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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘What are we doing out here?’ Sitting in the front passenger seat of a freshly-cleaned Range Rover Evoque, Sandra Baig felt fairly car sick at the mix of chemicals and BO that assaulted her nostrils. Wondering how to wind down the window, she looked out at the dusty concrete skeletons of a pair of unfinished villas in front of them. A rusting JCB digger stood in the middle of a roughly-defined compound. Beyond that was a vista of empty scrubland that ran all the way to the Turkish border.  
 
           The houses had been in the process of being constructed when Raqqa had been overrun by jihadists. With the revolution now in its tenth year, they weren’t going to be completed any time soon.  
 
           Sandra turned to face the man in the driving seat. ‘I thought you wanted to discuss the militia?’ 
 
           ‘This is a quiet place to, er, brainstorm.’ Mullah Fandi switched off the car engine and dropped a hand on her knee.  
 
           Sandra disdainfully removed the sweaty digits from her leg. ‘Bovar,’ she scolded, ‘what are you doing? We’re not in England now, you know. You have to behave properly. I’m married.’ 
 
           ‘Ah, yes.’ The cleric scratched his chin. ‘How are things with young Radwan? How long has it been now? A year?’ 
 
           ‘Almost eighteen months.’  
 
           ‘And are you still in the honeymoon period?’ 
 
           ‘We’re doing fine.’ Sandra pushed out her bottom lip. To be honest, she didn’t have much of a view on married life one way or another. It was like anything else, there were pros and cons.  
 
           ‘What about children?’ 
 
           ‘In due course,’ Sandra snapped. It was a question that she was getting with some frequency and it was getting on her nerves.  
 
           ‘That’s part of the job description,’ Fandi observed. 
 
           ‘It will happen when we are ready. Not that it’s any of your business.’  
 
           ‘Everything here is my business.’ Fandi stared thoughtfully out at the dashboard. The car had been confiscated from a businessman who had outstayed his welcome in the city. Having had his assets confiscated, the speculator had been lucky to escape with his life. When it had come to dividing up the booty, the Mullah had taken the car. Now, much to his irritation, he couldn’t get the Sport Utility Radio to work properly. The damn vehicle would have to be taken across the border to get fixed. Under his breath, he cursed the previous owner. 
 
           ‘It will happen,’ Sandra insisted. 
 
           ‘We need young people. The birth rate was supposed to be going up, instead it has collapsed. You have to do your duty.’ 
 
           ‘Is that why you brought me out here, to order me to get pregnant?’ 
 
           Fandi ignored the question. ‘We are working to create a properly functioning society here,’ he grunted. ‘Do you realise how much work that takes?’ 
 
           ‘Bovar,’ Sandra said wearily, ‘I’ve just come off a twelve-hour shift where we made a total of thirty-four arrests. That is a new record. On average, the women’s militia is making almost nineteen per cent more arrests than our male counterparts. I know all about hard work. I think that you should have more confidence in me.’ 
 
           ‘I have complete confidence in you,’ Fandi casually returned his hand to her knee, ‘I am one of your greatest supporters, you know that.’ 
 
           This time, Sandra made no attempt to shake him off. ‘So, now that we’ve sorted that out, what did you want to talk about? Why are you so interested in the state of my marriage all of a sudden?’ 
 
           ‘Oh, no particular reason.’ Fandi’s eyes danced with mischief. Always portly, he had clearly put on a few extra kilos in recent months. That was quite an achievement in a city where food was carefully rationed. ‘It’s just—’ 
 
           ‘It’s just what?’ Sandra snapped. ‘I don’t have any time for your nonsense, Bovar. I need to get some rest. I’m back on shift again tonight.’ 
 
           The cleric bridled at the rebuke. ‘I don’t mean to be frivolous. It’s just that—’ 
 
           Let’s cut to the chase. ‘Don’t think you can take advantage of me. I’m not some stupid girl that has just come across the border in search of…whatever.’ 
 
           ‘There aren’t so many of those these days,’ Fandi said ruefully. 
 
           Men. Not for the first time, Sandra reflected on their weakness: playing at soldiers while the women did all the work. The revolution was going nowhere while people like Fandi were in charge. ‘I know how you like to…take advantage of young girls. You can’t try it on with me.’ 
 
           A look of almost theatrical alarm spread across Fandi’s face. ‘Sandra, my dear, how could you ever think such a thing? As second in command of the central division of the women’s militia, one of the most senior fighters – of either sex – remaining loyal to the cause after all this time, you are one of my most senior and respected colleagues. I would never try and…well,’ he fleetingly dropped his head in his hands, ‘let’s just say I am a professional man. A serious man.’ He nodded at the veracity of his own words. ‘A man of the highest ethical and professional standards. I have to maintain the respect and dignity of my office at all times.’ 
 
           But Sandra refused to be mollified. ‘Don’t try and bullshit me, Bovar. I’m not fresh off the bus. I’ve heard the rumours about Sally.’ 
 
           ‘Sally Zimbio,’ Fandi flattened out a bulge in his robes, ‘was ages ago. In the end, she was nothing more than a glory hunter, a fool who thought she could become a kind of low grade celebrity on the back of our efforts and sacrifice. Sally should never have come to Syria; it was not the place for her. She would have been better off with a job behind the tills at Tesco in Stratford.’  
 
           ‘Perhaps,’ Sandra conceded, ‘but that was no reason to shoot her dead.’ 
 
           ‘That was nothing to do with me.’ Scratching his beard, Fandi watched a dog scavenge for scraps amongst a small pile of desiccated refuse sacks. The animal was so skinny that its ribs were clearly visible underneath its dirty coat. Fandi’s thoughts turned to the pistol he kept in the car. He really should put the beast out of its misery. One less stray would be one small step forward for the war on dogs, his flagship policy. After some initial successes, the campaign against the dirty animals had stalled. These days, with the Americans and the Turks upping the number of drone strikes on the city, most people had more important things to worry about – like staying alive themselves. 
 
           Finding nothing worth gnawing, the dog gave up on his investigations and limped off. As the mutt disappeared behind a row of empty oil drums, Fandi’s mind flashed on an image of Sally Zimbio lying at his feet, her blood pumping across the floor, a dumb look on her face as her life ebbed away. 
 
           The silly bitch should have just opened her legs. He would have fucked her a few times and then moved on. Where was the harm in that? It would have been no big deal.  
 
           He smiled at the thought. 
 
           ‘What’s so funny?’ 
 
           ‘Nothing.’ Wiping the grin from his face, Fandi became conscious of a growing erection in his boxers. ‘It was a shame, what happened to Sally, but the culprit was caught and the court dealt with him accordingly.’  
 
           Your court, Sandra observed, where you were the judge. Happy to have an innocent man executed to allow you to keep playing your sordid little games. 
 
           ‘Justice was done. Just as important, it was seen to be done. The people love law and order. They know that we will protect them.’ 
 
           ‘No one protected Sally.’ 
 
           ‘Sometimes the revolution can be cruel.’ Fandi idly scratched his crotch. ‘But you have to remember that Sally Zimbio was not a proper revolutionary. She wasn’t committed to the cause like you and me.’ 
 
           ‘So you’re saying she got what she deserved?’ 
 
           How to explain to this child? Fandi let out a weary sigh. ‘I am saying that you are worth a thousand like her. Ten thousand.’ He paused, the better for her to absorb his shameless flattery. ‘That’s why I don’t want to see you get hurt.’ 
 
           ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
           ‘There is bad news. Your husband has been called up for the front.’ 
 
           ‘What?’ 
 
           ‘The orders came through last night. Radwan will be told tomorrow. It is a three-month posting – if he makes it that long. The latest survival rates are thirty-two point seven per cent – and falling.’ 
 
           Sandra felt the sick feeling take a tighter hold of her stomach. ‘Can’t you do anything?’ 
 
           ‘That depends.’ Fandi licked his lips.  
 
           ‘On what?’ 
 
           ‘On how much you love your husband.’ 
 
           ‘So, that’s the deal?’ she asked calmly. 
 
           ‘That’s the deal,’ Fandi nodded. 
 
           ‘Here?’ Sally felt like she might throw up. 
 
           ‘Not in the car. I’ve just had it cleaned.’ Fandi pushed open his door and slid off the seat. ‘Come.’  
 
      
 
           Outside, the heat was intense but at least she was able to expel the chemical smell from her nostrils. Taking a series of deep breaths, Sandra watched Fandi shuffle round to the back of the car and open the tailgate.  
 
           ‘I’ve got some coke—’ 
 
           Sandra frowned. ‘Are you doing drugs as well?’ 
 
           ‘Or Pepsi.’ Fandi handed her a small basket. ‘I thought we could have a picnic.’ 
 
           Before or after you have your evil way with me? Sandra watched as the cleric draped a blanket over his shoulder. Slamming the door shut, he gestured towards the nearest of the unfinished houses.  
 
           ‘It’s quite cool inside. We can get comfortable and enjoy ourselves.’ 
 
           ‘You’ve been here before?’ 
 
           Head bowed, Fandi started towards the building. ‘Once or twice.’ 
 
           Sandra let him build up a lead of maybe five yards before following slowly after him. ‘What happens if someone comes?’ 
 
           ‘There’s no chance of that,’ Fandi chuckled. ‘This is a controlled zone. No one is allowed this far from the centre of the city without a permit. And guess who controls the permits?’ 
 
           ‘You?’ 
 
           ‘That’s right.’ He waved her forward. ‘We’ll go upstairs, there’s quite a nice view. Be careful about going too close to the edge, though, it’s a nasty fall.’ 
 
           An easy way of getting rid of me, Sandra thought, pressing on.  
 
           By the time she reached the top of the house, Fandi was already sprawled out on the blanket in the middle of a large empty room. One wall was missing entirely, giving a view out over the bleak landscape. ‘This was supposed to have been the master bedroom. Imagine, when they started building these places, they thought they would sell them for almost a million dollars.’ 
 
           ‘Imagine.’ Placing the basket on the concrete floor, Sandra contemplated his discarded robes with dismay. 
 
           ‘I thought we would eat first.’ 
 
           A lecherous smile spread across Fandi’s face. ‘I don’t think so.’ He pawed at his grubby boxer shorts. ‘Enough of the talking. I want to get right to it. I’ve got to be back in the city for a committee meeting later this afternoon. Strip.’ 
 
           ‘If you say so. I wouldn’t want to keep you from important business.’ Turning away from his gaze, Sandra stepped back towards the empty doorway.  
 
           ‘Come closer,’ Fandi demanded. ‘I like to watch but my eyesight’s not that great. I went to get them tested the other day only to find that some moron shot the optician for not attending the mosque often enough.’ 
 
           Right on cue, the distant sound of the call to prayer drifted through the room.  
 
           Peeling off his boxers, he threw them at her feet. ‘I always wanted to find out what you kept hidden under that burqa.’ 
 
           ‘Let me show you.’ Reaching inside her clothes, Sandra removed the semi-automatic from her hip and flicked off the safety. Swinging round, she planted her feet apart, wrapped both hands round the grip and pointed the gun at the tiny penis peeking out from an unruly mess of pubic hair.  
 
           ‘Woah!’ Fandi held up his hands in mock surrender. 
 
           ‘You don’t think I’d turn up unarmed, do you?’ 
 
           ‘You wouldn’t shoot a naked man, would you?’ 
 
           ‘Not normally, but for you I’ll make an exception.’ Closing her eyes, she jerked back the trigger once, twice, three times. 
 
