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‘What does your gut tell you?’

‘My gut tells me I’m right. The problem is I don’t have Larry’s support.’

‘Larry doesn’t know what he’s talking about.’

‘Maybe. But he’s my boss.’

Charlie took a sip of wine and placed his glass down firmly on the table. ‘Hold your ground and Larry will respect you. You won’t last a minute without his respect.’

‘I’m just scared that if I go out on a limb with this one, then I’m fucked.’

‘You’re fucked anyway, kiddo. Look, anyone who tries to predict the future is going to screw up at some point. But right or wrong is not what’s important in this business. If you want to be a winner in this game, you need to follow my three little rules.’

A waitress glided over to take their order. Charlie dismissed her with a wave of his hand. ‘Rule number one: stand up for what you believe in - your reputation is all you’ve got,’ he declared. ‘Rule number two: don’t follow the crowd - if you can’t think of anything original to say, keep your mouth shut. And rule number three . . .’ He looked furtively right and left, leaned forward and eyed Niccolo with steely precision. ‘. . . never trust anyone in this business. They’re all a bunch of dirty, lying motherfuckers.’




CHAPTER 1

 



 



 



 



 2 March 2006

 



Niccolo forced himself to let the phone ring once. Then twice. Only on the fourth ring did he pick up the receiver.

‘Niccolo Lamparelli? This is Larry Sikorski.’ The voice was heavy, the tone blunt. ‘We really liked that feature article you wrote on Ultrafone. Your analysis was truly thought-provoking. And your BBC interview last week - that was pretty impressive too.’

‘Thank you . . .’

‘We’d like to offer you a job at Saracen Laing.’


Saracen Laing! Niccolo forced himself to breathe deeply, to sound calm, when in fact he was light-headed with euphoria. ‘What sort of job, Mr Sikorski?’ he asked.

‘Analysis, the kind of thing you’ve been doing for the Financial Telegraph. Only you’d be doing it for us.’

‘And . . .’

‘How much are we offering? Well, I’m afraid I have no scope to be flexible on your base salary - we have a hundred-thousand-pound ceiling. It’s the suits in New York; they want to keep our fixed costs as low as possible.’

‘I see.’ Niccolo forced himself to count to ten - slowly.

But before he finished, Sikorski continued, ‘However, I can guarantee your bonus at the end of your first year with us.’

‘How much were you thinking of?’ asked Niccolo cautiously.

‘One hundred per cent.’ The reply was curt, with a ring of finality.

The money was obscene - two hundred grand a year - but Niccolo sensed he could get more. ‘If you guarantee me a one hundred per cent bonus for the first two years, you’ve got a deal.’

‘A hundred per cent in year one. Fifty per cent in year two.’

‘Hmmn,’ said Niccolo, feigning indifference.

‘I’m afraid I must press you for an answer today. I have other candidates who would jump at this offer.’

‘I’d still like a few more days to think about it.’ Christ, Lamparelli, what are you saying?


‘Bear in mind that’s the minimum you will make,’ Larry Sikorski responded quickly. ‘There’s a discretionary bonus on top of the guarantee. Play your cards right, and this time next year you can expect to take home a million. After that, there’s no limit on what you could earn. I can make you obscenely rich, young man. Take your time. Think about it. But call me back by the end of the day.’

‘I’ll take the offer,’ replied Niccolo, smiling coolly.

‘Great. I’ll send you the papers tonight. As soon as I receive a signed contract, we can set your starting date. I want you on board fast. There are some big deals coming up.’

‘I look forward to working with you, Larry.’

‘Welcome to Saracen Laing.’ And Larry Sikorski hung up.

Niccolo put down the receiver and yelled, ‘Yes!’ to the empty room. Larry Sikorski was no ordinary investment banker. He had been in the business for thirty years. His work was highly regarded by the banking industry and his name was associated with the biggest and most prestigious deals. He was the very best in his field. Niccolo could not believe his luck . . .

 



Along a narrow alleyway just behind the Bank of England, a winding cobbled path leads up to an old inn. Since 1847, the Moneypincher’s Inn has been the pub most favoured by the Bank’s officials. In those days, the corner table at the Money-pincher’s was reserved for special guests. The Governor of the  Bank himself would often be seen dining there, brandishing his cigar, his cognac and his rolling dice. A century and a half later, many things have changed at the Governor’s favourite haunt. Where once there was a magnificent log fire, there is now a lone candle. Slim, sophisticated waitresses, mostly with foreign accents, have replaced the busty English barmaids of the nineteenth century. Pricey French wines have edged out London’s ales. But the corner table is still reserved for special guests.

A black cab crawled towards the inn, the driver carefully manoeuvring his vehicle within the strict confines of the narrow lane until he stopped safely outside the tall oak doors. A suit emerged from the taxi and entered the Moneypincher’s Inn, slipped off an overcoat and handed it to a smartly dressed receptionist.

‘It’s a pleasure to see you again, sir,’ said the ma tre d’, and led him quietly to the corner table. ‘The Doctor is expecting you. I shall let him know you are here.’

‘Thank you, Pierre. But bring me a Bloody Mary first, would you? Make it spicy.’

‘Of course, sir.’

A minute later the Bloody Mary arrived. The suit took a sip and glanced at his watch. It was ten minutes to midday. He felt a hand on his shoulder, and turned his head. A bearded gentleman with a wrinkled forehead and thick eyebrows peered down at him through fine-rimmed spectacles. The suit stood up and offered his hand. ‘Dr Picton?’ he enquired.

‘Indeed,’ said Picton. ‘Thank you for coming down here in person. I prefer to conduct my business face to face. I’m sure you understand.’

The suit nodded. ‘Fewer misunderstandings that way.’ He offered Picton a seat.

Picton signalled the ma tre d’. Moments later, a waiter discreetly placed a set of leather-bound menus on the table and disappeared.

‘My client is investing a lot of money in your project,’ began Picton. ‘We’re relying on you to have the right people in place to  make the right decisions - people who will not buckle under pressure.’

‘Of course.’

Picton moved the menus to one side and placed his arms on the table. ‘My contacts are interested in your proposals. We’re talking one billion dollars - all at your disposal.’

The suit checked over his shoulder. As yet they were the only customers; the staff were still scuttling to and fro in preparation for the first sitting.

‘That’s far more than I was led to believe, Dr Picton.’

‘If you can’t handle it, I understand.’

‘I didn’t say I couldn’t handle it,’ snapped the suit. ‘I said it was more than I expected.’

‘Very well,’ continued Picton. ‘Assuming we agree to your proposal, how soon can my people expect to see a return on their investment?’

‘This is a complex operation. No one’s going to get rich overnight. If you’re in, then you’re in for the long term - be prepared to have your money tied up for a couple of years.’

‘Very well, let’s say we’re in for the long term. What can we expect from you?’

‘I’ll triple your money in two years - three at most. More importantly, it will be clean and above board.’

Picton smiled. ‘How can I be sure your team will deliver the goods should things get rough?’

‘Dr Picton, I know my clients, I know my people and I know my business. You can depend on me to deliver.’

‘With the amount of cash I’m placing under your supervision - and the commission you’re charging - you’ll forgive me if I do more than merely depend on you.’

The suit clasped his hands. ‘Name your terms.’

‘My employers are happy to agree to your rates. But, in return, they will expect you to deliver on your promises.’

The suit from Saracen Laing eyed his host. ‘I always deliver on my promises, Dr Picton.’

‘Good. We understand each other.’ Picton unfolded his napkin and placed it squarely on his lap. ‘Now, let’s have some lunch.’

