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PROLOGUE


It started with a cold-blooded murder. An execution, as he called it. I remember the details very clearly. You tend to do that when the man telling you the tale is pointing a shotgun at your stomach. Especially when it is quite obvious that, once story time is over, he will pull the trigger. It concentrates the mind. Anyway, all this happened one night in Northern Ireland. County Tyrone, he said, twenty years ago, in the 1990s. That was the start of all the hurt that was to come.


It is almost midnight when they bring the treacherous bastard in. Marie Ronan hears the crunch of tyres on thick gravel and looks down at the scuffed pine table, with its collection of timers, from old British World War Two models to the latest Czech electronic number. There are also two revolvers, one of them a Smith & Wesson, the other a battered Webley of some vintage. There is no time to put them away. And no point, if that is the Brits out there. She throws a cloth over the pile, a motley collection that had arrived by ship the previous week, reportedly from Estonia, and fetches the shotgun from the cottage wall.


She sits, places the gun across her lap, pulls back the twin hammers and waits. The headlamps strobe briefly across the drawn curtains in the centre of the wall. She hears the car halt, the engine die, and a door slam. Silence. Then the whistling.


It is Anjel. He always was a cunt for the whistling, that Anjel McManus, even though it is always a tune that only he could recognise. Probably some Spanish shit. He has been brought up in Spain – hence the mad name – and he only came to Ireland as a teenager. She eases the shotgun’s hammers back down very gently.


Within moments, the room is full of bodies, and the oxygen sucked from it. She feels as substantial as a pipe cleaner next to the two burly men who come in first: Anjel, with his jet-black hair and swarthy, rough-hewn face but blessed with the most beautiful eyes; Sean Logan, her younger brother, is behind him, stooped by the low ceiling, his baby face with its incongruously full moustache devoid of its usual grin. He has a cut above his right eye. The third man is hooded with a black plastic bag, slashed across the nostrils. His hands are tied behind his back and his legs sag as he walks.


Bringing up the rear is Ronnie Corrigan. Older than the rest of them – into his forties – he has a rep that stretches back to the Troubles of the early 1970s. He is one of those that Tony Blair calls ‘Men of Violence’.


Chairs are pulled out and the hooded man is pushed down into one, a belt strapped round him. His head lolls. She can only imagine what is beneath the shiny black plastic.


‘Jesus, Anjel, you scared the living daylights out of me.’


‘That was my doing,’ says Corrigan, in a low voice that is meant to be soothing, although to her it is laced with something sinister. Or perhaps that is simply because she knows his role in the traditional scheme of things: one of the group known as the Squad, the internal security men, punishers of those who step out of line. ‘My apologies. We had no option.’ He points over his shoulder towards County Armagh, a few miles to the east. ‘Bit of trouble.’


‘Can we get a cup of tea, Marie?’ asks Sean.


‘Are you all right?’ she fires back.


He touches the cut on his forehead. ‘Me? Aye. Just need a cuppa.’


Anjel, who had rented the cottage for her, puts the kettle on, and from beneath the cupboard fetches a half-bottle of whiskey. Marie scoops stubby glasses from the dresser without being asked.


The hooded man moans.


‘What did you bring him here for?’ she hisses at Anjel. ‘I thought we agreed—’


‘As Ronnie said. No option.’


Ronnie Corrigan remains standing and impassive. Marie knows he and his young wife – still in her twenties – have just had a baby daughter, not two weeks old. It doesn’t seem the right time to be congratulating a man on bringing new life into this world, not with what is about to happen.


‘We picked him up at a meet with his fucking handler,’ Sean chips in. ‘Some TRU piece of shit. We had to be sure, y’see.’ The TRU is the Tasking Research Unit, the deliberately anodyne name given to one of several organisations that handle planted agents and cultivated informers – commonly known as touts – within the nationalist cause.


Marie knows without asking that this particular TRU handler is no more.


‘What we didn’t know,’ says Anjel, sloshing out the drink, ‘was he’d already given away the place in Monkton. We nearly walked right into it.’


They all take a glass and automatically raise it in silent toast and drink. Marie is glad of the burn, snapping her back to the reality of her situation. ‘This is not good. Bringing him here. Not if Monkton is blown. What were you thinking? Have you finished yet?’


It is Corrigan who answers with a shake of his head. ‘Barely started.’


He reaches over and yanks off the makeshift hood. Marie gasps at the state of the face, the split lips, the eyes closed by ugly swellings. There is blood matted in the hair on the left-hand side, as if an ear is missing. But that isn’t what causes her stomach to heave. It is that she recognises him, despite all the damage to the face. Jamie Brogan.


‘Jesus, Anjel.’


The prisoner opens one eye a few painful millimetres. It is garishly raw beneath the lid. ‘Marie? Is that you? God love me, Marie—’


Corrigan backhands him round the head. His neck whiplashes back and forth. ‘Let’s hope so, because nobody here does.’


‘Is this official?’ Marie asks. She knows that there is a procedure to be followed, with final permission for any punishment resting with the Army Council. ‘Are youse all on the level?’


‘There’s no time for any bollocksy red tape,’ says Corrigan. ‘This is urgent. He’s one of us.’


He meant a member of the Freedom for Ireland League, which raises money in America for the cause. Which means money for buying guns, be it from Libya, Lithuania or Liberia. Since the ceasefire, the donations had slowed to a trickle. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t still a sizeable amount in FIL’s war chest.


