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            Chapter 1

            Cannes

Côte d’Azur, France

         

         Set the timer,” said Simon Riske.

         “How long?” asked Lucy Brown.

         “Four minutes.” Simon moved across the spacious bedroom, eyes fixed on the painting.

         “Why four?”

         “The security system monitors activate all locks every two minutes. I figure we have another two on top of that in case they decide to send someone to check. I don’t want to be here to find out if I’m right.”

         “In case? I thought you stole the key. Why would they check?”

         Simon looked at Lucy. Enough questions. “Set it. Now. And make it three minutes thirty seconds.”

         Simon took the phone from his pocket and approached the painting. Activating the camera, he stepped back to ensure the entire canvas was in the frame and snapped a photograph. He examined the result. Satisfied that it was in focus and that the artist’s signature was visible, he sent it to an office on the eleventh floor of a modern steel-and-glass skyscraper in the heart of the City, the one-square-mile section of London that was home to many of the world’s financial juggernauts. The reply came back like a bullet.

         Confirmed. Proceed.

         Simon lifted the painting off the wall and set it on an onyx coffee table in the center of the bedroom. The canvas measured forty-two inches by thirty. It showed the façade of Rouen Cathedral at sunset and had been painted by Claude Monet in 1894. Estimates of its value ranged from thirty to fifty million dollars. Twenty-five years ago, it had been stolen from the famed Rijksmuseum of art in Amsterdam.

         Simon Riske had come to steal it back.

         “May I?” He extended his hand. Lucy placed a tube of lipstick in his palm. Simon removed the cover and spun the bottom, releasing a razor-sharp blade. “Time?”

         “Three minutes.” Lucy bounced up and down on her toes, not an easy feat given her four-inch heels. She was dressed in a black designer cocktail dress with a plunging neckline and high heels with fire-engine-red soles. Simon didn’t care much about fashion. Prior to this assignment he’d thought “mules” were animals, not shoes. He’d accompanied Lucy to Harvey Nichols to buy her outfit and was still in shock at the price of feminine couture. He’d been sure to keep the receipt for his expense report.

         During daylight hours, Lucy worked as an apprentice mechanic in his automotive repair shop in southwest London, a stone’s throw from Wimbledon, better known as the All England Lawn and Tennis Club. Instead of a three-thousand-dollar dress and fancy high heels, she wore a gray coverall and work boots, and kept her blond hair tucked beneath a baseball cap. Simon’s relationship with her was strictly platonic, somewhere between friend and father. In a sense, she was his own restoration project. But that was another story.

         As for Simon, he was dressed befitting the occasion, a black-tie dinner dance and auction to benefit an international charity held on the first night of the Cannes Film Festival. He was a compact man, markedly fit in a peaked-lapel dinner jacket, his bow tie hardly perfect, but his own doing. His hair was dark and thick, receding violently at the temples and cut to a nub with a number two razor. He had his father’s dark complexion and brooding good looks and his mother’s beryl-green eyes. People mistook him for a European—Italian, Slavic, something Mediterranean. His nose was too bold, too chiseled. His chin, too strong. Take off the tux, add a day’s stubble, and he’d fit in hooking bales of Egyptian cotton across a dock in Naples.

         Simon had a second profession besides restoring old cars. It involved remedying thorny, often unorthodox problems for an array of clientele: corporations, governments, wealthy individuals. Or, in this case, an insurance company—Lloyd’s of London—and, by extension, the Rijksmuseum of Amsterdam.

         Back to work.

         With care, he punctured the canvas at the uppermost corner and drew the blade firmly and steadily along its perimeter—down, across, up, across—wincing at the rip of tearing linen twill. Removing the canvas from the frame in this manner would reduce its size by only an inch on its borders, or so he’d been told. Still, it was hard not to feel as if he were desecrating something sacred.

         From the floor below came the sound of applause and laughter, followed by a burst of music. The auction was over.

         “Time?”

         “Stop asking,” said Lucy. “You’re making me nervous.”

         “Don’t be,” said Simon, giving her a smile to calm her down. “We’re almost out of here.”

         A sharp knock on the door erased the smile.

         “Mr. Sun? It’s Pierrot from security.” English with a strong French accent.

         Lucy shot Simon an angry glance. “I thought you said four minutes.”

         “You locked it, right?”

         “I know how to follow instructions.”

         “Stall.”

         “How?”

         “Talk to him.”

         “And say what?”

         “You’re a woman in a billionaire’s bedroom. Think of something.”

         The billionaire in question was named Samson Sun, the nephew of the Indonesian minister of finance and brother-in-law of a Malaysian king. To the world, he was known as a businessman and philanthropist, and, more recently, a movie producer.

         Simon had met him a month earlier at an automobile auction held at the Villa d’Este on Lake Como. It was a setup to begin with, the Monet having been spotted in a photograph in a piece on Sun appearing in the French edition of Architectural Digest. When Sun purchased a Ferrari at auction the final day (a 1966 275 GTB Berlinetta for fifteen million euros), Simon introduced himself as the man who’d overseen its restoration and offered his services should Sun have any other automobiles so in need. A conversation ensued, then later a lunch and a dinner, after which Sun insisted that Simon attend his fundraiser the following month in Cannes.

         “I’m sorry,” called Lucy, cheek pressed to the door. “Mr. Sun is in the bathroom.”

         “Please open up, madame. It is necessary.”

         “I can’t,” she said. “I don’t have any clothes on.”

         “Is Mr. Sun with you?”

         Lucy looked to Simon, who nodded. The security system would show it was Sun’s key that had opened the door. “Of course he is. Who else do you think I’m with?”

         “Please ask him to come to the door.”

         “Oh, all right,” said Lucy, aggravated. “Don’t get in a tizzy. I’ll tell him.”

         Simon returned his attention to the job at hand. One by one, he sliced the last stubborn threads and freed the canvas from the frame. “Give it to me,” he said. “Quick.”

         Lucy reached into her purse and took out a plastic packet the size of a neatly folded handkerchief. Simon tore open the packet and shook loose a black polyurethane cylindrical tube. Handing it to Lucy, he rolled up the painting as tightly as possible and, with her help, slipped it inside. A drawstring drew the cylinder snug, hardly more than an inch round. Lucy removed another item from her purse—a red bow—and affixed it to the carrier.

         “A present from our host,” said Simon.

         The knocking recommenced, louder this time.

         “Madame, please. Open the door.”

         Simon heard the guard trying the lock, finding it secured from the inside. He imagined Pierrot had just learned that Samson Sun was not, in fact, in his bedroom about to enjoy intimate relations with one of his guests, but downstairs presiding over his auction.

         The pounding increased in intensity.

         Simon placed a call. Somewhere circling above them in the sky there was a helicopter waiting to pick them up. “We’re ready to skip town. How far out are you?”

         “No go. Mechanical issues. We’re still on the ground.”

         “What do you mean? We need to get out of here yesterday.”

         “Nothing I can do. I’m grounded until a mechanic gets here. Good luck.”

         Simon muttered an appropriate expletive and hung up. “We’re on our own.”

         “I guess it’s too late to put it back,” said Lucy.

         “Just a little.”

         “Your move, boss.”

         “Open the door,” said Simon. “Let him in.”

         “And then?”

         “I tell him a bedtime story and give him a kiss good night. Ready?”

         Lucy nodded, but he could read the fear in her eyes. It was not the first time he’d brought her along on a job, but it was the first time he’d enlisted her active participation.