      
 
           As the ringing in her ears began to subside, Sandra opened her eyes and gasped. A surge of adrenaline surged through her chest as she contemplated the vengeance that she had wreaked. The top half of Fandi’s body had been reduced to a pile of mush. The man’s head had gone completely. All that remained of the spiritual leader of the revolution was a pair of hairy legs and some blood-splattered clothing. 
 
           Looks like one bullet would have been enough. Sandra looked in admiration at the gun. The Desert Eagle had been a wedding present from her father-in-law. In the event, it had proved to be rather more useful than the dinner set she had been hoping for. She would have to send the old man a note to let him know.  
 
           The weapon suddenly felt heavy in her hands. Returning it to its holster, she flexed her arm as she took one last look at Fandi, what was left at least. ‘At least you’re not going to bother any more women,’ was her final verdict before, recovering the picnic basket, she headed for the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Staring down Victoria Street, Miriam Herzog wondered why she had ever decided to set up her office in this part of the city. The space was cheap, by London standards at least, but the area was a car-ridden mess, a permanent building site. Miriam couldn’t remember a time when there hadn’t been the sound of a jackhammer drifting up from ground level. She had wanted to move from just about the first week they had moved in but the penalties for breaking the lease were prohibitive. As things stood, she was stuck here for another five years.  
 
           ‘Is everything proceeding as planned?’ 
 
           Miriam turned to face the elegant man sat in front of her desk. Tall, thin, straight-backed, he had to be pushing seventy, but his eyes still shone bright, missing nothing. He reminded her of Omar Sharif. If you were twenty years younger, she mused, or even ten… ‘Everything is moving ahead.’ She held his gaze, determined not to let her doubts show. ‘The money will be in the designated account on the specified date.’ She tried to recall what the specified date was, not that it really mattered; unless Richard Neary could tap an additional source of financing, the chances of coming up with Haider’s twelve-million-dollar dividend payment were minimal. 
 
           ‘Good, good.’ The old man gave her a cautious smile. ‘Very timely. It will cover the cost of some work we’re having done at the Chemin des Collines.’ 
 
           ‘How convenient.’ Herzog’s face settled into a rictus grin. She had enjoyed the dubious pleasure of visiting Atlas’s Mediterranean bolthole in the spring. It was an appalling property with no architectural merit whatsoever. Built by a Russian, owned by the Chinese and now sold to a Yemeni, it was testament to the shameless pimping out of the Cote d’Azur over the decades. 
 
           ‘You must come back down again for a weekend sometime soon.’ 
 
           ‘That would be lovely, Haider, thank you.’ At least, Herzog reflected, failing to pay the man his money would have the benefit of putting an end to these unwelcome invitations.  
 
           ‘In the meantime, I need a favour.’ 
 
           Herzog took a deep breath. ‘How can I be of assistance?’ 
 
           The old man leaned forward in his seat. ‘I need you to look after my boy.’ 
 
           ‘Me?’ Picking up a pen, Miriam began doodling on a notepad. ‘I don’t know anything about kids.’ 
 
           ‘He’s not a child,’ Haider corrected, ‘he’s twenty-two, almost twenty-three. He’s recently arrived in London after a period of, er, travelling. His wife is English. They want to set up home here. Buy they don’t know anyone. The wife is a nice girl, very serious, but she’s from somewhere in the provinces. They need some help in finding work, finding their feet, that sort of thing.’ 
 
           ‘Work?’ Miriam raised an eyebrow. Haider was one of the richest men in the Arab world. His business interests ranged from a crocodile farm on the Upper Nile to Coca Cola bottling plants in three different countries.  
 
           ‘They need to be kept busy.’ Haider stared at his highly-polished brogues. ‘Don’t worry, you won’t have to pay them much. I will make sure they have what they need but I can’t let them sit around and do nothing. They will grow soft. And I am worried that Radwan will go off the rails if he doesn’t have someone mentoring him.’  
 
           ‘I’m not sure I’m really the mentoring type.’ 
 
           Looking up, Atlas gave her a sheepish grin. ‘That probably isn’t the right word. They are just kids. Both of them need a little…direction so that they can settle down and focus on something that will take up their energies for a while.’ 
 
           You make them sound like puppies that haven’t been housetrained.  
 
           ‘In some situations, they can be quite determined characters. At other times, however, they’re completely passive. It’s hard to explain.’ 
 
           ‘I think that’s not uncommon amongst youngsters today,’ Herzog mused, ‘I think it’s something to do with social media frying their brains.’ 
 
           ‘You might be right. Anyway, I would try and find something for the pair of them myself but I don’t know London that well; my business interests here don’t extend much beyond you.’ 
 
           And the trio of pole dancing clubs in the West End. Miriam said nothing. 
 
           ‘They are not particularly trained in anything but they are smart and they are willing. I am sure you can make good use of them. And you know I will be very grateful.’ 
 
           ‘Alright,’ Miriam let the pen fall on the desk, ‘I will see what I can do.’ She knew that Haider could be the difference between survival and bankruptcy. Under the circumstances, it was not such a big favour to ask. ‘Tell them to come and see me.’ 
 
           ‘Thank you. I will do that.’ Haider rose from his chair. ‘Now, I have to get on. I’m on the Nice flight from City Airport this afternoon but I have another meeting to squeeze in first.’  
 
           ‘So that’s home, now, the Cote d’Azur?’  
 
           ‘As much as anywhere, I suppose.’ He gestured towards the dirty, noisy city outside the window. ‘Personally, I don’t know how anyone can stand this place for more than a day at a time. Even aside from the tax benefits, Monaco is so much more preferable.’ 
 
           ‘I can see the attraction.’ Getting to her feet, Herzog ushered him towards the door. ‘I hope you have a good flight.’ Stepping forward, she gave him a peck on each cheek. ‘And, don’t worry, I will look after the boy.’ 
 
           ‘And his wife.’ 
 
           Herzog smiled weakly. ‘And his wife.’ She watched Haider walk down the corridor and disappear through the empty reception area. Returning to her desk she realised she had never asked the names of his son and his wife. Ah well, either they would call or they wouldn’t. Either way, she had shown willing. 
 
           Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a mobile, pulled up a number and hit call. Irritatingly, it went straight to voicemail.  
 
           ‘I need to see you before you go. Let’s make it dinner tonight at the restaurant. Make it eight. And don’t be late.’  
 
      
 
           As the morning wore on, Brick Lane was beginning to fill up with the mixture of hipsters and tourists that gravitated to this part of East London. Sitting by the window of the Melbourne Café, Salman Baig lingered over his mug of tea as he flicked through a copy of yesterday’s newspaper which had been left by a previous patron. On page six, a story caught his eye: one of city’s main train stations had been evacuated while armed police had arrested a major drug dealer. Salman shook his head sadly. What was the place coming to? It was a modern-day bedlam, with ordinary people finding it harder and harder to go about their business. One day soon he would leave for good, head back to his native Bristol and try to enjoy his twilight years in relative peace and quiet.  
 
           He was distracted by a very attractive blonde woman who sauntered past the café wearing little more than a sports bra and shorts. Catching him gawking, the woman gave him an indulgent smile. I’m too old to even be a threat any more, Salman thought sadly, my day has gone. As the woman disappeared from his field of vision, he caught a glimpse of a familiar figure on the far side of the street. Were his eyes deceiving him? His heart started jumping in his chest as he locked eyes with the woman. 
 
           Sandra. 
 
           A group of cyclists rolled by, blocking his view. Getting out of his chair, Salman stumbled into the street and across the road to where the woman had been standing. In vain, he looked up and down the road, trying to see where she had gone.  
 
           ‘A ghost,’ he whimpered, ‘I’ve seen a ghost.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What do you mean, she’s back?’ Rashid Zubair gazed out across the empty car park of Antioch Industries. Apart from a dozing security guard, he was the only person in the entire building. It was his favourite time of the whole week; a time when he could enjoy the small empire that he had built up from nothing. He felt a wave of irritation at the unscheduled interruption.  
 
           I should have changed my number. 
 
           ‘Hello? Rashid, are you still there.’  
 
           The old fool can’t even use a phone properly. Resting his elbows on his desk, Rashid leaned over the mobile sitting in front of him. ‘I’m still here,’ he said slowly. ‘Tell me again what you saw.’ 
 
           ‘I told you. I saw Sandra standing in the street,’ Salman Baig’s voice was distorted as it came out of the speaker but Rashid could still hear the stress in the man’s voice. ‘She was looking right at me. Here. In London. It was barely an hour ago.’ 
 
           So what do you want me to do about it? 
 
           ‘Are you sure? It’s been so long.’ 
 
           ‘Not that long.’ 
 
           ‘But no one has heard anything.’ Rashid’s thoughts turned to his own child. One summer holiday, while waiting for his A-level results, Damien, along with Sandra and a third friend, Amir Rasool, had run off to join the revolution in Syria. Together the trio had taken the Jihadi Express, the route through Turkey to terrorist-held territory that had become popular for many disaffected Western teenagers. Damien and Amir were dead. Sandra had disappeared. There were stories that she had married a fighter and joined the female militia that roamed the streets enforcing strict Islamic law in the city of Raqqa, the rebels’ stronghold. But even the rumours had dried up in the last year or so. 
 
           The likelihood of Sandra Baig still being alive – much less being back in England – had to be slim, bordering on non-existent.  
 
           ‘Do you think I would not recognise my own daughter?’ Salman cried. ‘She looked different but it was still her.’ 
 
           ‘Different how?’ 
 
           ‘She had cut her hair. Wasn’t wearing glasses.’ 
 
           ‘Sounds like a different girl altogether. Maybe you were imaging things. Why would she come looking for you and then run away?’ 
 
           ‘I saw her, it’s the truth.’ 
 
           Rashid suddenly realised how little he cared, one way or another. Still he persisted in his line of questioning. ‘If it was Sandra, why didn’t she say something to you?’ 
 
           ‘I don’t know…maybe she was scared or something. But now I know she’s here, I have to find her. I want my daughter back.’ 
 
           And I want some peace and quiet. ‘I understand. This has been very hard for all of us. It has been a terrible strain. Sometimes I will see a boy who reminds me of Damien and—’ 
 
           ‘I want my daughter back,’ Salman insisted. ‘She’s come home and now I need to find her. She came looking for me. I saw her.’ 
 
           ‘Alright, so maybe you did,’ Rashid said coolly, ‘but I don’t see how I can help this time.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t want your help,’ Salman said crossly. ‘I want to speak to Daniel Hunter.’ 
 
      
 
           Radwan Atlas stared at the text from his father and groaned. It looked as if the old man had made good on his promise to find him a job in double-quick time. Having managed to flee Syria with his life, Radwan wanted to kick back and take things easy for a while. Even on a longer time frame, he had no particular interest in joining the ranks of the working classes. His father – a self-made man who left school at twelve and went on to build a fortune worth somewhere in the region of $500m – would not appreciate such an attitude.  
 
           It was a trap. But not one he would have to endure forever. His father would not live forever. In the meantime, Radwan was smart enough to know that he had to keep on the good side of Haider or life could get considerably tougher. 
 
           The sound of the front door slamming caused him to look up from his phone.  
 
           ‘It’s only me.’ 
 
           A few moments later, Sandra walked into the kitchen.  
 
           He looked at the shopping bag in her hand. ‘Where have you been?’ 
 
