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This is for Susan Cook




Author’s Note

There is an FBI Field Office attached to the US Embassy in London, staffed by Legats, as depicted herein. However, at the request of the Bureau, and in the light of ongoing security concerns, certain operational procedures and personnel details have been changed.




Prologue

The last night of Christos Malacco’s life begins much like any other. He finishes an afternoon minicab shift and hands his battered Vauxhall Vectra over to his brother, with whom he splits the overheads and the radio rental. After an early evening meal at home and reading his girls a bedtime story, he catches the bus from Green Lanes in North London, down to New Oxford Street. There, he alights and walks the three hundred yards to his firm’s lock-up garages. He has less than a hundred minutes to live.

At one time horses were kept in the cobbled yard. Now it is home to tired and bruised steel carts, dozens of them, all showing the wear and tear of twenty or more years of being wheeled around the streets of the capital, and the jaundiced discoloration caused by a  combination of propane flames and rivers of hot grease.

George, the site manager, is already there, his Ford Transit van reversed into the yard with the roller-back up, revealing stacks of buns, baps, burgers and hotdogs plus grey imports of Coca Cola and Fanta, many of them with Arabic writing and overstamped ‘sell by’ dates to make them illegible.

This obscuring of the dates is purely for the Environmental Health Inspectors who, from time to time, marshall their meagre resources for a crack-down on the street vendors. This normally lasts a week or two before some high-profile story about rat infestations in Chinese takeaways or a plague of cockroaches in kebab shops sends them scurrying elsewhere.

Christos unlocks his favourite cart, checks that the full complement of condiments is all present and correct and that the gas cylinder is charged, and then he pushes it to the Transit. There, he helps himself to a series of plastic bags and cartons and stashes them in the multi-compartmented body of the stand. Finally, once he has restocked the cracked acrylic container on the side with paper napkins, he is handed a fist-sized bag of pills, which he puts in the utensil rack, covering it with his knives and spatulas.

He signs for the items he has taken – not for the  tablets – and heaves the cart across the oily thread-bare piece of carpet that George has laid down over the cobbles to muffle the sounds of the wheels. Christos propels his stand out onto New Oxford Street, crosses the road and heads for Centrepoint. The streets are quiet. It is Tuesday, not his busiest night, and there is rain brooding in the air. Still, when the pubs kick out, he is fairly certain there will be enough people who want a dog ‘with a little something extra’, as the accepted street code goes, to make tonight worthwhile.

He yawns as he steers the cart. Minicab, hotdogs, minicab, hotdogs; it is a constant struggle just to pay the mortgage, and now his wife is insisting that nothing less than private schools will do for their two girls. Twenty thousand pounds a year he will need, just for the fees. He tries not to think how many hotdogs that is. ‘A fuck of a lot,’ he mumbles to himself.

Seventy-one minutes.

He sets up on the corner of Tottenham Court Road, where it intersects with Charing Cross Road; this has been his pitch since the 1980s, when he supplied mostly to the young people coming and going from the club in the YMCA basement in Great Russell Street, now long gone. It is a good position, because he can be seen clearly from several approaches, and  he will catch the after-theatre crowd from the Queen musical that seems to have been on at the Dominion for ever.

Christos fires up the propane, filling the broiling compartments of the cart with water, then heating up the grill plate. Within five minutes he has sold two veggies, one meat and four cans of soda. It is close to eleven by now, and he eyes up the small knots of wobbly-legged drinkers wandering round the West End. Pissed blokes, that’s what he needs. Girls are no good. They rarely stop and buy, not unless it’s a hen night or they are out of their minds on those fruit-flavoured vodka drinks. Nor does word seem to have got around to female clubbers that Christos, along with many of the other stall-holders, can serve something with your dogs to give you a bit of a lift.

‘Hotdog.’ It’s a tourist, just out from the show. ‘No onions. Chilli sauce.’

Christos barely looks up at the man, just throws the meat tube into the ready-cut bun, and takes the man’s money, three pounds exactly. Another quid profit in the kitty for Channing School for Girls.

George strolls past at twenty after, and Christos asks him to mind the stand while he goes off for a quick slash in the darkness underneath the Centrepoint tower. As he is about to unzip himself,  he sees his hotdog customer, leaning against the wall, his dog in his hand, untouched.

‘How long you been selling this shit?’ The voice is low, a whisper almost. He is a big man, the bottom half of his face swathed in a scarf, and he has gloves on, Christos notes, something you rarely see on September days any longer.