 



After his father had died, Niccolo had turned to Jack Ford for everything. And over the years Jack had shepherded Niccolo through life’s twists and turns like a big brother. Even when Donna had sashayed into Jack’s world, Jack still took care of Niccolo.

As a stock analyst at Saracen Laing, with a competent team of junior analysts beneath him and a flamboyant boss above, Jack was paid exceptionally well. Donna had married him imagining that she would permanently occupy the top slot in his list of priorities. But he was a workaholic, and rarely saw her. So in fact she never reached the top slot, and three years after tying the knot, resentment was beginning to set in.

They lived in a detached house in Hampstead, dined at upmarket London restaurants, had weekends away at spas and spent a fortune on fine wines, and Donna had grown accustomed to the fringe benefits of having a husband who demanded little but provided much. As a sports injury physiotherapist at the local hospital, she earned very little, and they both knew their lifestyle depended on Jack’s bonuses. Instead of loving her husband, Donna had come to love the lifestyle he could provide - Gucci handbags, Prada shoes, luxury holidays - and it didn’t come cheap.

Even so, to Donna, her husband was a failure - he was always one step behind, never the man he could have been. She would urge him to do more with his life. ‘Look at all the chances you’ve missed,’ she would rail at him. ‘Think of the opportunities you’ve wasted!’ She saw ambition and enterprise, like grains of sand, slipping slowly from his grasp. But what Donna wanted, Jack could not give, for fate had placed upon his shoulders a burden of responsibility from which he refused to walk away.

‘You must promise never to let any harm come to Nicco-san,’ the old fisherman had told him. And from that day on, Jack had  appointed himself Niccolo’s big brother and guardian angel. Even now Niccolo was thirty, Jack remained conscious of his promise. This was intolerable for Donna. Put yourself first, damn it, she would constantly demand. Nicco can take care of himself! But Jack knew better. Niccolo had the looks, the brains and the drive to go all the way to the top. Yet there were times when he was all too ready to throw it away. He needed someone to watch over him, to guide him. Since the day Jack had given his word to Mizuno-san, he had honoured it in every sense. No matter what it cost him, Jack had always been there for Niccolo. And despite his wife’s taunts, he had never once looked back with regret at the way he had lived his life.

When Jack got home that night, dinner had already been served and dessert was on the table. Niccolo was sitting opposite Donna with a smile etched across his face and a glass of wine in his hand. ‘I got the job, Jack,’ he announced excitedly. ‘Telecom analyst at Saracen!’

Jack threw his briefcase in the corner and came over to hug his friend delightedly. ‘When do you start?’ he wanted to know.

‘In two weeks. Just given my notice to the FT.’

‘Great,’ said Donna glibly. ‘Now you two can see each other all day at work as well.’

Jack and Niccolo exchanged glances and grinned. ‘Any wine left?’ asked Jack. Donna shrugged as Niccolo checked the bottle. It was empty.

‘I’ll get a fresh one,’ said Jack. ‘We’re going to celebrate, Nicco.’ He discarded his jacket and tie and darted down a tiny stairway into the cellar. The wine was stacked according to age, whites on the right, reds on the left. Jack had a system - the higher up the shelf, the better the vintage. He reached up towards the top left, fumbling for a while, until he found the 1967 Pétrus.

Halfway up the stairs, he paused to peer into a tiny alcove in the wall. In a sort of shrine stood a wooden picture frame, gently balanced on the uneven masonry, containing an old black-and-white photograph that was fading around the edges. On a sunny  beach, a middle-aged Japanese fisherman sat cross-legged in the sand, in front of a badly weathered fishing boat, surrounded by three young boys. Twenty years on, Niccolo’s features had not changed much. He was tall, with a sinewy frame, and an eternally wayward look about him. Jack was the shortest boy in the photograph, despite being the eldest by three years. He had kept his stocky build, but lost much of his puppy fat, and with it had gone his impudence. The third boy was a younger carbon copy of the fisherman. Like his grandfather, he looked uncomfortable in front of the camera.

Jack undid a shirt button and felt the silver chain that hung round his neck. He gripped the shark’s tooth dangling from it and kissed it gently. There were two other people who deserved to be present tonight to celebrate Niccolo’s good fortune.

 



‘Good morning, sir. My name is Domingo. I’ve been expecting you.’ The newly appointed Head of Security, who hailed from the Dominican Republic, was a graceful man quite at ease with his exceptional height. ‘I have your security pass ready, sir. Welcome to Saracen Laing.’

‘Thank you,’ said Niccolo, smiling as he accepted an envelope.

‘Please take the elevator straight up to the mezzanine floor. Mr Sikorski’s personal assistant is expecting you.’ Niccolo ignored Domingo’s advice and took the stairs. It was a few minutes past seven and he was early.

The building was impressive. Built in an age when beauty of form took precedence over cost or practicality, it was one of those buildings where each room told a story. It had probably taken a few hits during the war, but was tough enough to shrug them off.

The trading floor was already alive and kicking. Whilst the London exchanges did not open until eight o’clock, some traders were already making markets on the European bourses. Others were on the phone to Tokyo and Hong Kong and Singapore. Everybody was busy.

Anne-Marie Smith did not say much. She showed Niccolo his desk as if it were a task unworthy of her status. As PA to the Head of Research, she was efficient, courteous and - in her own way - hard-working. Her duties included screening Larry’s telephone calls, deleting his emails, collecting his laundry, arranging his weekend parties and typing his letters. But her ability to delegate everything to the typing pool freed her up to perform a host of other activities. She excelled at running up colossal telephone bills at the bank’s expense, surfing the internet for exciting holiday deals and taking most afternoons off to work out in the gym.

Anne-Marie was the gateway into Larry’s world. Bypassing her was difficult but not impossible. Only a handful of the bank’s most valued clients had direct telephone access to Larry’s office line.

Niccolo spotted Jack a few rows down, raised a hand, and received a nod and a wink in return.

A few minutes later, Larry Sikorski emerged from a glass-fronted office on the edge of the trading floor, accompanied by Rupert Southgate, Saracen Laing’s Head of Telecoms. Even though too many late nights and too many bottles of wine had begun to take their toll, Larry was still a good-looking man. Dark circles had become a permanent fixture beneath his eyes, and a second chin was starting to cohabit comfortably with the first, but his mature features were tempered by an even tan, and he was impeccably dressed in a matt-black single-breasted suit. He radiated style, panache and confidence.

‘Good morning, Larry,’ said a few anonymous voices.

‘Hi, everyone,’ Larry replied. ‘Hey, Ru, did you see that shit on Ultrafone in the papers? See if JC is all over it, will you?’ Then he turned to his new stock analyst. ‘How are you, Niccolo?’ he asked. ‘Welcome to the trading floor.’

‘Very well, thank you. And yourself?’

‘Ready for action - just returned from my yacht in the Canaries. I left my two daughters to enjoy the rest of the winter on the boat.  I get custody whenever I go on holiday. The bitch doesn’t think I can handle the kids any other time!’

There was a round of forced laughter.

‘Now this guy you already know,’ Larry said, turning to the Head of Telecoms. ‘Rupert will be your day-to-day boss, as we discussed before. But I want you to know that my door’s always open. Tell me if he treats you like his bitch and I’ll straighten him out!’ Niccolo chuckled in unison with the others because he thought he had to.

Rupert was in his early forties, with thinning blond hair and grey eyes. ‘Great to have you on board,’ he said, loosening his collar. ‘You’ve done some really interesting work in the past.’ His public-school accent revealed a privileged upbringing, though his tired, nervous demeanour made him seem older than he probably was. He and Niccolo shook hands.