         He extinguished the lights and took up position beside the door, back against the wall.

         Lucy swallowed hard, then opened the door. “Yes? Can I help you?”

         Pierrot the security guard looked at Lucy, then shouldered his way past her into the bedroom. Simon stepped forward and punched him in the kidney, as painful a spot as there was, then placed him in a headlock, arm drawn savagely across the neck to impede the carotid artery and cut off the flow of blood to the brain. Pierrot struggled but was no match for surprise and superior strength. His body went limp. Simon lowered him to the floor, removing his earpiece and lapel microphone.

         “Pierrot, ça va?” asked a rough voice. “Qu’est-ce qui se passe?”

         “Tout va bien,” answered Simon, his French that of a native.

         “C’est toi, Pierrot?”

         Simon frowned, dropping the microphone and earpiece onto the floor. That was a fail. “Time to move.”

         Carrier in hand, he guided Lucy into the corridor, turning left and advancing down the narrow hall before descending a flight of stairs. The music grew louder. The din of excited voices reached them as the dance floor came into view. A man in a dark suit identical to Pierrot’s pushed his way toward the stairwell. Simon stopped. Options for escape were dwindling rapidly. Turning, he told Lucy to retrace her steps, placing a hand in the lee of her back. “Faster.”

         Lucy ran up the stairs, pausing at the top to remove her shoes.

         “To your right,” said Simon, praying that his memory of the location’s layout held up.

         A glance over his shoulder proved the security guard was following. Ten feet away a door blocked their progress. Lucy struggled to open the latch.

         “Let me.” Simon threw the lock, sliding the door open. A stiff breeze rushed over them. A spray of water. The sharp scent of salt, brine, and rain. “After you.”

         Lucy stepped onto the fourth deck of the ship, seventy feet above the Mediterranean Sea. Two miles distant, across an expanse of sea, the lights of Juan-les-Pins and Cannes glimmered like diamonds. “Which way?”

         “Aft.” Simon noted Lucy’s puzzled gaze and pointed to the rear of the vessel. “That way.”

         The vessel was the Yasmina, a 503-foot mega-yacht built by Blohm+Voss shipyards of Hamburg, Germany, with a crew of seventy, including two full-time skippers and room for thirty guests, powered by a triple-screw diesel engine with a maximum speed of thirty knots and a range of three thousand miles.

         Lucy jogged across the deck, stopping alongside the elevated helipad. Simon stared into the night sky, hope over reason. A gust knocked him back a step. He saw no flashing lights, only a bank of clouds approaching from the Maritime Alps. There would be no miracles tonight.

         Behind them, the security guard emerged onto the deck, pistol drawn and held to his thigh. “Excuse me, monsieur. Would you mind stopping for a moment?”

         Simon deftly handed Lucy the carrier. “Oh, hello. Is there something the matter?”

         The guard spoke a few words into his lapel mike, then holstered his weapon inside his jacket. “Can you both accompany me?”

         “We were just enjoying the night air,” said Simon, as a drop of rain struck him in the eye.

         “Of course you were. I’m sure it won’t take more than a minute.”

         Simon looked toward Lucy. “Honey, can you come here? This gentleman would like to have a word with us.”

         “Really? What for?” A look of confusion for Simon. A smile for the security guard. She took Simon’s hand and leaned her head against his shoulder.

         Not bad, thought Simon. Not quite ready for the BBC production of Romeo and Juliet, but well done, all the same.

         “Happy to,” he said to the guard. “We just left the auction. I never knew dinner and a boat ride could cost so much.”

         “I’m sure Mr. Sun will be grateful.”

         “I certainly hope so.” As Simon spoke, he stepped toward the guard, placing one foot inside his stance, then attacking—as nimble as a cat, as fast as a cobra—taking hold of the man’s lapels, pivoting sharply, launching him over his hip and shoulder, and out over the railing of the boat. The guard’s cry and subsequent splash was drowned out by the pounding music emanating from the open-air dance floor. The Yasmina was underway, making 10 knots. In moments, the man had disappeared in the roiling sea.

         “Will he be all right?” asked Lucy.

         “A mile to shore,” said Simon. “Give or take. He’ll be fine.” But he wasn’t sure. A mile at night was an eternity. With the storm…

         “We need to get off the boat. Pronto.”

         He directed her to the far side of the helipad and down a flight of exterior stairs, calculating the time until the painting was discovered missing, if it had not already been. At the bottom of the stairs, guests spilled onto the main deck. Most were dressed similarly to him and Lucy. Men in dinner jackets, women in cocktail dresses. Inside, the grand salon had been transformed into a mock-up of Studio 54, the fabled New York discotheque. A raised dance floor lit from below, DJ booth, mirror ball, go-go dancers on pedestals. Earth, Wind, and Fire blasted from the speakers. The only thing missing was Bianca Jagger riding a white stallion and Andy Warhol huddled in a booth with Halston and Elizabeth Taylor.

         Simon led the way across the salon, happy for the anonymity afforded him by the throng of revelers. He stole a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and downed it. There was no reason to believe anyone would be looking for them. One guard had seen the two of them in Samson Sun’s bedroom, and that had been but briefly and in the dark. He’d been left unconscious, but for how much longer? The only other person to suspect them was currently swimming to shore.

         A British actor famous for his blue eyes, tousled hair, and beguiling stutter placed a hand on Lucy’s arm, nuzzling her with far too much familiarity. Simon couldn’t hear what he said to her. It didn’t matter. The actor was older than her by three decades. Simon whispered a few words of his own into the actor’s ear and the man dropped his hand as if he’d been shocked.

         “But that was—” Lucy said.

         “Yes, it was.”

         “And he wanted to—”

         “I’m sure he did.”

         “Mr. Riske! There you are!”

         Simon turned and found himself face-to-face with a short, pudgy, bald Asian man of indeterminate age. Thirty? Fifty? It was impossible to tell. “Samson, hello. And please, call me Simon.”

         “I missed you at the auction.” Indonesian accent by way of Oxford. At least, that’s what he’d told Simon.

         “Too rich for my blood, I’m afraid.”

         “You? I doubt that.” Samson Sun was dressed entirely in white—suit, shirt, tie, even his shoes—his one contrasting feature the round, black-framed eyeglasses that were his trademark. Sun turned to Lucy, the top of his head reaching her chin. “And who’s this lovely creature?”

         “My friend, Lucy Brown. Lucy, say hello to Samson.”

         “A pleasure, I’m sure.”

         Behind the pebble lenses, Sun’s eyes stayed on Lucy a beat too long. “What’s this, then, Miss Brown? A present for your host?”

         Lucy’s mouth worked, but no words came out.

         “Actually, you gave it to her,” said Simon.

         “Me?”

         “A door prize.”

         Sun returned his attention to Lucy. “Please join me,” he said, gesturing to a table at the back of the room. “You may find some new clients.”

         “Thank you, but we wouldn’t want to interrupt.” Simon placed a hand on Lucy’s elbow as his eyes scanned the room for trouble.

         “Not at all. Perhaps Miss Brown would like to meet the cast of my movie.” He took Lucy’s hand. “Are you an actress by any chance?”

         “An actress? Me? Course not.”

         Sun had come to Cannes as the producer of a movie called The Raft of the Medusa. The film was based on a true story of a group of African refugees whose boat had sunk as they made the crossing from Libya to Italy and had spent three hellish weeks adrift on a makeshift raft, nearly all of them perishing. Several of the survivors played themselves in the movie. Simon spotted them seated at Sun’s table.