Jamie’s voice is a tremulous whine, far removed from the soft baritone that had once whispered in her ear, hoping to distract her with sweet words while he slid a hand up her sweater. ‘I’m innocent, Marie. Swear to God. And I haven’t given them anything. You know me—’


‘Anjel—’ she begins.


‘Hush now. Is there another room you can wait in?’ Corrigan asks, quietly but firmly.


‘Marie, listen, Marie, there’s been a mistake—’


Corrigan punches the tout so hard that the chair tips over and Jamie Brogan’s skull rings like a bell on the stone floor. ‘Get him up, clear that shite off the table, turn on those cooker rings and get me a kitchen knife.’ When he turns to Marie all semblance of civility has fled from his face. ‘You can watch if you want, it’s all the fuckin’ same to me. Right?’


She glares at him for a second, but he turns away, dismissing her from his mind.


‘You be fuckin’ careful with that shite,’ she says, pointing at the pile of timers. ‘Cause next week you’ll be comin’ around whinging to me for a wee proximity bomb or two. Won’t ye?’


Anjel takes a step towards her, but Marie grabs her cigarettes and lighter from the table and strides from the oppressive room, out into the cool night air, slamming the door behind her. She walks past the parked Mondeo the men had arrived in, down to the fence. From the dark hills beyond comes the bleating of sheep. She looks up at the sky, sprayed with shimmering stars, innocent witnesses to all this. Marie shivers, wishing she had brought a coat, but there is no way she is going back in there, not yet.


A long, piercing wail fills the air as she hurries through the gate, down the rutted road, to where the hedgerows swallow her and blot out the sight and sounds of the cottage. There is a loud squelch underfoot and she swears. Cowpat. Should have fetched a coat and a torch. She moves to the edge of the lane and wipes her shoe on the grass beneath the bushes.


Jamie Brogan. There had been two boys at the time, ‘circling like sharks that smell blood in the water’, her ma used to say. Jamie Brogan and Bobby Ronan. Jamie had been the handsomer, the silver-tongued charmer. Bobby was intense, serious, his great-grandfather one of Michael Collins’s Twelve Apostles – the forerunner of the Squad – so he had family tradition to uphold. Her mother favoured Jamie, not tainted back then by any association with the lads of the IRA. Her ma knew Bobby Ronan was going to be an óglaigh, a volunteer, come what may. It was his destiny.


Marie moves further into the welcoming gloom and lights a cigarette, the tip unsteady as she holds it to her lips. In the far distance, among the stars, she can see the winking of aircraft lights. They appear to be stationary. Helicopters perhaps, searching for the men now a few hundred yards away in her cottage. Trying to prevent the inevitable.


It isn’t just Jamie who will suffer. The blight on a tout’s family, the stain, lasted for generations. His ma and da, his lovely old nan, his young sister Mavis, they would all be contaminated by this night.


How many times had she stepped out with Jamie? Four at the most, and he never did get much further than a bit of tit through a bra. Bobby, though, he didn’t push it, he almost let her make the first move. And, in the end, it was Bobby Ronan she had chosen. And Bobby who had been shot by members of the British Army’s out-of-control Military Reaction Unit six days before their wedding. Assassinated.


That’s when she had said she would like to help. Wait a while, the men said. You are still grieving. It makes you reckless. Now, she said. I want to do it while it still burns in me. At first they had wanted her for the honeytrappers, young women who flirted with the soldiers at the hotels and invited them back for a party. After beer, crisps and wine, the Lads would arrive, give them a good beating, then lie them face down and shoot them. But she couldn’t do it, because when you got that close they changed from fuckin’ pig-shit Brits into gormless, daft-as-a-brush boys just looking for a wee bit of company. The ones she wanted to hurt, the hard bastards, they weren’t dumb enough to go off with some bit of skirt to an unknown address.


So they sent her to America, to Boston, as the young, pretty face of the Freedom for Ireland League.


It was when she came back, clear-headed, her grief now a cold, hard thing in her, that she had discovered that her dainty hands with their overlong fingers were wonderfully dextrous. That she could thread the smallest needle, twist the tiniest wire, create the most compact of detonators, build the deadliest of bombs.


She lets out a small scream when she feels something soft brush her neck.


‘Steady, Marie. It’s only me,’ Anjel whispers, putting the coat over her shoulders. ‘It’s getting cold now.’


His breath is clouding the air. She shudders as she realises just how chilled she had become. She gets a whiff of the linseed oil on him from the windows. A glazier is a good job to have if you’re an IRA man. Blow them out. Put them in. Repeat as advised.


‘What time is it?’


‘Past one.’


‘Oh, Anjel.’ She falls against him and he wraps his thick arms around her and pulls her in close. She can smell wool, sweat and whiskey. ‘Is it done?’


‘Aye. More or less.’


She untangles herself and they begin to walk slowly back up the track. She takes his arm. Her and Anjel had done the bold thing two or three times, although they weren’t officially stepping out. But Anjel was from good stock, it would be a grand match. His mother, Caitlin, had been an IRA girl, his father an ETA lawyer/activist. That was freedom fighter royalty, that was. It was why Corrigan had taken him under his wing and green-booked him into the organisation with almost indecent haste.


‘Are you sure?’ she asks. ‘About him?’ Marie knows what has to be done to touts. They are carrion, feeding on the carcasses of the dead. But the thought that they could get it wrong appalled her. ‘Jamie—’


‘We knew there was a tout, didn’t we? Who else knew about the shipments that the bastards kept intercepting?’ The last four shipments of explosives and weapons had never even made it to Ireland.