‘OK, so I have eight telecoms analysts who report directly to me,’ Rupert said. ‘This guy is my number two analyst.’

A young man glanced up. Though tall and athletic, he looked as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. ‘James Heath. Hi. I’m in the middle of something. I’m sure we’ll talk later,’ he said. He spoke abruptly, in short, sharp bursts. Niccolo preferred the directness of James to the unfounded flattery of Rupert.

Larry continued, ‘Now I want you to meet a very special person. She is your lifeline to the outside world. She has the top institutional funds eating out of her hand. It’s her job to market your work. But first she has to like you. Piss her off and you won’t last a minute.’

Niccolo glanced at his lifeline, and tried not to let his jaw drop. Odile Th v neau was a stunner; petite and curvaceous, she was simply but elegantly dressed and her skin glowed with a luminous intensity. Odile escorted Niccolo around the trading floor. It was a vast open tract, buzzing with maybe four or five hundred traders and analysts and secretaries, but made up largely of white males. Everyone seemed to be multitasking: some waved to colleagues  using a kind of sign language, whilst holding two telephone receivers and still managing to write things down; others stared apparently mindlessly at the arrays of computer displays, alternating between them, unfazed by the mayhem. On two cinema-size screens at either end of the trading floor, prices for at least a hundred stocks, bonds, indices and exchange rates were flickering up and down, causing heads to turn randomly, swear words to fly and phones to slam down in fits of rage.

‘The traders are busy today,’ observed Niccolo.

‘They’re busy every day,’ replied Odile, flashing a perfect set of teeth. ‘They make virtually all the bank’s profits. It gives them very big heads. They think they’re God, but in fact they rely on you guys, the analysts, to tell them which way the markets are going to move. And when you get it wrong, all hell breaks loose.’ Niccolo looked around. The traders might think they were God, but the trading floor looked more like hell than heaven.

‘What about Larry?’ he enquired.

‘Larry’s not so bad once you get to know him.’

They talked some more, discovering that they had much in common. Odile was French by birth, but her father’s diplomatic status meant that her childhood had been spent on the move, much as Niccolo’s own had been because of his father’s naval career. Niccolo suspected that he would get on very well with Odile. At his new desk, he assessed the tools at his disposal. Facing him were four flat-screen monitors, one linked to Reuters, another to Kloomberg, and two to use as he wished. The Reuters and Kloomberg screens contained a mass of information: arrows flashed up and then down; news alerts popped in and out; money moved back and forth. The information was live and profits were instantaneous. Prices for the most actively traded stocks were changing direction in the blink of an eye.

 



From the quiet, well-positioned seventh-floor office of an imposing glass-fronted tower block overlooking the river, Amanda Sanderson, Chief Enforcement Officer at the Financial Services  Authority - known as the FSA - leaned back and admired the view. Piled on her desk were management reports telling her precisely how badly her department had been performing for the last two quarters.

On a coffee table in the corner lay copies of the Financial Times, the Economist and the Wall Street Journal. Piles of confidential dossiers were spread all over the floor, and strewn the length of an ancient battered Chesterfield sofa were an open copy of The British Journal of Criminology, extracts from the Proceeds of Crime Act, and crumpled transcripts of previous cases unsuccessfully prosecuted by the FSA. They all confirmed her worst nightmare. Her caseload was full of long shots, unworthy of even the most speculative wager. Things were made far worse by a zealous, headline-grabbing counterpart in New York; the New York Attorney General had turned his hobby of trashing American investment banks into a full-time job. He made Amanda Sanderson look like an amateur.

The FSA’s hit squads went off on far too many wild goose chases that stood little chance of yielding results in England’s impossibly lenient justice system, Sanderson was left with the onerous task of explaining the department’s dismal statistics to the Chancellor of the Exchequer twice a year, and teams of fraudsters continued to operate with impunity inside the Square Mile. The newspapers reported more frauds than the FSA did.

Morale amongst the agency’s enforcement officers had hit an all-time low, and Sanderson’s own job was probably up for grabs. The only cause for celebration was that nobody in their right mind would want to step into her shoes in the current climate. Yet that could not prevent whispering campaigns in the corridors of power. She needed to win a high-profile case. She needed the scalp of a big name - a City high-flyer - to hold up in Westminster. Just one.

 



Odile treated Niccolo to lunch in the office canteen. They cornered a table at the back of the television lounge just before the twelve-thirty rush. Odile opted for a salad, whilst Niccolo helped himself to three courses, a can of Coke and a Mars bar.

‘Hey,’ he said, pointing to the screen. ‘Who’s that guy on TNBC?’

‘That’s Charlie Doyle, known to his friends as Popeye,’ Odile replied, toying with some lettuce leaves. ‘He sits just behind you. He’s a lovely guy. I must introduce you.’

‘Jack’s told me a lot about him. He loves working for him - says he’s the best boss he’s had in a while.’

Odile edged closer. ‘I hear you and Jack go back a long way.’

‘That’s right. We grew up together - school, summer holidays, university and all that. Does Charlie appear often on TV?’

‘Yes, he’s Head of Technology Research. He knows his stuff and he never pulls his punches.’

Charlie, rotund and jowly, wore thick spectacles, and looked scruffy even though his clothes were expensive. He seemed totally at ease with the cameras. Niccolo and Odile were unable to hear everything he was saying as the chatter of lunchtime arrivals smothered much of his performance.

‘Everyone likes Charlie,’ continued Odile. ‘He’s fun. If he weren’t a technology analyst he’d make a great comedian. Clients like him because he’s amusing. Best of all, he can laugh at himself. And that’s a rare commodity in our world. You should see some of the shit I have to put up with from the other analysts. They’re a bunch of misfits with fragile egos and excess testosterone. But Charlie doesn’t need to prove anything - he’s done it all. In the late nineties he was rated the number one technology analyst for five years running. He made money - big money - during the dotcom boom. And he has a reputation for being able to predict the next big thing in technology well before anyone else. He’s American, but he’s lived over here for twenty years, ever since Saracen granted his request for a transfer from Wall Street to London.’

‘Working with him sounds great.’

‘I warn you, though - he’s going through a mid-life crisis. His wives and kids are embarrassed to be seen with him ever since he bought the Ducati.’

‘I like him already! But . . . wives?’

‘Several. All ex. Or should I say expensive?’

 



Team 19 at the FSA’s Enforcement Division had been assembled for an important meeting. Team 19 knew all about Dr Picton. They knew what he did for a living. They knew of his reputation for ruthlessness. They knew he had laundered money in several jurisdictions across Europe and the Middle East. They suspected he had pocketed a small fortune by profiting from the financial market crash in the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York, though it was impossible to say for sure that he had had prior knowledge of them. And they were 99 per cent certain he was up to his old tricks again.

There was only one problem.

They had nothing on him.

Dr Picton covered his tracks. His name had been linked to four homicides in ten years, yet not a single arrest warrant had been issued. He had contacts at the highest levels within the British government and was not afraid to use them. He was fiercely loyal to his paymasters and bitterly intolerant of those who crossed him.

Team 19 was led by Arnaud Veyrieras, who had been head-hunted from Interpol in Paris for his expertise in organised crime. Like others in his position at the Enforcement Division, he had been allocated an impossible caseload. Arnaud did not like being given advice, and after thirty years in the job, he figured he did not need any. But that did not stop Sanderson from dropping the odd hint now and again. Cracking the older fraud cases, she had told him, had a lot to do with meticulous investigation and an obsessive attention to detail. Discovering a new fraud, by contrast, had more to do with luck. Veyrieras made his own luck. As soon as he arrived in London, he had hand-picked Team 19 and devoted the best part of a year to training them up. If the Doctor had anything to hide, Arnaud wanted to be the one to expose it.

