at one point or another on some invisible
plutocrat’s order form. While that might be a smart way to mend
one’s skimpy purse, it was a poor way for British Intelligence to
keep up a reputation. Anyway, a job was job, and he was
summoned that day to do one.

“Papers,” he heard at Chamber 17, the stall from which he
normally began his identity shift. Norman accepted what was being
handed to him and nodded, glancing at the new passport. He stood as
Norbert Douglas. The passport cover carried a unicorn and a lion,
and he noted with vague amusement that he was suddenly some two
years younger.

A cinch, concluded the major, without even smiling. For
a tougher task, he’d get at least two passports—one of them
diplomatic—and would have to visit the adjacent room to see or at
least hear his liaisons. He signed the now genuine (that is, false,
or, in official terms, 'necessarily adapted') document, read his
new birth date another time to commit it to memory, nodded goodbye,
and left.

“Luggage,” he heard at Chamber 21 (which was next to Chamber 17;
Vauxhall Cross had own laws and rules). He accepted a small leather
suitcase, a carry-on for the flight, as usual. The slightly worn,
medium-grade leather was as dull and forgettable as possible—and,
in this respect, was a copy of Major Davis himself: middle-height,
middle-aged, never discernible in a crowd. But, unlike the
invisible military agents that were neither poor nor rich, the case
itself was quite well off.

“Open?” asked Norman, now Norbert, just to keep up the procedure
that dated to the times of Sir Roger Hollis or earlier. The officer
at the desk confirmed (for at MI6, you can’t ‘agree’, you must
‘confirm’). The major did what he was asked. Three rows of bank
notes—dozens of little bundles with crisp paper belts—spread before
his eyes like a Chinese paper fan.

“Amount?” asked Norman, also in accordance with
instructions.

“Three hundred thousand,” came the answer, as dry and staid as
the department itself. Norbert nodded, coolly and indifferently,
without raising a brow or adding a single heartbeat to his
well-regulated pulse. 

Davis was used to asking no questions before a mission, yet he
sensed that it was that bloated seventh department—the one that
dealt with East European “Block” issues—that was serving him the
job. He’d probably be in for information gleaning, or double-agent
rewarding, but nothing as exciting as coup preparations. That sort
of job was done elsewhere these days.

No one (besides the top MI6 brass itself) could count how many
consuls or top officials in all corners of the planet were imposed,
deposed, lobbied, or ‘inclined’ with his invisible help. His job
was to promote anything that would be ‘within the British scope of
interest’, or dissuade that which would be against it.

Looking down at the dull leather case, a thought crossed
Norman’s mind: How much money had he carried in his life in
briefcases just like this one? Be it sterling, dollars,
deutschmarks (or recently, Euros), Swiss franks, yen, or even Thai
bhats—if he summed up all the capital he had lugged around with
him, he could buy a three-storey villa on each continent, and leave
a memorable legacy for his descendants for up to six generations.
But he never once attempted to even touch the cash; what counted
for him was his officer’s honour, his honesty, and his mission.

“Task and route,” came next, in Chamber 75C. As usual, he
couldn’t make any notes about his task in his notebook or write
down any names in his assigned mobile. He had to memorise it all:
Place, date, liaison or proxy, hotel, meeting spot, backup meeting
spot, emergency meeting spot, exit, emergency exit, and Plan X for
quitting the mission. All was usual. 

The major stood between two table lamps as he examined the thin
folder of briefing notes that had been presented to him. He
‘photographed’ the necessary data into his trained mind.

“Confirmed,” he said into the dark stall that was Chamber 75C.
Since 1973, the outgoing agents could no longer see his department
tutor; they had to concentrate not on the face in front of them,
but on memorising the facts—their lives depended on it.

“Repeat, please,” came the immediate reply.

He recited the content of the entire folder from memory. There
was silence. Five long minutes passed.

“Repeat, please,” came the same request, this time from another
person.  He did.

  The procedure was running to its end. The date
confirmation took place in the next chamber. The major was almost
certain that the mission would begin in no more than three hours,
as cash missions normally were. He was right.

“Tickets and reservations,” came from Chamber 34, the last (and
at times most intriguing) chamber. “Amsterdam,” read the agent
aloud. “Economy, March 20. 9:54.” 

That meant he was departing in a couple of hours. The major
didn’t even raise his brow. He’d travelled all around the globe at
the drop of a hat. Yet, as the years rolled on, the youthful
excitement that the job once raised had cooled down like a barbecue
left in the cold wind.

There were few countries he’d never visited, under one name or
another. The next day or the next week, he could be off to Tbilisi,
Barcelona, or Adu Dhabi, Ougadougou or Port-Moresby—it didn’t
matter. The Crown entrusted him with a service, and he
always fulfilled it, no matter what it might be. This made
him feel useful, at times exceptionally so, and often content—maybe
even happy. After all his years of tough service, sleepless nights,
crossing borders in the dark, and a couple of incidents that had
almost sent him home in a metal casket, he still liked being a
secret agent.

… In one hour and thirty-four minutes (Norman didn’t need to
look at his watch to know the amount of time that had elapsed), the
major’s unassuming shoes slid over the grey marble floor of
Schiphol Airport. He beelined straight to the taxi stand, where a
lean moustachioed chap loitered by a dark BMW at the front of the
cab line.

