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This is the twentieth – and last – Carlyle novel.
Thanks to Michael Doggart, Krystyna Green, Rebecca Sheppard, Hazel Orme, Jen Shannon and Hannah Wann for riding with the old bastard to the end of the line.





 


 


‘It’s a shame one can’t choose one’s last case. A high point, a finale, one that rounds off with a flourish everything one has achieved. Instead, the last case is as accidental as all the others. That’s how it goes: you do this, you do that, and before you know it, that was your life.’


Bernhard Schlink, Self’s Murder
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Prologue



‘I’m feel like I’m fading out of my own life.’


What the fuck was he talking about?


‘A bit, you know?’


Dr Sandra Muller said nothing.


‘Like a Wallander novel without Wallander.’


The psychiatrist gave no indication of getting the reference. She was an elegant woman, her minimalist office like something out of an art-house movie, good at keeping her mouth shut, unlike most people.


‘Like a three-hundred-page novel in which the main character only appears for sixty-odd pages.’


An appraising look from the shrink. ‘Is that how you see yourself, the leading man in your own drama?’


Carlyle shrugged. ‘Don’t we all?’


Muller consulted her notes. ‘You were a policeman for a long time.’


‘Yes.’


She gave him a direct look. ‘Were you a good cop?’


‘Not really for me to say.’ Carlyle felt himself squirm. ‘I stayed the course.’


‘All the “Commander Coward” stuff when you were kicked out of the Police Service must have been a blow.’


‘Technically, I retired. The coward stuff was just media invention.’


‘Did it annoy you?’


Of course it annoyed me, Carlyle thought. Still does. ‘Not really.’


‘To be publicly vilified like that, it must take its toll.’


‘You’ve got to be thick-skinned to do the job. Anyway, I know what happened. I never ran away from anything in my life.’


More checking of her papers. ‘You seem to have developed a taste for trouble since leaving the police – your adventures in Florida created quite a stir.’


If only you knew the half of it. ‘I was doing a favour for a friend’s wife. She needed her husband declared dead.’


‘Dominic Silver, the art dealer.’


Among other things. Carlyle grinned. ‘Turns out there’s a lot of crazy people in America. Who knew?’


‘London must seem pretty boring, by comparison.’


Boring as fuck. One of the reasons he felt like he was fading out of his own story. He who is tired of London and all that. Throughout his life Carlyle had had times when he felt beset by gloom. Not despair, more an all-pervading sense of dismay. But it was always manageable, and it would always lift, sooner or later. This seemed more permanent.


Maybe I’m depressed, he thought. But so fucking what? Everyone’s depressed.


‘Which was why you rushed to help Bella Bremner,’ Muller suggested. ‘You needed some excitement.’


‘I was bored,’ Carlyle admitted. ‘It was something to do. A distraction. Some people do the crossword . . .’ He let the thought trail off.


‘Some people do the crossword,’ said Muller, after an extended pause, ‘but you killed a man.’


‘Self-defence.’


An eyebrow arched up. ‘I thought you said you couldn’t remember what happened.’


‘I remember a few things,’ Carlyle said weakly. ‘Not everything, though.’


Muller nodded. ‘Did you say that to Dr Vidal?’ Vidal was his second shrink, the one appointed by the police. Muller was on Team Carlyle: he had been sent to her by his lawyer, the formidable Abigail Slater.


‘I said next to nothing to him,’ Carlyle confirmed. ‘He spent most of the time just ticking boxes.’


‘All right.’ Muller glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘I’ll send my thoughts to Abigail.’ She gave her patient an appraising look. ‘In the meantime, remember that forgetting can often be a gift.’
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Joe Strummer was singing in his head. But only for a moment. London was calling. And then it wasn’t.


There was a time when the Clash used to live permanently in his head. Now they made increasingly rare, increasingly short visits. That was what happened when you got older. You didn’t grow up exactly, but you became calmer.


Or, at least, you were supposed to become calmer.


In which case, what was he doing here?
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Life is short but the day is long. This had turned into a very long day indeed. Trying to ignore the deep weariness in his bones, John Carlyle watched the pair whispering in the corner. Two young police officers, a man and a woman. Their combined age, Carlyle guessed, would add up to less than his own advanced years. He tried not to hate them too much for their youth.


The officers’ hushed confab was halted as the door flew open and an older woman – still considerably younger than Carlyle – bustled in. The pair did their best approximation of standing to attention.


By way of greeting, Inspector Alison Roche glared at Carlyle. ‘Do you know who this guy is?’ she barked at her colleagues.


The youngsters blushed in stereo, said nothing.


‘He’s one of us,’ Roche explained. ‘A former commander, no less.’


‘Should’ve been commissioner,’ Carlyle joked.


The young cops looked at him doubtfully.


‘Long story.’


‘He didn’t tell us any of that.’ Addressing Roche, the male cop glanced nervously at the body slumped in a chair. ‘All he said was that he did it.’
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Inspector Roche shooed the two constables from the room. ‘No one comes in here until I say so.’ Closing the door behind them, she turned to Carlyle. ‘Since when have you been living in London Bridge?’


It wasn’t the question Carlyle had been expecting. ‘I fancied living by the river.’