His voice is hard, full of certainty. ‘Marie, he’s given you up. It’s you he’s touted.’


She halts, her arm slipping from his as he takes an extra pace. A terrible iciness spreads over her face. ‘What?’


‘Not by name. So he says. I don’t think he’s lying. He’s past lying now. He’s told them there is a woman bomb-maker who supplies the active service units. That she designed the Manchester bomb. He was stringing them out for the name.’


‘That’s desperate. The Manchester bomb wasn’t mine,’ she says crossly, as if it really mattered. But it would have put Jamie’s standing up with the Brits. And the price he could charge them.


‘Maybe not. But you know how hungry they’ll be now, don’t you? Like fuckin’ wolves.’


‘Aye.’ They begin walking once more. Her brain is spinning, faster than the whirling teacups that Jamie Brogan had taken her on that time when she’d been sick down his best trousers. And, now, the wee bollix of a gobshite . . .


She manoeuvres them round the cowpat, her eyes better adjusted to the dark now, as they emerge from the sunken lane.


‘So what do we do? What do I do, Anjel?’


‘You cash in the money and get out of the country. Run.’


‘What money?’ she asks.


‘Don’t come the maggot with me, Marie Ronan. The FIL money you’ve got stashed.’


She doesn’t contradict him.


‘I’m not stupid, Marie. Every time they pull those arms shipments, the weapons are pieces of shit. Not what we paid for. Something is going on. Someone is feathering their nest.’


There is fear laced through her voice when she speaks. ‘Don’t let Corrigan hear you.’


‘I’m not worried about what you or Corrigan or anyone else is doing. I’m worried about you. They’ll be pulling the prick of every tout they have for this one. And we know they have men on the inside down there. In the Gardai, too. They might even think it’s worth blowing a tout or two for youse.’


She has to agree. It was true that the British Special Forces didn’t have much respect for Irish sovereignty. Well, none at all, in fact. And that they always played the bigger picture, deciding when it was prudent to protect their man or worth letting him ‘have his tea’, as they said, if the prize was big enough. She would be a big enough catch that they’d risk losing a few tiddlers along the way.


They are at the gate, the cottage now in view once more, deceptively serene, the new synthetic slate roof gleaming silver in the moonlight. She hesitates, not wanting to go in, no desire to see what is beyond that door.


‘When?’


‘Well if it was up to me, I’d have you packing your bags right about now.’


She feels a stab of fear. Her heart twitches in her chest, as if it has received an extra jolt of electricity. That could be a euphemism. Would it be easier just to get rid of her? To let young Marie ‘have her tea’? She’s not worth the bother, the heat she’ll bring down. Let her pack, give her tickets, then put her in a car and when she’s just thinking about being somewhere sunny for a change . . .


Anjel reads her mind. ‘Hey, Marie, don’t you go worrying. You’re solid, you are.’


‘Where then? Where will we go?’


‘We?’ he asks with a grin. ‘There’s two of us now, is there?’


‘Don’t joke, Anjel.’


‘We could try Spain.’


She has never been, but she has an image of blue sea and sky, shades brighter that you ever saw in Ireland. A cold beer on a hot beach. But something tells her it isn’t that part of Spain she’d be seeing. ‘The ETA lads?’


‘Aye. It’s what they did with my mother when some cunt shopped her. History repeating is what this is. But they sent her to our friends in ETA, out of harm’s way. It’d do for you, Marie. I still have relatives over there. You’ll be safe.’


‘And you’d visit?’


‘I’ll take you over myself. Settle you in.’


She’d met some of the ETA men, of course, fighting for the freedom of their Basque homeland. Serious, dark, dour men with furrowed brows who seemed to suck all the light from a room. They had listened intently while she had explained new ways to create death. Thanked her when she had finished, like it had been a talk on flower arranging.


‘They’ll appreciate you. And what you can do.’


Anjel reaches out and lets her red hair fall through his fingers, looking into her alabaster face, letting his mood soften enough to allow a little of her pale radiance to touch him. He is standing there, the ugly smell of another man’s blood and piss and singed skin in his nostrils, in front of a rare beauty, and for a few seconds, he almost forgets the horror of what has happened on the pine table. And the terrible thing he has done. Is still doing.


‘Don’t worry. You’re special to all of us, Marie. Neska polita.’


‘Don’t you start talking dirty to me in your secret language, Anjel McManus Garzia.’


‘It means “beautiful girl”. You’d better get used to it. They’ll love you over there.’


‘I don’t know. What do I know about Basques? Look, I still have friends in Boston, in FIL. They’d look after me. You’d visit me there? In America?’


‘Of course.’ A grin flashes in the night. ‘I’m not going to let you go, Marie. You’re the best fuckin’ ride I ever had.’


She laughs despite herself and punches him on the arm and at that moment the cottage windows glow brighter momentarily, and, what seems like minutes later, there comes the flat bark of a handgun. The sequence is repeated two more times.


Anjel snakes an arm around her waist and pulls her close. ‘There,’ he whispers softly into her ear. ‘It’s over.’


But it wasn’t over. It was just the beginning of a cycle of killing that would continue long after peace had been declared and weapons destroyed. That night marked the start of a wave of violence that would eventually sweep me up in its lethal path, depositing me on a lonely mountainside and a meeting with a man intent on committing yet more murder. Including mine.