 “Sur, a druyv?” asked the cabbie eagerly, opening the rear
door and not waiting for an answer.

Davis nodded, even though the cabbie seemed to be talkative, a
trait that the major genuinely disliked. Still, a refusal would
make him conspicuous, and that was the cardinal no-no on his
mission.

“Grand Hotel, please,” he said plainly, as the driver closed the
door.

“Gudd.” The vehicle bounced off the curb and onto the crammed
highway which led to buzzing North Venice.

“Tuurrist?” the chauffeur asked in his broken English, seeking
the major’s small eyes in the oversized rear view mirror.

“Business,” returned the major shortly. It was his normal way of
speaking with taxi folks, from Cape Town to Tokio. Tourists seldom
come alone; executives often do.

“Oh, Amsterdam iz gudd fur buzznes,” agreed the semi-bald guy at
the steering wheel. “So menny bunks…   so-o much munny… oh!”
He lifted his finger up, then winked and continued, in a low voice
“Sum guys even com with koffers full of munny heer.”

 “Really?” Norman, as Norbert, lifted his left brow in a
very well-practised look of amusement and surprise. Luckily his own
suitcase couldn’t speak…

“Yep, sur, I give my hand to bee chopped off eef eetz not so!”
The driver spread his hands, leaving his grip on the steering wheel
for a good while. The car began to lose its lane, though this
didn’t cause Norman to even blink. He knew how to steer a car from
the back seat, how to escape when being shot at and how to drive in
the moonless dark with the headlights turned off.

Soon, the wordy chauffeur and the silent passenger began
manoeuvring between the endless lanes and alleys of downtown
Amsterdam. Norman, whose photographic memory had learned a
different route to the hotel, turned his eyes two or three times to
the side, watching better routes recede behind them. This didn’t
escape the experienced cabbie’s notice -the chauffeur of course
knew that Keisergracht had been closed to traffic that day for a
water main break that happened last night. How on earth could
the newly arrived visitor know that?  the driver 
pondered.

“No prublem, sur!” He lifted his, a bit crooked finger up in the
air. “I’ll breng you deerec to de dawr! De same munny! I no
cheat!”

Norman nodded, smiling modestly. That was why he didn’t like
babbling cabbies…


                                     
         &

Just a couple of miles away, still a bit dejected by the
morning’s nauseant traffic jam, John grinned when his office mate,
Matt, who was equally as glib as himself, thundered into the
office. He was showing his usual bravado, and began to shower on
John the latest news he’d just heard on the radio.

“Know wha?” Matt prodded. As a typical Amsterdamer, he ate up
most of the words’ ends, making his speech nonchalant and ‘hip’.
“Th’ capital is abuzz with a new affair!”

“What’s that?” John asked, suppressing a yawn. “Has the
government fallen again?”

“No,” Matt frowned with both brows instead of his usual one.
“Nope, not such a trifle. A ship chock-a-block full of torpedoes
and missiles has stopped in Delfzyl, and they wanna haul t’thing to
Rott’rdam if the repair won’t succeed in th’ province. Wher’ has
our intelligence been keepin' its eyes?”

“Sounds like a cheap tabloid duck,” John chuckled. His own
‘newspaperman’ brother was the only one he trusted not to breed
news ducks.

“So I also thought, man.” Matt flopped on his desk and turned
his laptop on, and in so doing launched a thick civil law volume
onto the floor with a thump and a dust cloud. “That' s, until I
read a couple o' things, an’ then fel’ goose-skin, y’ know? My aunt
lives in Rott’dam. Jus’ imagine if th' darn thing exploded into
thin air? An’ th’ people, eh? Who’d pay?”

John chuckled again. The last words were very much Dutch and
very much Matt’s, who was busy in marine insurance. Rotterdam, some
forty miles away, wasn’t in his portfolio, yet an irresistible fear
had already begun to grip him like a pair of gigantic tongs.

“Look at t’ news, man, jus’ look!” Matt landed, finally, in his
chair and turned around four times, like a fighter pilot in
training. “Real messy stuff!”

John opened a tabloid’s web page, which he normally didn’t read,
and then brought up a couple of its more serious, less sexy, more
boring, and more indebted competitors. Indeed, a photo of a
freighter’s rusty hull filled every front page, dwarfing the peppy
daily trifles and gossip designed to hook the reader.

“See ’t, man?” he drummed his stumpy fingers against the
computer screen. “I bet you two hundred to one that this is going
to be the buzz of the year.” 

John remembered his friendly bets with Carl and grinned. He
wouldn’t bet a dime against Matt, who would accept money from
anyone, including his ninety-five-year-old granny, the King of
Tonga (where seashells are used for coins), or a mendicant friar.
In the last case, Matt would take the last pennies together with
the monk’s only frock. 

“My goat, every day sha’ make us richer, by hook o’ crook, by
truth o’ bluff,” Matt chuckled after repeating his favourite motto,
which he himself had hammered together from tabloids clichés. “But,
mate, I’d bet my nose tha’ this is gonna be messy stuff, and it
will jus’ mean trouble.”

John closed the news sites and opened up the boring client
database. Oh, let the bread-winning begin, he thought. But
his mind wasn’t yet ready to still. Where was that written,
‘give us this day our daily bread’? he pondered, 'I'll ask
Carl on Wednesday.'