‘You should’ve let me know,’ his old colleague grumbled, ‘kept in touch.’


‘We sold the place in Covent Garden so Alice could get a foot on the property ladder in Sydney.’


‘Hm.’ Roche had known Alice since she was born. The inspector understood that Carlyle was immensely proud of his daughter and missed her terribly now that she was so far away.


‘Sold the place in Brighton, too.’ His wife, Helen, had inherited a flat by the sea from her mother. Carlyle, however, had refused to leave London.


‘And Helen likes it,’ Roche asked, ‘by the river?’


‘Yeah.’ Carlyle assumed so. ‘She’s in Australia, looking at properties with Alice.’


Roche’s eyes flicked to the victim, then back to his killer. ‘She doesn’t know about Wilfred Fawcett, then?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Right.’ Roche let out a profound sigh. ‘You’d better take it from the top. Why did you kill him?’
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As always, Abigail Slater made quite the entrance. Bursting past a flustered uniform, she held up a hand. ‘Stop right there.’ The lawyer glowered at Roche and Carlyle in turn. ‘Not another word.’


‘It’s all right,’ Carlyle explained. ‘Ali’s—’


‘Not another word.’ Slater glanced at the body as if it was of no more import than a vase of wilting flowers. ‘Where’s Hannah?’


It took Carlyle a moment to realise she meant his wife. ‘Helen,’ he corrected her, ‘is in Australia.’


The sly smile crossing the lawyer’s face put Carlyle in mind of a fox contemplating a chicken coop. ‘She finally dumped you, eh? Wise woman. Better late than never.’


Carlyle, who had always enjoyed a bit of banter, took no offence. ‘She’s visiting our daughter,’ he explained.


‘Have you told her about this incident?’ Slater asked.


‘I haven’t had the chance,’ Carlyle replied. ‘I don’t want to stress her out. Better to wait till things are resolved.’


Roche looked doubtful. ‘That might take some time.’


‘First things first.’ Slater invited Roche to leave. ‘I need a word with my client, in private.’


‘I’ve already breached God knows how many protocols by clearing the room,’ Roche grumbled, ‘and the technicians are waiting. If I interfere any more, I could be up on a charge myself.’


Slater couldn’t have cared less. ‘Ten minutes,’ she barked.


‘I’ll do what I can.’ Roche stared at Carlyle. ‘I’m trusting you not to touch anything or mess with the evidence.’


‘A bit late for that,’ Carlyle admitted.


Muttering to herself, the inspector carefully stepped round the body and disappeared into the hallway.


Slater waited for the door to click shut behind her. ‘Make it quick,’ she hissed. ‘What the fuck happened here?’


‘It’s a long story.’ Carlyle stared out of the window, at the grimy Thames floating by. In his head, Joe Strummer was back, screaming about drawing another breath. ‘I don’t have the whole picture, only fragments.’


His lawyer was less than impressed. ‘You’d better come up with a pretty good one,’ she suggested, ‘and pretty damn quick. Otherwise, you’ll be spending the rest of your life in prison.’


Carlyle said nothing.


Slater looked him up and down. ‘Are you claiming some kind of insanity?’


‘Yeah, right.’ Carlyle snorted.


‘It makes more sense than suggesting you’ve acquired a taste for murder in your old age. I know retirement is boring, but that’s taking thrill-seeking a bit far.’


‘Are you here to help me,’ Carlyle wondered, ‘or just to take the piss?’


‘Who says I can’t do both?’ Slater said briskly. ‘I think we’ll need to send you to a shrink. The police’ll send you for an evaluation, so we’ll need to get our own opinion.’


‘I’m not mad,’ Carlyle insisted.


‘That’s a matter of opinion.’ Slater sniffed.


‘There’s a simple explanation for all this.’


Slater raised a carefully sculpted eyebrow. ‘There is?’


‘Well, maybe not that simple,’ Carlyle conceded, ‘but I’m not losing my marbles, honest.’


‘We can worry about that later.’ Slater pulled a pen from her bag and flipped open a notebook. ‘Let’s start pulling the pieces together.’ She waved the pen at the corpse. ‘What’s the story here?’
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Life comes at you fast. Valentin Repin fingered the lapel of his jacket and stifled a sob. It was only a few hours since he had handed over £5,500, in cash, for the fine, hand-made suit that currently clothed his elegant, ripped frame. The wonderful piece of craftsmanship had made him feel like a king. Now it was ruined, just so many pieces of tattered material destined for the incinerator.


Like its owner.


Three men had picked him up as he left the tailor’s shop, right outside Savile Row police station. Valentin – resplendent in his new outfit, a lovely Prince of Wales check in Super 150s Yorkshire wool – protested volubly in Russian and English as he was bundled into the back of a grey Range Rover with tinted windows. After slogging through heavy traffic, the car had turned off the Heathrow motorway and into the no man’s land of north-west London.


Rolling through a series of housing estates, each one more decrepit than the last, they finally arrived at a cluster of light industrial units. The driver pulled up to the side door of a shuttered factory bearing a sign that said Titchfield Light Engineering. Lowering his window, he slapped an electronic fob against a plastic pad stuck to the wall.