PART ONE




ONE


Port Hercule, Monaco – present day


The last of the day’s races had finished and with it went the ear-splitting thrum of big-bore exhausts bouncing off tower blocks that had battered the principality for the last few hours. Now the only engine sounds came from members of the public who had paid handsomely to have a few laps of the circuit, racing up Avenue d’Ostende to Casino Square – the strange tearing-linen sound of venerable racing cars, the high-revving shriek of a LaFerrrari or an Audi R8, the throaty growl of a Maserati or Lambo with a heavy-footed owner at the wheel.


The main business of the day – the classic car duels around the street circuit that makes up the Historic Grand Prix of Monaco – was over, the final chequered flag dropped, and the city was coming out to party. The girls were sliding off their ‘Opium Beds’ at Nikki Beach on the seventh floor of the Fairmont, men were checking dress codes and selecting just the right multi-dialled fat-faced watch for the evening. Cocktails were being shaken, cards sorted at the casino, reservations made for Twiga or La Trattoria, invitations to private parties confirmed. And a significant number of the latter were for my boat.


I say ‘my’ boat. I doubt I’m ever going to have the forty million euros or so needed to order a vessel like Kubera from the Benetti dockyards in Viareggio, Italy. And if I ever had forty million euros, I doubt I’d use them to buy a lurid gin palace like Kubera. To me, it looked like a good way to get rid of a few more million euros just in upkeep. There was a lot of chrome and mirrors and wood on Kubera and, therefore, a lot of staff to polish it all on a daily basis. After all, the hoary old joke was that BOAT was really an acronym for Break Out Another Ten grand. Superyachts are really just an obvious way for the super-wealthy to display the size of their bank balance to each other, a floating version of a pissing contest.


Mind you, I preferred the traditional styling of Kubera to some of the other yachts in harbour. The current trend seemed to be not so much boat as destroyer or frigate, more like ocean-going stealth bombers than anything you’d actually have fun with. It was a case of not only Mine’s bigger than yours but also Mine could survive WW3. Or start it. But the rich are different. As my friend Freddie put it: ‘Not everyone who is rich enough to have a superyacht is a cunt. But every cunt who is rich has to have a superyacht.’ She could be quite poetic for an army girl, that Freddie.


The first guests were arriving and I slipped along the deck to take up my position. There were two levels of invites for this after-race party. The regular ones looked like ordinary business cards but were made of metal and so heavy I suspected they were created from some pocket-stretching element at the far reaches of the periodic table. Obscenelyrichium or some such. That little rectangle got the holder onto the middle and upper decks where canapés and champagne circulated and a DJ pumped out a soundtrack of electro-pop and soft Euro-house, the same music that would be played that summer from open-air bars in Ibiza to Stygian clubs in Moscow. The soundtrack to the privileged at play.


The second invite was a gold pin containing a small transmitter that would register the wearer’s details on the smartphone in my hand. The man – and they would all be men, was my guess – would then be allowed to access the door behind me and slip below deck to witness the whole point of this gathering. Everything else was just expensive window dressing.


I watched the first guests arrive, 70 per cent of them women, all looking a little shorter than planned as they had had to shuck their deck-threatening Marc Jacobs cowboy boots, their Aquazzura high-heeled sandals, and their Mulberry Marylebones at the foot of the gangway. There, a bow-tied crewman slipped each pair inside a soft velvet bag embossed with a gold number and handed a matching disc over to the barefoot contessas. There were some scowls of disappointment – most yacht owners with style simply budgeted to have the well-heeled teak-wood decks relaid at the end of the party season, rather than humiliate their guests.


At least the women got to keep their handbags. It was easy to spot this year’s must-have, a mid-size number (after a season of bags so large they could double as suitcases, followed by minuscule clutches that could barely take a lipstick, let alone the detritus in my own bag) called an ‘Ornella’ (as in Muti, the Italian actress). It was present in a Pantone-like palette of colours and a variety of species of hide. As well as their Ornellas, Birkins or Lorens, some of the women were carrying those pocket-sized dogs that seem to have lost the power to walk.


OK, so there was perhaps an undertow of jealousy in my assessments of the incoming guests. Most of them looked pretty damned gorgeous, almost all clad in Chloe and Nikki de Marchi, displaying enviable cleavage and toned stomachs, the skin in a fetching shade of never-worked-a-day-in-my-life tan. I was wrapped in a black suit that made me look like an usher at a funeral costumed by Primark. And it was getting hot in there. I watched one blonde beauty sashay by. Her bum looked like two small but firm watermelons having a head-butting contest. I probably had an arse like that once, I thought, maybe fifteen years ago or so. Although back then my arse was covered in camo and dodging Iraqi bullets. Maybe these women had the right idea after all.


There were fewer of these party girls than there would be in two weeks’ time, when the Formula 1 roadshow strutted into town. Monaco’s Historic GP attracts a different crowd from its glitzier sibling, which is more a media-circus-cum-party with a sometimes-inconvenient grand prix motor race at its core. But some of the Riviera’s gold-gatherers (they’d never do anything as vulgar as dig for it) realised that there was a better calibre of men to snare at the Historique – less flashy, more sophisticated, with deeper pockets, genuinely interested in motorsport and with the odd million or two to drop on the right vehicle. Or woman. At least, that’s what my research notes had told me.