           ‘I went out for a walk.’  
 
           ‘Get any biscuits?’ 
 
           ‘I told you, no more junk food.’ Sandra dropped the bag on the table.  
 
           He tried to remember how much cash he had in his pocket. I fancy a Big Mac. 
 
           ‘Here we can eat healthily.’ She pulled an apple from the bag and offered it to him. 
 
           Radwan shook his head. 
 
           ‘Suit yourself.’ Sandra dropped the apple back into the bag. ‘It’s quite nice outside. You should go out and get some fresh air.’ 
 
           ‘Here?’ he scoffed. ‘With all the traffic?’ 
 
           You can’t stay stuck in here forever.’ She looked at her husband, as if expecting him to challenge the assertion.  
 
           ‘I know.’  
 
           Her face softened. ‘It’ll do you good, babe.’ With her new hairstyle – a short bob dyed blonde – and some contact lenses, Sandra looked very different from the girl that he had married back in Raqqa. She could still do with losing a few pounds, but the overall effect pleased him. Radwan held out his arms. 
 
           ‘C’mere.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t think so.’ Living in a war zone, their sex life had been severely rationed. Sandra preferred it that way. Now that they were in London, Radwan had become far more demanding. She would have to go on the pill soon, or the inevitable would happen. 
 
           The boy’s face fell. ‘But we haven’t done it today,’ he whined. 
 
           ‘Later.’ She tried to ignore the bulge in his trousers. Much later. 
 
           ‘Promise?’ 
 
           ‘Promise.’ What was she going to do with him? When they had first married, Sandra had blithely assumed that she would be a widow within a year at the outside. Now it was far more likely that she would be a divorcee. Emptying out the bag, Sandra began putting the perishables in the fridge. 
 
           ‘I got a message from my dad.’ 
 
           ‘Oh yes?’ Sandra closed the fridge door. She had no intention of telling Radwan about her trip to Brick Lane to seek out her own father. It was a crazy thing to be doing when they were supposed to be lying low. He wouldn’t understand what she was playing at. The truth was, she didn’t know herself. 
 
           ‘He’s got us jobs.’ 
 
           ‘Uh-huh.’ Keeping her expression neutral, she turned to face him. ‘Doing what?’ 
 
           ‘Dunno,’ the boy admitted. ‘I’ve got to ring some woman. She’ll be someone who owes dad a favour or something. Whatever it is, I imagine it’ll be pretty easy.’ 
 
           ‘Okay.’ Things had moved so quickly since she had vaporised Mullah Fandi that Sandra was happy to go with the flow. That didn’t mean, however, that she didn’t want to use her brain. At the back of her mind was a sense that she would like to resume her studies at some point. But that could wait. For the moment, she was still coming to terms with being back in England – part fugitive, part celebrity. 
 
           ‘Does she know who we are?’ 
 
           ‘Who?’ 
 
           ‘The woman we’re going to be working for.’ 
 
           Radwan clearly hadn’t given the matter any thought. ‘I’ll check with dad.’ 
 
           ‘You do that.’ Sandra headed back through the door. ‘I think I’ll go and have a bath.’ 
 
           ‘Want me to join you?’ the boy asked hopefully. 
 
           ‘I don’t think so,’ she replied firmly. ‘I just want to have a nice soak and read my book.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Apart from a quartet of middle-aged American businessmen sitting by the window, the restaurant was empty. From their conversation – an animated discussion about the future direction of bond markets – it seemed like they were a group of bankers, or maybe hedge fund managers. The fact that they were on their fifth bottle of French wine – at £1,300 a time – also suggested the well-heeled end of the financial services industry.  
 
           Someone’s expense account was going to be taking quite a hammering tonight.  
 
           Richard Neary scanned the room. A series of truly awful sub-Jackson Pollock paintings, bought at great expense from a gallery round the corner, looked down on rows of empty tables. If you included the private room upstairs, Galaxy had forty-eight covers. In the years that they had owned the place, Neary had never seen it more than half full. It’s just as well that we run the place for the tax losses. Amongst other things. If you bothered to scrutinise the reported numbers, the place was 150 per cent full, every night. If the HMRC ever came to visit they would be in deep trouble. Even so, Miriam Herzog – Neary’s boss and Galaxy’s owner – was talking about opening another one. The thought made him shudder.  
 
           Trying to ignore the weariness gnawing at his bones, he took a sip of his wine. The Austrian red was a much more modest vintage to that being enjoyed by the businessmen. To his palate, however, it tasted just as good. As an accountant, it never failed to amuse Neary how people confused price for a whole range of other things such as value or quality. No doubt, the Americans would feel good about dropping the best part of ten grand on their booze; for Neary it was just senseless and gauche. 
 
           Off to his right, the gentle clack of heels on the parquet caused him to shift his gaze towards the back of the room. Clearly less than sober, Hadley Rodrigo cautiously weaved her way between the tables. Six foot one, with a rich, deep copper tan and an expensively-cut bob of jet-black hair, Rodrigo looked every inch the veteran of more than a dozen seasons on the catwalks of Milan, Paris, London and New York. Watching her return from an extended sojourn in the restroom, one of the Americans said something to his colleagues. A round of inebriated guffaws rose from their table.  
 
           Opposite Neary, Herzog sat, stony-faced, as Claudio Escalona, the maître d’, appeared at her shoulder.  
 
           ‘You want me to throw them out?’ he asked quietly. 
 
           ‘Only when they’ve paid the bill.’ Herzog contemplated her guests with a mixture of dismay and annoyance. ‘Don’t give them any more to drink. And make sure you include a hefty service charge.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, Madame.’ Escalona took a step backwards to allow Rodrigo to stumble into her chair. 
 
           Herzog considered her girlfriend with a look of barely-concealed contempt. ‘What took you so long?’ she demanded. 
 
           ‘I didn’t know that I was being timed.’ Picking up her napkin, Rodrigo daintily dabbed at the corner of each nostril in turn.  
 
           Catching Neary’s eye, Escalona suppressed a smirk. Reaching for her glass, Herzog brought it to her mouth but did not take a drink. For a moment, it looked like she wanted to throw its contents in Rodrigo’s face.  
 
           ‘You’re wasted.’ 
 
           ‘You noticed,’ Rodrigo tittered. 
 
           ‘Don’t play the little girl act with me.’ 
 
           ‘I’m not playing anything.’ Fumbling her glass, Rodrigo had to make a quick recovery to stop her wine spilling across the tablecloth. 
 
           ‘Leave it alone,’ Herzog placed her own glass back on the table, ‘you’ve had more than enough to drink already.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, Mum,’ came the sarcastic response. 
 
           Uncomfortable at being caught in the middle of a domestic dispute, Neary groaned inwardly. There was nothing in his contract that said he had to provide marriage guidance services. When Herzog and Rodrigo had first become an item, he had welcomed it on the basis that a stable, long-term relationship would be good for his temperamental, workaholic boss. After three years of rows and tantrums, he had revised that opinion somewhat. 
 
           A quick look at his watch did nothing to improve his mood. Neary realised that he had missed the kids’ bedtime again. That would make the second time this week and it was only Wednesday. He felt a familiar pang of guilt at leaving his wife to deal with a pair of hyperactive eight-year-olds on her own. Paul and Stuart were a handful at the best of times and now, in the holidays, they were exhausting. He had suggested that they hire a nanny on several occasions but Jennifer always dismissed the idea out of hand. ‘What’s the point of having kids,’ she would say, ‘if you’re not prepared to look after them yourself?’ Neary would always concede the point with a smile. As far as he was concerned, the twins were plenty; he knew, however, that the issue of number three was rapidly moving up the domestic agenda. 
 
           He had a role to play in that, of course. The problem was that work kept getting in the way. Getting home late, exhausted, he had little energy to do anything other than slump in front of the TV for an hour before collapsing into bed. Embarrassingly, he struggled to recall the last time they had had sex. The thought was made worse by the knowledge that things were not going to get better any time soon. At the end of the week, he was due to start a mini-world tour that would take in Singapore, Hong Kong, Tokyo, Seattle and New York. Neary would be away from home for at least a fortnight as he sought to deal with some of the problems that were threatening to engulf the business. 
 
           Keeping her eyes fixed on Rodrigo, Herzog carefully placed her glass back on the table. ‘You should go home.’ 
 
           ‘Fine by me,’ her lover pouted.  
 
           Herzog signalled to the maître d’ with a tilt of her chin. ‘Claudio, get the car to come round to the front.’  
 
           With a nod of assent, Escalona disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. Neary couldn’t help but watch as Rodrigo ran the tip of her tongue provocatively across her lower lip. Getting to her feet, she pushed a strand of hair away from her face. ‘Goodnight, Richard. Say “hi” to Jen for me – if you don’t get home too late.’ 
 
           At the mention of his wife, Neary began to blush. ‘Take care.’ 
 
           ‘I will.’ Rodrigo turned to Herzog. ‘I suppose I’ll see you later, Miriam.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t wait up,’ Herzog hissed. 
 
           ‘I won’t.’ Slowly making her exit, the exaggerated sway of Rodrigo’s hips caused the Americans to take a break from the conversation and stare in unabashed admiration. One of the group let out a low, appreciative whistle. 
 
           ‘What an ass!’ 
 
           Rodrigo gave her admirer a cheeky smile before slipping outside and into the Lexus that pulled up by the sidewalk.  
 
           Escalona reappeared and took up a position next to the till. Sensing that the Americans had finally outstayed their welcome, he began preparing their bill. 
 
           ‘I hate it when people lose control,’ Herzog muttered. 
 
           I’ve seen you lose control many times.  
 
           ‘That girl can be so wearisome.’  
 
           ‘All relationships have their ups and downs,’ Neary observed blithely. 
 
           Herzog raised an eyebrow. ‘Including yours?’ 
 
           None of your business. Neary shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘That’s just that reality of any long-term relationship.’ 
 
           ‘But I thought that you and Jennifer were special. The perfect married couple.’ The concept seemed to offend her. 
 
           ‘When it comes to matters of my personal life,’ Neary said stiffly, ‘I always try and leave them at the door. Not so much a work-life balance as a work-life separation. You know that.’ 
 
           ‘Spoken like a true bean counter.’ Herzog lifted her glass once again. This time she did take a drink. As the alcohol flushed her cheeks, her expression began to soften.  
 
           Handsome, not a stunner like her girlfriend but still a very good-looking woman. Neary immediately chided himself for the deeply inappropriate thought. 
 
           ‘I wish I could leave things at the door.’ 
 
           Not easy when you hand your girlfriend one of the top jobs in the company. 
 
           ‘I think you’ve done well in that regard,’ Neary lied. 
 
           ‘This time I think things with Hadley might just be terminal.’ 
 
           Neary belatedly looked his boss in the eye. ‘That’s a distraction we could do without at the moment. Plus, if you do cut her loose, it will be expensive, very expensive indeed. And at a time when our cash flow is under some considerable pressure.’ 
 
           ‘I know, I know.’ Herzog tried to wave away his look of concern with her wine glass. ‘You’ve told me already. I know how much it could cost.’ She took a moment to compose herself. ‘Don’t worry, I will deal with it.’ 
 
           Neary didn’t like the sound of that. He sat up in his seat. ‘What I—’ 
 
           ‘I said I would deal with it.’ 
 
           ‘You’re the boss.’ 
 