The door opened and the SUV edged inside.


‘Out.’


The door rattled shut. Standing on a greasy concrete floor, Valentin’s eyes struggled to adjust to the gloom. The smell of shit drew his attention to a bundle of rags in front of him. As Valentin started to say a prayer, a man appeared from the shadows. He wore a pair of dark jeans and a white T-shirt, covered with splatter. Slight, with delicate features, he looked little more than a boy.


‘You must be my next client.’ The man looked Valentin up and down. ‘Perfect timing. Welcome.’


Such small hands, Valentin thought, the hands of an artist.


‘You know your partner gave you up, don’t you?’ The man pointed at the bundle. ‘In the end, I think I might have overdone it a bit. But Trent did try to play the macho man, at least for a while.’


Valentin considered his partner-in-crime, Trent Bukhta, seventy-five kilos of pure muscle, now reduced to little more than a bloody smear across the filthy floor.


Valentin mumbled another prayer, partly for Trent but mainly for himself.


‘We were at it for more than twenty-four hours.’ The man scratched the back of his head. ‘The only reason I finished Trent off was because we had you coming.’


‘I haven’t got anything to tell you,’ Valentin admitted, with a sigh. ‘The money’s gone. You might as well make it quick.’


‘Why would I do that?’ The man frowned. ‘Apart from anything else, the boss wouldn’t want me to be too hasty. He expects value for money. Which is something he didn’t get from you.’


‘There were no guarantees,’ Valentin protested, ‘and, anyway, he can afford it.’


‘No one likes to be ripped off, no matter how much money they have. It’s the principle of the thing.’


‘Some you win, some you lose.’ Valentin was perfectly happy to debate the point.


‘Rich people don’t see it that way.’ The man waved a hand, and classical music filled the air. Like the stuff you got in a dentist’s surgery but much louder.


Closing his eyes, Valentin tried to focus on his breathing. If he could relax his body, he could better absorb the blows.


The first had him swaying but didn’t knock him off his feet.


The second, however, had him flat out on the dirty concrete.


Delicate or not, the man packed a hell of a punch.


‘Your pain,’ the man grunted, ‘is the client’s gain. Let’s see if you can last longer than your buddy did. Only another twenty-three hours and fifty-nine minutes to go.’


Twenty-four hours? Valentin failed to find the energy to groan. His last day on this earth was going to be a long one indeed.


‘Do you know who I am?’ the man asked.


Valentin shook his head.


The man smiled. ‘They call me the Subjugator.’
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After four months at Tower Bridge Apartments, Carlyle was on nodding terms with the occupant of the flat next door, an attractive blonde woman, who he guessed was in her late twenties or maybe early thirties. Helen, whose intelligence-gathering skills were far superior to his own, had informed Carlyle that the woman’s name was Bella. She had a boyfriend in the army. ‘Maybe we should invite them for dinner.’


Carlyle thought that would be taking neighbourliness too far.


‘It would be good to get to know a few people,’ Helen persisted, ‘seeing as we’ve just moved in.’


Carlyle reflected that they’d left their previous place, after decades of living in Covent Garden, knowing next to no one. ‘What does she do?’ he asked, trying to steer the conversation away from any commitment to being sociable.


‘She’s an art historian. Works at the Tower of London.’


‘That must be an interesting job,’ said Carlyle, without much enthusiasm. His own interest in history didn’t go back much beyond the twentieth century. To his mind, most of the stuff further away than that had to be pretty much guesswork or, worse, wilful myth-making.


The dinner party never materialised. Nonetheless, Carlyle gleaned Bella’s surname – Bremner – after taking in a couple of courier deliveries on her behalf during the not infrequent occasions when the building’s concierge went AWOL.


Idle curiosity and time to waste were a bad combination. Armed with a name and address, Carlyle was able to go online and build up a pretty good picture of the woman: she had grown up in Hampshire where she rode ponies and played netball before studying at various universities around the world. Working in the Tower of London didn’t seem too demanding, according to her social-media feeds: Bella seemed to take more holidays in a year than Carlyle had enjoyed in decades.


Living her best life, no doubt.
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Returning from an aimless but pleasant walk around the City one afternoon, Carlyle found Bella Bremner sitting on her doorstep, in tears. She’d locked herself out.


‘Come on.’ Carlyle unlocked his front door. ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea and we can call a locksmith.’ While he filled a couple of mugs straight from the boiling-water tap – an innovation he’d been very taken with – Bella went to freshen up in the bathroom.


When she returned, fresh-faced and a little sheepish, he belatedly noticed the last vestiges of a black eye. ‘What happened?’ he blurted, handing over a mug.


‘That?’ Bella stared into her tea. ‘It was a while ago.’


Carlyle recalled being woken in the middle of the night by a violent argument next door – the soundproofing in the building was lacking – a week or so earlier. He said nothing, waiting for her to go on.


‘An accident.’


He invited her to sit on the sofa. ‘You know, I was a cop for a long time. I’d go into people’s homes, particularly in my younger days, and see all sorts.’ He felt himself slipping into the social-worker mode that is the modern policeman’s lot. ‘It’s pretty hard to get a black eye by accident.’