‘Is not shit. Is good stuff,’ he protests.

‘Right. How long have you been a purveyor of this fine product?’

‘Fifteen, sixteen years.’

‘Ah. Sorry to hear that. You ever heard of a restaurant called the Phoenix? In New Jersey?’

Christos’s voice shakes as he answers the strange question. ‘No.’

‘It made the same mistake as you.’

‘What mistake is that?’

The gun the man produces has a Centurion suppressor on it, the finest silencer in the world. The man raises the weapon and, before any words can escape Christos’s constricted throat, fires two shots into his chest.

Christos flies backwards as the nine-millimetre slugs enter him and he lands heavily on the pavement, skidding through the dust and litter that has accumulated in this piss-stained corner. The customer walks over and forces open the dying man’s mouth.  Into the gaping hole, the man stuffs the untouched three pounds’ worth of hot dog, and walks away, heading quickly off to St Giles High Street, the gun glowing warm in the inside pocket of his overcoat, right next to his heart.

Thirty seconds left. As his life fades, a strange thought plays around Christos’s dying cerebrum: his life assurance should cover the girls’ school fees.




Chapter 1

When he enters the bar at the Stafford Hotel in St James’s, Vincent Piper feels the eyes of the drinkers flick over him, then turn quickly away. He isn’t a man worth lingering over. Piper doesn’t blame them – he knows he isn’t looking his best. Life is not running smoothly, and it shows in his face, which is grey, tired and drawn – with signs that even shaving is a task beyond him. Too much worry, too many arguments, an overload of what his wife calls ‘unresolved issues’. Which is rich, because she is one of the main ones.

Piper slides onto a stool at the bar, almost orders a dry martini, stops himself and switches to a gin and tonic. He has tasted too many shitty martinis since he arrived in London three months previously to risk it. He looks up at the US baseball and football pennants and the caps that, by some old tradition, adorn the  Stafford’s ceiling and feels a stab of both homesick-ness and nostalgia. Houston Oilers, they’ve moved on, and the Brooklyn Dodgers . . . jeez, how old must that be? The Dodgers moved west thirty, no, forty years ago. He trawls through the names and places displayed on the garish triangles of embroidered material, checking off teams he has seen, cities visited, Superbowls watched, until his neck gets stiff and he looks down and glances across at the woman a few stools along from him, holding the stare a little more than is usually appropriate in this town.

His drink arrives and he sips, feeling it hit the spot immediately. The guilt spot. He is drinking too much. Not enough to become a problem at work, but along with his absences from the gym and the firm’s soft-ball team, he can feel his pants getting tight around the waist. Nothing there yet, but forty is almost his new best friend and he knows he is entering the danger zone: the stomach will grow, the belt will slip below the gut, the shoulders gradually round off and he’ll be heading for his government pension. He saw it happen to his old man, but not till he was twenty years older than Vince is now.

He’s been craving alcohol since lunchtime when he had watched the crowd at a reception in the wonderful drawing room of Winfield House, the US Ambassador’s Residence in Regent’s Park, slurp its way  through ten or twenty cases of champagne. It was the launch of America at Play, a new travel portal designed to encourage foreign visitors back to the domestic US market in the wake of 9/11, the Iraq War and the immigration fiascos, when tourists had to wait in line for two or three hours before they were allowed into the US to spend their dollars. Many had decided they might as well take their cash where there was a warmer welcome.

The journos drank and munched on the canapés as they waited and waited for Jack Sandler. Piper could feel the irritation building to breaking point when, with consummate timing, the Ambassador swept in, shaking hands and slapping backs, apologising profusely. In his striped shirt with rolled-up sleeves, he could have come from a poker school, but he assured them he had been ‘woodshedding’, as he put it, some fine details of the US-British road map for the new world order. This would be the version 9.0, Piper had thought cynically. They’d produced more maps in the past twelve months than Rand McNally.

Within thirty seconds at the lectern Sandler had disarmed the crowd. The man might be a Republican, thought Piper, but he had that easy, downhome manner that Clinton had once used so successfully. The kind of warmth that could make a man President, no matter what his sexual peccadilloes. And, the word  was, Sandler had none of those. One wife, three teenage kids, two dogs and no skeletons.