The day had, however, different chunks of bread for each of them
to bite. The glassy brown door suddenly opened and Boss peered
through it. He looked abnormally small, pale, and rather
un-Boss-like. Which pin on earth could prick his unsinkable
boat? John wondered.

“Matt,” Boss called to the older clerk, who half-rose from his
chair with eyes as large as saucers. “I’m going for a special
meeting; Gary will answer my calls.”

Matt nodded, still silent.

“Listen,” Boss continued, “you do the marine insurance files,
right?”

“Ye-es,” stuttered Matt, his face beginning to assume the same
tinge as his light grey suit.

“Prepare an offer, in English. Three hundred million, fully
anonymous, dangerous and special goods. Make it short term, state
guaranteed, eight and a half points rent,” muttered the Boss in an
unusually colourless tone, as though repeating someone’s
instruction. “Forget all your other work until it’s done.
Understood?”

“Sur’.” Matt nodded and reached for a hanky to wipe a streak of
sweat on his forehead.

“So long!” The director’s shivering palm rose and fell. His
raincoat pressed against the glass for a moment, and then he was
gone.

Matt fell into his chair and gasped. Then, he glanced at John.
“Eh, man, am I asleep or wha’?” he asked, even pinching his left
hand. Irregular pink and scarlet splotches began to appear all over
his cheeks and neck, and his ears turned red like two overripe
tomatoes.


           
John felt his own jaw begins to drop, too …
                         
 

… As the averagely built, modestly smiley, striped-collared Mr.
Wednes, and his wobbly, pale-faced chum Day, appeared on the
horizon of River Time, the scrupulous researcher of Dutchness also
arrived in downtown Amsterdam.

Carl had brought along a folded bike, an original English
Brompton, which he had bought in the bicycle’s native country for a
hundred pounds in the good old days when the sterling was still
worth more than a bike’s wheel nut. The two-wheeler, in turn, was
laden down with his oversized briefcase—or, an undersized chest
filled up with a dozen note pads, a dictaphone and a camera, and
countless pens and markers.

There was also a special pocket for electronic parts and
switches, complete with wiring diagrams and several mysterious
gadget prototypes. Those had lingered there for years—ever since
the time when Carl had given up his freelance gig with a military
academy, for which he had also crafted two or three secret devices.
What the appliances were for, exactly, no one knew; after
delivering them to three nameless generals, the taciturn engineer
signed a ‘non-disclosure statement’, forcing himself to seven years
of total silence about ‘the matters concerned’. The generals urged
him, too, to destroy all the prototypes and diagrams. He
didn't.

By the time Carl had perfected some of his ideas about the
screwing-up of dictaphones and like devices, he was already using
the hybrids for his never-forgotten love—journalism.

John was waiting for him near the station, leaning against the
hump-backed bridge. They launched their silent two-wheelers in
motion.

“This street is Singel,” explained John with the tone of a local
sage who knows not only every lane, canal, and tree in the
vicinity, but also every cat in every gateway. “The older buildings
are seventeenth-century. They’re still looking great and a real
draw for tourists.” He swerved, narrowly avoiding a direct hit with
a gaping tourist tottering atop a yellow bicycle borrowed from his
hotel.

“Sooor-ry!” squeaked the tourist, and pedalled slowly on.

“Let’s stop for a mo.” Carl slowed down his pocket bike, whose
miniature wheels shuddered and skipped over every bump. “I have to
take a couple of photos.”

“Sure!” John agreed. They dismounted from their puny, hard metal
beasts, locked them to a metal fence, and strolled across a stone
bridge flung over the broad canal. “Charming view, isn’t it? The
houses could be palaces! Look how their elegant facades are
reflected in the shimmering silver mirror of water.”

“Eh?” Carl asked, unmoved by his brother’s poetic turn of
phrase. “D' you think exposure ISO-800 is all right?”

“Yep,” John was, as usual, deaf to purely technical stuff. Then,
he pointed to a colourful house across the canal. “Look—that one
has a golden stag’s head at attic level!”

“Huh,” Carl swallowed a joke over a mouse in one's attic and
tried a different angle for his shot, attempting to catch the
glitter of the water with his camera. “The angle’s too narrow,” he
sighed ruefully.

“Narrow? This bridge must be one of the widest,” John countered,
always ready to correct, though much less ready to listen. “I bet
it’s at least twenty yards wide. Much wider than any London bridge,
for sure!”

    There came no answer. Carl grinned
diplomatically, and John went on.

“O’ course we mustn’t forget the Royal Palace,” John noted, back
in tour-guide mode. He nodded toward the Dam over which the
late-Classical palace loomed.

“That’s fine, Johnnie,” Carl agreed. “Maybe we should walk,
though. What do you think about trying to talk to folks?” He
grinned, noticing a shadow cross John’s forehead. “Nope, not about
deep stuff like 'feeling Dutch'. I'd like today, say, some
easy-to-digest pancakes, instead of heavy bacon.”

“Like?” John prompted.

“Today, I thought we could interview people on the subject
of … sincerity. What d' you think?” Carl’s left eye
twinkled.

 The clerk stopped, smiling like the rising sun. Finding,
in Amsterdam, sincere people ready to talk to would be as easy as
hitting a cow’s rump with a fiddle. Of course there would be loads
of vox pop material, and of course those cynical,
reserved, phlegmatic Brits would blush and sweat and wriggle in
their creaky armchairs as they read about how informal, easy, and
pleasant a society can be here in the Northern Venice,
which never sleeps, is never tired, and is always optimistic and
modestly drunk.