         “Next time,” said Simon. Then: “You’ll be in Cannes the entire festival?”

         “Naturally,” said Sun. “Our film is to be shown closing night. A prestigious honor.”

         “Congratulations. We’ll see you on the Croisette. And thank you for the invitation. Great party.”

         “Good night, Mr. Riske. And good night, Miss Brown. I hope to see you again.”

         Simon guided Lucy across the floor, past a vodka bar carved entirely from ice and tended by pretty blondes clad in string bikinis and faux-fur shapki. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Sun had returned to his table, taking his place at the center of his entourage. A moment later, a commotion as two security guards arrived at his table. One was Pierrot, no longer unconscious nor on the floor of Sun’s bedroom.

         Time’s up.

         Simon ducked out a side door, Lucy in tow, and onto the fantail. He glanced over the rear safety railing. Two RIB tenders—twenty feet long, rigid inflatable hull, dual Mercury outboards—sat moored to the floating dock, crew in white tunics and navy-blue shorts at the ready. Somewhere belowdecks there was a miniature submarine as well (for pleasure? escape?), but Simon was no Captain Nemo. He was, however, a good Marseille boy who’d spent enough hours making trouble on the docks of the Vieux-Port to know the difference between a half hitch and a reef knot, and how to drive anything with a motor, on land or sea.

         “This way,” he said, setting off to the crew’s ladder, which descended to the floating deck. “If anyone asks, you’re sick. You need to get to a hospital straightaway.”

         “I am?” said Lucy. “I mean, yes, I am.”

         “Quick learner.”

         Simon reached the bottom of the ladder, offering Lucy a hand. “The lady needs to get to shore,” he said to the mate. “She’s ill.”

         “The boat will dock in forty minutes. We’re returning to port due to the weather.”

         “Too long,” said Simon, palming the mate a wad of one hundred euro bills—he didn’t know how many.

         The mate glanced at the money. The film festival. Movie people. Rogues. Rule breakers. He answered without hesitation. “Come aboard.”

         Simon helped Lucy onto the nearer tender. A high-pitched whistle sounded as he placed his foot onto the gunnel. Pierrot was leaning over the railing above their heads, hand pointed at them. “Keep them here,” he shouted as he made his way to the ladder.

         Simon jumped into the cockpit, tearing off his bow tie and throwing it into the sea. The engine was idling. The mate stood onboard, mooring rope in hand, looking confusedly between Pierrot and Simon. The tender’s skipper—eighteen, crew cut, yet to have his first shave—confronted Simon. “Sir, I can’t—”

         “Get off,” said Simon.

         “Yes, sir.” The skipper and the mate both stepped around him and boarded the Yasmina.

         Simon put the tender into reverse, spinning the wheel to port, then sliding the throttle forward. The nose rose. Wake spread behind the boat. Pierrot and another guard clambered aboard the second tender. Simon increased his speed. The sea was rising, wind from the Maritime Alps scudding across the surface, stirring up whitecaps, sending spirals of spume into the air.

         Simon killed the running lights. The speedometer read 25 knots, and he was astonished to see the markings went to 80. “Hold on,” he called over his shoulder. “This is going to get bumpy.”

         He shoved the throttle forward. The twin outboards roared. The hull slapped the water with force. Instead of heading toward shore and safety, however, he steered in a straight line, retracing the Yasmina’s path.

         “Where are you going?” shouted Lucy.

         Simon ignored her. He looked over his shoulder. A quarter of a mile separated them from their pursuers. He searched the water to either side of the boat, looking for a head, an arm, any sign of the man he’d thrown overboard. There. He spotted him, the man no longer wearing a jacket, his white shirt visible. He was on his back, struggling.

         Simon cut the engines and made a tight circle. “Give me a hand.”

         Leaning over the gunnel, he grabbed the guard’s collar and, with Lucy’s help, hauled him aboard.

         The guard lay at Lucy’s feet, coughing seawater, exhausted. “Merci,” he managed, weakly.

         Simon freed the man’s pistol from his shoulder holster and threw it into the water. “Stay,” he said to his face. Then to Lucy: “Watch him. If he moves a muscle, shout.”

         Simon removed his own jacket and tossed it to the guard, telling him in French to cover up.

         He retook the wheel. A hundred yards separated him from his pursuers. Rain began to fall in earnest, wind freshening by the minute. He turned the boat toward shore and hit the throttle for all it was worth. The nose jumped precipitously, knocking him to his knees. It wasn’t a tender, it was a Cigarette in drag.

         Across the bay, boats were making for port. On shore, dock lights blinked red. Danger. Storm conditions.

         Simon scanned the coastline. He couldn’t go to Cannes or Antibes. Sun’s security team would have radioed ahead to arrange a welcoming committee. He fumbled in his pocket for his phone. Under M he dialed a number he’d sworn never to call again. A familiar voice answered.

         “Ledoux. What now?”

         “Where are you, Jojo?”

         “It’s nine o’clock on a Wednesday night. Where do you think I am? In the middle of ten plates of moules-frites.”

         Jojo Matta was a lousy hood and a gifted cook. Once, a very long time ago, they’d worked together committing all manner of illegal acts. Last year Jojo had helped Simon with a small problem in Monaco. As payment, Simon had helped Jojo open a restaurant in Juan-les-Pins, a leafy hamlet adjacent to Antibes.

         A spit of land extended into the bay to his right, the peninsula that separated the Bay of Cannes and the Bay of Nice. At its very tip, barely visible, two lights burned red. Maybe, he thought.

         “Jojo, how long to get to Eden-Roc?”

         “People like me don’t go to the Du Cap unless we’re lifting something.”

         “Du Cap” for the Hôtel du Cap, built in 1870, long home to wealthy Europeans, cosmopolites, and their hangers-on.

         “Tonight you do.”

         “I’m in the middle of a shift.”

         “You own the place. Your sous-chef can fill in. Be there in twelve minutes.”

         “Get lost. I’m not your errand boy.”

         “Who paid for your restaurant? I’ll yank it. Watch me.” There was only one way to talk to a gangster.

         “That’s not fair.”

         “Twelve minutes, Jojo.”

         Without warning, the windscreen shattered. Something struck one of his engines. The men were firing at him.

         “Lie down,” he called over his shoulder. Lucy didn’t need telling. She was already flat on her belly.

         The other tender had shortened the distance between them. Visibility was deteriorating. Rain fell in sheets, the wind a pernicious force, howling like a banshee. Lightning flashed nearby, a bolt running from heaven to sea. For a moment, the bay was illuminated, vessels of all kinds frozen in place by the burst of white light.

         Simon saw his path.

         Directly ahead, another mega-yacht, the Eclipse—five hundred feet, shark’s snout, a radar globe like a Christmas ornament—Abramovich’s before he sold it to an Emirati prince. A small armada had grouped off its port side, five motor yachts, give or take. He steered toward the immense vessel, speed 40 knots despite the wild bucking. He hugged the giant boat, starboard side, aware of its crew gesturing madly at him…then he was past it, spinning the wheel to port, cutting across its bow, perilously close, a 180-degree turn. He straightened out the tender, coming back along the Eclipse’s port side, darting in and among the smaller vessels. He cut his speed. The only sound, rain pummeling the vessel, as loud as a corps of drummers. They were a shadow bobbing on the waves, black on black.