Once all seven members of the team were present and  accounted for, Arnaud dimmed the lights and switched on the projector.

‘We’re going to see some action, people,’ he began. ‘And we’re going to see it soon. I want you lot to get your arses into gear. Sanderson is under pressure to deliver results. You guys work for Sanderson. Ergo, you are under pressure to yield results.’

The team had got used to his accent over the months, but had grown weary of his perennial bursts of machismo. Two men at the back of the room muttered, Bloody Frog! Arnaud’s eyes scanned the room, but it was too dark to locate the culprits. ‘We’re dealing with a syndicate of big investors,’ he continued. ‘This syndicate is led by a young Usmani prince called Mubarak bin Majid Al Shahaan. His friends simply call him Prince. His father is the Sultan of Usman, who owns UsmanOil. Mubarak heads a group of young Arab men playing with their daddies’ money, oil money from the Gulf mostly. They’re well educated, these guys - most have MBAs from the top business schools, and many have worked for Tier 1 investment banks. And they have connections - serious  connections. But they’re still just a bunch of rich kids with no real idea of how the world works. Even so, they’ve managed to make huge profits in Western stock markets. In the last seven years, the earnings they’ve generated have been too good to be true and too consistent to be ignored. Which leads us to believe that Dr Picton has been steering the syndicate all this time. There’s no way these boys could have done it without him.’

Arnaud flicked a switch on the projector for the first slide, a photograph of a middle-aged bearded Caucasian man dressed in a dark suit, entering a restaurant.

‘As most of you will know, this is Dr Picton. The name is fake - he has several aliases. The doctorate, however, may be real; something fancy in the field of particle physics, we believe. Picton’s brain works faster than an Intel Centrino, and he covers his tracks with the utmost care. He seems to spend a lot of time at this place, the Moneypincher’s Inn on St Swithins Lane. He lunches there most days and his offices are upstairs. He also  sleeps there some nights. We want this man to lead us into the lion’s den.’

Arnaud casually flicked a button on the projector to view the next slide. A dark-skinned young man with short-cropped hair, dressed inconspicuously in a casual white collarless shirt and blue jeans, was shaking hands with Picton in an empty restaurant. ‘This is the Prince. Like his syndicate friends, he graduated from MIT and has a Harvard MBA. But he’s not all that bright. So he uses Picton as a fixer. Picton prefers to describe himself as a strategist. ’

Arnaud turned his back on the screen to face his audience. ‘What I am about to tell you next is just my own hunch. But if I’m right, this could turn out to be a much bigger catch than any of us have ever seen.’




CHAPTER 2

 



 



 



 



Rupert’s team were not a friendly crowd. They owned their turf and marked it out with their own distinctive scent. Welcoming a newcomer was so far down their list of priorities that it made more sense to wait until the probationary period was over.

New blood could bring in new business. Equally it could rock the boat. The rules of survival were simple: Rupert made them, and everyone else followed them. Not all teams operated like Rupert’s, but things were heading that way, because Rupert’s team, under Larry Sikorski’s tenure, always managed to secure the biggest share of the bonus pool.

Equity research was not a profitable business unit in itself. Nonetheless, a strong research division was the silent engine of the bank, for it opened doors for other business units that were  profitable. Research provided the bank with its intellectual podium, on permanent display to the rest of the world. As the public face of an investment bank, it enabled its rainmakers to claim expertise in a wide range of fields, allowing them to win bigger mandates with fatter fees. Naturally, the research analysts - who embodied that expertise - carried a lot of clout.

As the new boy, Niccolo was made to cut his teeth on some of the smaller stocks - Wire & Satellite, Telecom10 and Maiden Media. He wanted the big one - Ultrafone - but he would have to wait for such a prize until he was higher up the pecking order. The days passed and he struggled to keep up with his workload. He needed to understand his stocks, speak to company management, keep up  to date on corporate news, read widely on the telecoms sector and write his quota of research notes. Neither Rupert nor James volunteered any help. The other analysts took their lead from their boss, and Niccolo’s requests for assistance were deferred, declined or ignored. Most of the analysts seemed to operate exclusively from within their own silos, rarely sharing resources or knowledge. Niccolo was surprised; in the Information Age, this was an extremely wasteful way to work.

James filled the role of Rupert’s deputy with relish. He would review the team’s output prior to publication, referring any contentious issues upwards. He operated a command-and-control mentality that tended to stunt creativity. Niccolo did not appreciate his ideas being stifled at birth. But after a week, he had run out of ideas anyway. His work did not meet James’ standards, so it was edited, rewritten, re-edited and rewritten again. And so it continued for days. James’ reviews became more and more abrasive, whilst Niccolo felt more and more frustrated.

The Head of Telecoms watched from a distance, making no attempt to intervene.

 



The security officer took a bunch of keys from his pocket and searched for the one he wanted. The labels were illegible, so he fiddled about until he found the most likely match. The fourth key he tried clicked and the lock opened. He entered a dark, windowless room, two storeys beneath the underground car park, and patted the wall in search of the light switch. When he turned it on, two fluorescent lights flickered for a while before settling down. There was dust everywhere and the air smelt stale. The room was long and narrow, the walls lined with an array of computer servers. The constant flicker of the neon tubes irritated him.

He surveyed the room. The layout was exactly as he had expected. He sat down in a dust-covered chair at the main workstation and tapped the keyboard. The screen lit up. In a flash, he pulled out a memory stick from his shirt pocket and plugged it in.


Run? asked the machine.

The security officer clicked to confirm, then watched as the program installed itself on to the main server. The servers housed back-up files containing digital voice recordings of all front-office telephone conversations made by Saracen Laing employees, as required by their dealing licence. The voice-recognition software was programmed to search for two words in sequence - ‘Doctor’ and ‘Picton’. The software then transmitted the files that matched the sequence through the Ethernet, busting through the corporate firewalls on to the internet towards its final-destination server.

 



 



Dr Picton arrived at Toni’s Caf at twenty minutes past ten, but failed to apologise for being late. ‘How is the new boy doing?’

The man from Saracen Laing looked confused. ‘How do you know we hired a new boy?’

‘I’m keeping a close eye on you all.’

‘Dr Picton,’ replied his guest, suppressing his displeasure, ‘I don’t think we’ve got off to a very good start. Let me tell you how this is going to be. You line up the money and I line up the deals.’

‘I’m not sure about this Lamparelli.’

‘Niccolo Lamparelli is the right man for the job.’

‘He might prove a problem for us,’ said the Doctor. ‘My people have already checked him out. He’s young, and may be hard to control.’

‘Nonsense. He’s thirty years old. He spent his first few years after leaving college bumming around the world with a rucksack. Later, he developed a decent reputation as a journalist. He also has a reputation as a ladies’ man. Look, we’re paying the guy very handsomely; the last thing he’s going to do is jeopardise that. Anyway, Rupert Southgate is keeping a close watch over him, and Rupert runs a tight ship. There will be no trouble, I assure you . . . Another thing, Niccolo’s a close friend of Jack Ford, one of our tech analysts. Jack’s a hard-working company man with an expensive wife to support, maybe a family down the line, never rocks the boat, does as he’s told. What’s more, Niccolo looks up to him.  So if he steps out of line, I can get Jack to straighten him out. Two sets of muppet strings are better than one.’

‘This guy might be smarter than you think - he went to Cambridge, didn’t he?’

‘He scraped through with a third. Spent all his time chasing girls and practising judo.’

‘Karate.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Karate. Not judo.’