           ‘I am, indeed.’ Herzog watched Escalona present the bill to the Americans. One of the businessmen made a show of taking a black credit card from his wallet and casually tossing it onto the table. ‘But I like to think I can admit my mistakes and learn from them. You were right about Hadley. It is my mess and I will clean it up but I should have listened to you at the time. I allowed myself to be distracted. I’m sorry. It was hardly an inspired decision.’ 
 
           There was an extended pause while Neary was invited to consider the significance of this moment. Apologies from Miriam Herzog were about as rare as a total eclipse of the sun.  
 
           ‘You were right. I should never had made her CCO.’  
 
           ‘I never said that.’ 
 
           ‘You didn’t have to say it. I could see what you thought in your face. And it was a very reasonable point of view.’ 
 
           ‘It was simply the case that HDP never had a chief creative officer before.’ That and the fact that Hadley had no relevant skills or experience whatsoever.  
 
           ‘We never had a CFO before, either,’ his boss shot back, clearly feeling that the time for apologies had now passed, ‘not one that earns high seven figures a year anyway.’ 
 
           ‘What I do is very…specific.’ Neary shifted in his chair. He hated having to justify his remuneration; he more than paid his way, several times over. 
 
           ‘I know, I know. You do a great job.’ 
 
           ‘Thank you.’  
 
           ‘Treading a fine line.’ 
 
           A very fine line. 
 
           ‘You do it very well.’ She pulled the sincere face, the one she used with the bankers when HDP needed to refinance one of its debt facilities. ‘Better than just about anyone else in this city.’ 
 
           I wouldn’t necessarily go that far. It was base flattery but he still felt a stab of pride. 
 
           ‘We’re a great team. And there’s still a lot we can achieve.’ 
 
           If we can stay out of jail for long enough. Neary bit his tongue. 
 
           ‘No surprises. That’s what I pay for. No upsets. No unforeseen events. That and complete loyalty.’ 
 
           Enough about me. ‘In terms of Hadley—’ 
 
           ‘With Hadley, I just felt we should move with the times. I wanted to put the whole business on a more professional basis.’ 
 
           Cover it in a further veneer of respectability. 
 
           ‘You know we have to evolve.’ 
 
           ‘Of course.’ 
 
           She raised an eyebrow. ‘Both in terms of what we do and how we do it.’ 
 
           ‘I am aware of that,’ she said stiffly. 
 
           Herzog refilled her glass and took another mouthful of wine. ‘How much time do you think we’ve got.’ 
 
           We’re all out of time. ‘I would move as quickly as possible.’ 
 
           ‘Alright, when you get back to your travels, we will move forward. Chance has been looking at possible acquisitions. I will have him come up with a shortlist for us to consider when you get back.’ 
 
           Too little, too late. ‘Good.’ Neary watched as the Americans paid their bill and finally got up to leave. Turning to face his boss, he hoped that she would take this as her cue. 
 
           ‘Time to call it a night, I think.’ 
 
           Sitting back in her chair, Herzog gave him an amused smirk. ‘Of course, my father would be less than impressed at the idea of the business being run by two women. He was old, old school. Just like Walter and Siggy. They’d be turning in their graves, all three of them.’ As the Americans spilled onto the sidewalk, Escalona quickly flipped the Closed sign and locked the door. ‘If they had graves, of course.’ 
 
           David Herzog, Walter Danzig and Sigmund Proust. HDP.  
 
           The trio vanished almost twenty years ago. When Miriam had taken over as CEO, the business was on its knees. Now, it was ranked the ninety-seventh largest family-owned business in the country. Whether it could sustain such a position remained to be seen. In the meantime, Miriam herself was carving out quite a niche for herself as a next generation business leader, spouting a vacuous mix of twenty-first century capitalist psycho-babble while keeping close control of the cash. Last time out, she had risen to number twelve in the annual LBGT Power List. Hadley Rodrigo had reached number 181. 
 
           ‘The bitch just wants to use me.’ 
 
           ‘It will blow over.’ Neary wondered how many times they’d had this conversation, or a variant of it. 
 
           ‘Did you know she’s fucking Jade?’ 
 
           ‘Jade?’ 
 
           Reaching for the wine bottle, Herzog filled her glass, almost to the brim. ‘The driver. Some little smartarse from the East End. How we hired him in the first place, I’ll never know.’  
 
           ‘Don’t look at me.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry, I wasn’t looking to apportion blame,’ Herzog offered to fill Neary’s glass, her face hardening as he declined, ‘other than when it comes to Hadley, of course.’ 
 
           Of course. 
 
           ‘She likes to play the lipstick lesbian card when it suits her but the reality is rather different. When it comes down to it, she’ll fuck anything.’ A grim smile passed Herzog’s lips. She eyed the accountant wolfishly. ‘Just like me.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Neary gulped down the last of his wine and stumbled to his feet. He could feel the alcohol seeping into his bloodstream, making him feel sluggish and thick-headed. ‘I really need to get going.’ He concentrated on trying to sound sober, conscious that Miriam would ruthlessly exploit any weakness. He looked at his watch but was unable to focus on the face. ‘I should be getting home. It’s getting late and tonight is going to be my last chance to see the kids for a while.’ 
 
           Totally unmoved by his appeal to family, Herzog pointed at the just vacated chair. ‘Sit.’ 
 
           After a moment’s hesitation, the accountant slowly sat back down.  
 
           ‘It’s not that late.’ Herzog let her gaze drift towards the empty street outside. If London was humming tonight, it was humming somewhere else. ‘And if Hadley is going to get her kicks this evening, then I’m certainly not going to miss out.’ 
 
           ‘Er.’ Neary looked around the empty room. Where the hell was the maître d’? Escalona was nowhere to be seen.  
 
           Smart man; smarter than me. 
 
           As Neary looked pleadingly in the direction of the kitchen he felt a hand on his crotch, followed by the sound of a zip being slowly pulled down.  
 
           No, no, no. 
 
           Gasping, he felt Herzog’s hand slip inside his trousers. 
 
           ‘No underpants?’ his boss grinned. 
 
           ‘I don’t want to do this.’ The smell of his body odour mixed with her perfume. For a moment, he thought he might start to cry. 
 
           ‘That’s not what you’re saying, down there.’ 
 
           Gritting his teeth, Neary tried to think of something that would slow the rush of blood to his groin. 
 
           ‘Come on now, Richard, don’t be shy.’  
 
           ‘But I don’t—’ the words died in his throat as she ran a carefully-manicured nail across his balls.  
 
           ‘After all, it’s not like it’s the first time, is it?’ Lifting up her skirt, she stepped out of her underwear and quickly straddled him. ‘And by the looks of things, you are more than ready for me.’ Guiding him inside her, she grabbed the back of the chair and began a series of slow thrusts. ‘Let’s just see if you can last a little bit longer this time, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Otto, what the hell are you doing?’ Hunter grimaced as the diminutive mongrel cocked its leg and started pissing against the lamp post. How the hell had he allowed himself to end up being used as a dog-sitter? As Molby-Nicol’s head of security, there was nothing about animals in his job description. Not that he actually had a formal job description, but, still. It was a complete liberty on the part of his employer and hardly a useful addition to his resume: Daniel Victor Hunter – soldier, military policeman, Legionnaire, security consultant and dog walker.  
 
           His boss, the gallery’s owner, Dominic Silver had gone on holiday and Hunter had been left holding the baby, so to speak. Despite having a large family to call on, Silver had insisted that his security chief was the only person that stood between Otto and a stay at the kennels. 
 
           Standing in the doorway of his office, Silver had tried to sweeten the pill with a battlefield promotion. ‘You’re in charge of the gallery while we’re away. In the unlikely event you manage to sell anything, you get a fifteen per cent commission on the net price.’ 
 
           Hunter looked around the main room. The current exhibition, a series of paintings from a Northern recluse who hadn’t had a London show since the 1970s, had yet to register a single sale. ‘Not much chance of that,’ he muttered. 
 
           ‘I would keep the place closed,’ Silver said cheerfully, ‘by appointment only.’ He gestured at a particularly gruesome canvas. ‘I always thought this one would be a slow burn.’ 
 
           Looking past his boss, Hunter watched the dog, sleeping happily in a basket under Silver’s desk. ‘What about Francesca?’ He jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the pretty brunette sitting at the reception desk. ‘Couldn’t she—’ 
 
           ‘He already asked me,’ the temp said cheerily, not looking up from the game she was playing on the computer. ‘I don’t like dogs. In fact, I’m allergic to them. It’s just as well that Otto stays in the office or you’d be calling an ambulance to take me to A&E.’ 
 
           ‘Bollocks,’ Hunter muttered under his breath. 
 
           ‘Now, now Danny,’ Silver whispered, ‘we can’t afford that kind of attitude. I have high hopes for young Francesca. And you know how hard it is to keep hold of decent front of house staff.’ 
 
           With a roll of his eyes and a shake of his head, Hunter admitted defeat. 
 
           ‘Thank you.’ Silver gave his arm a friendly squeeze. ‘Eva will be very grateful; me too, for that matter. The thought of putting poor old Otto in an institution would have really spoiled our holiday.’ 
 
           ‘My pleasure, boss. I wouldn’t want you having to fret while you’re away.’ 
 
           ‘Otto’ll be a nice companion for you. Just make sure he gets the right food and takes his vitamin pills every day.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry.’ 
 
           ‘One last thing, there’s a quick trip to the vet next week. I’ve emailed you the details.’ Silver pulled a thin wad of notes from his pocket and handed them to Hunter. ‘The bill will be extortionate. And that’s even with his doggy health insurance.’ 
 
           Shoving the money into his pocket, Hunter wondered how much two weeks in a kennel might cost. ‘You just have a nice time.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry, we will.’ Silver headed for the front door. ‘I’ll see you guys in a fortnight.’ 
 
           Watching Silver disappear down the street, Hunter hovered at Francesca’s shoulder. ‘Google London kennels.’ 
 
           ‘Already did,’ the girl replied, still focused on trying to slice and dice the endless procession of fruits scrolling down the screen. ‘Trust me, you can’t afford it.’ 
 
      
 
           Looking after Otto was proving just as difficult as he had feared. Not for a long time had Hunter been responsible for anything other than himself and that was very much the way he preferred it.  
 
           ‘You’re too bloody soft,’ he muttered to himself as he watched the dog relieve himself. ‘Next time, just say “no”.’ It wasn’t that he disliked Otto; the damn mutt was just too much responsibility. Meals, walks, grooming, vets – it was like his entire day had been timetabled before he had even started. So far, Dom had only been away for four days but it felt more like a month.  
 
           ‘C’mon.’ 
 
           After some further cajoling, the dog moved away from the lamp post to squat on the sidewalk and take a shit. 
 
           ‘Awww, no, Otto. No.’ For such a small dog, he seemed to have a hell of a lot to get rid of. A council sign attached to the lamp post warning of a £300 fine for not cleaning up after your dog looked as if it had been put up specially for just such an occasion. Looking at the steaming mess in front of him, Hunter realised with dismay that he hadn’t brought a plastic bag. Looking up and down the empty street, he contemplated his options.  
 
           ‘Let’s go,’ he said, briskly leading the dog round the corner. ‘Let’s hope that it rains heavily tonight.’ Moving briskly away from the scene of the crime, he let the dog lead him past a restaurant called Galaxy, one of those upscale St. James’s establishment that was aimed at non-doms and tourists; in other words, too rich for his pocket. It was a favourite haunt of his boss, not least because the owner was a regular client of the gallery. Quite a striking woman, Hunter recalled. He tried and failed to remember her name. When the restaurant had opened, she had taken a job lot of paintings from an otherwise unsold Vietnamese artist to cover the walls. Much to Silver’s glee, there was talk of opening another Galaxy in Chelsea.  
 