         He caught the other tender’s lights rounding the Eclipse’s bow, turning toward them, slowing, confused, its prey lost.

         Suddenly, the rescued guard was on his feet, arms waving. “Pierrot! Over here! Pierrot!”

         Simon turned to see Lucy on her feet, driving her shoulder into the man, sending him toppling into the sea. “And this time you can stay there!” she called.

         Simon hit the throttle and the tender sped away, the man lost among the whitecaps.

         The guard shouted for help. A spotlight from another boat searched the water and found him.

         By then, Simon and Lucy were far away, headed in the opposite direction, out to sea.

         The second tender picked up their colleague. A moment later, it headed away, returning to the Yasmina.

         
              

         

         Simon guided the boat to the dock by the Eden-Roc. A man dressed in a chef’s smock, soaked to the bone, caught the mooring rope.

         “I thought you were in trouble,” he said as Simon cut the motor.

         “I was. Now I’m not.”

         Jojo offered Lucy a hand. She stood unsteadily on the dock, shivering. Simon followed, taking the mooring rope and fastening it to a cleat. They climbed the stairs and walked along a gravel path beneath the pines. Jojo had parked in a lot at the base of the hotel’s driveway. It was the same beat-up Peugeot he’d driven last year.

         “Keys are in the ignition,” he said.

         Simon opened the door for Lucy. She fell into the passenger seat, wet and exhausted. He closed her door and went around to the driver’s side. “I’ll leave it at the airport,” he said to Jojo. “Keys in the fender.”

         “First place anyone will look.”

         “Get there early.”

         “Tomorrow’s my day off.”

         “Then I guess you’ll have to take your chances.”

         “Hey,” said Jojo, looking back toward the Eden-Roc. “How much do you think I can get for the tender?”

         
              

         

         D’Artagnan Moore called as they left the hotel lot and drove along Boulevard J. F. Kennedy toward Antibes. “Get it?”

         Simon handed Lucy the phone. “Tell him—”

         He saw the car for a second, maybe less. Far too short a time to react. It was a Citroën panel van, the driver intoxicated, blowing through the red light, striking Simon’s car on the passenger side at a speed of 70 kilometers per hour. Simon’s last thought was for Lucy. She had not put on her safety belt.

         He felt the blow, heard the sickening crash of metal colliding with metal, saw the lights of the van inside his car, the world suddenly a terrible blinding white.

         Then darkness.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Ko Phi Phi

Andaman Sea, Thailand

         

         Six thousand miles away, overlooking another fabled beach, this one situated on an island off the southwestern coast of Thailand, Rafael de Bourbon was suffering his third nervous breakdown of the day.

         The first had come shortly after he arrived at the hotel, a few minutes past seven, and involved a malfunctioning septic tank. The second was brought on by a faulty air-conditioning unit. The third had as its cause a loose gasket that had cut all water pressure in the kitchen and was the most serious, for this was the first thing the inspectors would check upon their arrival. Hotel inspectors always started in the kitchen. Should he be unable to bring back the pressure, any chance of receiving a permit to operate the Villa Delphine in time for its first guests’ arrival would go out the window.

         “How long?” shouted Rafael from beneath the industrial sink.

         “Thirty minutes,” responded his wife, as calm as a Sunday morning.

         “You’re sure?”

         “It’s only a pipe. No one keeps a hotel from opening because of a gasket.”

         Rafael finished tightening the gasket and slid from beneath the sink. “I’m not taking any chances. This time we’re going to do things the right way.”

         “By the book,” said his wife, as if reciting a family rule. Her name was Delphine—a French name for an English rose, he liked to say. Delphine was thirty-four years old, lean and blond, an intelligent beauty, and holder of a First in economics from Cambridge.

         “By the book,” said Rafael, sealing his declaration with a kiss to his wife’s lips.

         Rafael Andrés Henrique de Bourbon—“Rafa” to anyone who’d known him long enough to share a beer—was six years his wife’s senior, a tall, rangy Spaniard with cropped black hair, eyes that glittered like obsidian, and a trimmed beard he’d borrowed from Satan himself. In fact, “devilish” was an adjective often connected with his name, for better or worse. Stretching, he toweled the sweat from a torso covered with tattoos. There was a Madonna and child he’d gotten after a night of carousing in Rome. A Maori war band around his left arm he’d gotten in Christchurch. And a Russian Orthodox crucifix on his back he couldn’t remember where he’d gotten, or why. There were sixteen in all, and he was eager to find a reason to add another.

         “Watch out, darling,” he said as he freed the cleaning nozzle. A torrent of pressurized water shot into the sink, spraying them both. Rafa shouted with joy. “Strong enough to strip a barnacle from a ship’s hull. The Villa Delphine will have the cleanest plates on the island.”

         He switched off the water and replaced the nozzle in its holder. “Time to shower. A filthy hotel owner does not make a good impression.”

         “Stop,” said Delphine, taking his hands in her own. “I want to tell you something.”

         “Can’t it wait?”

         “No,” she said, giving his hands a tug. “It cannot.”

         Rafa stepped closer, looking into her clear blue eyes, amazed as always that a woman as beautiful, educated, kind, and selfless had decided to marry a man like him. A man far from beautiful, hardly educated, kind when it suited him, and selfless never. “Sí, mi amor.”

         “I want you to know how proud I am of you.”

         “For screwing up so many times?”

         “For never giving up.”

         Sincerity. Was anything more painful to a Castilian? “Please.”

         Another tug to remind him who was boss. “I know things haven’t gone as smoothly as we would have liked since we left Geneva.”

         “Smoothly? No, they have not gone smoothly.”

         “I want you to know, it’s all right,” said Delphine. “I never expected you to be perfect. What I love about you…maybe the reason I married you…is because you never give up. Never. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you not get back on your feet. It’s who you are. These past years, sure we’ve made a few mistakes.”

         “I’ve made a few—”

         “We’ve made a few. But look at what you’ve built here. It’s magnificent. None of that matters anymore. Right now, right here, I’m the happiest I’ve been in a long, long while.” She put his hands to her lips. “Thank you for not giving up.”

         Rafa took his wife in his arms and held her to him. After a moment, he put his mouth to her ear and whispered, “Sweetheart, may I ask you something?”

         “Of course, my darling,” she said, head to his chest. “Anything.”

         “How long until they get here?”

         
              

         

         The Villa Delphine was indeed magnificent. Built on the last open plot of land atop the hill separating the island’s two beaches, the hotel was a masterpiece of whitewashed concrete and limestone offering thirty guest suites, a dining room overseen by a Michelin-starred chef, a spa, two swimming pools, and the island’s only tennis court.

         It was Rafa’s first foray as a hotelier, but not as an entrepreneur. Since fleeing Europe, he had opened a Mexican restaurant in Kuala Lumpur, a chain of tanning salons in Singapore, and a spin studio in Jakarta. Each had launched amid a flurry of great expectation and high hopes only to quickly and spectacularly crash. If his current maxim was “By the book,” formerly it was “Cut every corner” and “Don’t sweat the small stuff.” Time, experience, and the demise of his personal finances had dictated a change in ethos. The Villa Delphine was Rafael de Bourbon’s last stand.

         And so it was that Rafa did not hurry straight to the shower as he’d told his wife but stopped first in his private study. There, after locking the door, he sat at his desk and logged on to his email. It was not his regular email, but a secret address used for the most sensitive matters accessed through an encrypted website on the dark web.