He had launched into a history of the Ambassador’s grand house, from hunting lodge, in the days when the Park was countryside, to its time as a home for Woolworth’s heiress Barbara Hutton, who fled when a German bomb fell in her garden, and later sold it to the US government for one dollar. It took half a million to fix it up. He pointed through the tall French doors to a coy statue of the troubled Woolworth’s heiress. He indicated Chippendale mirrors and hand-painted Chinese wallpaper, laboriously stripped from an Irish castle and re-hung in the Green Room. Then, a few jokes about the importance of getting travellers to come to the US and spend their money, some schmaltzy words about the website, and he was gone. Piper, like most people in the room, would have voted him into the White House there and then.

During Sandler ’s speech, Brewster of the Secret Service had come over and told Piper that they were a man down for a ‘five-five’ security check over at the Fairmont Hotel in St James’s for Gideon Klein. The guy had been one of Bush’s security advisors, and was here for a book tour. Being an architect and apologist for the Iraq invasion, he warranted a once over by the Secret Service. Could Piper lend a hand?

What about the DPG? Vince had asked, meaning  the Brits. Brewster had curled a lip. He didn’t rate the Diplomatic Protection Group. So Piper had agreed, just to get away from more speeches about tourism and dollar income, even though Federal Agents don’t normally like doing the Service’s work for them. Especially as the Treasury Department’s guys get to carry weapons as a matter of routine, and the Feds don’t – not in London anyway.

There has long been an FBI presence in London, just as there has been a CIA office in the Embassy, but both have expanded exponentially in the last few years. The FBI has grown from four agents to a minimum of a dozen, with that often doubling, stretching the office space to the limit. Some of the agents, who are linked into the Homeland Security International Task Force, are exclusively concerned with terrorism that poses a threat to US citizens, and forging links with MI5 and SIS.

Piper, though, is part of AAPL – Anglo-American Policing Liaison, usually known as APPLE – which means that he gets the cases involving his fellow countrymen, whether they are mixed up in drug running or computer fraud or murder or, as often as not, getting murdered, and he acts on such matters with Scotland Yard’s Detective Chief Inspector Fletcher. It’s good, interesting work, nicely varied and more satisfying, although possibly in the long run less essential,  than chasing shadowy terrorist cells. All he misses is his gun. And his wife. And Martha, his daughter.

Piper watches the Stafford barman mix a Stoli martini for another customer and regrets not having one. The guy behind the bar knows what he is doing. The vodka and the gin are kept in the freezer, and they have a lovely oily consistency as they hit the frosted glass, like a near-frozen sea, when the viscous water can barely bring itself to form waves.

‘Want to play a game?’ says the woman next to him and it makes him start. In New York or Washington or LA, you speak to strangers in bars, it comes with the territory. You don’t want to shoot the breeze, you sit down the end, or watch the TV. Otherwise you talk sports or politics or alcohol or divorce or the economy or Alan Greenspan or what-about-those-Nicks. In London, you don’t. Not so he’s noticed. Maybe he’s been going to the wrong places.

He turns slightly to look at her more directly. He’s already taken in the essentials on that first examination a couple of minutes previously. Thirty-ish. Redhead. Smart, very well-cut lightweight grey suit. Sparkly eyes, nice cheekbones. Beautifully manicured nails, something of a rarity in London. As far as he can tell, the voice is top drawer. He isn’t too hot on British accents yet. He can get vague regions, broad brush-strokes – Welsh, Scots, West Country, his wife’s  Mancunian, Dl Fletcher ’s Geordie – but the subtleties elude him. Hers, though, he knows, is right at home in these streets, St James’s and Mayfair.

Piper swirls the ice in his drink and grins at her with what he hopes is his best winning smile, if he still has one. ‘OK.’

‘How many men in the room?’ she asks. ‘Without looking.’

‘Seven.’

‘Women?’

‘Including you?’

A nod.

‘One.’

‘What about the man directly behind you?’

‘Fifty. Thinning hair. Terrible suit. Looks bored. Probably not waiting for anyone. In town on business. Not English, but not French or Italian. Maybe Eastern European.’

‘Latvian.’

‘You know that for sure?’

‘No. But to my mind he’s a Latvian.’ He looks puzzled. ‘It’s catch-all. I had a Latvian friend once. Ghastly dress sense.’ She drains her glass.

‘Can I get you a drink?’ he finds himself saying, a little voice warning him this is the kind of place that serves fifteen-dollars-a-glass champagne and his per diem isn’t up to it. London is an expensive posting.

‘That would be nice,’ she says, showing those perfect teeth. ‘Champagne, please. The Clicquot.’

He signals the barman and then asks for a martini after all. Probably twenty bucks.