But—oh, that common and explosive word!—the fate of the
day, the fate of both brothers, and the fate of the still-sober
capital, some diplomats, and a handful of spies, was about to be
changed. For unexpectedly, stealthily, in the blink of an eye, an
invisible finger—the finger of an ancient, unageing, pre-computer
Providence—touched the unseen scales on which lives and destinies
are weighed: heavyweights are toppled, and kings hurried like
errand boys.

John and Carl didn’t see that finger, of course. John's eyes
wandered in search of their first sincere victim. Carl, meanwhile,
reached for his notepad he kept in his breast pocket; he pulled it
out and wrote ‘questions’ on the right of a fresh piece of paper,
and ‘answers’ on the left. Then, he squatted to fetch a marker from
his briefcase, which stood upon the trivial cobblestones, eyeing
them with the same air that the Eiffel Tower assumed when peering
down at the Parisian ants. 

 And then …

Carl froze as though scared by a ghost. His eyes fell on a
little rectangle tucked between a tree and a bulky metal ring on
the pavement. On it he read something… strange. Weird. But, real.
No, too strange to be real. Wasn’t it? He shook his head, rubbed
his eyes, and cautiously picked the card up to read the text again.
There, in Dutch and English, frighteningly clear, were the
words:


Kingdom of the Netherlands. AIVD General Intelligence
Service. Officer IPNL-94O- 30085. The holder of this card has 
the right to question, search, and/or arrest any person in the
territory of the Netherlands and its sovereign waters.



Carl opened his mouth, then closed it. He took off his glasses
and wiped them with a clean hanky. He flopped them back on his
face. Again looked down at the card, which was still nestled in his
hands. It hadn’t disappeared or turned into a harmless tram ticket.
This was a real intelligence card, of that he was sure.

There was a picture in the top right-hand corner. He studied it
closely, blinking a few times. The photo was a very copy of him: a
middle-aged, dark-haired man with a strong chin and a farmer-like,
slightly bulging, oversized nose. His head snapped up in surprise.
What the… ? He glanced at the card again, his eyes
stopping at the warning:


 Government property. Unauthorized use will be
punished, in acc. with Art. 45a of the penal code with up to five
years confinement.



The miniature text was so ghastly that it almost prompted him to
throw the card in the water, before this tiny thing had the chance
to get him into big trouble. But his hand stopped as a brave,
incredible, wild thought came into his head. Now he could… Now
he … Now…

“It just can’t be true!” he exclaimed in a whisper, turning the
card around and scrutinizing it like a bomb disposal expert
examining an unexploded shell—one blunder and you’re in the
next world. His eyes, the trained eyes of a skilled
electronic engineer, noticed a rounded, thick area at the left-hand
side of the card, and a miniscule metal band, covered with plastic,
at one end.

“Uh oh. A USW or GPS antenna, charged by a solar cell,” he
muttered to himself. His mind began to whirl, to heat up, to buzz
like a rising helicopter. The metal ring must have covered the
antenna and kept the sunlight off of it… that’s why it hasn’t been
found yet, he figured, remembering, in a twinkling of an eye,
his own wireless devices. I must get it into a metal box—the
sooner the better!

He opened his briefcase with a violent jerk, as a bank robber
might open his bag of swag—every second mattered. There were
numerous metal transistor covers and thyristor cooling plates—but
none of the size needed. 'Oh… ' moaned Carl silently.
'The card could be sending out a ‘lost’ or ‘alert’ signal at
that very moment, and… the real spies could be closing in on
me!

“Excuse me, sir.” A serious, quiet, deep baritone voice sounded
behind him, and a stiff finger touched his shoulder. Stunned with
fear, Carl jumped up, biting his tongue. Slowly, guiltily, he
turned around. Two stumpy, mousy men who could have been twins in
their grey raincoats and mirrored sunglasses stood behind him. The
first kept his right hand in his pocket. They didn’t smile. Their
faces were deadpan—too deadpan, threateningly blank.

I’m a goner, thought Carl. He gulped, feeling cold fear
creeping up his spine. His hands trembled. They’re already
here! But I would always say I just found it… that I was just
curious… that I was going to take it to the poli…

“Sorry, sir,” the man said again, tougher this time. “Do you
have a minute?”

“Ye-yes,” hiccupped Carl. The card was clamped in his right
hand. What’s next? Will they use handcuffs, or just arrest me?
And how many years in jail did it say on the card? His heart
thumped, the sweat breaking out on his forehead. His eyes searched
for John’s, but his brother was busily chatting with a sincere
passer-by on the other side of the bridge, an oblivious eighteen
paces away.

The first man slowly began to take his hand out of his
pocket.

“Can you pliz show uss de way to de Royal Palla?” An innocent
map was suddenly in his narrow, tanned hand.

Carl started shaking again, this time with relief. He was ready
to spit on the ground despite the good manners he had acquired in
England, the Netherlands, and elsewhere. Words failed him. He
nodded slowly, the card still clenched in his hand, and silently
pointed to his left, towards the throngs of people on the far side
of the bridge. He hiccupped loudly as his stomach ceased hovering
and returned to its normal place.