         A single message from “PM” waited in the inbox. P for Paul. M for Malloy.

         Rafa’s finger hovered above the trackpad.

         Once, in better times, he had worked with Paul Malloy in the Swiss city of Geneva. Their business had been finance—more specifically, capital: the raising thereof. In those days, they’d communicated via shared company servers using standard email addresses. No longer. The closest of friends had become what might politely be called “estranged colleagues.” Depending on the contents of the message blinking on Rafa’s laptop the nature of their relationship would change once again. For better. Or worse.

         Rafa opened the message.

         
            Go to hell.

         

         Three words. Impossible to misunderstand.

         Rafa felt his guts twist. It was not the answer he’d wanted. Regardless, he must now embark upon a threatened course of action. It was not a matter of a wounded ego. It was a question of justice. Of right and wrong. Of keeping one’s word and honoring one’s promises. As in all business affairs, it dealt with money. A severance payment of five million Swiss francs, already several years late.

         For worse, then.

         He double-clicked on an icon titled PETROSAUD. A list of spreadsheets appeared. They had names like: “Emirates Lease 7.14,” “Indo Drill 1.15,” “Saud Refine 3.16.” And others named: “Commissions.”

         He’d always been good with other people’s money: asking for it, investing it, spending it, losing it. But this…this in front of him was different. A crime. Not a single instance, but many. Over and over again. With malice aforethought. Rafa had objected. He was many things, but not a criminal.

         An offer had been made. Join them. Not just Malloy, but all the big boys at the company, PetroSaud SA. It was easy money, Malloy had argued, over white wine and Dover sole at the Lion d’Or. Victimless. No one would find out. Billions for the picking.

         Rafa knew better. There were always victims.

         He hadn’t participated, but to his lasting shame, he hadn’t done anything to stop it. He was making too much money working the clean side of the business. He was in love. He planned on getting married. This was his chance to build up a stake. After a while, those justifications had worn thin. Silence amounted to complicity, sure enough. He had resigned, asking only for the bonus owed him. Five million Swiss francs.

         Before him on the screen was a compendious record of Malloy’s acts: names, dates, banks, accounts, monies taken in, monies invested…or not. Commissions paid. And more commissions. The sums were staggering. Millions. Tens of millions. Hundreds of millions. It was all there in its fantastically illegal glory.

         A flash of blue caught his eye. A spray of red. Rafa looked out the window to see a procession of automobiles enter the hotel forecourt and stop in front of the fountain. He’d been expecting one inspector, maybe two. Not the entire Thai Hotel Association.

         The doors of the cars opened as if synchronized. Men in tan uniforms, peaked martial caps, and mirrored sunglasses poured from the vehicles. All carried sidearms. Not hotel inspectors. Police. The “men in brown,” as they were known and reviled.

         Rafa understood everything at once. He’d waited too long to make good on his threat. He’d given Malloy and his friends too much time to agree. Another mistake added to the litany before it.

         He had a minute to act.

         Quickly, then. A new email address. A last hope. He chose several files, not all the material, but for the right set of eyes, enough. A trail.

         His index finger pressed the SEND key. He waited a second, then typed in a four-digit code ordering the hard drive to destroy itself.

         “Cry ‘Havoc,’” he whispered, “and let slip the dogs of war.”

         Rafa left his office, hurrying down the stairs to the lobby. Delphine was speaking to one of the officers, the tallest one, and, by his demeanor, the leader of the group. Never one to rest on her laurels, she spoke fluent Thai to Rafa’s colonialist minimum. He attempted to smile, as if he were accustomed to receiving unannounced visits from the police.

         “Good morning, officer,” he began in Thai, placing his palms together and bowing his head in welcome. “I am Mr. De Bourbon. What seems to be the problem?”

         The policeman’s answer was delivered with actions, not words. He nodded to his colleagues. They threw Rafa to the floor, hauling his long arms behind him and snapping handcuffs onto his wrists. It was a violent act, leaving Rafa stunned, bleeding from his mouth.

         “Stop this,” Delphine cried out. “What are you doing to my husband?”

         Rafa struggled to free himself, shouting for an explanation. A baton landed on his ribs. A boot dug into his neck. From the corner of his eye, he observed the officers running upstairs to the executive floor. Delphine stood alone, hand covering her mouth. He met her gaze and read only despair and resignation. This was no accident, no case of police malfeasance or random error. The police were here because of him.

         “What do you want?” Rafa managed, his mouth filled with blood. “Tell me.”

         Rough hands dragged him to his feet. “You are under arrest,” said the tall policeman, spitting the words into his face. “You will come with us.”

         “What for? I’ve done nothing.”

         “Rafa, please tell them.” Delphine’s eyes pleaded with him. “Whatever it is they want, give it to them.”

         “It’s nothing, Dee. I swear it.”

         Delphine grasped the policeman’s tunic. “What has he done? Please.”

         The policeman shoved her violently. She fell to the ground. The other policemen returned to the lobby, one carrying Rafa’s laptop, another hoisting a box of documents. In seconds, they were outside, loading their vehicles.

         Rafa followed, propelled by a stiff arm to his back. At the car, he put up a fight, refusing to lower his head and climb in. The leader hit him in the solar plexus and, when Rafa doubled over, took hold of his hair and folded him into the back seat. The last words Rafael de Bourbon heard as the door slammed and the cars raced out of the forecourt were his wife’s.

         “Rafa…what did you do?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            London

         

         How is she?” D’Artagnan Moore stood at the entry to his office on the eleventh floor of the Lloyd’s of London building.

         “Not good,” said Simon, brushing past.

         “Any improvement?”

         “We’ll know more in forty-eight hours.”

         “It’s not your fault.”

         “Whose is it? I should never have brought her with me.”

         Three days had passed since the accident. Simon’s shoulder ached from a partial dislocation and he’d gotten a nasty bump on the head. Otherwise he was fine. He’d handed the painting over to a representative of Lloyd’s in France. He’d come to get paid.

         “Sit down,” said Moore. “Have a drink. I might have a bottle of that Tennessee cough syrup you seem to favor.”

         “You purchased a bottle of Jack Daniel’s?” D’Artagnan Moore would sooner drink an ice-cold German Gewürztraminer than American sour mash whiskey.

         D’Art hesitated. “Not me personally. I asked my assistant. Can’t be seen to be lowering my standards.”

         “God forbid.”

         “Testy, aren’t we?”

         “Watch it, D’Art. Today isn’t the day.”

         D’Artagnan Moore walked to his drinks trolley and opened the bottle of Jack. He poured two fingers into a glass, saw Simon motioning for more, and added another two. For himself, he chose a crystal decanter, single-malt scotch with an unpronounceable name, and matched Simon drop for drop.

         “Health,” said Moore, raising his glass. He was a big man by any standard, six feet five inches tall, three hundred pounds, a huntsman’s untamed beard touching his chest, dressed as always in a three-piece suit of Harris Tweed, a calico pocket square waving from his jacket.

         “Health,” said Simon, finishing half the glass. He dropped into a quilted club chair, wincing only a little. “Well…does the Monet check out?”

         “Ninety-nine percent. Looks very bonny.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “It means we were right to recognize the work as the Rouen façade stolen from Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum. The first experts are inclined to confirm that it is the original.”

         “How many experts are there?”