‘Are you by any chance a policeman?’ she asks demurely, as if she is suggesting that he has a second cup of tea.

He laughs. ‘I’m American.’

‘I know. So that would make you an American policeman.’

‘Not necessarily. Why do you think that?’

‘Just the way you walked into the room. Hyp-obs, isn’t it called?’

Piper finds himself smiling. It is called exactly that. Hyper-observation. He’s just come off the five-five sweep – so named because there are twenty-five essential checks to be made, in groups of five – at the Fairmont down the road, and he’s clearly still in the Zone, measuring distances to doors, sightlines, hiding-places, scanning faces, checking hand positions. Especially the hands.

‘I’m not a cop. Honest,’ he says. Well, it is true, after a fashion. ‘Vincent Piper.’

He holds out his hand and she takes it briefly, so fast he has but a fleeting impression of the warmth of her skin. ‘Celeste Young. If you aren’t a cop, you do a fine impersonation.’

He opens his mouth, not even sure of how much he is going to tell her, at the exact moment a tiny, almost plaintive beep sounds from her Tulita handbag. She lifts her mobile phone out, glances over the text message and flashes him what he hopes is a regretful smile. ‘That’s me. I have to go, Vincent.’

‘Most people call me Vince.’

She drains her glass, the fastest disappearance of fifteen dollars since he’d last been in Vegas. ‘Nice meeting you, Vince. Enjoy your stay.’

I’ll try, he thinks. All two long years of it. The bill comes and he is suddenly glad that Martha has refused his offer of a blow-out dinner.

 



Piper walks up St James’s Street back towards the Fairmont. London is hot for September, pushing into the eighties and clammy. He can feel the suit sticking to his shirt, which in turn adheres to the sheen of moisture on his skin. He wants to look and feel better for Martha, but running around the hotel checking for non-existent assassins for two hours has left him creased and crumpled, and the two drinks – especially that martini – means he is sweating pure alcohol. She’ll smell it on him. He can just see that cute button nose twitching with disapproval.

On impulse Piper crosses the road into Jermyn Street to see if he can pick up a fresh shirt, but all the  traditional stores with their flamboyant torsos in the window wearing bespoke numbers and fancy braces are closed.

There’s a Gap at Piccadilly Circus; maybe he can get something more casual to soften the formal line of his regulation dark blue suit. He rips off his tie in anticipation, opening the collar to let some air in.

As he hits the main road he spots the familiar telltale green symbol of a Starbucks. He checks the time. Seven-thirty, she had said, at the Barnes & Noble café on the Charing Cross Road. That gives him time for a quick slug of caffeine, and he weaves through the stationary traffic, cursing a cycle messenger who is pedalling against the flow. Lycra Boy flashes him the finger, making him another Londoner lucky that Vince isn’t allowed to pack a weapon 24-7, as was the norm at home. Always on duty, always armed, that was the FBI maxim. Unless you get a British posting. It doesn’t figure: every UK airport has SWAT-like cops with sub-machine guns and they won’t let him pack a lousy handgun off-duty.

In the Starbucks Piper orders a latte, sits down and stares out at the parade of passing humanity, feeling vaguely misanthropic. Outside is a river of commuters, head down, powering on home, faces mostly etched with worry. It is a joyless crowd, trudging and tired. It could be the weather, but he has  seen nothing in the city so far to make him think the natives do wild exuberance in the streets. Yet in a way he envies these people heading off for their suburban boltholes. He so wants to go home.

His daughter has seen his wife in the last two weeks, and she knows the state of play between them. Well, he knew the state, too: match postponed indefinitely. But she’d know if there had been any softening in the granite-face that Judy has presented to the world. She is up there, in that big house on the outskirts of Manchester, repelling all comers. He’d gone up to see her – making the fundamental mistake of taking the dirty, unreliable train – but was rebuffed by her yard-dog of a mother without so much as a hello. ‘Tell him to go away,’ was all he heard.

Wasn’t there a statute of limitations for this kind of thing? It was nearly two years now since the final split. He wasn’t hoping for reconciliation, but surely civility wasn’t out of the question. And it wasn’t as if he had invented infidelity. It was a far from original sin. ‘Have you never been tempted?’ he had once asked her. ‘What about that Portuguese gardener we had back in the States who looked like the flamenco dancer Joaquin Cortez? I saw how you spent three hours washing a coffee cup so you could admire him pruning.’ At that point she’d slapped him. He guesses he was wrong about the gardener.