“Tank you!” replied the other gent, with a noticeable Latino
accent. The first crammed the map back into his pocket. Together
they sauntered off in the direction Carl had pointed, gesticulating
and chatting in a southern tongue.

“Crazy,” mumbled Carl, barely regaining his composure. But,
man, the smart card was still spying on me, sending coded
signals. Where’s a metal box? A box! His mind was
racing in overdrive. What’s floating there, in the middle of
the canal? No, it’s an empty plastic cup…   just some plastic
crap… I need a metal box!

“Carl!” A familiar voice whipped his taut nerves again. He was
so shaken that he jumped again, the card almost slipping from his
sweaty fingers. “Are you talking to a fish?”

The older brother didn’t get the question at first, then frowned
as though from a sudden toothache. John wasn’t known as a joker; he
took his energized, whimsical ideas much too seriously for jokes.
And when he did make a joke, it was usually too obvious, too deep,
or too poignant.

“Uh, hmm, well,” Carl mumbled, turning the card in his hands,
not knowing what to say. He was too preoccupied by what to do with
the card. He must find a metal box, and soon. “Um, Johnnie, have
you got a metal box?” he asked suddenly, loudly, and without
warning.

John’s brows rose rapidly, like two halves of a folding
bridge.

“A metal box?” he repeated, blinking twice. “Wh… what
for?”

“Er, I need one. I really need one, right now.” Carl’s thoughts
began to whirl again. He had very little time; he could be caught
on the spot at any moment. The card had that GPS chip, and it was
spying on him. He felt as though he was standing there almost
naked.

“Yes, er, it’s b' cause I’m standing almost naked,” Carl
repeated his last thought aloud, so distracted was he.

John shook his head, a hint of real concern appearing in his
aquamarine eyes. Had his cool-headed brother got sunstroke? He even
glanced up at the drab, pale yellow sky.

“A can, a can, my kingdom for a can!” muttered Carl loudly. The
fragment of Shakespeare (with ‘horse’ substituted with ‘can’, of
course) suddenly floated up from the English half of his mind, like
a forlorn rabbit drawn too late from a hat in an already empty,
darkened circus tent.

This last phrase baffled John beyond all comprehension. What had
happened? A sudden virus? A mental breakdown? “Um, Carl, what’s
up?” he asked carefully, trying to recall whether such a spring
syndrome had ever been known in their family. “Are you all right?
Do you need some… water?”

“I’m all right, absolutely all right!” declared Carl, again too
loudly. He followed up with an almost maniacal assurance that
everything was fine, everything was perfect, everything was great,
and that he was in perfect shape. “We need a shop. I need
to buy a tin can. A tin of corn, okay?”

“Aw right,” John said slowly.

“Can you take me to one? Right now?”

John nodded. Of course he knew of a nearby supermarket—the
mom-and-pop corner stores had become defunct ages ago. “We have to
go up here, turn left, then right, and there’s one. But …
what’s up?”

“All right, first a shop, questions later,” mumbled Carl as he
tucked the card into his inside jacket pocket and started to run.
John shook his head and followed, for what else could he do? His
reserved Carl didn’t usually display such kinks; the last time had
been twenty-five years ago.

“Where?” roared Carl, gasping, crossing the bridge and
overtaking the two grey-clad men who had scared him out of his wits
just minutes ago. The back of the Royal Palace beckoned him from
behind the curtain of sweat that dimmed his eyes. Look, there
are some metal boxes on the gates! he realized with joy.
Oh, hang on, it’s the Royal Palace. I can’t just rip a box off
a national treasure. Or … ?

“Turn right here!” John cried, following his brother, racing, he
thought, like a hare chasing a wolf. The comparison, nutty as the
whole situation, didn’t make him laugh.

Carl obeyed the directive, and within moments the tall,
blue-and-white facade of a large supermarket loomed in front of
them.

“Carl, what on earth’s happened?” The puffing junior clerk
finally caught up with sweating chief engineer as the two made
their way along the spacious, crowded aisles of an Albert Hein
mall. “Why a tin can? Why corn? What’s going on?”

“Jus' a mo. I’ll tell you, o' course, o' course. But first, a
tin of corn, quick.”

Carl grabbed at a tin in the middle of a tall pyramid-shaped
display and pulled it out, causing a tinkling tinny avalanche. He
gazed at the small cylinder in his hand, then tossed it aside with
a groan. A security guard glanced at the two rumpled men but said
nothing. Carl, his hands trembling and heart thumping, grabbed at
another can one display over. Dammit! He needed a
can with a ring pull! Where were they? He briskly headed to the end
of the aisle.

“Yes!” Carl triumphantly grasped the all-important can as though
it were a sizey diamond, or at least a winning lottery ticket.

“Good?” said John, rose-faced from running and shame. There were
two security guards standing behind them by now.

“O' course it’s okay!” thundered Carl. “See? Ring pull!” At
least six other shoppers turned their heads, and John knew why—when
Carl was excited—really excited—he lost control of his voice and
started to speak like a deaf man: hoarse, fast, and very loud. And
he gesticulated like a drunk mime.

Carl ripped open the can, tucked the curled lid into his jacket
pocket, and stared at John. His eyes were misty, glowing, and
slightly insane. “D' you have a spoon?” He fired the question hot
and loud like a shot from a double-barrelled shotgun. John looked
about them. Except for the security guards, the canned vegetable
aisle had emptied.