Bella silently sipped her tea.


‘Did someone hit you?’


A Clipper was heading up the river. Bella watched it for a while, then said, ‘My partner, Wilf, he can get a bit . . . frustrated at times.’


Carlyle remembered what Helen had told him about the boyfriend. ‘The soldier?’ He imagined a giant squaddie with a shaven head and a six-pack. ‘You want to do something about it?’ he asked gently.


‘Oh, no,’ Bella said quickly. ‘It was an accident, really. He didn’t mean it.’


They never do, Carlyle thought sourly.


‘It was a one-off,’ Bella insisted. ‘Things just got a bit out of hand. It won’t happen again.’


‘I hope not.’ But Carlyle was pretty sure that it would.


A couple of days later he passed a man going into Bella’s flat. The guy was older than he’d expected, not as old as Carlyle but certainly old enough to be Bella’s dad. Maybe it was Bella’s dad. They exchanged nods and went their separate ways without a word.
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The classical music had stopped. Sitting on a rickety wooden chair, Valentin lifted his head a centimetre from his chest and spat a gobbet of blood onto the floor. The Subjugator reappeared in his line of vision holding a stick. It looked like a riding crop with bulbous weights at either end.


The Subjugator twirled the stick like a baton. ‘This is an antique press-gang cosh,’ he explained, a look of childish glee on his face. ‘It was a gift from a satisfied client.’


Valentin contemplated the weapon.


‘Simple but effective.’ The Subjugator smacked one end into the palm of his other hand. ‘One tap of this and you’re done.’


Bring it on, Valentin thought, wanting only for the pain to stop.


‘Sub-ju-gation at its most effective.’


There was the sound of footsteps. The Subjugator looked up.


‘Has he said anything?’ asked a voice from the shadows.


The Subjugator shook his head. ‘He says all the money is gone.’


‘Gone.’ A theatrical sigh crawled out of the gloom. ‘Why am I not surprised?’


‘But we did find this. It was in his pocket.’


My pocket? Valentin failed to remember putting anything into his new jacket. Savile Row seemed a lifetime ago. He was still trying to recall when his head was jerked back by the hair. ‘Argh.’


A familiar image appeared in front of his nose.


‘Where did you find this photograph?’ The disembodied voice became more agitated. ‘Is it real?’


‘Egor,’ Valentin asked, ‘is that you?’


‘Egor’s not here,’ the voice snapped. ‘Why would Egor be here?’


Alina then. A woman who sounded like a man.


The old man was so obviously crazy they would have got away with stealing his money. But they had been too quick to dismiss the daughter. Casual sexism had its limitations.


Irritated by his fatal oversight, Valentin struggled to catch his breath.


The Subjugator shoved one end of the cosh under Valentin’s chin, repeating the question: ‘Is it real?’


‘It’s real,’ Valentin croaked. ‘We did it. We found it.’


‘The place in the picture,’ said the voice, ‘where is it?’


‘It’s not far,’ Valentin teased. ‘You are close. Very close.’


‘But where, exactly?’


‘If I tell you that,’ Valentin grinned, sensing a modicum of leverage for the first time, ‘you’ll kill me.’


The Subjugator was not in the business of offering false hope. ‘You’re dead, either way.’ He caressed Valentin’s cheek with the cosh. ‘The question is simply how much more pain you want to endure first.’










9



I need to see Heath as a matter of some urgency. Alina Vargli ran a hand through her hair. Pulling up her hairdresser’s number, she contemplated the bloody mess sprawled at her feet. ‘Did you have to hit him so hard?’


‘I told you he might not hold up much longer.’ The Subjugator cleaned the end of the cosh with a dirty rag. ‘Valentin wasn’t as strong as his partner.’


‘He didn’t tell us where the picture was taken.’


‘That’s always a risk,’ the Subjugator shrugged. ‘Maybe he didn’t know.’ He tossed the rag onto the floor. ‘Better that than him making something up and sending you on a hopeless search.’


‘Maybe.’ Alina called the number.


‘You should have hired someone more reliable,’ the Subjugator suggested.


‘It wasn’t me,’ Alina snapped. ‘It was my father.’ Egor Vargli, a man obsessed far beyond the point of delusion, attracted fools and adventurers like a flame attracts moths.


‘I need to get something to eat.’ Yawning, the Subjugator started walking towards the door. ‘And some sleep.’


No one was picking up in the Soho salon. Ending the call, Alina asked, ‘What about the bodies?’


The Subjugator shrugged. ‘They can rot here. No one will ever find them. Even if they did, no one will ever be able to understand what happened here. No one will be able to identify these two losers. No one’s been reported missing. And two dead foreigners aren’t worth the effort.’


‘I’ve got to be going myself.’ Alina followed him out. Properly groomed or not, she was hosting a dinner party for a pair of plotting politicians. The evening’s menu still had to be signed off.


‘What will you do with the photograph?’ the Subjugator asked.


‘Nothing.’ Alina waved the print in her hand. ‘You’re right,’ she declared. ‘It’s probably just another dead end.’


Returning to the city, Alina stared at the photograph. Despite everything, she found herself intrigued by the possibility that the dead grifters might have found what they were supposedly looking for. Accidents can happen, after all.