Martha, after an initial bout of frostiness that almost matched his wife’s arctic chill, had begun to thaw a little. They had spoken on the phone, had an awkward dinner, even joked about her run of loser boyfriends. Perhaps he can salvage something from the wreck of his marriage to Judy, if only a decent relationship with his daughter.

He finishes the latte, takes a last lungful of the store’s chilled air and steps out onto the grimy sidewalk. The Gap store is open and he buys a standard Oxford, changes into it in the cubicle and walks out with his wet rag of a JC Penney number in the blue bag. He dumps it in an overflowing rubbish bin. He is running fifteen minutes late now, something he hates. Martha is always telling him to stop being so uptight, to chill a little, as she puts it. He’ll remind her of that when she taps her G-Shock in irritation.

Here in Soho the people are livelier, no longer just ground-down commuters trudging towards the underground. He cuts up through the back streets, avoiding Shaftesbury Avenue, crossing Wardour Street and hurrying along Old Compton Street. He is beginning to learn short cuts now, resigned to the fact that his grid-pattern-trained brain is going to have to loosen up when it comes to street-plans. ‘You can’t pronounce ’em and you can’t find ’em,’ had been the Roth’s summing up of the city’s main thoroughfares.  ‘If you get lost, just ask a cabbie.’ He’d tried that once: the driver told him to buy an A to Z.

Stanley Roth is the Assistant Legat, the Deputy Legal Attaché, and Piper’s immediate superior. He has been in the city for twenty-seven months, and he likes it. Maybe it grows on you. Or maybe it helps, living with your wife and kids in Hampstead in a happy family, not scattered across the country, bound only by resentment and suspicion. Christ, snap out of it, Piper, he thinks. Nobody died. Sooner or later, the storm will subside, and reason will prevail.

Past the gay sex shops, the leather harnesses and tight shorts once so outré now barely registering on the crowd, many of whom have piercings and tattoos of their own. He tries not to feel his age or his upbringing – or the crushing conservatism of the FBI – and fails. He can hear his father’s voice yapping in his ear about the youth of today. Well, Martha is part of that youth now. He has to be tolerant.

A familiar face swims into view. Fifty something and frowning. The name follows. Monroe. Henry Monroe.

‘Hey,’ Piper says, but Monroe hurries on. He raises his voice. ‘Hey! Henry!’

Monroe stops and turns, but no smile lights up his face. He nods. ‘Vince. How are you?’

Monroe is an old family friend. As a rookie he had  worked with Piper’s father on the infamous Wrecking Crew case – the last hurrah of the anarchist Weather Front group – in the early 1970s. Even when they were no longer partners, he always came over for Eddie Piper’s Fourth of July barbecues.

‘I’m OK,’ Vince says.

Monroe is old school FBI. He is dressed in a dark suit, too heavy for the weather, white shirt and navy-blue tie. Little wonder he looks hot and bothered. He is screwing the magazine he has in his fists into a tube.

‘What are you doing here, Henry?’ Piper struggles for the wife’s name. ‘Is Kate with you?’

‘What are you doing here?’ Monroe shoots back.

‘Associate Legat,’ Piper says. ‘I told you when I applied. Your old number. Two-year stint. Look, I have to meet Martha. Come along. She’d love to see you.’

‘Martha? She’s in London?’

‘At college, yeah. I told you—’ The look of apprehension on Henry Monroe’s face makes him stop.

‘Do yourself a favour. Now. Get her out of here.’

‘What do you mean? Henry?’

Henry pokes him in the chest with the rolled-up magazine to emphasise his point. ‘It isn’t safe.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Get her out.’ Monroe pokes him again and, irritated, Piper grabs the magazine from him.

‘What do you mean, Monroe?’

But Henry is gone.

Piper watches his back disappear into the crowd, walking fast. What the hell was that all about? He shrugs the encounter away and resumes his walk. He unravels the magazine still in his hand, then ditches it. Jerk, he thinks.

He passes the uninviting budget restaurants – all you can eat for £3.99 in London was surely an invitation to some virulent strain of E. coli – and the licensed sex shops, and makes a left onto Charing Cross Road. The bookshop that is his destination is housed in a building a hundred yards or so up ahead on the corner. Piper checks his watch: twenty minutes late.

He sees Martha at the kerbside across the street, looking for him, head swivelling anxiously, searching the crowd. She is raising her mobile to her ear, shaking her hair aside as she does so. And then he doesn’t see her any more.