         “The museum received fifteen million dollars as compensation when it was stolen. Before they hand back the money, they want to be damned sure it’s the real thing. The answer to your question, I imagine, is ‘as many as necessary.’”

         “Any word in the press?”

         Moore shook his head. “A bit difficult to report the theft of a theft.”

         “And my fee?” asked Simon.

         Moore cleared his throat. He might as well have sent up a distress flare. “Pending.”

         “Pending?”

         “Forensics in progress. Testing the paint and canvas to confirm that they date from the era and match the artist’s other works.”

         “If you sent me to steal a forgery, I will wrap my hands around your neck and strangle every last drop of life from your body.”

         “You’ll do nothing of the kind,” said Moore. “Since when is there anything like a sure thing? The watch you stole from Boris Blatt a while back could have been a counterfeit. We had no way of knowing beforehand. I know you’re worried about Lucy, and I’d move heaven and earth to change things. But I can’t. Neither can I change the nature of our work.”

         Simon stared out the window, down the Thames, to Tower Bridge, the HMS Belfast, the river coursing with maritime traffic. The world went on.

         Earlier in the day he’d paid a deposit of two hundred thousand pounds for Lucy’s care and rehabilitation, enough to cover a thirty-day stay. He wasn’t a greedy man, far from it, but he didn’t care to go bankrupt while Lloyd’s took their own sweet time authenticating the painting. His fee was six percent of the paid claim, nearly a million dollars. As far as he was concerned, the money was Lucy’s.

         “Twenty-four years old,” he said wearily. “What am I going to tell her family?”

         “They don’t know?”

         “Lucy doesn’t speak with them. I only found out where they live this morning.”

         “Tell them the truth, or a modified version thereof. She was injured while working.” D’Art stretched a long arm for a dossier on his desk and deposited it on the table in front of Simon. “What do you Yanks say? If you get kicked off, it’s best to get right back on.”

         Simon looked at the dossier. “I wasn’t kicked off. I brought back the painting. There were just…complications.”

         “Ready to tell me what happened?”

         “The thing was we had it. We were done.” Simon ran a hand across his mouth, seeing the events of the evening play out in his mind. He’d given Moore the briefest of explanations from the hospital in Nice. Now he related in detail all that had happened, from the moment they’d boarded the Yasmina to the seconds before the car crash.

         “Who is Samson Sun anyway?” he demanded when he’d finished. “Run-of-the-mill billionaires don’t employ the Waffen-SS as security.”

         “No idea beyond what he says he is. Investor. Film producer. Does it matter?”

         “He’s no investor. I don’t know what he is. All I can say is that he didn’t earn the money himself to buy that yacht.”

         Moore pointed to the dossier. “Which brings us to your next assignment.”

         Simon lifted the cover, then, thinking better of it, let it fall. “Pass.”

         “It’s right up your alley. Executive defrauding his employer. You can work from your home on this one. I don’t foresee any automobiles or boats on the horizon.”

         “Pass,” said Simon.

         Moore raised a finger, a magician with one last trick. “The fee is—”

         “I said, I’m done.”

         “Of course,” said D’Art, all apologies and deference. “Forgive me for being callous. Take some time. A week. A month, even. A holiday will do you good.”

         “I’m done done,” said Simon. “Tendering my resignation.”

         “You’re not serious. You suffered a mishap. It was an accident. It can happen to anyone. Come now, Simon. I won’t hear of it.”

         “Do you ever wonder if it’s worth it? I mean all this running around to return items to their rightful owners. Watches, cars, paintings. Tracking down a million pounds pilfered here, two million there. Who really cares if a Monet stays on the wall of a boat for another twenty years? How does that measure against Lucy’s life?”

         Moore’s expression indicated he thought this was as selfish an argument as one could make. He was a man defined by his profession. Insurance was as essential to civilized society as the rule of law. “It’s not a question of the painting or of a watch or of a few million pounds pilfered here or there. It’s a question of maintaining order. Of doing the right thing and punishing those who don’t believe they have to. I can’t think of many things more important.”

         “I don’t do abstract. I’ll leave that to you.”

         “You’re upset.”

         Simon stood and went to the drinks trolley, pouring himself another. “There’s a young woman I happen to care for very much lying in a hospital bed with her brain so swollen they had to cut out a piece of her skull to relieve the pressure. There’s a good chance she won’t live, and if she does, it’s a lock she’ll never be the same person she was before. If she can talk again, it will be a miracle.” He finished the drink and set the glass down. “D’Art, if I don’t restore one of my cars as well as I’m able, it might not win a gold medal at a Concours. Maybe it won’t drive as fast as it possibly could, but that’s where it ends. No one gets hurt, except for maybe a bruised ego. No one shoots at me. And I’m happy that way. I’ve had enough of maintaining order, as you say. Order can maintain itself without me.”

         Moore took a step toward him as he passed. “Please, Simon. This isn’t you.”

         Simon stopped at the door. “You know something, D’Art? This feels like the best decision I’ve made in a long time.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Tel Aviv

         

         The chartered Gulfstream jet landed at Ben Gurion Airport at one minute past nine o’clock in the morning. It had been an eight-hour flight, two hours faster than commercial. The pilot had his instructions. Deliver the package as quickly as possible. He’d chosen the most direct route, a straight shot from Bangkok over the Bay of Bengal and across Central Asia, clipping the no-fly zones of Iraq and Iran, altitude 45,000 feet, speed 590 knots with a rare 60-knot tailwind.

         A panel van waited on the tarmac. Its driver stood alongside a customs official and a member of IDF airport security, Uzi submachine gun hanging from one shoulder. They had received word, too. Formalities were to be carried out without delay.

         The plane came to a halt, the fore passenger door opening before the engines spooled down. The driver climbed the stairs the moment they touched the asphalt. He disappeared inside the aircraft. When he reappeared, he carried a sealed pouch beneath one arm. As per international regulations, he handed the flight manifest over for inspection. A nod of the head and he was free to go. A longtime member of the Israeli Defense Forces and veteran of Unit 8200, the country’s top-secret intelligence-gathering organization, he fired off a salute before hurrying back to the van.

         He took Route 1 west, leaving the main highway at Ganot and turning north to skirt the easternmost suburbs of Tel Aviv past Ramat Gan and into the Shama Hills. His destination was a nondescript two-story office building, gray, windowless, a staple of industrial parks around the globe. There was no marking above the door, no corporate sign or logo, nothing to indicate the identity of the building’s tenant. The only evidence that it was occupied at all were the numerous satellite dishes arrayed on the rooftop and the intimidating antenna that looked like the mast of an interstellar spacecraft.

         “She’s waiting,” said a bleached-blond receptionist whom office lore claimed held the IDF women’s marksmanship record. The driver ran upstairs and entered his superior’s office, setting the pouch on the desk. Mission completed, he turned about-face and left the room. He knew better than to expect a thank you, or any acknowledgment at all.

         The woman seated at the desk slid the pouch toward her. From her drawer, she took her paratrooper’s KA-BAR knife, blooded in the line of duty, and with care sliced open the pouch. She was forty-two years of age, raven-haired with hard, unflinching blue eyes, her once considerable beauty eroded by the rigors of twenty years’ toil in the service of her country. She was dressed in a tailored navy-blue suit and white T-shirt, a Star of David hanging from her neck. It was a nicer uniform than the one she’d once worn but a uniform all the same. Her name was Danielle Pine, but she was known to anyone who mattered in the business as Danni. No last name needed. She replaced the knife in its sheath and returned it to her drawer before continuing.