‘Sure, sure. Anyway, Niccolo Lamparelli is the least of our problems, trust me.’

‘My friend, I don’t trust anybody.’ The voice was as smooth as silk. ‘That is precisely why my clients hire me.’




CHAPTER 3

 



 



 



 



‘So how are you settling in, Nicco?’ asked Larry, positioning himself at an adjacent urinal.

‘Just fine, Larry,’ said Niccolo, zipping up and stepping back.

‘Now, listen. My door’s always open. I want you to feel free to come to me if you ever have any problems, understand?’

‘Thanks, Larry. I appreciate it.’

‘Good.’

Larry zipped up and left the men’s room without washing his hands.

Niccolo returned to his desk and began to tidy up the mountain of unread reports, business journals and paperwork that had piled up with remarkable speed in recent days. But the clamour from behind him soon became too loud to ignore.

‘There they are!’

‘Who?

‘The Kloomberg girls!’

Niccolo turned around to see what all the commotion was about. Charlie Doyle had climbed up on to his desk for a better view of something at the other end of the trading floor. Jack stood next to him on a chair, similarly mesmerised.

Three Kloomberg girls were working their way around the trading floor - two blondes and a redhead, dressed like American cheerleaders - distributing play-size footballs with the Kloomberg logo. Their tanned legs and short skirts assured them the undivided attention of every trader, analyst and IT person on the floor.

‘What are they doing?’ asked Niccolo.

‘Who cares? Just look at them!’

Jack had a point. The girls were hot. To the majority of traders and analysts on the floor, these girls were made to order - the ultimate fashion accessory. They all wanted one.

‘God, she’s fit,’ drooled Jack.

‘Which one?’ asked Niccolo, climbing clumsily on to a desk beside him.

‘The one with the big jugs.’ Jack pointed to the prettier of the two blondes. ‘Juicy Lucy.’

At that moment, Juicy Lucy smiled devastatingly up at the three watching men, and waved. And each of them was convinced she was waving only to him.

 



Charlie and Jack made a formidable team. As head of the tech team, Charlie hogged most of the limelight whilst Jack did most of the detailed work. It suited their individual characters and it made them inseparable. But twice a week they would work out together at the gym, and in a room full of iron dumb-bells, their roles reversed.

Charlie was the older by fifteen years, and had trouble keeping up with Jack’s pace. Often they would end their gym session with ten minutes in the sauna. It allowed them to relax, absorb the heat and bask in the joys of seeing half-naked women seated beside them. Soon after Niccolo joined the bank, the twosome evolved into a threesome.

‘So how are things with Rachel and Sarah?’ asked Jack, pouring some water on the stove, producing a large cloud of steam.

‘Rachel and Sarah?’ Charlie enquired, brightening. ‘Young Lamparelli, are you something of a stud?’

‘Am I allowed to tell Charlie?’ Jack asked Niccolo.

Niccolo sighed resigned consent.

‘Well, Sarah is - or was - Nicco’s ex-girlfriend,’ Jack began. ‘And Rachel is - or was - his current girlfriend.’

‘Is or was?’ Charlie hooted. ‘This is starting to sound good.’

Niccolo took over. ‘Sarah rang me; she was upset because she’d just broken up with her man. So I asked her round for a drink. And, well . . .’

‘One thing led to another, eh?’

‘Something like that. And Rachel walked in and found us.’

Charlie roared with laughter. ‘Oh, this is just priceless!’

‘Not really,’ said Niccolo glumly. ‘They both stormed off in different directions, and I haven’t heard from either of them since.’

‘Kanto sanchi,’ said Jack quietly.

‘What?’ asked Charlie.

‘It’s a story we were once told by an old man in Japan.’ Jack took a deep breath and began. ‘Once upon a time there was a monk . . .’

Niccolo closed his eyes. Instead of Jack’s voice, he could hear the old fisherman recounting the tale. Every night Mizuno-san would tell the boys a story about a Buddhist monk. And every morning he would ask them to decipher its meaning.

‘. . . who spent most of his youth in a Buddhist temple in Okinawa, where the older monks taught him as much as they could about life. When he became a man, he was told to leave the temple and to seek adventure, to experience freedom and to learn from his mistakes. After ten years he was to return to the temple to pass on what he had learned. That way the junior monks would be prepared for life outside, just as he had been made ready by those before him.’

The acoustics in the sauna transformed Jack’s voice into that of a great storyteller. He poured some more water on the stove. Sweat poured from their bodies, and as the steam rose, he continued the tale.

‘One day the monk was crossing Kanto sanchi, a mountainous region north-east of Kyoto, well known for its dangerous and rugged terrain. A hungry tiger suddenly leapt out from behind a bush. The monk fled for his life.

‘But he ran out of luck. The ground beneath him fell away and he slid off a precipice. He grabbed at whatever he could, and  eventually managed to cling to a piece of rock. When he had caught his breath he assessed his position. Below him lay a two-hundred-foot drop on to a bed of solid rock. Above him sat the tiger, waiting, and hungry.’

Jack stopped talking, and for a few moments there was complete silence in the sauna except for the slight hiss of steam.

‘So what happened?’ Charlie asked eventually.

‘That’s it,’ answered Jack. ‘That’s the end.’

Puzzled, Charlie turned to Niccolo. ‘I don’t get it.’

‘The monk got himself into a situation where he loses no matter what he does,’ explained Niccolo. ‘Either way he’s a dead man.’

‘Is there a moral in there somewhere?’

‘The moral of the story,’ concluded Jack, ‘is that sometimes - no matter what you do, no matter how hard you try - you’re completely fucked.’

‘Or, in Niccolo’s case,’ said Charlie, ‘not fucked at all.’

 



A software engineer with a bad cold and three days’ stubble swiped his security pass to get into the sound room, sat down at the main terminal, put on a set of Bose headphones and quickly located the heavily encrypted files he was looking for. It took a handful of mouse clicks to unlock them. The results that appeared on screen showed that the voice-recognition software planted in Saracen’s servers had found two recordings that matched the programmed sequence. The engineer opened the files and played around with the graphic equaliser to eliminate the background noise. Then he clicked the play button, and a slow smile spread across his face. The system was set up. The software worked. From this point forward, it was just a waiting game.




CHAPTER 4

 



 



 



 



Every year, during the first week of May, Larry hosted a birthday party at his country home just outside Godalming, in Surrey. In the past, invitations had been limited to Saracen employees, but this year he would turn fifty, so the guest list was opened up to spouses and partners as well. The dress code was ‘James Bond’, and the costs would, of course, be charged to the company.

Niccolo hitched a lift with Jack and Donna. He and Jack came as 007, and Donna, in a jet-black cocktail dress, was a slinky Bond girl. Donna’s ravishing looks and long blond hair made Jack wary of parading his wife in public at the best of times, but today he was on high alert. The cocktail dress revealed a damn sight more cleavage than he felt comfortable with.

‘I’m really looking forward to this,’ Donna sighed rapturously, once they were clear of London.

‘We’re not going just to party,’ Jack reminded her. ‘For me, this is work.’

‘You work. I’ll play,’ she giggled.

‘OK, but it would help if you could play the corporate wife - you know, hobnob and schmooze, and charm the pants off the right people.’

‘Not if they’re going to be boring,’ Donna pouted. ‘I want to have some fun.’ And she turned to look out of the window and sulked for the next half-hour. Niccolo, in the back seat, thanked the Lord he was single.
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Saracen Laing’s Head of Research lived in a beautiful old manor house that had been converted two generations earlier into a sprawling family residence comprising eighteen rooms, a stable, two guest houses, a tennis court and a swimming pool. A river ran through part of the garden.