I checked my level of alertness. It had shifted from yellow to orange and I knew someone was behind me before he spoke.


‘You been down to see Eve today, Alison?’


I turned to the voice over my shoulder without any hesitation and was quietly pleased. Alison wasn’t my real name, just my ‘legend’ for this job, but I’d managed to get my reaction times to the point where it might as well have been.


The speaker was Jean-Claude, one of the team hired by the host – like me – to beef up the security for this event. He was in his forties and had that enviable French elegance that Englishmen try so hard to copy, but fail. This man’s cardigan would never slip from his shoulders, nor his sunglasses slide down off his head, and he would age slowly and gracefully, the lines on his face only serving to make him more Belmondo handsome. He looked as though if you boiled him down to his constituent parts, he would be nine-tenths ego, but during the many pre-event briefings he had slotted in as a part of the team, only speaking when he had something pertinent to say and happy to do his share of mundane duties. I liked him, though he liked himself more.


‘No,’ I said.


‘She looks beautiful.’ His voice was ripe with appreciation and I swear he had a button in his pocket that could turn on the twinkle in his eye. I was grateful I was immune to such charms, at least when I was working.


‘She’d have to be,’ I said, ‘to go to all this trouble.’


A commotion near the rear of the boat interrupted us. A woman screamed, not in fear or pain, but frustration.


‘Lost invite?’ I suggested.


‘Or lost shoes. I’ll go and see,’ he said.


Another DJ started up on the boat to our port, sending over a faster rate of BPMs at a slightly higher volume. Our man on the decks responded with a nudge on the sliders. I wondered if we were about to witness a decibel war more suited to the peacock boats – with the emphasis on the word cock – that usually lined up opposite the GP start line. That was where you docked if you really wanted to get noticed.


Kubera, however, was berthed at the quieter end of things, outside the Club Nautique, part of Norman Foster’s Monaco Yacht Club complex, which looked as if an Art Deco ocean liner had slid along the Avenue President J.F. Kennedy and juddered to a halt just at the exit of the famed tunnel. The imposing Monaco Yacht Club itself was a bastion of formality – its dress code included copious instructions on the correct amount of pocket handkerchief to reveal from the top pocket of the club blazer – but the rowing club was much more egalitarian and relaxed about such things. Again, it was all in my briefing file. This lot, the people paying my wages, were nothing if not thorough.


I shook my head as a proffered tray of champagne flutes slid by. The server obviously didn’t know the no-drinks-for-security rule. The first of the buyers who were on board for business, not pleasure, had detached himself from the growing throng. As he passed our host – my employer, Vijay Jagajeevan Thakri, known as ‘VJ’ – they exchanged knowing nods.


The man looked like a younger Ralph Lauren, with longish grey hair swept back, one of those yacht club blazers on, dental-white trousers and blue deck shoes. The tan was deep and permanent and, judging by the web of lines around his eyes and mouth, as much from wind as sun.


His right hand touched the lapel that held the gold pin and I looked at my phone. It beeped and told me this was Jeff Torelli. A brief biog popped up – Harvard Business School, Redwind Hedge Fund, which successfully bet on the 2008 sub-prime mortgage crisis and had made a killing on dollar–pound speculation during the Brexit referendum, blah, blah – and a photograph. It was him all right, but then I would have guessed that by the force field of invulnerability that he radiated, the sort that money really can buy. He had reached the stage in life where he considered himself bulletproof and probably recession-proof, too.


‘Welcome, Mr Torelli,’ I said as I stood aside, pushing open the door as I did so. A breath of refrigerated air played over my neck and shoulders. It felt good. Even though I was in the shade, the heat of a fine Riviera day hadn’t yet abated and my black suit wasn’t helping. I was glad I’d been liberal with the deodorant.


‘Balraj is waiting below to introduce you to Eve.’ Balraj was VJ’s Sikh BG – bodyguard. I’d expected someone like VJ to have more than one CPO. But then I saw the sheer bulk of Balraj – muscle, not fat – and watched how the big man moved and reckoned the Sikh was worth two or three regular Close Protection Officers.


‘Thank you,’ said Torelli, looking right through me. I knew he’d have trouble picking me out of a line-up in ten minutes’ time. The little people probably didn’t even form an image on his retina.


VJ watched his guest disappear through the doorway. The host was in his thirties, with a handsome face made round by his love of high living. One day gravity would exert its pull and that moon would collapse in jowls, but for now he looked every inch the self-made Indian millionaire. Well, self-made once you factored in the fortune that his parents made from importing basmati rice into Europe. VJ himself had gone into steel using their cash, buying up a number of mothballed plants in the UK and Europe, and it looked as if he had done very well out of a risky move.


VJ stared at the doorway for a few more seconds. I stepped in front of it and pulled the door closed once more. VJ inclined his head to me and dived back into the party, scooping up a tumbler of Amrut Fusion, his favourite whisky, as he went. The volume and the crush were rising now and some of the earliest arrivals moved to the upper deck, where, for those who had come prepared, two large, white hot-tubs waited. The interiors and fittings on Kubera were by a swanky outfit here in Monaco, although to me they seemed to be channelling Peter Stringfellow chic, circa 1990. Maybe it was ironic. There were no books, simply lots of giant TVs and some dubious art. That’s the thing about the rich – they want everything to look super-neat. Books can be messy. And you might have to read one. And reading isn’t high on many oligarchs’ or multimillionaires’ list of recreational activities. People ask me if I envy my wealthy employers. ‘Not when you see them up close,’ is what I say. I know how rich I’d like to be. Just wealthy enough so that I didn’t feel the need to buy a yacht.