 



It comes like a sudden blast of fog, as if all the water vapour in the air has turned to ice, a giant’s breath blown across the thirty feet from sidewalk to sidewalk. He feels that exhalation brush over him; the needle-sharp crystals prickle his skin, his eyes sting and water in the second before he can get his arms up to protect his face.

Then the noise comes, the dull crump that he has  heard on countless training videos, seen at Quantico, tasted at Oklahoma and Cape Town and Riyadh and at Ground Zero, and with it the shockwave, a punch of super-heavy air, thudding his lungs flat and driving him back into the people behind, limbs flailing. He staggers and catches himself and remains upright. Others aren’t so lucky.

Silence.

Just a hum, like a low generator, as the foul cloud starts to dissipate. Mouths are moving, but no sound comes; faces are contorted by pain and fear and shock, but there are no screams.

His ears start working again, and a howl rises up from the few hundred square yards in front of the ruined bookshop, mixed in with a chorus of shrill alarm bells. He can see dozens of prostrate bodies, and even more walking wounded, staggering around stiffly.

Cars are splayed across the road, windshields webbed where bodies have hit them. One vehicle has mounted the pavement outside Foyles, pinning an unknown number of pedestrians against the shattered plate window. It is the atomised windows that have created the fine mist, a deadly, lacerating dust. Now all that is left in the air are the shreds of dismembered books, swinging gently to earth.


Not again! his mind bellows.

Piper touches his own face and winces at the jolt of pain. He looks down at his fingertips. Blood. He checks himself in the sex-shop window. There are a few little globs of red, like bloody freckles, but his is a mere sideswipe.

Panic has gripped the bystanders now and bodies hurl into Piper, spinning him this way and that. But he runs towards the scene, not away from it.

He estimates where he had last seen Martha and tries to recall what she was wearing. She’d have been blown out of position, that was for sure.

‘My face? How’s my face?’ a woman shouts at him, clutching at his leg.

He looks down at skin like hamburger and grabs her wrists. It is impossible to tell whether she is young or old. ‘Fine,’ he says, ‘but there’s some glass. Don’t touch. I’ll be a second. Don’t touch.’

She nods obediently. Piper lets go and picks his way across to the dazed boy standing outside the guitar shop, his jaw slack. A minute ago the teenager had been looking at Gibson guitars and Roland drum machines, now he is in the inner circle of hell, stunned at being left unscathed by a blast that had spread like a fan from the shop’s frontage, into the street rather than along it.

‘What’s your name?’ Piper demands.

‘John,’ he mumbles.

‘John,’ Piper says, pulling him into the road, kicking the broken-backed books out of his way, ‘hold this woman’s wrists. Here. Don’t let her touch her face.’

‘I’m going to be sick.’

Piper spins him away. ‘Listen to me.’ He takes a breath to calm himself down. ‘Be sick. But be sick holding her wrists.’ To the woman, he says, ‘This is John. He’s going to stay with you until help comes.’

‘I can’t see.’

‘It’s just dirt,’ he lies. ‘Stay calm, someone will be here soon. What’s your name?’

‘Emma.’

‘OK, Emma, hang on to John. If it hurts, squeeze him.’

With a farewell pat of the kid’s shoulder he steps over bodies, some moving, some not, checking each one, trying to find Martha. There are too many people, an overwhelming mass of tangled humanity. He wonders if London has a cas-evac plan, a system for evacuating mass casualties from a terrorism scene. What, in a city where even the subway doesn’t run properly?


He looks back at the remains of the shop. There are flames on the ground and first floors. All that paper, pure kindling, he thinks. He can see sprinklers working, but fitfully. Where are the fire crews? Panic is starting to well up around him like a tangible presence.

He pulls out his mobile, speed-dials Martha’s  number and hears the tinkling tones to his left, the theme tune to some teen TV show, and he homes in on it until he can see her, one arm lying out at a strange angle, her blonde hair tarnished, the face masked by a splash of blood.

He gently moves the legs of a man whose trousers have been blown clean off, leaving his white hairy legs miraculously free of damage, so he can crouch down next to her.

‘Martha. MARTHA. It’s OK, darlin’. It’s OK.’

He brushed her hair aside and gasps at the sight.

Two clear, sparkling eyes stare at him, a mouth trying to smile. A face in one piece. He moves his hand over her skull and she winces. There is glass in her scalp. Her hair is roped together with sticky blood in places, but the blast has missed her face.