The location in the photograph was impossible to identify but you could clearly see a crown. It was sitting on a manicured lawn in front of a crumbling wall made of rough stones, the wall of a church, perhaps, or maybe a monastery. In the background, there was a small black smudge. Alina couldn’t be entirely sure, but it looked like a bird of some sort, maybe a crow, or a raven.


‘It’s probably just another con,’ Alina said to herself. Still, she could feel a flutter of excitement in her chest. Was this what her father had spent so much time and money searching for? Could it possibly be that she was finally looking at Pugachev’s crown?










10



Yemelyan Ivanovich Pugachev was the leader of a Cossack insurrection during the ‘Time of Troubles’. A failed insurrection, of course, Pugachev losing his head in the grand style. Also lost in the fog of battle was the crown Pugachev had worn in 1774 as his peasant army marched on the Russian capital.


The rebels were crushed at the battle of Tsaritsyn. According to legend, the crown was hidden in a wheelbarrow during the fighting. Pugachev was captured and executed. The crown, by now credited as a priceless artefact, was never found.


A hundred years later, it was rumoured to have resurfaced as part of the Romanovs’ collection. Then the Revolution came along. Time burnished the legend. The collapse of the Soviet Union unleashed a wave of obsessives and treasure-hunters scouring Russia in search of the diadem. Egor Vargli was one such obsessive, an oligarch with a dream – a dream of possessing the crown and the power that, according to legend, came with it.


Nothing was too crazy when it came to searching for the object. Egor had even delved into the spirit world. Alina remembered, with a vague sense of disgust, the seance she’d attended with her father in the city of Voronezh, roughly halfway between Moscow and Kiev, in the land of the Cossacks. The Mazepa family had been leading Cossack mystics for more than four generations.


The current Madame Mazepa was following in the footsteps of her mother, grandmother and great-grandmother. There was something about the last having been a famous courtesan at the imperial court. Sitting around a circular table in a darkened room, they held hands and the show began.


After five minutes of umming and aahing, Madame Mazepa jumped up, threw herself across the table and started thrashing about. Unsure if this was part of her performance, Alina was on the point of calling an ambulance when the psychic slipped off the table, stood up and clasped Egor firmly to her modest bosom. ‘You are he,’ she cried breathlessly, squeezing the old man tightly.


Maybe she’ll suffocate him, Alina speculated hopefully, and I can finally claim my inheritance. There were worse ways for the old sod to go.


‘You are he,’ Mazepa repeated. ‘You are Pugachev reborn.’


With his head buried in the woman’s décolletage, Egor muttered something incomprehensible.


‘You are the chosen one,’ Mazepa continued. ‘Find the crown and you will lead Russia back to greatness.’ With that, she swooned, did a half-pirouette and fell to the floor.


By the time Alina found the light switch, Madame Mazepa had made a complete recovery. Heading for the handily placed drinks cabinet, she poured three large measures of vodka from a grimy bottle.


‘Well, that was quite something.’ Mazepa handed Egor and Alina a glass each. ‘I’ve never known a session like it. I rarely go back much further than the 1840s, sometimes the 1830s when the spirit is willing.’ Not standing on ceremony, she tipped back her head and downed her drink in a single gulp. ‘The 1700s is unheard of. And such a clear message, too.’ Refilling her glass, she smiled at Egor. ‘You really have an amazingly strong connection with the spirit world.’


The old man sat in dazed silence. After several moments, he lifted the glass to his lips. Alina could see his hand shaking. ‘Papa, are you all right?’


‘I am he,’ Egor incanted, staring into the middle distance. ‘I am Pugachev reborn.’
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Madame Mazepa’s benediction brought a swarm of treasure-hunters to their door. Over the next few years, Egor financed a series of ever more speculative expeditions in search of the crown. One chancer even managed to convince the old man that the crown would be found buried next to the Ark of the Covenant, which, for reasons that never became apparent, was supposed to be hidden in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada in Spain. After spending six months working his way through a budget of four million dollars, the charlatan informed Egor – by email – that the search had been fruitless and promptly disappeared.


Alina was prepared to tolerate this nonsense on the basis that the sums involved were relatively small. Each new adventure kept her father entertained, allowing her to take greater control of the family business while establishing a haven in London.


Occasionally, a snide piece would appear in a Moscow newspaper, mocking the old man. One scandal sheet even Photoshopped a picture of Egor on horseback, wearing a crown that was too big for his head, wads of money falling carelessly from his pockets. Alina responded by ringing the owner and buying the paper over the phone. By the end of the day the editor, the picture editor and the reporter responsible had all been sacked and the story had been removed from the paper’s website.


Job done, Alina wondered what to do with her new toy. After a brief search, she appointed a new editor, a veteran female manager who was good at incorporating Alina’s surprisingly frequent and varied editorial ideas into the publication with only a limited loss of editorial credibility. It quickly became apparent that media ownership opened doors and provided a degree of access and social respectability that more than justified the cost of keeping the paper open. Enjoying her reincarnation as media mogul, Alina rapidly built a stable of titles in Tel Aviv, Nice, London and Stockholm.