When they arrived, waitresses dressed in Playboy bunny outfits were serving drinks and canap s, and an elderly gentleman in a tuxedo was entertaining a group of excited young ladies at a blackjack table. The glamorously dressed guests were mingling and the champagne was flowing. Their host, who had chosen to be Goldfinger, was circulating, playing his part to the full. Jack, apprehensive at first, jettisoned his worries about Donna within minutes. She played the charming corporate wife from the word go. ‘This place is fabulous,’ she enthused. ‘I’m soooo impressed . . .’

‘Then I insist on giving you a guided tour,’ Larry said, and without a word to Jack he whisked Donna away.

The two British agents looked at each other and shrugged. ‘Oh well,’ Jack sighed, draining his glass, ‘let’s go and see if we can find Charlie.’

 



Amanda Sanderson worked evenings and weekends. Even at her Hampshire cottage, with her undemanding husband, Tatiana the cat and the latest John Grisham saga to keep her company, she still managed to keep up a barrage of short emails from her BlackBerry. Moreover, she expected her staff to follow a similar work ethic.

So it came as no surprise to Arnaud Veyrieras when he received her call early on a Sunday afternoon.

‘I want you in my office within the hour,’ she snapped. Arnaud had a damn good hunch what she wanted. And that was what worried him. At that moment he did not have the answers she needed. He knew he would get them eventually - he just needed time. The question was: how much time would Sanderson give him?
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On the orders of His Majesty Sultan Majid bin Mohammad Al Shahaan, Usman’s international airport was undergoing a facelift. Tourists were experiencing delays, air-traffic control was overwhelmed and flight crews were confused. But the incoming Airbus 318 had been given priority clearance to land and was carefully guided off the runway by an army of flag-waving ground crew.

A turbaned man was standing by to greet the aircraft’s sole passenger. ‘Good morning, Dr Picton. My name is Singh. I have a car waiting for you, sir.’

Dr Picton grabbed a leather satchel and followed his escort across the scorching tarmac to a nearby limousine. He accustomed himself to the air-conditioned cabin and poured himself a chilled beer.

A convoy of three black Range Rovers guided the limousine through a set of heavily armed gates and on to the Sultan Majid highway. The driver radioed ahead to signal the guest’s arrival. A little while later, the limousine turned in through a set of solid iron gates and drew to a gentle halt outside the principal residence of Prince Mubarak bin Majid Al Shahaan, a palace designed to replicate the Blue Mosque in Istanbul.

Picton was led up a flight of granite steps, through the front courtyard, past a fountain, under the main dome and into the tea room in the North Tower. The room was empty but for a table and two chairs. A bearded man in a white gown and red chequered keffiyeh poured him some tea, then went to stand guard in the doorway. The Prince had already been informed of his arrival, Picton was told.

 



Donna felt she had been transported to another world. Each room was alive with a character of its own, and a sense of history dating back centuries. She imagined what it would be like to be an aristocrat, to live by right amidst such ancient glory.

They entered Larry’s bedroom. On the far wall hung a portrait of a beautiful young woman in an ivory silk dress.

‘What a lovely painting,’ Donna said admiringly, knowing what  was expected. But her attention was really drawn by the twenty-one-stone diamond necklace around the young woman’s neck.

‘Her name was Augusta de Mournay,’ explained Larry. ‘She was said to be the illegitimate daughter of King George II and his mistress, the Countess of Yarmouth.’ He edged a little closer to Donna. ‘In 1760, when George II died, the throne passed to his grandson, George III. Six thousand pounds in banknotes was found in the dead King’s desk, with a request that the money was to go to Lady Yarmouth. George III not only honoured his grandfather’s wish but added a further two thousand guineas to the bequest. So Augusta was brought up by Lady Yarmouth in great style. Some say that George III himself had an affair with her and that the necklace - originally intended for his own wife, Queen Charlotte - somehow found its way to Augusta without knowledge of its existence ever reaching the Queen.’

‘She’s beautiful,’ Donna breathed.

Larry caressed the back of Donna’s neck and whispered softly, ‘I have a surprise for you.’ He located a switch behind the painting. A tiny motor hummed into action, moving the painting sideways, revealing a metal safe. Larry punched in the combination and the door popped open.

‘Larry, what are you—?’

Larry turned around, holding a diamond necklace that closely resembled the one in the painting. He placed it gently around Donna’s neck. ‘When I bought this place, the painting came with it. Legend has it that King George III made love to Augusta in this very room, and that he commissioned her portrait as a gift. It’s said that anyone who takes it down will face ten years of bad luck. None of the owners of this castle have dared break the spell.’

Donna caressed the diamonds longingly. ‘These are gorgeous.’ She stepped over to the mirror, and the sun refracted rays of rainbow-hued light spectacularly on to the walls.

‘So that meant I inherited the painting,’ continued Larry. ‘And I asked Hugh - my art-dealer friend - to find the original necklace. It took him four years, but he finally tracked it down  somewhere in France.’ With a provocative sparkle in his eye, he added, ‘It looks fabulous on you, Donna.’

Donna blushed. ‘I’ve never worn anything so beautiful in all my life.’

‘You are a beautiful young woman, my dear. You deserve beautiful things.’ Standing behind Donna, Larry carefully undid the clasp. The warmth of his hands on her neck sent a shiver down her spine. He returned the diamonds to the safe and repositioned the painting.

‘Well,’ he said briskly, ‘I suppose I had better get you back to your husband.’

 



Even when he was so drunk that Jack and Niccolo had to prop him up against the bar, Charlie was a crowd-puller. A dozen or so Saracen employees with their spouses were gathered round, drawn as if by magnets. Amongst them, Rupert Southgate, with his wife Daisy, stood next to Jean-Claude Bouvier - one of Saracen’s corporate financiers - and his wife Genevi ve. Hovering in the background was ‘Cuddly’ Dudley Rabinowitz, the bank’s Chief Compliance Officer.

‘Why don’t you lot just bugger off,’ Charlie slurred, ‘and leave me to get another - herk! - drink?’

‘So what do you do at Saracen?’ Daisy Southgate enquired brightly, as if she had just read a manual of social etiquette.

‘My dear,’ replied Charlie with a leer, ‘I do the same thing your husband does. Only I do it better.’

Daisy’s smile froze, Rupert twitched uncomfortably, and Niccolo and Jack retreated to a safe distance. Genevi ve Bouvier stepped in as if to back Daisy up. ‘So what do you do exactly - for the bank, I mean?’ she asked.

‘I’m a tech analyst, darling. I tell people which tech stocks to buy and sell. Take Microsoft . . .’ Charlie hiccupped. ‘They’ve just launched the latest version of the Xbox. Kids love it, and parents love it even more. I call it the SEXbox . . . You should get your husband to give you one . . .’

Jean-Claude suddenly woke up to the way the conversation was going, but Rupert stepped in for him. ‘You’ve had a bit too much to drink, Charlie. Perhaps you should—’

Charlie lurched forward, an unpleasant look on his face. ‘You know something, Rupert?’ he sniped. ‘You really are an excuse for a wet fart.’

Rupert went pale. ‘Daisy, why don’t we go and find something to eat?’ he said, and without waiting for her agreement he turned and walked away, his wife following in his wake. Charlie broadcast a victorious smile, which made the others distinctly uneasy.

Just in time, a pair of welcome intruders arrived, armed with champagne flutes. ‘You have a beautiful wife, Jack,’ remarked Larry, kissing Donna’s hand before delivering it dutifully into Jack’s.

‘Thank you,’ replied Jack politely. ‘I think so too.’