           Maybe we could flog them the rubbish we’ve got in the gallery at the moment, Hunter mused as he peered inside. Despite the relatively early hour, the place seemed empty. As Otto pulled him past the door, Hunter thought he caught sight of two figures at a table in the back. It took him a moment to understand what was going on; the man had his back to him but the woman straddling him looked up, caught Hunter’s eye and winked.  
 
           Miriam Herzog, that was it.  
 
      
 
           Opening her eyes, Miriam recognised the guy from the Molby-Nicol gallery standing by the window, checking them out. Hunter. What was he doing with the dog? She didn’t have him pegged for an animal lover. Then again, it was hardly a major character defect. He was a good-looking bloke. And one with an interesting history, too. She remembered talking to Dominic Silver about him; he was a soldier of some sort, down on his luck, but still more than capable of doing specialist jobs for high-end clients. The way Silver had talked him up, you would have thought he was the guy’s agent. 
 
           Maybe he was. 
 
           Maybe I could use him. 
 
           ‘Urgh.’ 
 
           As the man disappeared down the street, she returned her attention to the sagging accountant. ‘I suppose that’s it?’ 
 
           Neary gave an embarrassed nod. Waiting for Herzog to release him, he reached for a napkin and cleaned himself up. 
 
           ‘I suppose you’ll be off to see the wife now,’ Herzog said archly. She picked her underwear off the floor, folding it carefully before placing it in her handbag. 
 
           ‘I’ve got a flight at eight.’ Neary zipped himself up. ‘And I’ve still got to pack.’ 
 
           ‘Give me a call when you get to Singapore.’ 
 
           ‘Sure.’ The accountant gave himself a cautious sniff. ‘In terms of what we were talking about before—’  
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ Herzog said briskly, ‘I’ll take care of Hadley.’ 
 
           Neary looked doubtful. 
 
           ‘Leave it to me,’ she commanded. 
 
           ‘Okay, your call. You’re the boss.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, I am. Never forget that.’ 
 
      
 
           After letting Otto lead him all the way to Park Lane and back, Hunter was ready for a rest by the time he returned to the gallery. Dreaming of a cup of tea and a good read, he unlocked the front door before bending down to let the dog off its leash.  
 
           ‘No pissing on the floor,’ he muttered as it scampered inside. 
 
           ‘Mr Hunter?’ 
 
           Hunter jumped up as if he had been scalded. ‘Huh?’ So much for being a highly-trained operative, he mused as the spectral figure appeared from the shadows. I’m definitely losing my touch.  
 
           Stepping under a street light, the man was instantly recognisable.  
 
           ‘Mr Baig.’ Hunter took a step forward and shook his hand.  
 
           ‘Sorry if I gave you a shock.’ 
 
           ‘No, no. It’s fine.’ Hunter immediately recalled their last meeting. It hadn’t been a happy occasion: three families, two of whom were not getting their children back. Salman Baig had taken the bad news with a quiet stoicism that contrasted with the near hysteria of Amir Rasool’s parents. Then again, Amir was dead; Sandra Baig was only missing; for Salman and his wife there was still hope, of a sort. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
           For a moment, Salman Baig, struck mute, appeared totally flummoxed by the question. Hunter felt a flash of concern as it seemed that the man’s knees might buckle and he would collapse in a heap on the pavement. As he reached for the man’s arm, however, Salman pulled it away. 
 
           ‘I’m fine,’ he said crossly.  
 
           ‘Okay.’ Hunter waited patiently for more.  
 
           ‘She’s back,’ Salman said finally, his voice brittle as if he was challenging Hunter to deny it. 
 
           Suddenly conscious of the cool of the night air, Hunter said nothing. 
 
           ‘Sandra’s come back.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I believe you.’ Hunter handed the old man a mug of tea and lowered himself carefully onto the rug. They were sitting in the studio flat that he called home, located at the top of the building, three floors above the gallery proper. The flat, although tiny, was prime London real estate, a major perk that came with being Molby-Nicol’s head of security. Always the savvy businessman, Dominic Silver had bought the freehold when he had first gone into the business. If he never sold another painting, he would make a fortune on the property.  
 
           ‘That’s more than Rashid Zubair does.’ Salman slurped his tea loudly. ‘He thinks I’m crazy. I don’t think he cares anymore.’ 
 
           Understandable, Hunter reflected, given that his own boy managed to make it home, only to be blown to kingdom come. He looked up at his visitor who had ensconced himself in the apartment’s only chair. ‘You two are still in touch?’ 
 
           ‘No, no. I just rang him up. He wasn’t happy to take the call. You could tell from his voice. He mustn’t have recognised my number.’ Salman paused for another mouthful of his tea. ‘Not bad.’ He gave an appreciative nod. 
 
           ‘So you spoke to Rashid?’ Hunter stifled a yawn. He didn’t want to be rude but it was getting late. The latest Don Winslow doorstopper sat, as yet unopened, on the breakfast bar. The book wasn’t going to read itself. 
 
           ‘Only to find out how I could get hold of you.’ Sensing his host’s restlessness, Salman got to the point. ‘I want to hire you again.’ 
 
           You didn’t hire me last time, Rashid did. Hunter let it slide. 
 
           ‘I want you to find Sandra for me. I can’t pay a lot but, unlike Rashid, I promise to keep my word.’ 
 
           ‘You heard about that?’ Hunter chuckled. 
 
           ‘The rest of us all thought it was scandalous.’ A look of genuine outrage crossed his face. ‘You get his boy out of there and then he refuses to pay your fee. Scandalous.’ 
 
           ‘He did pay some of it.’ Hunter wondered why he was defending the guy. He didn’t care about the money but there was still the principle. 
 
           ‘Some of it.’ Salman reached into the pocket of his jacket. After fumbling around for a few minutes, he came up with fistful of grubby notes. ‘Unlike him, I am a man of my word. Here,’ extending his arm, he thrust the cash towards Hunter, ‘this is for you. An advance.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry about that now.’ Refusing to take the cash, Hunter struggled to his feet. 
 
           ‘But I want you to have it.’ 
 
           ‘We can talk money later.’ Hunter waited for the man to put the cash back into his pocket. ‘First, we have to see if we can find Sandra.’ 
 
           The old man looked like he was on the brink of tears. ‘So you’ll do it?’ 
 
           ‘I’ll see what I can find out.’ Hunter thought about what Zach Keeble had told him. If Sandra was suspected of killing Mullah Bovar Fandi and was on the run from her former comrades, she might very well have ended up back in the UK. Equally likely – perhaps more so – was that revolutionary justice had already taken its course and she was buried in an unmarked grave somewhere in the desert, never to be found.  
 
           Clearly, there was no need to go through all that with the old man; it would only serve to drive the poor soul mad. ‘I’ll do what I can,’ Hunter said soothingly. ‘There are no guarantees, of course, but you should know that by now. I failed to find Sandra once before. There’s every chance that I’ll fail again.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘What time is it?’ 
 
           ‘Late. Go back to sleep.’ Stumbling in the dark, Richard Neary stubbed his toe against the frame of the bed and cursed. 
 
           ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
           ‘Fine.’ He slipped under the duvet and gave his wife a kiss on the crown of her head. 
 
           ‘Mm. You smell nice.’  
 
           ‘I had a quick shower. There won’t be time in the morning.’ Delivering the pre-packaged lie, Neary manoeuvred himself onto his back. His body ached with tiredness but he would have to be up again in a couple of hours. Sleep wouldn’t come easily. 
 
           Staring at the ceiling he waited for his brain to power down. How had he managed to get himself into this mess? He had left a perfectly decent – if rather boring – job at one of the Big Four accountancy firms to join HDP. He had been looking for a little more excitement; well, he had got it, and a little more besides. 
 
           Be careful what you wish for. 
 
           Jen draped an arm across his stomach. ‘How was the bitch?’  
 
           Which one? ‘Hadley was off her face again. Miriam was furious. She thinks she’s having an affair with their chauffeur.’ 
 
           ‘And is she?’ 
 
           ‘How should I know?’ Neary was irritated with himself for the disclosure. Nothing could waken his wife like gossip. 
 
           ‘I wouldn’t have thought Miriam would care one way or another. It’s not like she’s faithful herself.’ 
 
           ‘What do you mean?’ Neary felt his carefully-washed balls shrivel inside his pyjamas. 
 
           ‘Well, you’re always telling me about the woman’s conquests.’ Reasonably awake now, Jen pushed down the duvet and placed her head on his chest, keen to extract as much information from her husband as possible before he disappeared again. ‘What about that guy she picked up at the polo?’ 
 
           ‘I think he was a barman,’ Neary giggled, relaxing slightly. 
 
           ‘And the MP.’ 
 
           ‘I’d forgotten about her. I think it was a once-only thing. But you’re right, she gets around. Remarkable stamina.’ 
 
           ‘Mm.’ Jen let her hand drift between his legs. ‘How can you work for someone like that?’  
 
           ‘It pays the bills.’ Neary stifled a groan as he felt a nail trace the length of his penis. 
 
           ‘But they’re so…dirty,’ she drawled. Wrapping her hand around his member, she began massaging it gently.  
 
           Oh God, she wants to give me a going away present. Neary tried to conjure up some mental porn that would help him get hard. All he could come up with, however, was an image of Miriam Herzog’s leering face as she bounced up and down on his lap.  
 
           Clearly unimpressed by his lack of response, Jen began pumping harder.  
 
           ‘Sorry, sweetie, I’m not in the mood.’ 
 
           ‘But we haven’t done it in over a month,’ she muttered, irritation in her voice. ‘We do it so infrequently, I reckon we’re technically celibate.’ 
 
           How can you be ‘technically’ celibate? Neary felt his penis shrivel further in his wife’s hand. ‘I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration,’ he said stiffly. 
 
           Jen gave him one last hopeless tug before letting go. ‘Amy was telling me about a survey—’ 
 
           ‘All that stuff is nonsense,’ Neary snapped, irritated that their sex life was being discussed with his wife’s friend. ‘You can’t generalise. Anyway, when was the last time Amy shagged Harry?’ 
 
           ‘Barry,’ his wife corrected him. ‘They still do it three times a week, apparently.’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, right.’  
 
           ‘They like to go out to dinner and have sex in the disabled toilets after dessert. Keeps it fresh, apparently.’ 
 
           ‘Urgh. Gross. You wouldn’t catch me having sex in a restaurant.’ 
 
           ‘At least they’re trying.’  
 
           She reached for him again but he pushed her away. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just tired. You know what it’s like. And then there’s the various problems at work.’ 
 
           Jen took the rebuff with good grace. ‘Did you ask Miriam about the books?’ 
 
           Out of the frying pan… 
 
           Neary mimed a yawn. ‘It didn’t come up.’ 
 
           ‘Didn’t come up? I thought you said it was urgent.’ 
 
           ‘You have to pick your moment with Miriam,’ Neary sighed. ‘I’m going to try and sort things out when I’m away.’ 
 
           ‘If that’s what you think’s best.’ Turning away from him, she pulled the duvet up around her shoulders. ‘Just make sure you give the kids a kiss before you leave.’ 
 