         After completing her obligatory military service, Danni had earned a degree in applied mathematics before returning to the army as a signals intelligence officer, a code breaker. She possessed other talents and before long was snapped up by the darker side of the game, the Mossad, Israel’s spy service. At some point she’d disappeared entirely, gone “deep black,” working as a covert operative on missions so secret few others knew about them even today. And then, after six years, she was back, spat out the other end of the tunnel. “Blown,” she’d said, on the rare occasion she discussed her work.

         Today, her job title, if she had one, would be president of the SON Group, a cyber-intelligence firm founded by her father, retired general Zev Franck, himself a former spy and pioneering member of Unit 8200. The SON Group’s technology wasn’t just cutting-edge. It was past that. Way past.

         Danni drew the pouch toward her, already uneasy about the job, and removed the two items inside. First, a late model iPhone. No protective case. Scratched all to hell. She turned it on. A picture of an attractive blond woman filled the screen. There was no prompt for a numeric passcode. The owner preferred facial recognition. Fair enough.

         Danni set the phone to one side and examined the second item: a MacBook laptop. This pleased her. The SON Group specialized in iOS and macOS operating systems—specifically, how to hack them and breach their every security measure. There was a rumor going around that the SON Group had inserted one of its engineers into the Apple software development team in Cupertino to “help” develop the latest iteration. If asked, Danni would answer with a smile to rival the Sphinx. The less said, the better.

         Two men appeared in the doorway. Dov and Isaac, her two best engineers. One was short and fat. So was the other. Both had shaved heads and three days’ growth of stubble. Neither had spent so much as a minute beneath the Mediterranean sun these last years.

         They approached Danni’s desk and without bidding scooped up the phone and the laptop. “The usual?” said Dov.

         “Drain them,” said Danni. “Not one drop left.”

         “Who’s it for?” asked Isaac. “Langley? London? Hey, the phone has a little sand in it.” He laughed snippily. “Don’t tell me the Saudis again.”

         Danni shot him an angry look. The Saudis were a sore point and the reason she had barely slept these past weeks. The SON Group’s clients were limited by strict company policy to governmental organizations: intelligence agencies, defense entities, security forces, and the national police of countries deemed friendly to the cause—the “cause” being democracy and the advancement of Western ideals. SON’s technology had been developed with a singular purpose: to combat terror and crime. They were the good guys, even if they did charge top dollar. Danni had no problem with that.

         She did have a problem with her company’s technology falling into the wrong hands. Word had gotten back to her that the recent murder of a journalist critical of the Saudi ruling family (and attributed to a Saudi prince) had been abetted by SON software secretly installed on the journalist’s phone, thus allowing the prince to track the journalist and lure him to his death. Needless to say, the Saudis were not a client.

         “Don’t ask,” she snapped. “Just get it done. And fast. By yesterday.”

         The men left the office with the offending articles.

         Danni checked her watch before placing a phone call. The time in Italy was one hour earlier. If her client wasn’t out of bed, he ought to be.

         “Pronto,” said Luca Borgia in his rumbling baritone.

         “Your package arrived from Thailand. I’ve assigned my best men to it.”

         “Danni, I cannot thank you enough,” said Borgia, all charm as always. “What would I do without you? A serious matter. I’m concerned.”

         His unctuous manner did little to lessen her anxieties. In no way did Borgia fit the description of a SON Group client. He was as far from a governmental entity as could be imagined. Luca Borgia was a businessman. A billionaire industrialist who controlled one of Italy’s largest holding companies with interests in everything from silk to steel. One of those interests happened to be a twenty percent stake in the SON Group. Borgia had been one of her father’s initial investors. He was family. Company policy or not, Danni had no choice but to assist him in solving what he’d claimed was a case of industrial espionage.

         It helped that she in no way countenanced the theft of company secrets. Someone had gotten their hands on her own company’s closely guarded software and gifted it to the Saudis. Now a journalist was dead.

         “Give me a day,” said Danni.

         “A day. But no longer,” said Borgia. “Some matters cannot go unpunished.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

            London

         

         The Warwick Arms was a grand name for a block of council flats in Stepney, East London. Four grim twenty-story buildings huddled in a cruciform around an unloved park with rusting swing sets and neglected picnic tables. Simon found a parking space nearby, guiding his car through a maze of broken bottles, beer cans, and assorted trash. A group of sullen-eyed teenagers monitored his approach. Somewhere a hound was baying. He’d arrived at Gin Lane, two hundred some years later. Hogarth would feel right at home.

         The Brown family occupied a flat on the sixteenth floor. Simon had called ahead. A corpulent, weathered woman in a flowered housedress, cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth, greeted him.

         “You’re him,” she said. “Riske. I don’t suppose you have good news, seeing as how my Lucy isn’t with you.”

         Simon nodded. “May I come in?”

         “I’m Dora. Lucy’s mother. But you know that.” The woman swept him inside with a wave of her cigarette. “What’s she done now? Go ahead. I don’t shock easy.”

         They walked down a short hallway to the living room, just big enough for a couch, a recliner, a coffee table, and a television. All had seen better days except the television, a brand-new seventy-inch flat-screen broadcasting football highlights. Before Simon could sit, a tall, rail-thin teenage boy with a bad complexion and tousled blond hair the color of Lucy’s ambled in. “Who’s this, then?”

         “I’m Simon Riske. Lucy works in my shop.”

         “This is Brian,” said Dora Brown.

         Simon shook their hands and said he was pleased to meet them. He noticed Brian absently scratching his upper arm and remembered that Lucy had said he was an addict. Heroin, meth, opioids, all of the above. An older brother had overdosed years before while Lucy was still at home.

         “Lucy’s been in an accident,” he said after they’d all sat down and Dora Brown had decided not to offer him anything to eat or drink. “She’s in the hospital.”

         His words were met with dead glances all around. No gasps of distress. Just a grudging acknowledgment of the news, as if she’d finally gotten what was coming to her.

         Simon kept his explanation to the essentials. Lucy had been helping with a job in France. On the way home, they’d gotten into an automobile accident. A car had run a red light and struck the passenger side of their vehicle. Lucy had suffered a broken leg, fractured ribs, and a fractured skull. As soon as she was stable, he’d arranged for an airlift to bring Lucy to a private clinic in Surrey, where she would receive the finest treatment.

         “So she’s all right?” said Brian, shaking loose a cigarette. “Having a bit of a kip?”

         Simon stared at the young man. “She’s been placed in a medically induced coma to help relieve the brain swelling. The good news is that she’s breathing on her own. The doctors are hopeful.”

         “She’s a vegetable, then?” said Brian. “Going to be one of those drooling out the corner of her mouth, stares at you like a zombie.”

         “That’s enough,” said Simon, a bat of an eye away from dusting the kid.

         A tear ran down Dora Brown’s cheek as her jaw began to quiver.

         “Who are you, then?” asked Brian, all outrage and bravado. “She’s my sister. I can say what I please.”

         “Shut up,” said Dora, lashing out at her son. “It’s Lucy we’re talking about.”

         “Just joking, Ma.”

         “Get out,” she said. “Go. Leave us be.”

         “But—”

         “Now!” Dora was out of her chair, hand pointing to the hall. Brian stormed from the room, but not before making more mocking noises.

         “I’m sorry, Mr. Riske. We do what we can. Please go on. How is Lucy really?”