Largely oblivious to his daughter’s activities, Egor continued his quest for the crown and a place in Russian history. Indulging the old man, Alina had only one inviolable rule: nobody could scam the family twice. When two young bucks called Trent Bukhta and Valentin Repin came back for more, it was time to act.


All things being relative, Repin considered himself the brains of the operation. Having spent a million dollars and almost a year rooting around Volgograd, he floated the idea that the crown might be in London. Taking the bait, Egor coughed up another five million, with the promise of more, should it be necessary.


Alina had to act. There was only one thing to do. It was time to call Slava.
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Viacheslav ‘Slava’ Donets was a twenty-year special-forces veteran. For the last decade, he had run a private security firm supplying bodyguards for super-rich Russians in London. Alina had used his services on several occasions.


‘I want you to make Repin and Bukhta disappear,’ Alina explained, ‘before they cause any more problems.’


‘Disappear?’ Slava looked around the Excalibur Bar, trying to catch the attention of a pair of very pretty, very young girls sitting nearby. ‘That’s not my thing. You know I don’t do wet work these days.’


Alina sipped at her flavoured vodka. ‘Remind me of your day rate.’


Slava shrugged. ‘Depends.’


‘On what?’


‘Various things.’


‘Blended rate,’ Alina snapped. ‘How much?’


‘Ballpark?’ Slava quoted a number. ‘Dollars.’


‘Fine.’ Alina tripled the number and added a zero.


‘Really?’ Slava raised an eyebrow.


Alina reached for her phone. ‘I can have the money transferred into any account you want right now. Let’s get this thing done.’


Slava stared at his whisky. ‘The usual account is fine,’ he said finally. ‘I’ll invoice for General Security Services. There’s a new guy we can use. He’s excellent.’


Alina began to enjoy the conversation. Exercising the power of life and death was invigorating. ‘Your man,’ she asked, ‘who is he?’


‘You really want to know?’ Slava finished his whisky.


‘I always want to know about the people I employ.’


‘Spoken like a true entrepreneur.’ Slava asked a passing waitress for a refill. ‘He goes by the name of the Subjugator.’


Alina made a face. ‘Nice.’


‘He started out calling himself the Torturer but that was too . . . unambiguous. This is a bit classier.’


‘If you say so.’


‘It’s just a brand name.’ Catching the eye of one of the girls, Slava licked his lips. ‘Tells you what he’s good at. He’s very professional. No dramas. We can get everything done in forty-eight hours. Maybe seventy-two, depending on where he is in the world at the current time.’


‘Keep me in the loop.’ Alina rose to her feet and buttoned her jacket. ‘I want to see it done.’


‘You want to watch?’ Now it was Slava’s turn to look disgusted. ‘It can get pretty messy.’


Alina reflected on his request. ‘Just Repin’s final moments,’ she confirmed. ‘I want my face to be the last thing he sees before he dies.’


‘If that’s your thing.’ The waitress arrived with the Scotch. Fishing a fifty-pound note from his pocket, Slava dropped it on the tray. ‘Get a drink for those two ladies over there,’ he instructed her. ‘And keep the change.’


‘Change?’ The waitress shot him a pitying look.


Handing over another fifty, Slava waved her away.


Alina glanced at the girls’ table. ‘Those two, they can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen.’


‘I thought you had somewhere to go.’ Slava slurped his Scotch as he looked up at her.


‘I do, but—’


‘Well, go, then. Leave me to my fun.’ Slava signalled the girls over to his table. ‘I’ll be in touch.’
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Amid the junk mail there was a glossy handout called the Tower Bridge Newsletter. Carlyle was about to file it in the recycling sack when he clocked the face smiling at him. It was the man he’d seen going into Bella’s apartment. He was Major General Wilfred Pierce Fawcett, and he luxuriated in the title of Resident Governor of the Tower of London and Keeper of the Jewel House.


Not Bella’s dad, then.


Scanning the interview, Carlyle gleaned that ‘Wilf’ was on secondment at the Tower from the Royal Marines. He was the first marine to get the gig, a job held by senior army officers since 1784. As such, he was responsible for running the Tower on behalf of its owner, the monarch. The governor was trumpeting a major refurbishment project, works that were being funded with the help of donations from Russia, China and the Middle East.


According to the article, Fawcett’s wife and four kids had been left behind in Dorset. Carlyle recalled his conversation with Bella when she’d mentioned ‘my boyfriend, Wilf’. He was hit by a wave of envy as he thought of the old goat with his nubile mistress.


Carlyle hadn’t seen Bella since she’d locked herself out. On the plus side, there’d been no more late-night rows. Presumably, things had sorted themselves out. ‘Either way,’ he decided, tossing the newsletter into the bag, ‘it’s none of your business.’
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‘Oh, no.’ Lenore Poe squinted at the LCD display in disbelief and squirmed out of bed. ‘No, no, no . . .’


‘Hey.’ Colin Starkey pulled the duvet over his head.


‘I forgot to set the bloody alarm again,’ Lenore wailed. ‘I shouldn’t let you talk me into going down the Queen’s Head.’ She winced at the memory of downing three pints of Guinness and a couple of whisky chasers. At least she didn’t seem to have a hangover. Not much of one anyway.