‘Larry took me on a tour of the house,’ explained Donna, her cheeks flushed with alcohol. She tossed her hair back and giggled, splashing champagne on to Larry’s trousers in the process. He pulled out a handkerchief and dealt with it effortlessly.

‘Now then, ladies and gentlemen, I must ask you to make your way into the house for the speeches,’ said the host, leading the way.

As they walked back, Jack put his arm firmly around Donna’s waist, whilst Niccolo provided sufficient support to help Charlie walk in a straight line. But before they reached the main residence, Charlie and Niccolo split off from the rest, deciding to give the speeches a miss. A wooden seat with a view of the stream looked far more appealing.

‘What does Jean-Claude do?’ asked Niccolo.

Charlie slumped on the seat and took a deep breath. ‘Sod all,’ he declared.

Niccolo frowned. ‘I thought he worked in M&A.’

‘So does he.’

They sat contemplating the river for a few minutes, until a loud snore told Niccolo that Charlie was sound asleep. He stood up and  looked back at the little groups of guests who had not gone indoors for the speeches. Suddenly a lively giggle and a flash of blond hair caught his attention - it was the Kloomberg girl! Juicy Lucy. He ran a hand nervously through his hair and set off towards her.

 



Arnaud had expected a heated exchange with Amanda Sanderson. What he didn’t expect was a foregone conclusion.

‘You’re off the Picton case,’ she said in a matter-of-fact tone the moment he entered her office.

‘But I have Team 19 working full time on this case. I believe we can—’

‘You’ve spent months investigating Dr Picton. You’ve had a significant amount of resources at your disposal - including some of my best investigators - and you’ve come up with nothing. I gave you a deadline, Arnaud. It passed one month ago. Close the file.’

‘But ma’am, I believe he’s about to start something big and we can—’

‘I said close the file, damn it! Team 19 is to be reassigned.’

Arnaud Veyrieras and the head of the FSA’s Enforcement Division glared at each other for several seconds. Then, in total silence, Arnaud turned and walked out, shutting the door firmly behind him.

 



‘Did you have a pleasant flight?’ asked the Prince. He spoke with an Eton accent.

‘It was perfect, Your Highness, thank you,’ replied Picton.

‘Excellent. I have arranged for you to stay in my personal quarters. ’

‘I am honoured.’

‘Tonight there is a dinner I would like you to attend. It’s just a small gathering of my father’s friends - perhaps fifty or sixty people. It would not be appropriate, of course, to discuss business at dinner, so let’s get it out of the way now, shall we?’ The Prince nodded to the doorman. Tea was served and a hookah pipe set  down on the table between them. The Prince took a puff, stared at the ceiling for a few moments and finally exhaled a cloud of smoke. ‘Tell me your plan,’ he said, offering Picton the pipe.

‘Well, Your Highness, my people are now in place. The systems are up and running. I expect a number of large deals to come our way very soon - most likely in the telecoms space. All I’m waiting for is the all-clear from you and we’re in business.’

‘You’re waiting for my money as well, eh, Doctor?’

Picton inhaled the smoke through the bubbling water. ‘Yes,’ he agreed.

‘How much?’

‘The more you invest, the more you stand to make.’

‘How much do you want from me?’

‘One billion dollars.’

‘I can put up one hundred million myself. The rest will come from our syndicate friends. It might take a month or two.’

‘That’s fine.’

‘How long will our money be tied up?’

‘Two years, but I expect to triple it in that time.’

‘And what will be your cut?’

‘Five per cent straight up, and fifteen per cent of any profits I make.’

‘What if you make a loss, my friend?’

‘That is not possible.’

‘Anything is possible.’

‘Let’s just say that the odds are stacked heavily in my favour.’

‘Listen, Picton, we’ve worked together for a long time, so cut the crap. Why should I trust you with so much money? If I invest this much, I want a cast-iron guarantee.’

‘A cast-iron guarantee is exactly what you will get.’

‘My friend, how the hell can anyone guarantee a two hundred per cent return in two years?’

Picton took another puff and exhaled slowly. ‘If they know in advance which way a stock will move,’ he said.
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To Jack and Donna’s surprise, Niccolo politely refused their offer of a lift home.

‘I bet he’s pulled that blonde,’ Donna observed as they headed back up the A3 to London.

‘Which blonde?’ Jack said, only half paying attention.

‘Very short dress? Giggled a lot?’

‘Christ, Juicy Lucy!’ He was paying attention now. ‘The Kloomberg girl. Nicco, you jammy bugger!’ Then he reached for Donna’s hand. ‘Thanks for making such an effort with Larry, darling. I know these events bore the shit out of you.’

‘Don’t be silly. I had a great time. Your boss is so charming. He has impeccable style. And he isn’t at all bad-looking for a fifty-year-old. I hope you look that good when you’re his age, Jack.’

That night Jack and Donna made love on autopilot. Jack was exhausted and Donna’s mind was elsewhere.

Afterwards, just as they were drifting off to sleep, she asked, ‘Do you think we’ll ever get to live in a house like that, Jack?’

‘What’s wrong with this place?’ he mumbled.

‘Come on, Jack. I’d be embarrassed to ask your banker friends over for dinner to this place. There isn’t even enough space for a decent dining room. And we’re about five bedrooms short . . .’

Jack mulled over her words. Five more bedrooms? In Hampstead? He was certainly well paid, but he didn’t earn that  much! ‘Relax, honey. I’ll give you everything you ever dreamed of.’ He kissed her and rolled over. ‘I love you,’ he said.

Her usual echo of confirmation remained unspoken, but Jack was too tired to think beyond the silence.

Within moments he was fast asleep.

 



Jack could not move. Everything was very quiet. There was cold murky water all around. And blood. The shark glided past the small boat. Then it turned, and in slow motion, almost aimlessly, came back again. Its catlike eyes were blankly expressionless and its open mouth was full of fearsome jagged teeth. Jack tried to scream, but he had no voice. He thought of thrashing the water to frighten off the predatory monster, but his  limbs were numb and helpless. The creature’s hideous head broke the surface of the water again, and it seemed to grin at him, like the Cheshire Cat, as it swam lazily past, as though it knew it could take him at any time . . .

 



He woke up with a start, sweating and nauseous, his heart pounding painfully.

He did what he always did, and forced himself to breathe slowly and regularly until his heartbeat calmed. He tried to relax. Would this nightmare continue to haunt him for ever?

 



On Monday morning, Team 19 of the FSA’s Enforcement Division was disbanded. It had been assembled for one case alone. That case was now dead in the water. Arnaud was given a week’s leave of absence on full pay, and the remaining team members were reassigned. A memo was sent by secure mail to the Chancellor of the Exchequer confirming the sequence of events that had led to the closure of the Picton file, and the file itself was sent to storage.

When the memo reached the desk of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, it was read in private. Then it was sealed in an envelope and sent by special courier to another government department.
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In the weeks that followed, Niccolo spent many nights in the office. By now he had moved out of Jack’s house and was renting a pied- -terre of his own a mile down the road in Hampstead - same postcode, but a cheaper area. On weekends he locked himself in his flat with a pile of broker reports to keep him company. He learned fast. And though there were many questions he needed to ask, he never asked them; he knew he would never receive the answers.

Odile had warned him he would be on his own. ‘The City has bred a highly competitive culture amongst stock analysts. It discourages individuals from sharing information,’ she said calmly one day as she took a puff of her cigarette at the back entrance of the building.

‘You sound like a management consultant,’ Niccolo said.

‘I was once, but that’s not the point.’ She exhaled coldly. ‘Nobody wants to work in a team.’

‘That doesn’t make sense.’