“A spoon?” He frowned and shook his head again. “What
d' you need it for?”

“To eat it, what else!” boomed Carl. “I need a tin container—an
empty tin container!” He didn’t wait for John’s reply; with the
open can in his hand, he marched straight up to the security guards
and grabbed one by the sleeve.

“Where' re th' plastic spoons? I need one. I really need one
now, please!” He shouted in the guard’s ear like a heroin
addict desperate for a fix.

The guard pulled his balding head into his shoulders, glared at
the insane customer, and took his walky-talky from his belt. But,
not quite sure what to say into the CB radio, he stumbled along the
aisles and pointed to the plastic cutlery. “Here, sir,” he said,
still uncertain of whether he should call the police, an ambulance,
a psychiatrist, or to just wait.

“A spoon, a spoon!” yelled Carl with the air of a Robinson
Crusoe who had spent twenty years eating with his hands and had
finally seen a real spoon again. “Hallelujah!”

Putting the open can on the shelf, he ripped the micron-thin
plastic bag so hurriedly that it tore, sending the flimsy plastic
utensils rattling in all directions—over the freshly cleaned marble
floor, over the guard’s shiny shoes, and under the shelves. Carl
didn’t care; he knelt down and grasped the spoon from inside a mop
bucket. The guard, ragingly confused but showing no temper, took
care of the rest.

“Thank you, friend!” shouted the pink-faced, red-necked
customer, patting the guard’s shoulder. He picked up the precious
can from the shelf and hurried to the cash desk. The evening rush
hadn’t yet started, and the queues to the tills weren’t yet as long
as an adult giraffe’s neck; they were still only at the youthful
alligator stage, each maybe two yards long.

Carl chose the shortest line and got to work with the plastic
spoon, gulping down the corn almost without chewing. John skulked
behind his sibling’s broad back, pretending to be just another
empty-headed shopper, trying to make his expression bored and
vacant. For the first time in his life, he was happy that he didn’t
look like his brother.

Carl was the centre of attention, but he hadn’t the slightest
clue that he was. The queue moved on and the brothers—one smiley
and talkative, the other as shy and silent—were suddenly standing
in front of the checkout girl.

 “Jus' the corn, and a pack o' utensils!” Carl’s
voice was brave and broad enough to fill the whole hall. “Yep, th'
can’s empty, but that’s no problem, I’ll still pay!” he pranked,
willing to confirm his honesty with word and deed.

The young cashier, clad in a neat headscarf, had worked only six
months at the market and hadn’t yet come across many such ‘loony
shoppers’. She scanned the empty can and the broken bag, then said
in a voice as hollow and flat as a robot’s, “Two Euros fifty-four
cents, please.”

Carl rummaged through his pants’ pockets. There was only a stray
one-Euro coin. Oh, ducks, he thought. He was not used to
doing the shopping. Where was his debit card?

“One moment,” he said, and, with a hint less panache, set his
massive briefcase onto the conveyor belt and lifted it open. Where
on earth was his debit card? No, not in here, he concluded
after riffling through dozens of pages of loose notepaper. Could be
in his jacket? Yes!

He grasped the plastic rectangle from his inside pocket and
vigorously swiped it through the pin-machine. Unreadable. Another
time. To no avail. The cashier, with a weary face and beginning to
seethe inside, asked, “Would you like me to try to swipe it for
you, sir?”

 “Yes,” consented Carl, still quieter, now almost at the
noise level of a sleepy autumn fly. He placed the card into the
cashier’s hands. Two pale, agile hands took the credit-card sized
object and prepared to slide it through the reader once again.

Suddenly the pale, agile hands turned stiff, hot, then sweaty.
The stiffness and sweat travelled higher and appeared on the face
and forehead of the checkout girl.

‘Kingdom of the Netherlands,’ her stunned eyes read.
‘AIVD General Intelligence Service. The holder of this card…
’ She lifted her head sharply. Was this a hoax? “It must be
the wrong card,” muttered the cashier, wiping her wet face with her
polyester uniform sleeve. “Sir?”

“No, it’s the right card,” Carl responded, sure that
his respected Bank wouldn’t have issued him an outdated debit card.
He spoke with a loose, soft assurance that sounded almost sinister
to the trembling girl’s ears.

The eyes of the real cashier and the fake spy met for a long
second. He stood, radiating quiet confidence, and waited. Half a
minute passed before the young market worker broke into loud tears.
The six other cashiers stopped scanning and gazed up at her. First
a corn can clean-up in aisle two, then a crazy man at the plastic
cutlery station, and now a crying cashier… What was going on?

John was just as curious as everyone else in the store. What on
earth had gotten into his brother? He pinched his own arm, hard.
Maybe it’s me who has sunstroke, he thought.

“You,” the cashier whimpered, hiding her face in her hands, “you
can’t arrest me right now… I… don’t steal… more than
anyone else here! Truly, I don’t steal at all! … And you can’t
arrest my man… yes, he’s wearing … a beard but… we have no
machine guns at home, I promise!” A minute of unstoppable sobbing
followed. The card fell from her shaking hands onto the checkout
desk.

A security guard who’d been looming nearby came closer and
glanced at the card, too. He scratched his chin and nodded to his
colleague. The other guard approached and set up the ‘Closed,
please join another desk’ sign. He, too, stretched his hand out for
the card—only to pull it back as though there was a live scorpion
on the counter.