      
 
           Easy meat. Looking up from his comic book, Kendrick Saunders watched the four businessmen stumble along the corridor towards him. American and drunk; it was a perfect combination. The Racetrack’s chief bouncer – aka head of people relations – licked his lips. A few expense accounts were going to be cleaned out before closing time. It had been a boring night and Kendrick half hoped that things might kick off. If they did, he could handle these four with one hand behind his back. Probably with both hands behind his back.  
 
           Time for some fun at last. 
 
           Conscious of his own smell – a mixture of stale booze and dried sweat – Anton Mescalero placed the palm of his hand flat against the wall in an attempt to stand up straight. Maybe I should have laid off the mojitos at that last place. At least he wasn’t about to throw up. As his gaze shifted from the rococo wallpaper to the massive bouncer in front of them, Anton turned to his companions. ‘What kind of fucking place is this?’ 
 
           ‘It got a good write-up online,’ Dennis Wincko observed, sounding remarkably sober by comparison. 
 
           ‘So did that damn restaurant.’ Bob Ross shook his head. London was turning into a major, Grade A1, disappointment for the boy from Indiana. The place was cold and dirty and there was the smell of urine everywhere. Worst of all were the people – unfriendly didn’t begin to cover it. 
 
           ‘That was business,’ Zachary Keeble pointed out. ‘This is more for fun.’ 
 
           ‘Just as well,’ Mescalero hiccupped. ‘I’m, like, totally blasted, man.’ 
 
           ‘Wasn’t that bar we were just in supposed to be for “fun”, too?’ Ross grumbled. ‘It was full of perverts.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ Keeble chuckled, ‘you won’t get propositioned in here, at least not by a guy.’ 
 
           ‘I’m married, for God’s sake,’ Ross wailed. 
 
           ‘I don’t think that gentleman wanted to marry you,’ Wincko giggled. 
 
           Walking down the corridor, one of the club’s regulars, the stepson of a Chinese billionaire, swerved past the drunks. He had one of the in-house escorts in tow. Standing aside, Kendrick pushed open the door to let him inside.  
 
           As she sashayed past, the girl gave him a bright smile. ‘Hiya, Kendrick,’ she shouted over the blast of techno coming from inside. 
 
           ‘How’s it going Zarine? Will I see you later?’ 
 
           ‘You never know, big boy,’ she teased, before disappearing inside the darkened room.  
 
           ‘Cool.’ Letting the door fall shut, Kendrick shoved his comic into the back pocket of his trousers before turning his attention to the interlopers. ‘Gentlemen, what can I do for you?’ 
 
           ‘We were looking for the VIP room,’ said Ross and Wincko in unison. 
 
           ‘Downstairs.’ Kendrick pointed towards the stairs at the far end of the corridor. ‘This is the Ultra-VIP room.’ 
 
           ‘That sounds even better,’ Mescalero cheered, promptly falling over. 
 
           Politeness personified, Kendrick Saunders smiled broadly as he watched the others try and pick up their fallen colleague. ‘And do you have Ultra-VIP passes?’ 
 
           ‘I’ve been here before. And I know the owner.’ Stepping in front of his colleagues, Keeble handed over a fifty-pound note along with a business card. ‘Is Sammy in?’ 
 
           Kendrick slipped the note into his pocket. The business card disappeared inside a meaty paw. ‘Wait here. Let me see if Mr Baldwin-Lee is available.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You know that it’s been bought by the Japanese?’ 
 
           ‘What?’ Chase Race looked up from the game he was playing on his mobile phone. 
 
           Sammy Baldwin-Lee shook his copy of the FT. ‘The Japs own it now. I have to say, I’m cool with that. It’s much better than the Germans getting their hands on it, if you ask me.’ 
 
           Not having the first clue what his employee was talking about, Race grunted and went back to his game. 
 
           ‘You should take an interest in this kind of thing,’ Sammy opined, ‘a man with your assets needs to keep up to date with stuff.’ 
 
           ‘I have people to do that for me,’ Chase observed. A former rapper, considered by some the Ice Cube of Crouch End, he had reinvented himself as a serial entrepreneur after drunkenly investing £100k in a friend’s internet security business. Sixteen months later, Chase found himself the owner of fifteen point two per cent of a NASDAQ-listed company with a market value of $7.65bn. A series of other business ventures led him to the heady heights of 346 on the Annual UK Rich List and into the grateful arms of Sammy. The latter’s seemingly inevitable bankruptcy was avoided when his old drinking buddy cashed in a small stake in a private space exploration company just before it crashed and burned, literally and metaphorically, and poured the cash into the Racetrack. The upshot was that Chase now owned the club in its entirety, taking on the role of chairman while Sammy remained CEO. 
 
           ‘I look after all of my own stuff,’ Sammy reflected, ‘I like to be in charge.’ 
 
           ‘Anyone can be in charge of nuthin’,’ Chase guffawed. 
 
           ‘My portfolio is modest,’ Sammy admitted, ‘all the more reason why I like to keep an eye on it.’ 
 
           ‘You do that. Me? I like people to deal with all that boring shit, so that I don’t have to.’ Chase cursed as an alien disembowelled his avatar and flipped him the finger. Looking up from the screen, he gave Sammy the evil eye. ‘Anyway, who reads a newspaper these days? I mean, like an actual paper newspaper.’ 
 
           ‘What can I say,’ Sammy grinned, ‘I’m old school.’ 
 
           ‘Old fart, more like,’ Chase mumbled, loud enough for his chief executive to hear. 
 
           Sammy retreated behind the Companies & Markets section. ‘Anyway, how do you like being chairman?’ 
 
           ‘S’okay, I suppose.’ Chase fired up a new game. In this one he had to get his chicken to cross a succession of roads without getting squashed by a succession of vehicles. It was harder than it looked. ‘At least I don’t have to pay for your ridiculously-overpriced drinks.’ 
 
           ‘Ha! Don’t you miss music?’ 
 
           Chase made a face. ‘That’s done, man. I’ve moved on.’ 
 
           Just as well, when you only sold thirteen tickets for your last gig. And six of those were bought by your mum. Sammy’s thoughts were interrupted by a rap on the door. 
 
           ‘Come in, Kendrick.’ 
 
           The door opened and the monster bouncer waddled in. ‘How did you know it was me?’ He nodded at Chase who ignored him. 
 
           ‘If it was anyone else, you would be getting your P45,’ Sammy observed, without malice. ‘It’s your job to keep people away from the inner sanctum.’ 
 
           Kendrick looked round at the dingy, windowless office, as if seeing it for the first time. ‘Yeah, right.’ He stepped up to the desk and handed Sammy the business card. ‘Four Americans guys just arrived, wanting to get into the Ultra-VIP suite. This one says he knows you.’ 
 
           Sammy looked at the card and sighed. ‘How busy is it tonight?’ 
 
           ‘There’s a few folk in there. But there’s nothin’ much going on. The Americans are drunk but still capable of behaving themselves.’ 
 
           ‘We don’t want a repeat of last week.’  
 
           ‘No, sir.’ Kendrick stood to attention and, for a moment, Sammy thought he was going to salute. ‘I won’t let anything like that happen.’ 
 
           You did last time. A mass punch-up, twenty-two arrests and £17,000-worth of damage. The insurance company had told Sammy to expect a sharp rise in his premiums when they were due next month. He hadn’t mentioned it to his chairman; it seemed like exactly the kind of detail that Chase didn’t want to be bothered with. 
 
           ‘Okay.’ He tossed the card onto his desk and sat back in his chair. ‘Let them in but keep a close eye on them.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, boss.’ 
 
           ‘And make sure they all put a credit card behind the bar.’ 
 
           Kendrick nodded and turned for the door. 
 
           ‘And send Mr Keeble up here.’ Sammy smiled at Chase. ‘You’ll like this guy, Zachary Keeble. He’s quite something.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘You wanna drink?’ 
 
           ‘I’m good.’ Holding up a hand, Keeble slipped into the chair in front of Sammy’s desk. ‘Maybe some coffee would be nice.’ 
 
           ‘Hard night, huh?’ Grinning, Sammy picked up the phone on his desk and spoke to someone in the kitchen. ‘Anything to eat?’ 
 
           Keeble shook his head. 
 
           ‘Okay.’ Sammy dropped the receiver back into the cradle. ‘Will be a couple of minutes.’ He looked the American up and down. The guy was a lightweight. But a lightweight who had Sammy’s balls firmly in his grasp. ‘A bit early to be wasted, isn’t it? The night is still young.’ 
 
           ‘I’m not wasted. I was just taking the boys on a bit of a team bonding exercise.’ 
 
           ‘You should have called in advance. It doesn’t look good, people just turning up and being let into the Ultra-VIP suite like that. The worse for wear, too.’ 
 
           ‘It was a last-minute type thing.’ Keeble glanced at Chase. Playing on his phone, the guy had shown no interest at all in Keeble’s arrival. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry about him,’ Sammy advised. ‘He doesn’t deal with the small stuff, do you Mr Chairman?’ 
 
           Chase got to his feet. ‘I might go and see what’s happening out there. Is Zarine in tonight?’ 
 
           ‘I think so.’ Sammy didn’t have a clue; the staff rota was way below his pay grade. ‘Maybe.’ 
 
           Smiling, Chase headed out of the door, passing a girl carrying a tray with a pot of coffee and two cups. Placing the tray on the table, she gave Sammy a smile before taking her leave. 
 
           Getting out of his seat, Keeble poured himself some coffee and took a cautious sip. ‘Not bad.’ 
 
           ‘We import it from Ethiopia. I have my own supplier.’ 
 
           ‘I know.’ Lowering himself back into his chair, Keeble took another mouthful. ‘Haider Atlas. He was the reason we first hooked up.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, of course.’ Sammy didn’t like to be reminded of his poor choice of business partners. For years, Atlas had been smuggling heroin and other illegal drugs in his coffee. When his US distributor had been arrested, he had given the authorities every name he had ever heard of, including that of Sammy Baldwin-Lee. Agent Keeble had turned up at the Racetrack with an extradition request in the one hand and a deal in the other. As long as Sammy provided regular reports on what his international clientele got up to when they passed through London, the US wouldn’t try to put him behind bars. 
 
           All in all, it hadn’t been a difficult decision to make. Initially, he had found it hard to come up with enough material to keep Keeble happy. However, a three-month creative writing course via the Open University had solved that problem. 
 
           ‘He’s been back in town.’ 
 
           ‘Haider?’ Cursing the Yemeni crook, he helped himself to some coffee. ‘I haven’t seen him.’ 
 
           ‘The word is that he’s putting his affairs in order. Getting ready to go into semi-retirement in the South of France.’ 
 
           ‘He hasn’t been here in a while,’ Sammy observed. ‘He had an operation on his prostate – his ability to party was somewhat compromised.’  
 
           ‘He’s still a major target.’ 
 
           ‘Why don’t you just take him down?’ Sammy was genuinely bemused by the Americans – there were times when they seemed happy to watch criminals go about their business forever without doing anything about it. ‘You must have boatloads of evidence against him by now.’ 
 
           Keeble made a face. ‘It’s not that simple.’ 
 
           It never is. ‘Is Haider the reason you’re here?’ 
 
           ‘It’s one of the reasons I’m in London.’ 
 
           ‘Well, I just buy coffee from him. That’s all I’ve ever done. What more can you expect from me?’ 
 