He looks around for assistance. A small army of helpers has materialised – passers-by, shopkeepers, traffic wardens, a policeman, his white shirt already stained dark red. They are passing around water, clothes, bandages. Some are trained, he can tell they know what to do, taking pulses and doing the standard Glasgow Coma check, scoring the victims. Three to fifteen, where three means don’t bother for now, that they are beyond immediate assistance.

Piper grabs a small Evian bottle off the Asian guy who appears with armfuls and pours some into  Martha’s mouth, then rubs away at the blood on her face. It is someone else’s. He kisses her nose and wipes away his tears.

‘Dad? Dad.’

‘I love you,’ he says. ‘Just stay still. Help’ll be here soon, baby.’

Where are the medics? He can hear the chuck-chuck and whoop-whoop of various sirens, a long way away, and car horns, growing ever more irate. The area is becoming gridlocked.

Piper stands up, looks around for a sign of organised action. There is none that he can discern. Martha’s strangled voice makes him look down at her. Her eyes are fluttering.

Piper picks up his daughter, scoops her in his two arms, carefully supporting her head, not feeling a thing, because she is no weight at all. And he begins to walk away from the dead and the dying, as fast as he can.




Chapter 2

Celeste Young leaves the American Bar at the Stafford and walks down King Street towards St James’s Square. She still loves this part of London, with its gunshops (but, of course, no guns on show), old-fashioned clubs, chemists like apothecaries, Japanese restaurants that would shudder at the sight of a conveyor belt, and arcane premises such as the Dickensian Berry Brothers & Rudd wineshop, where the floors resemble the crazy house at a funfair.

All that is changing now. A Michiko Koshino jeans store is slated to open on Jermyn Street, with an FCUK across the street, both still cocooned behind hoardings for the moment. Youth is colonising the territory.

For the moment, though, it is still possible for her to feel she is in an older, more elegant London, frozen sometime in the 1950s, when shops closed prompt at  five-thirty and the very best refused to open at all on Saturday, let alone Sunday. She is, of course, too young to remember such an era, but her father used to bring her to St James’s to return books to the London Library, for his fitting at Hilditch & Key or to pick up shoes at Lobb and headwear at Lock. They inevitably took tea at the Fountain Room and while they sat there in Fortnum’s, sipping from fine china, his descriptions and recollections made her feel a connection to those times.

Dead now, of course, her father. A brain tumour took him. He had left them money, making them quite comfortable she had thought, but her brother Roddy had ripped through first his own inheritance, then hers.

He had his eyes on their mother ’s share, too, but it looked as though that would be swallowed by the care home she had opted to retire to, and very quickly at that. All that would be left was the Stables, a near-derelict property in the Cotswolds that might realise an income if the renovation was ever finished.

She crosses over the square, the flames outside the In and Out Club making her feel even hotter than she already is. The sober Rodriguez suit she is wearing had been a bad idea: she should have chosen something lighter. It was intended to undermine any preconceptions that DeVaughan might be harbouring,  such as expecting her to turn up looking like a Footballer’s Wife. It is too late to do anything about it. She locates his apartment on the corner of Charles II Street and looks up at the elegant stone-clad facade, wondering how much a flat in an area almost exclusively occupied by embassies and gentlemen’s clubs is costing him.

She rings the bell and is buzzed up. She travels to the second floor by charming old-fashioned lift-cage and his door is right opposite the gates. He lets her in with a flurry, so the first view of him is his back as he issues the invitation to make herself at home. The living room is grand, if rather sparsely furnished, plain white, high ceiling, insipid landscapes on the wall, good view over the Square. The rental must be four or five grand a month, she decides. He enters from the bedroom, threading turk’s-head links through his shirt-cuffs. Blue shirt, white collar and cuffs. Nasty. Mark him down a point. Tall, six foot at least, forty-ish, beginning to get a little jowly, but still attractive.

‘Hello, Charles DeVaughan. Thanks for coming.’ Then he stalls completely. ‘Er . . . um.’

He is seconds from a flat spin, so she helps him out. ‘Would I like a drink? Yes, please.’

‘Yes. Sorry.’ He runs a hand through his hair. ‘Gosh. I’m sorry, it’s just . . .’

‘White wine?’

He takes a breath and pulls himself together. ‘Right.’

She looks around while he is gone. A few nice modern pieces of furniture, an open fireplace – a big square hole in the wall where, she would guess, some ornate son-of-Adam had once stood – a fine quality leather sofa. No music of any kind.