‘Come back to bed,’ came the muffled call from under the duvet. ‘It’s still early.’


‘I can’t. I’ve got my television interview in less than ten minutes.’ Lenore had a cautious sniff of her armpits. ‘And I definitely need a shower.’


Scratching her belly, she stepped over to the window. The view from her staff room in the Tower of London was invariably interesting, rather than spectacular. Lenore contemplated the brown Thames under a hostile slate sky. On the far bank, the immature trees surrounding City Hall bent double in the gusting wind. It was the very definition of an autumnal day. Summer had been a complete washout and now winter was well on the way.


Looking down into the moat, she could just make out a sea of red creeping towards her, ceramic poppies that were being planted in the run-up to Armistice Day on 11 November. It took almost four months to complete the whole installation – 888,246 poppies, one for each British soldier killed in the First World War. Assuming they were on schedule, the job should be almost three-quarters completed.


Recovering clean underwear, Lenore padded into the bathroom, praying there would be some hot water. By the time she reappeared, Colin was snoring loudly. Pulling on her uniform, she gave the bed a kick. ‘Don’t you have work?’


From under the duvet, came the words ‘Late shift.’


‘Just remember to get out of here in good time,’ said Lenore. ‘And don’t use the bloody tourist entrance like you did last time. You know I’m not supposed to have guests stay over.’


‘Yes, yes,’ Colin giggled, ‘don’t worry. I know the powers-that-be could chop your head off for having sex on the premises. I’ll sneak out without anyone noticing.’


‘Glad you think it’s a joke.’


From under the duvet came something that might have been ‘Good luck.’


‘Thanks.’ Buttoning her tunic, Lenore took another peek out of the window, catching sight of the waiting TV crew. They had set up with a view over the Thames, looking towards Tower Bridge. The cameraman and sound guy shared a joke while a blonde reporter stood apart, pacing impatiently, no doubt irritated at having to wait for their interviewee to show up. Even at this distance, Lenore could see that that woman was long-limbed and glamorous, dressed in what was doubtless a very expensive cream overcoat.


What am I going to look like by comparison? she fretted.


According to the alarm clock, she was now officially ten minutes late. It would take her another two or three minutes to reach the terrace – longer if she detoured to the staff canteen for a much-needed espresso. Carefully pulling on her hat, Lenore bent down and gave Colin a peck on the top of his head then turned for the door. ‘Just don’t lie there too long,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you a call tonight.’
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Carlyle was reading the paper when there was a gentle knock on the door. A tired-looking police constable was standing on the landing.


He wondered if the visitor knew who he was. ‘Can I help you?’


‘It’s about your neighbour.’ The officer’s eyes darted in the direction of next door. ‘I was wondering if you could tell me anything about –’ he broke off to consult the small tablet in his hand ‘– Isabella Bremner.’


‘She seems perfectly nice,’ Carlyle shrugged. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘Ms Bremner was fished out of the river yesterday.’ The officer jerked his chin in the direction of the Thames Flood Barrier. ‘She’s dead.’


Carlyle took a beat to process this information, then asked, ‘What happened?’


‘That’s what we’re trying to find out.’ The officer handed Carlyle a card with an email address and phone number for Limehouse police station. ‘If anything that might be relevant comes to mind, get in touch.’










16



The queue in the staff canteen was so long it almost reached the door. Lenore immediately abandoned all hope of being able to grab a coffee. Turning on her heel, she went to meet the waiting reporter and her crew. Outside, a blast of icy air made her shiver as she strode across the carefully manicured lawn. At least the forecast rain was holding off – the last thing she needed was a soaking on camera.


A look of relief flitted across the reporter’s face as she clocked her interviewee’s arrival. ‘Lenore? Hi, I’m Muriel Skaife, Channel 47 News.’ In her heels, Skaife must have been well over six feet tall. Lenore was relieved that Constantin, the head gardener, wasn’t around to see the damage that the woman’s shoes were doing to his lawn. ‘Thank you for agreeing to talk to us.’


‘My pleasure,’ Lenore lied. The last thing she wanted right now was another interview. By her own count, she had already done seventy-two one-on-ones, in addition to the press conference that had been called to announce her appointment. She felt exhausted and her new job hadn’t even formally started.


‘You must be getting used to all this by now.’ Skaife chuckled, as she led Lenore in front of the camera.


‘I’m certainly getting plenty of practice,’ Lenore agreed. The PR department had promised that Channel 47 would be the last interview – ‘for a while, at least’ – but Lenore already knew better than to believe anything that came out of the mouths of the Tower’s shameless spin doctors.


‘Well, you’re big news back in Australia,’ Skaife’s drawl sounded more American than Antipodean, ‘so we’re very grateful for you making the time.’


‘Big news everywhere,’ Lenore said ruefully.


‘I know, amazing, isn’t it?’


‘Hm.’


‘Well, we won’t keep you long.’ Skaife pointed to her colleagues. ‘That’s Matt, behind the camera, and Jim. They’ll just make sure we’re all set and we can get down to it.’


Lenore mumbled her hellos while Jim fumbled with a lapel microphone.