           ‘Dude, relax. Like I said, this is just a social call.’ 
 
           ‘Hm. Your guys can relax in the Ultra-VIP suite, but they’ll have to pay the tab.’ 
 
           ‘Did I ask for a free pass?’ Keeble asked, irritated. 
 
           ‘I don’t actually own the place anymore.’  
 
           ‘You finally managed to find someone to take this dump off your hands? Congratulations.’ 
 
           Sammy gestured towards the door. ‘The guy who was just here. Chase Race, he owns it now. I just run it for him.’ 
 
           ‘He looks the part.’ 
 
           ‘You’d be surprised,’ Sammy ventured, keen to move the conversation away from himself, ‘he’s one of the most successful businessmen in Britain.’ 
 
           ‘That’s not saying much,’ said Keeble dismissively.  
 
           ‘He could buy and sell you and me a thousand times over.’ 
 
           Keeble’s eyes narrowed. ‘And what’s his weakness?’ 
 
           ‘Domestic violence. He’s calmed down a bit but you wouldn’t want to be his girlfriend.’ 
 
           ‘Not my area.’ 
 
           ‘Anyway, he’s the boss, now.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t care about that. Just make sure you stay put.’ Keeble finished his coffee and placed the cup back on the tray. ‘You are my eyes and ears around here. By the way, didn’t I see Ren Jiong out there?’ 
 
           ‘It’s possible. He’s been back in London for about a month now.’ 
 
           ‘Amazing.’ Keeble shook his head. ‘The boy’s certainly a survivor. His father gets kicked off the politburo for graft and is shot on live TV. His mother is made to pay for the execution with her credit card. A year on, she has remarried a Shenzhen billionaire – as you do – and junior is free to resume his life as an international playboy.’ 
 
           ‘Some people are just lucky,’ Sammy shrugged.  
 
           ‘Keep a close eye on that boy. Intel on what the Chinese elite get up to internationally is still at a premium. We need something we can use against him, or his mother.’ 
 
           ‘I’m working on it,’ Sammy lied. 
 
           ‘You keep providing the reports and I might be able to keep you out of jail indefinitely. Otherwise that international arrest warrant with your name on it can be activated at any time.’ Keeble tapped the breast pocket of his jacket. ‘And I know you wouldn’t like to swap your current surroundings for Terre Haute.’ 
 
           Sammy swallowed. He had Googled the Indiana Federal prison – it hadn’t made for pleasant reading. ‘No.’  
 
           ‘I hear Alan is finding it a bit of a struggle.’ 
 
           ‘I can imagine.’ Alan Strange, Haider Atlas’s US distributor, was currently in the second year of a 136-year sentence. He had already tried to kill himself twice.  
 
           ‘The next time he tries to throw himself in front of a truck,’ Keeble mused, ‘he should probably wait until it’s going more than six miles an hour.’ He shook his head. ‘Probably just a cry for help.’ 
 
           A cry that isn’t going to get answered, Sammy mused. 
 
           ‘Anyway, enough of old acquaintances, have you ever heard of a woman called Miriam Herzog?’ 
 
           Miriam Herzog? Sammy was relieved to find that he couldn’t place the name. He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’  
 
           ‘She’s another associate of Haider Atlas, one of the people he came to London to see this time around.’ 
 
           ‘The name doesn’t ring a bell. I can ask around though.’ 
 
           ‘That would be good. You do that.’ Keeble got up to leave just as Kendrick burst through the door. 
 
           ‘You need to get out there, boss,’ the bouncer wheezed. ‘It’s all kicking off.’ 
 
      
 
           “Accidents Will Happen” started playing in his dreams.  
 
           Not in his dreams.  
 
           On his bedside table.  
 
           ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’ Why the hell hadn’t he turned his phone off before going to bed? Forcing his eyes open, Hunter squinted at the at the luminous green LCD figures on his alarm.  
 
           Fuck off o’clock.  
 
           Fumbling with the handset, he stabbed at the screen with his index finger, eventually shutting Elvis up. 
 
           ‘Yes?’ 
 
           ‘Sorry it’s so late, Daniel.’ 
 
           Still groggy with sleep, it took Hunter a moment to recognise the cop’s voice.  
 
           ‘Carlyle. Long-time no speak.’ 
 
           John Carlyle was an ancient plod, a long-time pal of Dominic Silver. During his time in London, Hunter had come across him a few times. In his experience, Carlyle was one of the good guys; no-nonsense and bullshit free. Not the kind of guy to call you in the middle of the night without a good reason.  
 
           A damn good reason. 
 
           A jolt of adrenaline got Hunter to his feet. ‘What’s wrong? It’s not Dom, is it?’ 
 
            ‘Eh? No.’ The music in the background made it sound like the guy was in a bar. ‘Dom’s fine. As far as I know. Why? Hasn’t he been at the gallery for a while?’ 
 
           ‘No, no. He’s on holiday at the moment. I just thought—’ 
 
           Never one to waste time on chit chat, Carlyle brusquely cut him off. ‘I’m ringing about a guy called Keeble.’ 
 
           ‘Zach Keeble?’ 
 
           ‘Zachary.’ 
 
           ‘Right.’ Hunter resisted the temptation to jump straight back into bed. ‘He’s in London? The CIA guy?’ 
 
           ‘He didn’t mention the CIA,’ Carlyle chuckled, ‘but that doesn’t surprise me. He told me he was a US government contractor.’ 
 
           ‘At least he didn’t try and kill you with his bare hands,’ Hunter yawned. ‘Don’t let him know that I shopped him.’  
 
           ‘Don’t worry.’ 
 
           ‘What’s he done? And, more to the point, how did my name get dragged into it?’ 
 
           ‘Nothing too exciting. Just a bit of a fracas. But he’s trying to use you as his Get Out of Jail Free card.’ 
 
           ‘Fuck.’  
 
           ‘There’s no obligation to oblige,’ Carlyle chuckled. ‘I can put him and his pals in the cells – let the morning shift sort it out.’ 
 
           ‘No, no,’ Hunter yawned. ‘I’ll be right there. Thanks for giving me the call.’ Getting to his feet, he headed towards the bathroom. ‘Where are you?’ 
 
           ‘The Racetrack. Know it?’ 
 
           ‘That dump,’ Hunter snorted. ‘The guy who runs it…’ 
 
           ‘Sammy,’ Carlyle reminded him. 
 
           ‘Yeah. What a sleazebag. He wanted Dom to invest in the place a while back. The boss took one look at the books and just laughed. You couldn’t print money fast enough to cover the losses. I’m amazed it’s still going.’ 
 
           ‘Under new ownership these days,’ Carlyle observed. ‘They’re still waiting for the decorators to come round, though.’ 
 
      
 
           The chaos of the Racetrack’s Ultra-VIP suite told its own story. Stepping inside the room, Hunter didn’t feel the need to ask precisely what had happened.  
 
           ‘Hell of a party.’ 
 
           Standing in the middle of the room, arms folded, the policeman just smiled.  
 
           ‘Just another fun night with beautiful people, huh?’ 
 
           ‘The Racetrack has always been strictly C-list. That has always been one of their problems.’ 
 
           ‘How’re you doing, Inspector?’ 
 
           ‘Good.’ Under the circumstances, Carlyle looked very chipper. ‘I used to hate night shifts. As I’ve got older, I’ve found them a bit easier. They’re quieter for a start.’ Looking at the scene in front of them, he decided to qualify that assertion. ‘Most of the time, anyway.’ He nudged an empty champagne bottle lying on the carpet with the toe of his shoe. ‘They really should have wooden floors in here. It would make cleaning so much easier.’ He looked up at Hunter and smiled. ‘So Dom’s on holiday, huh? Does that mean you’re in charge at the gallery for the moment?’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, kind of,’ Hunter grinned. ‘Maybe I could interest you in a nice piece for your living room?’ 
 
           Carlyle, who would struggle to come up with the price of a catalogue, politely ignored the offer. ‘I’m glad things have worked out.’ 
 
           ‘Me too,’ Hunter agreed. ‘Dom’s a good guy.’ 
 
           ‘He’s lucky to have you.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, well.’ Realising that this small talk wasn’t going to help him get back to bed, Hunter gestured around the room. ‘Where is everyone?’ 
 
           ‘They’re been interviewed by uniforms downstairs; apart from your guy, Keeble. We stuck him in Sammy’s office.’ 
 
           Harking back to their earlier phone conversation, Hunter frowned. ‘I thought you said he was gone?’ 
 
           ‘He doesn’t own the place anymore,’ Carlyle explained, ‘but he still runs it; tries to anyway. God knows how he’s been able to keep his licence. This is hardly the first time we’ve had this kind of palaver. The stupid sod should have torched it for the insurance years ago. Anyway, how do you know this guy Keeble?’ 
 
           ‘He’s a sometime client with my private eye hat on.’ 
 
           ‘You work for the spooks?’ 
 
           ‘I suppose. It kind of happened by accident.’ 
 
           ‘It always does,’ Carlyle observed drily. 
 
           ‘Remember Damien Wilson?’  
 
           ‘The name sounds vaguely familiar,’ Carlyle thought about it for a moment, then shook his head as his mind came up blank. ‘But not that familiar.’ 
 
           ‘He was the kid who ran off to join the jihad then recanted and won a place at Oxford.’ 
 
           ‘Where he was blown to bits by an ex-comrade.’ Carlyle recalled the tale now. It had been all over the media for a couple of days, until the next terrorist nut-job had come along. ‘Quite a rollercoaster.’ 
 
           ‘I was hired by Damien’s father to try and find him.’ 
 
           ‘You got the kid of out of Syria?’ Carlyle let out a low whistle. ‘Impressive.’ 
 
           ‘It’s a long story, but that’s when I first met Keeble. He was working in Turkey. I’ve done a couple of bits of work for him since. Nothing particularly exciting, just a couple of surveillance jobs. One of them was watching an actress who was over here promoting her latest movie. She was fucking some politician who was worried that she was cheating on him with her co-star.’ 
 
           Carlyle raised an eyebrow. ‘And was she?’ 
 
           ‘No,’ Hunter chuckled, ‘she wasn’t shacked up with the co-star but she was cheating on him with one of the producers.’ 
 
           ‘Ah, well.’ 
 
           ‘So, I gave her a clean bill of health and everyone was happy.’ 
 
           ‘Smart move.’ Carlyle brought things back to the matter in hand. ‘Your Mr Keeble tried to claim diplomatic immunity.’ 
 
           ‘Sounds about right.’ 
 
           ‘We laughed at him but when I checked his phone he only had four numbers, one of which was yours. I can easily let all this slide if it helps your client. The quid pro quo is that he doesn’t cause me any more aggravation. I don’t care what he gets up to, as long as he doesn’t do it on my patch. Deal?’ 
 
           ‘Deal.’ Hunter followed after him. 
 
           ‘Okay. Let’s go and see him, then.’ 
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    Sitting behind the CEO’s desk, Zachary Keeble had made himself at home. When Hunter walked through the door, the American had his feet on the table and a glass of the Racetrack’s finest single malt in his hand. His glazed expression suggested a level of weariness, rather than intoxication. 
 
           ‘Well, well,’ he smiled, ‘the cavalry has arrived.’ 
 
           ‘How’s it going, Zach? Making a night of it?’ 
 
           ‘Nice to see you, Danny boy.’ Keeble waved the glass in the air. ‘Can I offer you a drink?’  
 