The sobbing cashier and the two concerned guards stood in
awkward silence, while Carl’s shoulders were held proudly and
John’s face was hidden behind an occasional magazine. Finally, the
senior guard muttered, “I’ll call the manager,” and
disappeared.

A sudden hush of sheepish silence fell over the supermarket,
which was as large as a half a football field. Even the most
pompous customers suddenly felt petty, like the change tinkling
onto the till. They all knew that in small, staid Holland,
nothing big happens. And if something big does
happen, then it’s wrong and you’d better chicken out, look down,
never notice, never get noticed…

John didn’t feel either petty or grand. He was puzzled, baffled,
and stressed. He could no longer assume the air of an innocent
bystander. It was time to step up to his second role, but the
script was unread and the stage crowded with motionless characters.
He had no idea where to start…

Just then a sleek, narrow-faced department manager in a
shoestring tie hurried onto the scene. He halted, focused his eyes
onto the card on the counter, stretched his hand out to it, then
quickly pulled it back. Gulped. Tidied up his slim tie. “Hmmm,” he
began, looking Carl in the chin and darting his eyes over to John.
“Um, good afternoon, sirs!” The greeting sounded silly in the tense
silence.

Carl nodded, weightily. He had finally begun to sense, with his
gut rather than his mind, that he’d given the other card
to the cashier. He gulped, willing to cut this circus short as soon
as he could.

In a half-minute, the manager had regained his ability to
breathe, turn his head, and speak.

“Ughgh,” he went on, licking his dry lips. “I see, I see …
hmmm, I see.” He began to bob his head like a Chinese doll.
“Sirs … hmmm … do you plan any action … here?” he
almost whispered the last words.

“No, our action had just been finished,” Carl returned, also in
a low tone. He suddenly began to feel the chilling, killing,
thrilling power of James Bond’s lifestyle. “Thank you, sir. You are
free to leave now.”

The retail boss’ cheeks blushed slightly from hidden shame and
anger, yet he’d been too well drilled at his management school to
ask too many questions from those who never answer any. He nodded
dryly, turned to the cashier to whisper a last instruction, and
sauntered away.

Carl, knowing that a couple of hundred eyes in the whole
stunned, frozen, dumbfound supermarket were fixed on him, felt that
he was beginning to blush as well. He felt like a kid caught
cheating on a spelling test. They had to go—within seconds, not
minutes.

“Michael!” he barked to John, pronouncing the ‘ch’ in the French
way, as ‘sh.’

John glared at him, grinding his teeth to avoid sudden laughter
or raised brows. What now? After this whole crazy time, complete
with corn gobbling, a spoon chase, and scaring a throng of
Amsterdamers with God knows what, he had only one thought left:
What now?

Carl discretely touched his right pocket. Someone had to
pay—after all, a secret agent should be doubly honest
(just as a double agent should be secretly honest). The sentiment
whirled, like an uninvited eddy, in his mind.

Luckily, John dug his meaning. The money-wise bank clerk knew
exactly where his change was. He snatched his wallet from his inner
pocket, and counted two Euros and forty-five cents onto the
desk.

“Merci,” Carl said curtly. He grabbed the card and both men
marched out, followed by several hundred scary, wary, sheepish
eyes.

Outside, both galloped silent for a good two minutes—Carl
resisting the temptation to run, John resisting the growing desire
to snatch his older mate by the tie and make him stop. After a
minute, Carl pulled the corn can from his pocket, placed the card
inside it, and sealed the lid on the can.

“Carl!!” John stopped and clamped his fist around Carl’s elbow
until his knuckles turned white. “Either you tell me what on earth
this is all about, or I go back. You get it?”

The engineer nodded. Sighed. Scratched his head.

“Ugh,” he muttered, turning his head around to study the
cobblestones.

“What do you mean, ‘ugh’?” John demanded, suddenly fiercely mad.
“Did you get an electric shock from your power plant? Or have y'
been watching too many horror movies? Speak up!”

Carl put his finger to his lips, which were reddish coloured
from all the biting and confusion.

“I’ll let you know,” he whispered, “but first, let’s go…
now!”

“But… where!?” John roared, as fiercely as a hungry lion in the
Namibian desert. “You’re already here!”

Carl jerked, then turned around. Almost bumping into a postman
who was coming out of a tall doorway, Carl lurched through the
still-open door of an old, marble-faced building.

“Darn.” John spat on the ground, then reluctantly followed his
brother. This time he really was ready to take his phone and call
an ambulance.

Inside the completely unknown building, in the common entrance
area to three flats, Carl sailed down a narrow, steep staircase,
crouching low as though hiding from invisible chasers. John
followed him with heavy feet. Coming to a dead end at the bottom of
the steps, they stood by a closed door that seemed to lead to
someone’s basement.

Carl examined the walls and the ceiling, and then said, very
quickly, “Forty seconds!” He began to root around in his
pocket.

“Forty?” John asked, having heard only the first word. “What’s
forty?” It was already too much for today. He was so exhausted he
couldn’t even remain angry.

“Look!” Carl took the mysterious object from the corn can,
holding it out for John to see. “Forty seconds, then we have to
hide it before th' antenna has a chance to contact the
satellite!”