Laughter drifted over from the neighbouring boat. It was then that I spotted her. She was standing towards the rear of the upper deck, dressed in a simple white shift dress, her hair piled up, what looked like a Bellini in her hand. A little taller than she’d been when I lost her, somewhat more elegant and poised. I felt a horribly familiar stabbing sensation in my stomach, as if some maniac were sliding a blade in and out, in and out. I looked down, half-expecting to see a spurt of arterial blood.


‘You OK?’


It was Jean-Claude. My mouth was too dry to speak. I was afraid my voice would betray me.


‘What’s up?’ he asked.


I looked at him, then back at the other boat. The young girl had disappeared, my view of her blocked by other partygoers. ‘I thought I saw . . .’


‘What?’


What? Alison Cooke didn’t have a daughter, missing or otherwise. I had slipped out of cover. Unforgivable. I put the shields back into place.


‘An old friend. The daughter of an old friend,’ I improvised. ‘On that boat.’


He frowned at me. ‘Alison, stay sharp. You need to keep your attention on this boat.’


I glanced over again. The girl was in view once more. She had her head thrown back, laughing at something a bronzed young man had said to her. I could see now it wasn’t Jess. Nothing like her, really, apart from very young, very pretty. And that wasn’t so rare around these parts. The pain in my abdomen departed as quickly as it had arrived.


‘Of course.’


‘You do remember why we are here?’ I resented the tone. Jean-Claude was just a hired hand like me. ‘It isn’t to run into old friends or daughters of old friends.’


Don’t fucking lecture me, I wanted to say. Instead I said, ‘I’m on it.’


‘Stay on it.’


I tasted blood when I bit my lip. The irritating thing was, he was right. I’d let my attention wander. PPOs aren’t meant to think of anything except the job. But then, I wasn’t really a PPO any longer, was I? I was counterfeit through and through.


I refocused my energies on the task in hand. It had happened a lot to begin with – I’d see Jess in every bus queue or on every tube train, in the back of a taxi, pushing a supermarket trolley or trying on shoes in Office. It had tailed off recently – down to once or twice a day – but it was still like a bucket of cold water in the face when I realised I’d been duped yet again.


Behind me the door opened and Jeff Torelli reappeared. He straightened his blazer and headed off, no doubt to find VJ.


‘I’m fine,’ I said to Jean-Claude. ‘Just an unexpected sighting. Threw me a little, that’s all.’


Jean-Claude pulled a face that suggested I was paid to deal with the unexpected and looked at his watch. He stepped aside as another client approached, this one coming up on my phone as Andrei Tass, big in fertilisers. After he had gone below, Jean-Claude leaned in.


‘It’ll happen soon, eh?’


I looked at my wristwatch, a 28mm Omega Seamaster. It was somewhat flashy and overengineered for my taste or requirements – the chances of me finding myself 300 metres under the sea were slim – but it was a gift from a Russian oligarch for services rendered. Although I’d wrecked his home, cars and garage, he’d seemed remarkably grateful, all things considered. Then again, it was his ex-employees who had nearly killed me in a dark, cold basement. So perhaps it was just guilt at work. Whatever the motive, it was a handsome watch, ticking down nicely to the main event of the evening.


‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘Very soon.’




TWO


Zürich – eight days earlier


Colonel d’Arcy was in unusually philosophical mood as he looked down over the railway tracks from the thirtieth floor of the Prime Tower. ‘What do you English think when you hear the word Zürich?’


Neat, privileged, smug, colonically irrigated, clean (at least physically, if not morally), I thought. But it was a rhetorical question, so I kept my mouth shut.


‘The Gnomes of Zürich, no doubt. An ordered city, with no litter. And lots of banks.’ He turned to face me. ‘But look at those train tracks. As wide as the Mississippi.’


I was sitting in front of his desk, he was standing at the window, so he had a better vantage point than me. All I could see was sky and distant snow-dipped mountains. ‘They speak of a different past. Down there, in District Five, between here and the Limmat River, there were turbine manufacturers, shipbuilders, soap producers, brewers and yoghurt makers. Yes, shipbuilders. The Schiffbau produced paddle steamers for the world, from the Swiss lakes to the Amazon basin. You know what it is now?’ He let his lip curl. ‘A jazz club.’


He invested the word with the sort of disdain with which one might have said ‘child molester’.


‘The Spanisch-Brötli-Bahn was the first railway on Swiss territory. It connected Zürich with Baden in 1847. Do you know why it was so successful?’


I shook my head, biding my time. He would get to the point eventually.


‘A Spanisch-Brötli, or Spanish Bun, is a pastry traditionally made in Baden but prized in Zürich. The wealthy lake-dwellers liked these pastries so much that servants would be sent out very early in the morning to fetch them from Baden, twenty-five kilometres away, by foot. Every day. The train builders boasted that, if the tracks were laid, buns could be delivered to Zürich in just forty minutes. Investors flocked. It was probably the first and only rail investment in the world driven by a love of pastry.’


He laughed at that, his shoulders shaking at a story he must have told a hundred times.


‘Why did you move from Geneva?’ I asked. It was where he had been based when he trained me in the finer points of personal protection. Or bodyguarding if you prefer.


He looked serious now. ‘Geneva? I was fossilising there.’