‘Well, the theory behind it is this.’ She paused to light up another Marlboro. ‘If you give any more than the minimum necessary help to a fellow analyst - even one in your own team - then you’re helping a potential rival reach star analyst status. Star analysts get bigger bonuses. But bonus pools are finite. So by helping a colleague you potentially reduce your own bonus.’

‘But that makes the team totally dysfunctional.’

She flicked her cigarette butt on to the street and glanced  casually at the diamond-encrusted Jaeger-LeCoultre on her wrist. ‘Most analyst teams in the City are,’ she snapped.

 



Investment banking was an altogether different game from journalism, and there were times when Niccolo wondered if he really wanted to play. After all, few had made the move. But Charlie seemed pleased to have a fellow ex-journo around the office.

‘We’re two of a kind, you and I,’ he would say expansively. ‘We should stick together.’

One day he suggested lunch. ‘Time we had a proper talk,’ he said, as he walked with Niccolo in the direction of the Thai Garden. ‘The food’s OK,’ he said as they entered the restaurant. ‘The wine’s pretty good too. But the waitresses - hell, now we’re talking!’

A slim, long-haired girl in a long silk dress with slits all over the place seized their coats. Another showed them to a table, whilst a third took their order. Charlie didn’t have to open the menu. Names of exotic dishes flowed effortlessly from his mouth.

‘So where were you before you came here?’ he asked Niccolo.

‘Financial Telegraph,’ replied Niccolo. ‘Business section. And you?’

‘Oh, it was a long time ago. Journalism was a respected profession then.’

‘So was banking.’

‘Can’t argue with that, kiddo.’ The wine arrived. Charlie tasted it and accepted the bottle. ‘I started out with the Washington Post. It was just after Nixon was booted out of the White House. There were no PCs back then and I could hardly use a typewriter in those days, but I could read the future like the back of my hand. I could spot the trends in the technology market. I could see the big picture. When Saracen offered me a job as a Wall Street analyst, I jumped at it. Never looked back.’

‘Was it easy to make the transition?’

‘The thing is, Niccolo, there is no transition. A journalist and an analyst - they essentially have the same skill. Both tell a story.  Both use the story to sell a product: with journalists it’s newspapers; with bankers it’s stock. You’ve got to be able to tell the story with total conviction. If you can do that, you’ll go all the way to the top. The trick is finding the right story.’

Niccolo realised that he had much to learn from the older analyst, and judging by the fervent look in Charlie’s eyes, it was there for the asking. ‘Larry showed me some of your articles,’ continued Charlie. ‘You write well. And that’s why they hired you. It’s a rare skill, Niccolo.’

‘Thanks. I thought they hired me because I specialise in telecoms. ’

‘Anyone can write about the telecoms market. They hired you because you write from the heart. When people read your work they believe in it, because they know you believe in it. When people read your work they question their own judgement, because they know you’re questioning yours. You have a talent, my friend. Banks need that talent. Look, in our business we have to make markets. That means telling our clients to buy when we want them to buy and sell when we want them to sell. And no client will place an order for ten million Ultrafone shares unless you give them a damn good story to persuade them.’

A waitress appeared, filled their glasses with iced water, then disappeared. Charlie leaned forward. ‘You’ve got to look at these companies differently from the way everyone else looks at them. Find a fresh angle. When you look at a company, what do you see?’

‘Well, I . . . er . . .’

‘When I look at a company, I see a woman. Doesn’t matter whether she’s sexy or a real dog, my job is to find out what’s under her clothes. Am I making sense?’

Niccolo chuckled. This he could understand.

‘One more thing, kiddo. A big bank means big politics. I take it you’ve figured out by now who you need to keep happy?’

Niccolo hesitated. ‘I think so,’ he replied, unconvincingly.

‘OK. First there’s Odile.’ Charlie paused just long enough to whet Niccolo’s appetite. ‘You like Odile?’

Niccolo smiled.

‘I’m not surprised. Just about everyone does. She’s got more curves than the Monte Carlo rally and she knows how to use them. And you fancy her, right?’

‘Right.’

‘Wrong, motherfucker! And wipe that little smirk off your face. Fancy anyone else, but don’t fancy your saleswoman. When you come to work in the morning, you need to make sure the right bit of you is doing the talking and everything else is zipped up. Pocket Venus she may be, but Odile doesn’t want your dick - she wants your wallet. And you can’t afford her, so clear any dirty muck out of your head. You need to keep her happy - but only at a work level.’

‘But she’s just a saleswoman.’ Niccolo leaned forward. ‘All she does is dial and smile. What do I—?’

Charlie cut Niccolo off. ‘Jesus, motherfucker, do I have to start from the beginning?’ He pulled his chair forward and placed his hands on the tablecloth. ‘She’s not just any saleswoman. She’s the best fucking saleswoman in town. She’s the flavour of the month, the floozy with the Uzi, the bunny with the honey. Get the picture? ’

‘She looks more like the bunny with the money to me.’

‘She makes more money for the bank than you or I will ever make. She can sell anything. She will make you or break you. Do you understand?’

Niccolo nodded.

‘Now let’s talk about you. Have you come up with any bright investment ideas lately, or have you just been lounging about doing fuck-all like that deadbeat excuse for a boss you allegedly work for?’

‘Rupert?’

‘You can call him Rupert. I prefer to call him deeplyunimpressive. com,’ sneered Charlie. ‘That loser has about as much talent as  the Spice Girls. He lives in some godforsaken village in the middle of Surrey, for Christ’s sake, full of inbred halfwits. Life down there is a hot tub of sexual frustration and missed opportunities. ’ Charlie paused to reflect. ‘However, he’s close to Larry. They travel in on the same train. They get on like a house on fire - invite each other round at Christmas, schmooze at the same tennis club, share babysitters, swap wives - you know, the whole country thing. So you need to handle him with care.’

After a few minutes the conversation moved on to Larry. ‘Well, Larry Sikorski’s a law unto himself,’ offered Charlie. ‘You’ve got to admire him. I mean, he’s got a brain the size of a planet, he’s worth millions, he drives a Porsche, he’s hung like a sperm whale and he’s better looking than De Niro.’

‘So you’re jealous?’

‘I’m always jealous!’

‘And what’s he like to work for?’

‘Oh, he’s a prick . . .’ Charlie leaned back and tucked his napkin into his shirt. ‘. . . but he’s smart. His mind’s got more moving parts than a Patek Philippe. You can learn from him, son.’

Niccolo shifted forward. ‘I hope you don’t mind if I use you as a sounding board from time to time, Charlie. Sometimes Rupert’s team can be awfully cold.’

Charlie flashed a smile. It was a genuine smile - warm, wholesome, trustworthy. ‘That’s what I’m here for, my friend. I’ve got loads to teach you, kid.’ At that moment the food arrived. ‘But right now, I’m hungry.’ They toasted to good health and grabbed their chopsticks.

 



Gradually, by piecing together snippets of information, Niccolo was able to build up a picture of Charlie’s life. From a humble beginning, he had climbed the corporate ladder and reached its upper echelons with nothing to help him but sheer hard work and raw determination. His Irish-American father had left school at sixteen to work in Pittsburgh’s steel industry. In time, Danny Doyle climbed the ranks to become chief welder, only to be  thrown out some months later for thuggery, thievery and drunkenness. Despite this, every afternoon he would join his former co-workers for a beer after their shift had ended. It never occurred to him to leave the town in search of work. Worse, he had a weakness for the horses, and squandered what little money there was on ‘sure things’ that somehow never won. So he resorted to petty burglary to pay for his drinking and horse-racing, and sent his wife out to make enough money to feed their son.
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