John looked closely, reading the text on the spy card. He
whistled. And then he shook his head.

“You’re crazy, man!” he exclaimed, but with less anger
now. “What d' you plan to do with it? It says ‘up to five years’
incarceration for abuse’! Bring it to the police, or post it to
them. That’s what any normal person would do, anyways.”

Carl tucked the card back into the can, then hid the can in his
briefcase and sighed.

“I am normal,” he drawled, as though searching for
words. “But… but the philistine normality isn’t at all normal!” he
said, suddenly curt. “For a born journalist, it’s… it’s… ” he shook
his head and trailed off.

“What d' you mean?” John frowned. He’d never known his brother
from that side before. The man he knew was careful,
scrupulous, sedate. But suddenly, here was the other
Carl—dare-devilish, adventurous, even reckless. Why? John had gone
on a safari once, Carl had never shown the slightest taste for
danger. Until now, it seemed. What was going on?

“They’d nab you in three days, I’d bet you two hundred to
one!” 

“And I bet a thousand to one per cent they won’t,” Carl
reminded him, grinning with sparks of boyish joy in his brown eyes.
“Don’t forget which one of us has written a Ph.D. thesis on
wireless and satellite security.” His grin grew even larger.

“Phew,” John sighed again, recalling all those tricks with the
corn can in a new light. Could his brother actually have known what
he was doing in those few, maniacal minutes? “All right—not in
three days, true. But then you’d really be asking for five years
behind bars! And you’ve got two kids, don’t forget, and Helen… stop
kidding yourself, old man!”

“John, this is th' only chance I’ll ever have in my
life to do something like this. The only one—you get it?”
He bent close to his younger brother’s face. “And this is the only
way to get people to give me their core dump for the essays! I’m
sick of all the platitudes, the clichés, and all that shallow stuff
I get in my interviews. I’m sick!”

“I see,” John said sarcastically.

“Good.” Carl took a step back on the tiny basement landing, but
he didn’t stop speaking. “What did you want to be as a kid? When
you grew up, I mean.”

“A merchant captain,” John said, smiling at the buried thought.
He laughed softly, knowing the next question.

“And me?” Carl was grinning now, too, with a victorious and
slightly moonstruck air.

“A military spy.” They both laughed, but John’s good humour
drooped in a second. He was concerned—again.

“But Carl, what’s going on?” he asked. “Where would you use it,
and what then?”

“What then? A set of brilliant essays on the Dutch people,
that’s what!” returned the engineer. The look on his face as he
spoke was saying, Life is so simple, man!

“And … the card?”

“It would go into the sea, I guess.” Carl shrugged as though he
was speaking about an orange peel.

“And you don’t plan on using it for more than a few months?”
John dug. He felt that the weight of Everest was being lifted off
his shoulders.

“What d' you mean, a few months? Man, a week or two and that’s
it!” Carl seemed to be returning to his common sense sooner than
expected.

“Aw right,” sighed the junior clerk quietly. “Aw right.”

… The two were still standing by the closed basement door, in
some unknown entry hall, with someone else’s intelligence card in
an empty corn can. Suddenly, John lifted his head. He had an idea,
which happened to him from time to time.

“Hey, Carl,” he said, poking his brother with his elbow, “you’re
telling me that all you wanna do is jus' force men on the street to
sincerity with that card? That would be like… like shooting
sparrows with an anti-aircraft gun!”

“Um, what d' you mean?” Carl asked, his mind stirring from its
technical thoughts.

“I mean that you can … catch a real spy!” fired
John quickly. After a short hesitation, he went on, “It’s a
counter-intelligence officer’s ID, right?”

“Really?” the brown-headed chap lifted his brows. He only
remembered ‘five years’ incarceration’, and he still couldn’t
figure out whether his essays were worth that risk. In five
years I’ll be forty-seven, he calculated. Would they take me back
at work? And who’d pay off the mortgage? His mind suddenly
calmed to its default engineering mode. What if I soldered the
battery off? The card would likely become untraceable… but would
that add a couple of years to a sentence?

“Haven’t you read what’s written on it yet?” John pressed on.
Carl took off his glasses and wiped them again.

“Well, more or less,” replied the engineer. He slowly scratched
his ear with great thought.

John sighed, exasperated. He meant something else. “But listen,
oldie. If you do catch a spy, then they’d pardon you for
the card abuse,” John smiled both sincerely and cunningly, as only
he could.

Carl’s lips slowly pulled up into a smile too. My little
brother’s got me there, he thought. “John, you’re a treasure!”
he exclaimed. The essays will have to wait a week, but the big
game is worth a big risk, right? the thought flashed through
his mind like a fork of lightning. In his excitement Carl nearly
dropped his glasses to the floor, but he caught them halfway to the
crash. “Know what?” he asked with a growing twinkle in his eye. “If
they’d forgive one, they’d just as easily forgive two!”

        “What d' you mean?”
The smile began to wane off John’s smart face.

“Surely one person can’t catch an agent alone,” Carl said,
suddenly sounding like a seasoned spy guru. “Right?”

“Right,” echoed the younger brother, without much ardour. “But
.. jus' for one week, okay?”

“Fine!”

The brothers shook hands and made their way back up to the front
door of the marble-clad building. The secret agreement had been
made, and the chase was about to begin—two brave hunters going
after big game in a safari of their own making.
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