He didn’t look like a fossil, but he did look like a mummy. His great dome of a bald head was dense with wrinkles. His mouth looked like he’d borrowed it from Boris Karloff. It was a good job old men don’t use lipstick. It would fill those lines like water flowing into a delta, spreading across his face. His ears were like large handles on either side of his head, but as transparent as parchment. How old was Colonel d’Arcy? He could be a careworn sixty or a well-preserved ninety. What was his nationality? I had no idea and the wayward accent was slight and gave no real clue to his origins. Armenian, some said. Others insisted he was descended from French nobility. All I knew for certain was that he was still somewhere near the top of his game. Which is why I needed him.


‘You look thin,’ he said as he sat down. I breathed a small sigh of relief that his history lesson was over. ‘Is it the cigarettes?’


‘I’m not smoking,’ I said. Not much, anyway.


‘You need to look after yourself.’


‘I do.’


‘Really?’ He gave a little sigh of disappointment as he looked at the notes on his desk. ‘So, you lost your SIA accreditation.’


My Security Industry Association status was actually suspended, rather than revoked, for two years. It was a serious hindrance to getting a job in the UK. Apparently I’d brought disgrace on the close-protection business. ‘For the moment.’


‘You kidnapped this man and tortured him?’


‘Torture is an emotive word.’


‘What would you rather say?’


‘I thought Ben had set me up by getting me a job with a family that others wanted to discredit. Business rivals.’


‘And had he?’


‘He admitted that he had.’ After a bit of light persuasion. More threat than any actual torture.


‘There was something else?’


‘I thought he might have some knowledge of the whereabouts of my daughter Jess, who was—’


‘Taken by your ex-husband, her father, and his young girlfriend.’


I nodded in appreciation of the depth of his knowledge. My ex-husband Matt had pitched back into our life at a very inopportune moment, just as I was involved in an elaborate scheme to discredit the Sharifs, my employers. And while Jess was being a turbo-charged adolescent. In the midst of that, he was demanding full access to our daughter, even though he had walked out of her life years before. Given his background as a drug-taking and drug-dealing hedonist, I wasn’t too keen on that arrangement. So he simply took her, persuaded her to come with him from my friend Nina’s house. Yes, I should have stopped him. In my defence, I’d like to say I was busy fighting for my life at the time.


‘A year ago now?’


Stab, stab, stab. ‘Yes.’


‘You took your time coming to me. This Ben, the man you abducted, he actually knew nothing of the Jess business. Is that right?’


It was. I had threatened – well, terrified – a man who was innocent. At least, innocent of anything involving my daughter. I was blinded by hate and panic. Still, no lasting damage was done to him. Not physically at least. ‘You are well informed.’


‘I like to keep a distant eye on my protégés. I worry about you, Sam. I worry about all of you. But you, especially. After the wars you fought in, the death of your husband Paul, the loss of your daughter . . .’


I didn’t exactly fight. I’d been a battlefield medic. My second husband, Paul, an undercover cop with the British Nuclear Police, had been gunned down on the streets of London, but there remained some confusion as to who exactly was responsible. Islamic terrorists or avenging Albanians? It probably didn’t matter a whole lot to Paul who did it, but it was another scab for me to scratch at.


‘So you have been running around Europe, looking for Jess?’


‘I have.’ The trouble was, the ‘sightings’ of Jess and her father Matt came thick and fast, thanks to the power (and sheer perversity and mischievousness) of the internet. Like some deranged maze rat, I had crisscrossed the continent, to the frustration of both the British police and Europol, who thought I was just creating confusion in their ranks and their ever-so-logical approach to the investigation. Ibiza, Amsterdam, Cyprus, Berlin . . . dead ends all of them. A good proportion of the sightings were either hoaxes or just wishful thinking on someone’s part.


‘And now you would like me to help?’


I kept my voice low and steady, not always a given when talking about Jess. I wanted, needed, this man to take me seriously. Not dismiss me as a grieving mother prone to ranting and flights of fancy. ‘It’s very simple, Colonel. You have a network of eyes and ears, better than any police department’s. If you put Jess on a watch-for list . . . well, I’d be surprised if a man with Matt’s history and predilections didn’t pop onto your radar sooner or later.’


The Colonel stroked his chin. He didn’t look convinced by my thesis. ‘Possibly. Yet he appears to have gone to ground rather effectively.’


I ignored that, because it wasn’t what I wanted to hear. Nobody can hide forever in this day and age. ‘And where there is Matt, there’s Jess.’


His sparse eyebrows went up. ‘Again, possibly.’ He made a pyramid with his hands. ‘You have to face up to one thing . . .’


‘She’s alive,’ I said firmly. ‘Matt’s a twat. But he’s not a murdering twat.’


The Colonel allowed himself a little smile at my language.


‘I can pay,’ I said.


I don’t know if he had pre-checked my bank accounts, which were severely depleted by my travels, or if there was a telltale note in my voice, but he shook his head. ‘How, exactly? I fear you have used a lot of funds on your wild-goose chases.’


I was getting tired of him being a know-all. Although that was his skill set. It was, after all, why I had come to Zürich. This was a man who traded in information. ‘I can work.’


‘Without an SIA accreditation? Anyone worth their salt would run a background check to discover why you lost your badge. Bringing the industry into disrepute is one thing. But the police were involved, I believe. What were the charges again?’