DeVaughan reappears with two glasses and they sit. His eyes dart up and down, taking in her legs and hovering over the jacket. He is wondering how big her tits are. Difficult to tell, given the way Narciso had tailored the top. Let him wonder.

‘So, Charles,’ Celeste says, causing his gaze to snap back up. ‘How long have you known Denis?’

Denis is the investment banker, someone who had been with her three years now, who knew she had a vacancy and had suggested she meet DeVaughan.

‘Before I was sent to Paris we worked on the gilts desk at Bonnet and Roy. You know it?’

‘I used to know John Roy,’ Celeste told him. ‘He was a friend of my father’s.’

‘Really? I met him once or twice. In his eighties. Bloody shrewd man,’ DeVaughan says with heartfelt admiration.

‘Yes.’ She’d always felt Roy was a dreadful old lecher. ‘How long are you back over for?’

‘A year.’

‘And your family?’

DeVaughan shifts uncomfortably. ‘My . . . my wife didn’t want to disrupt the children’s schooling.’

‘You have how many?’

‘Two. Ten and fourteen. Quite bilingual now. Didn’t want to lose that either.’ He took a large gulp of wine. ‘But a year . . . it’s a long time and, well . . . I’ll get over now and then, but you can’t be certain how often . . .’

He is blushing. ‘You don’t have to explain,’ she reassures him. ‘How much did Denis tell you?’

‘Well, the basics, I suppose.’ He outlines the terms and she nods at each point, only having to clarify the payment arrangements. Denis had done well.

‘One more thing,’ she adds. ‘I don’t swallow and I don’t do anal.’

 



Celeste drives along Shaftesbury Avenue and up Greek Street – they’ve changed the Soho one-way system yet again – heading for Roddy’s place. Her brother had a suite of offices above one of the bars in the street, which this month has reverted to a Latin-American vibe, after an ill-advised stint as a vodka bar called Ossi, a retro-homage to all things East German. She just prays she can find a parking space on the square.

DeVaughan had excused himself after around ten minutes, saying he had a business dinner. She wondered which part of the deal didn’t appeal to him. Celeste had done this enough times to know he wouldn’t be calling back, could tell from the way he ushered her out. So what was it? He’d known about the money before he made contact, so it could only be her restrictions. Which one? Well, she could probably guess.

She crawls across the junction at Old Compton Street, past Roddy’s office, with its garish alpha-sport. com logo on the doorway. Roddy seems to be the only one of the rash of late-twentieth-century dotcoms that is still breathing. He tore through millions of pounds a week with his sports-streaming service, but now he is shifting to online betting – focusing on anything but the horses, which Betfair has sewn up. Both he and his backers swear the corner is just ahead.

She really hopes so, for his sake.

The blast funnels itself down the alley to her right, smacking into the side of her M-Class Mercedes, causing it to rock on its suspension. She is flung halfway across the car before the seat belt bites. Her ears feel as though someone has slapped their hands over them, a sudden sharp stab of needle-like pain.

Celeste pulls over to the kerb, lowers the window and leans out to look up at the sky. A chopper is  hovering, the rotors slashing at the air. A thin line of smoke begins to drift upwards. Bomb, she thinks. She’d been around when the Admiral Duncan public-house in Soho had gone up in that homophobic attack. In fact, Roddy had been in the pub the night before, and the impotent anger at that near-miss had burned for weeks. She could feel it again now, the sheer rage that anyone should think their pissy little cause – and they were all pissy little causes as far as she was concerned – was worth the taking of innocent human life.

The sirens from the fire station on Shaftesbury Avenue have started up. Ahead, other cars have stopped. Celeste looks back over her shoulder. No way out. She honks her horn furiously and there are a dozen answering calls.

‘Bollocks,’ she shouts to nobody in particular.

Then she sees him. The face from the bar, twisted into anger and pain, a girl’s body draped across his arms.

She leaps out, trying to recall his name. ‘Hey . . . hey, Mr Policeman,’ she yells. ‘Here! Come here!’

He stops and stares at her, uncomprehending.

‘The bar,’ she reminds him. ‘We met in the Stafford American Bar.’ The name comes to her. ‘Vincent. Come here.’

He strides over. ‘My daughter . . . a bomb . . . she’s . . . I need to get her to hospital.’  ‘You shouldn’t have moved her. Let’s do this properly.’ Celeste yanks open the rear door of the Mercedes. ‘Look, slide her in – like this. Support her head. You’re a bloody fool. OK, get in the back with her.’
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An act of terror, a father's love, a lethal revenge