‘There isn’t really anywhere to put it.’ Exasperated, he pointed at the baggy red tunic emblazoned with a golden crown.


‘Give it here.’ Taking an inch of Lenore’s tunic between her thumb and forefinger Skaife clamped the microphone in place. ‘Does that look all right?’


Matt ducked behind the camera. ‘Not great,’ was his verdict, ‘but it’ll do.’


‘All right.’ Skaife took a scrunchie from her pocket and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She grinned at Lenore. ‘This’ll make me look like I’m about twelve but, otherwise, the wind is going to be impossible.’


‘Just say something,’ said Jim, ‘for the sound level. What did you have for breakfast?’


‘I haven’t had anything yet,’ said Lenore, with a bit too much feeling.


‘Busy morning?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Poor girl.’ Skaife oozed synthetic sympathy. ‘Let’s get this done and then you can get to the canteen.’


‘I can recommend the sausage and egg.’ Matt grinned. ‘Very nice.’


Skaife shot him a practised glare. ‘When you’re ready . . .’


‘Rolling.’


‘Lenore Poe,’ Skaife intoned, ‘you are the first ever female raven master at the Tower of London. You’ve broken with centuries of tradition and become, overnight, a champion of sexual equality in the twenty-first century. How does that feel?’


Pulling up her mental list of media messages, Lenore took a deep breath and tried to relax. ‘Well . . .’
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Whoever said, ‘Never work with children and animals,’ had been dead right. Feeling more than a little sorry for herself, Melanie Jones walked slowly towards the row of cages lined up on the grass, holding a large grey plastic bucket as far away from her body as possible. How had she ended up feeding dead mice and bits of chopped-up rabbit to a nasty group of black birds first thing in the morning?


This certainly wasn’t her idea of ‘work experience’. All her friends had landed far better placements. Alice Sebold, Melanie’s current BFF, had got work experience at the BBC through her boyfriend’s brother, who happened to be deputy assistant something-or-other on Dr Who. Through that extremely tenuous connection, Alice was spending two weeks acting as a gofer for an ageing alcoholic news presenter who kept trying to get Alice to accompany him to parties at Annabel’s nightclub. Meanwhile Jonathan, Melanie’s boyfriend, was spending the holidays at his mum’s law firm. Even the class geek, Adam Braithwaite, had scored a spot at a games company in Soho.


Melanie, on the other hand, had ended up doing manual labour. Manual labour! Wasn’t that supposed to be what robots were for? Or, at least, immigrants? Some pathetically grateful refugee from Syria or somewhere would love this crappy gig feeding bits of dead animal to psychotic crows. For them, it would be a monster step up. For Melanie, it was just a slap in the face.


Bloody crows.


‘But they’re not crows, Melanie.’ She parroted the pep-talk the creepy professional Yorkshireman in the uniform had given her as part of her induction. ‘They’re ravens.’


Bloody ravens.


‘These are very important ravens,’ the creep had said, ‘a key part of the fabric of British history.’


Yeah, right, whatever. Like the difference between crows and ravens was a big deal in anyone’s book. Melanie cursed her stepfather for making her take this gig. The idiot should have given her a desk at his crappy PR company, plus a hundred pounds a day, London living allowance, then left her alone. Melanie could have swanned in for a couple of hours now and then, caught up on social media and flirted with the male interns before heading off to sample the retail delights of Sloane Street. That, after all, was what interning was supposed to be about – learning how to socialise in a professional environment – not this tedious work stuff.


Melanie had complained forcefully to her mother, without success.


‘Anyone can go and sit in an office and make the tea,’ her mother mused, clearly having marshalled her arguments in advance, ‘but this is a real once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.’


‘So is shooting yourself in the head,’ Melanie pointed out grumpily.


‘It’ll look good on your CV,’ her mother insisted. ‘How many people can say they’ve worked at the Tower of London?’


‘The deal’s simple,’ her stepfather chipped in. ‘Feed the birds for two weeks, without complaint, or have your pocket money stopped for a month and be grounded until Christmas. I had to pull in some big favours with one of my clients to get you this spot.’


Yeah, yeah, Melanie thought. I’ve heard it all before – how you kept it out of the papers when the governor of the Tower was caught in a ‘compromising situation’ with a German tourist in the toilets and now your mate Wilf is paying you back.


‘And it’s a very responsible thing to be doing. According to legend—’


‘If the ravens flee the Tower, the monarchy will fall, yes, yes, I know about all that.’ Staring at her stepfather, a gormless-looking bloke called Chris, with a collection of Rolexes and the intellectual depth of, well, a PR man, Melanie couldn’t be bothered to point out that the ‘legend’ was just a piece of nonsense invented after the Second World War for the benefit of tourists. ‘The fact that the Royals are a useless bunch of shady morons is more of a threat to that out-of-date, racist institution, I’d have thought.’


Chris ignored her rant. ‘Just try to focus on the positives,’ he suggested. ‘All jobs have their pluses and minuses.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind.’


Chris began humming ‘Always Look On The Bright Side Of Life’. Melanie had to resist an almost overwhelming urge to batter him to death with one of her mother’s designer cooking pots, fashioned from the wing of a retired space shuttle. Cursing, she flounced out.
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