I was sure he knew perfectly well. ‘It came down to one charge in the end. Kidnap with intent to cause grievous bodily harm,’ I admitted. ‘But the sentence was suspended . . .’


‘Nevertheless, it doesn’t look good, Sam.’


‘No,’ I had to agree. That Ben Harris, the man I kidnapped, was head of my agency – my ultimate employer – probably wasn’t going to help, either. And the fact that I hadn’t been thinking straight – blinded by grief and anger – was no defence. On top of that I didn’t regret my actions. No remorse at all. If I thought it would bring Jess back, I’d go into the kidnap and torture business full time.


‘And putting Jess on a watch-for list isn’t cheap. You’d have to keep it live for weeks. Perhaps months.’ Or years, I sensed he had wanted to add.


‘How much?’


‘For six months, say, twenty thousand euros.’


Twenty thousand? I felt like that German airship after it burst into flames and plummeted to the ground. The Hindenburg, that was it.


He caught my expression. ‘I don’t run a charity.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I’m sorry.’


I looked down at the bag at my feet, full of USBs containing pictures of Jess and Matt and grainy images of Laura, the treacherous bitch who had masqueraded as my au pair so she could help him snatch Jess from me. I had intended to hand them over to the Colonel for the watch-for list. Instead, they would be coming home with me. I reached down for the bag, preparing to leave.


‘There might be one thing you could do for me. To pay your way.’


I let my fingers brush the holdall’s handle and straightened up again. ‘Oh, yes?’ He knew I wouldn’t think that ‘one thing’ was sexual. Colonel d’Arcy was not that sort of man. ‘A PP kind of thing?’


‘There’s two, in fact, but one has been delayed.’ He frowned at his screen. ‘Client has a morbid fear of flying. So has decided to cross the Atlantic by boat.’


‘How long does that take?’


‘A week, perhaps more, but they aren’t even under way yet. We’ll come back to that. What I have immediately isn’t quite personal protection though. So your suspension won’t be an issue.’ A slight grimace crossed his face as he reached for a file to his left and flipped it open. This was something outside his normal remit, I was sure. He glanced up, studied my face for a second, and cast his eyes down again. ‘You’d be perfect, I think. And you can use your initial fee to defray some of the watch list costs.’


I had a sudden feeling a blow job might have been the easier option. ‘What is it?’


He extracted a photograph from the file and pushed it across to me. It was a picture of the sort of unfeasibly large boat that men use to signify to the world the size of their bank accounts, the smallness of their penises or the number of people they have ground into the dust on their way to that yacht.


‘Nice,’ I said, not really meaning it. I reminded myself not to turn sour-tongued on him. It was very easy for the bitterness I felt inside at the hand life had dealt me to leak out.


‘Forty million euros worth of nice.’


‘Really.’


He smiled at how unimpressed I was.


‘Is this what the client is crossing the Atlantic in?’


‘No, no. This is a completely different kind of job altogether. Tell me this, Sam. How well do you know Monaco?’


It isn’t unusual not to be told all the finer details of a job you’ve been hired for. I’ve been ordered to turn up at Heathrow where I would be briefed on the plane, or waited in lay-bys at dawn for a pick-up to take me off to some secret location where a celebrity wedding or a party was taking place. If they pay you well enough, they can be as secretive as they like.


So, as instructed, I pitched up at Nice airport and took a taxi to Villefranche-sur-Mer. There I checked into the Hotel Welcome – room 28, a corner deluxe – unpacked, opened the bulky package in my name that was lying on my bed and waited to be contacted.


It wasn’t a hardship. I had a lot of reading to do (these days briefing documents have gone back to being presented on paper, rather than vulnerable emailed PDFs) and a cute balcony to do it on, overlooking the glistening waters of the beautiful bay.


I spent the next day watching a slab-sided cruise ship send tenders full of slightly dazed passengers to catch trains to Nice or Monaco or to wander the front exclaiming at the extortionate prices in the seafood restaurants. Low cloud rolled in over the Cap opposite, blotting out the sun and bringing a rain squall with it, sending the day-trippers into those restaurants they had recently been complaining about. A half-hour later the sun peeked out again, the Italianate villas over the bay, their cypresses standing like exclamation marks, glowed ochre and saffron, the sea twinkled and sparkled, the streets of Villefranche began to steam themselves dry and I went back to my spot on the balcony and my stack of files.


I liked working, even if that only meant background reading. It was morphine to me. It allowed me to put the constant pain of Jess’s absence into a compartment. It was still there, I was fully aware of it, but I could function. Without activity, the agony could be excruciating, from the first stirring in the morning when the brain zipped up to speed and delivered its cold truth – she’s still gone – to the final slip into (sometimes drink- and Zopiclone-induced) oblivion.


When I’d had my fill of the minutiae of Monaco’s Historic Grand Prix and the construction of superyachts, and once the last of the tenders had chugged the passengers back out to the Bollocks of the Seas or whatever the ship was called, I went down and sat in the little chapel that Jean Cocteau decorated for the local fishermen. It was empty, the interior cool. I had read in the hotel brochure that during the making of Exile On Main Street, Anita Pallenberg had taken refuge here to escape the madness of the Rolling Stones. That had been one of Paul’s favourite albums.


I slipped into a pew and, embarrassed before a god I didn’t actually believe in, I had the temerity to pray for the safe return of my daughter, just as wives had sat a century ago and prayed for the safe return of their fishermen husbands, in the time before day-trippers became the local harvest.
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