         “As I said, she’s in critical condition. We just have to wait and see.”

         “See what?”

         “If she recovers and how well.”

         Dora’s face clouded, and she regarded him with suspicion. “But you…you’re fine. Doesn’t look like you have a scratch.”

         Simon nodded. “I was lucky.”

         Dora dismissed this with a roll of the eyes. “And now? What am I supposed to do? I suppose you’ve come for money. Look around you. We can’t afford a fancy clinic. The NHS barely pays for my diabetes medicines as it is.”

         “I’m seeing to her care.”

         Dora Brown’s gaze shifted. She appraised Simon in a different vein. “You and her…you aren’t?”

         “Lucy is my best apprentice. Our relationship is strictly professional.”

         From the recesses of the flat came the sound of a baby crying. Dora didn’t appear to hear. Simon rose from the sofa. “Well, then,” he said, taking a step toward the hall.

         “She was in France, eh?” Dora looked past Simon and out the window to a world she’d never have. “I always wanted to go to Paris.”

         “When Lucy’s better, I’m sure the two of you can both go.” Simon smiled. “Together.”

         Dora Brown shot him a dark glance; she’d have none of it. “Just because she’s ill doesn’t mean she’s going to come home when she’s better. Or that I’d welcome her.” She leveled an accusing finger at him. “It’s your kind’s fault. Everything was fine until he left. He was a chartered accountant, my Reg was. Making good money. We were in Fulham then. Edward, my oldest, won a scholarship to the church school. Lucy was just a sprout. I’d just had Brian. He was difficult even then.”

         Simon clasped his hands, giving Lucy’s mother his attention. He could see that she needed to unburden herself, as if Lucy’s accident was as much her fault as Simon’s.

         “Are you in touch with your husband?” he asked.

         “With Reg? He’s gone. Twenty years now. Fell off a curb stone drunk and caved in his head. Lucy needed a father. We all did.”

         “I’m sorry.” Lucy had told him only that her father had deserted the family, not that he was dead.

         “In our blood, it seems. Reg liked his pints. My Edward used drugs. Brian, too. I like the occasional drop, don’t I?”

         “I have a card from the clinic where Lucy is recovering. The phone and address are right there. If you’d like to visit, I can send a car.”

         Dora took the card without looking at it. “Of course, we will. I work tomorrow, but maybe the weekend.”

         “I’m sure Lucy would like that.”

         The baby was still crying, louder now, and Simon wondered if anyone at all was looking after it. Dora lit a cigarette, her eyes once again hazy. “France, you say?”

         Simon backed out of the room, stating that he would show himself out.

         
              

         

         He saw the man as he exited the cracked glass doors of the Warwick Arms. A stocky figure in a black T-shirt stretched across the hood of Simon’s car, for all appearances removing the wiper blades and having no qualms about doing so in full view of all passersby.

         “Hey,” Simon shouted, breaking into a trot. “Get off my car!”

         The car was a Volkswagen Golf R, pearl-gray, polished and waxed, Momo rims, a coat of Armor All lending the low-profile tires a rich sheen. It was a stylish automobile, nothing flashy. Simon thought of it as a wolf in sheep’s clothing. The 2-liter 4-cylinder turbo-charged engine put out 300 horsepower with 288 pounds of torque and was capable of propelling the vehicle from zero to 100 kilometers per hour in 4.3 seconds. He had no need to drive that fast and, with traffic as it was in London, rarely had the opportunity. For the record, he considered himself a conservative driver, almost law-abiding. Once a month, however, he drove into the countryside and put the car through its paces up and down the hills and valleys of Devon. It was his speed fix. Simon liked fast cars. It was that simple. The French had a term for this condition. “Déformation professionnelle.”

         And he had a particular affection for his windshield wipers, which were custom order from Wolfsburg.

         Simon shouted again. This time the man glanced over his shoulder and returned the greeting. “Sod off,” he shouted back.

         The picnic tables had filled up with a dozen locals, mostly scruffy young men furiously engaged in their late-morning workout of guzzling beer and smoking cigarettes. Lift, gulp, smoke. Repeat. Simon knew the type. Once he’d been like them. Probably meaner, he decided. Definitely crazier.

         One by one they abandoned their seats and moved into Simon’s path.

         “Leave our mate be,” said one, maybe twenty years old, broad in the shoulder with muscular arms, a crew cut, and a lazy scowl. He wore a Mötley Crüe T-shirt. Simon hated Mötley Crüe.

         He stopped, face-to-face with the man. He wasn’t frightened. He was exhilarated. He’d been wanting to hit something since leaving Lucy in the clinic. The JD he’d had with D’Art encouraged the notion.

         “He’s your friend?” Simon asked.

         “That’s right.”

         “What’s he doing to my car?”

         The hooligan turned, addressing his crew with amusement. “This one here’s a Yank.” He returned his attention to Simon, giving him his best American accent. “Excuse me, sir, but you must have taken the wrong bus. I’m afraid you’re in a very dodgy part of town. Bad element, if you know what I mean.”

         Laughter and jeers.

         “I asked you a question,” said Simon, matter-of-factly.

         “So?” spat the hooligan. “Think I care?”

         The hooligan’s friends closed ranks behind Simon. There were six in all, two in tracksuits, the others in ripped jeans and T-shirts. Veterans of three-month stays in prison. Small-time drug dealers. Loan sharks, provided they could do their math. Dangerous enough.

         “It would be impolite not to answer,” said Simon.

         “Are you saying I’m rude?”

         Simon considered this. “Uncommunicative.”

         “This one here’s got some big words. Un-com-mun-ic-a-tive.”

         The wiper thief had managed to free one of the blades and was starting on the other. The blades cost thirty pounds apiece. Simon would have to special-order them or get some of lesser quality from the dealership in Hounslow. It wasn’t the cost that bothered him so much as the inconvenience.

         A hand shoved Simon in the back. “Am I being uncommunicative, too, boss?”

         Simon turned. The man was the biggest of the group, heavier by forty pounds, a head taller, beady eyes, arms as thick as an oak.

         “No,” said Simon. “You’re being an asshole.” He threw a jab, knuckles extended, and struck the man squarely beneath the jaw. It was a lightning strike, delivered with half of what Simon had. Half was enough. As the man collapsed, Simon spun and grabbed the hooligan, Mötley Crüe T-shirt gathered in his fists, and brought his forehead down on the bridge of the man’s nose. The crunch of collapsing cartilage was audible. Still clutching his shirt, Simon chucked him to one side, if only to avoid the blood spouting from the man’s ruined nose. That one was full strength, thought Simon. He didn’t want to show any disrespect.

         “Leave,” said Simon. “Scram. It’s how we Yanks say ‘Get lost.’”

         The remaining four turned tail. Two backed away cautiously. The smarter two ran.

         Simon reached his car before the wiper thief could react. The purloined blade lay on the hood. Simon dragged the man off the car by his waistband. The thief threw an elbow. Simon grabbed the offending limb and twisted it behind the man’s back, ignoring his own discomfort, giving it a powerful upward thrust, dislocating the man’s shoulder, tearing a tendon or two.

         The scream brought a smile to Simon’s face. It wasn’t a humorous smile, and part of him had an urge to use the wiper blade for an entirely different purpose than what the manufacturer had intended. Reason prevailed. Simon kicked the man in the ass as he fled.

         He needed a minute to replace the blades on his wipers.

         A minute after that he was driving west toward his shop.
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