           ‘Thanks, but no.’ Hunter held up a hand to decline. ‘I think it’s a bit late for me, or maybe a bit early.’  
 
           ‘Sorry if I ripped you from your bed.’ Keeble glanced at Carlyle. ‘The cops recognised your name in my phone and insisted on making the call. I could have sorted it out myself, but your pal here wouldn’t accept my bona fides.’ 
 
           ‘He can be a bit like that,’ Hunter chuckled ruefully, ‘but it doesn’t matter. I was happy to come down.’ 
 
           ‘You must be quite the guy around here.’ 
 
           ‘Hardly. Inspector Carlyle and I happen to know each other from quite a way back, which is lucky for you.’ 
 
           Taking a mouthful of Scotch, Keeble didn’t give the impression that he was the kind of man who believed too much in luck. 
 
           ‘It’s a hell of a mess upstairs,’ Hunter pointed out. ‘Looks like your boys started a riot.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t there, so I’m not in a position to comment.’ Keeble ran a hand over his bald head. ‘If my boys were responsible, they’ll meet all the attendant costs of making good, but I’m not going to cop for something that happened upstairs while I was in here, talking to Sammy.’ 
 
           ‘You know Sammy?’ 
 
           ‘You’re not my only date in this town, sweetheart. I know lots of people – that’s my job. I manage relationships, amongst other things.’ Keeble took another mouthful of Scotch. ‘But tonight was just a social call. I was on the town with some colleagues and we dropped in. I was catching up with Sammy. There was another guy who was here too.’ He pointed at the sofa pushed up against the far wall. ‘He left and then all hell broke loose.’ 
 
           ‘Chase Race,’ Carlyle explained. ‘He’s the owner of this place. Spent so much time in the VIP room he decided to buy it. Chase is a bit of a character. He’s cleaned up his act recently but is well-known to us. He used to be a regular troublemaker.’ 
 
           ‘See? I told ya.’ Keeble finished his drink and smacked the glass on the table. ‘I’ll bet he was the one who started it all off.’ 
 
           ‘For once,’ Carlyle countered, ‘it seems like Mr Race was the innocent party. He tried to break up a dispute between one of your colleagues, a Mr…’ pulling a notebook from his pocket, he flipped through the pages until he came up with a name, ‘Mescalero and another guest, a Chinese gentleman.’ 
 
           ‘Anton was a little wasted,’ Keeble admitted. 
 
           ‘Apparently they were arguing over a girl.’ 
 
           ‘These things happen,’ Keeble observed as he helped himself to another slug of Sammy’s booze. 
 
           ‘Whatever happened, we can sort it out.’ Dropping into the chair in front of the desk, Hunter had to resist the temptation to close his eyes. ‘No one has been charged.’ 
 
           ‘So far.’ Sensing that they were getting down to business, Keeble finished his drink. Lifting his feet from the desk, he sat up straight, clasping his hands together on the table. 
 
           Hunter looked at Carlyle. ‘There’s no need for anything to become official.’ 
 
           ‘We can deal with everything here,’ the inspector nodded, ‘without anyone visiting the station. Apart from anything else, I could do without the paperwork.’ 
 
           ‘Spoken like a true bureaucrat,’ Keeble grinned. 
 
           Carlyle glared at him. ‘Spoken like a true cop.’  
 
           ‘Yeah, right.’ Keeble held up a hand by way of apology. ‘Mea culpa.’ 
 
           ‘The important thing is that something like this doesn’t happen again. I can square it with Sammy but we can’t have your guys running amok.’ 
 
           ‘I will keep them on a short leash from now on,’ Keeble promised. 
 
           ‘Next time – if there is a next time – there will be arrests.’ 
 
           ‘Understood.’ Jumping from the chair, Keeble danced around the desk and shook Carlyle by the hand. ‘Thank you for your help, Sergeant. You’re a credit to your uniform.’ 
 
           ‘Inspector,’ Hunter corrected him. 
 
           ‘Yeah, well, he’s a credit to that uniform too.’ Keeble pulled a pair of outsized aviator sunglasses from the breast pocket of his jacket and placed them carefully on his nose. 
 
           Hunter looked at Carlyle who simply raised his eyes to the ceiling. 
 
           ‘Are we okay to get out of here?’ 
 
           ‘Sure.’ Carlyle gestured towards the floor. ‘We’ll sort out the rest of them.’ He turned to face Keeble. ‘You might want to speak to Sammy later. Give him a bit of an apology.’ 
 
           ‘Sure. I’ll reach out to him. Good idea.’ Patting Hunter on the back, Keeble ushered him towards the door. ‘Hungry?’ 
 
           Hunter thought about it for a moment. ‘Not really.’ 
 
           ‘After all this excitement I’m starving. I know it’s early, but there’s a great place near here we can get some breakfast.’ 
 
      
 
           According to the sign by the door, Atherton’s was more than an hour away from opening. However, after greeting Keeble like an old friend, the maître d’ of Piccadilly’s self-styled ‘grand European café’ smuggled them inside and promptly scuttled off to find some coffee.  
 
           Installed at the back of the massive dining room, Hunter watched as a sleepy-looking waitress set out the neighbouring tables. Looking up, she caught him staring at her and scowled. 
 
           Good to know that some people are still upholding good old-fashioned British standards of customer service, Hunter reflected, staring the woman down. He felt profoundly weary but, with a bit of luck, he could be back in bed within an hour, two at the most. A couple of hours’ kip and then he would take Otto to the park, as long as the rain stayed away. One thing was for sure, the gallery would not be opening today. 
 
           Yawning, Keeble scratched at the stubble on his chin before stretching out on the banquette. ‘Thanks for bailing me out.’ 
 
           ‘I hardly bailed you out.’  
 
           ‘It was a false alarm,’ Keeble agreed, ‘but you weren’t to know that.’ 
 
           ‘Carlyle’s a decent guy. He would have sorted it out sensibly.’ 
 
           ‘Maybe.’ 
 
           ‘Maybe your guys should have been more careful.’ 
 
           ‘They were letting off steam.’ 
 
           ‘Are they CIA too? I thought you guys were on your best behaviour at all times.’ 
 
           ‘Colleagues,’ was as much elaboration as Keeble would offer. ‘Everyone needs a little R&R. Anyway, it’s always useful to see how people react when you give them the chance to let off some steam.’ 
 
           ‘You wouldn’t want people who behave like that watching your back,’ was Hunter’s verdict. 
 
           ‘Exactly, Danny boy. You hit the nail right on the damn head first time. Not enough professionalism.’ Keeble clapped his hands in glee as the maître d’ approached the table with a silver jug in each hand. ‘It’s back to the typing pool for that lot.’ 
 
            ‘Coffee and milk.’ The maître d’ placed each pot carefully on the table. 
 
           ‘Fantastic,’ Keeble smiled. ‘Thanks, Michael.’  
 
           Hunter immediately poured himself a black coffee. Not bothering with the milk, he lifted the cup to his nose and sniffed appreciatively. 
 
           ‘Aah.’ 
 
           ‘It’s our special Ethiopian blend,’ the maître d’ beamed. 
 
           Hunter took a mouthful. ‘Nice.’ 
 
           ‘Michael,’ Keeble drawled, ‘I’ll have some pancakes, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, indeed.’ 
 
           Seeing the man dancing on a string, Hunter idly wondered in what way he was beholden to the CIA man. Feeling hungry enough to order some scrambled eggs and toast, he waited for Michael to retreat to the kitchen before resuming their conversation. 
 
           ‘So, you’ve got problems finding good people?’ 
 
           ‘Always. You know what it’s like – the pool of talent is never as big as it needs to be.’ Keeble’s face broke into a broad grin. ‘There just aren’t enough Danny Hunters in this world.’ 
 
           Hunter accepted the compliment without comment. Working in the private sector, he realised the truth of what Keeble was saying. The quality of contractors was extremely variable.  
 
           ‘You know, you could come and work for me full-time. I could get you a green card, a passport. US citizenship.’ 
 
           ‘Thanks for the offer but I like being freelance. And I’m quite happy with my existing passports.’ 
 
           Keeble raised an eyebrow. ‘Plural?’ 
 
           ‘Plural,’ Hunter confirmed. ‘English and French. When I was in the Legion, they gave me a French passport. I didn’t ask for it. They just gave it to me one day when we were heading off to somewhere in the Gulf. The way I see it, if I’m ever hijacked, I can eat the English one, show the terrorists the French one and I’ll be fine.’ 
 
           ‘Cheese-eating surrender monkeys,’ Keeble grunted. 
 
           ‘An unfair stereotype in my experience.’ 
 
           ‘Well, however many passports you have already, the offer’s open. I always have a need for good people. Apart from anything else, losing Sal was a big blow.’  
 
           ‘Yeah.’ An image flashed through Hunter’s brain of Salvatore A. Osman – Sal – standing in the desert, a big smile on his face as he cracked some dirty joke. Cut to Sal sprawled out on a dusty side street in Raqqa, his brains leaking into a pothole. 
 
           ‘I miss the big lug.’ 
 
           ‘Me too.’ Hunter felt a restlessness stir inside him. ‘You hiring freelances at the moment?’ 
 
           ‘I’m hiring,’ Keeble nodded. ‘If you won’t join the staff, would you be interested in a short-term contract?’ 
 
           ‘Depends on the gig.’ 
 
           ‘Food first. We can talk business afterward.’ Keeble poured some coffee into a cup and added a splash of milk. ‘If I’d known you were around, I would have come looking for you already. To be honest, I’m somewhat surprised you’re still in London.’ Lifting the cup to his lips, he took a dainty sip. ‘And I’m even more surprised you’re still working for a living. You’re one strange guy.’ 
 
           Hunter shrugged. When Sal didn’t make it back from Syria, Hunter had been the sole beneficiary of his life insurance policy. 
 
           ‘I would have retired on that dough. How much was it, three mil?’ 
 
           ‘Just shy of two and a half.’ 
 
           Keeble let out a low whistle. ‘Wow. Looks like you’re paying for breakfast.’ 
 
           ‘I gave it to charity.’ 
 
           ‘Charity?’ Keeble almost dropped his cup onto the linen tablecloth. 
 
           ‘Easy come, easy go.’ 
 
           ‘It’s a point of view. A lunatic point of view, but a point of view nonetheless.’ 
 
           ‘Sal’s money went to a charity that helps deprived inner city kids. It’s what he would have wanted.’ 
 
           ‘Sal being such a bleeding-heart liberal,’ Keeble rolled his eyes, ‘and so paternal, too.’  
 
           ‘It went to a good cause,’ Hunter insisted. ‘Anyway, if I’d used Sal’s money to bugger off and sit on a beach somewhere, I wouldn’t have been around to bail you out.’ 
 
           ‘A minute ago, you said it wasn’t such a big deal.’ 
 
           The kitchen doors sprang open and a waiter headed towards them carrying a tray of food. Hunter waited until he had placed a stack of pancakes six inches high in front of Keeble before observing ‘I don’t think the breakfast in Charing Cross nick would have been as good as this.’ 
 
           The waiter, a young boy who looked like a male model, raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 
 
           ‘Whatever.’ Grinning, Keeble liberally soaked his pancakes in maple syrup and began attacking his food with a knife and fork.  
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    Keeble assaulted his food in a relentless, mechanical fashion. Toying with own fare, Hunter watched the sustained burst of speed-eating with some admiration. For a relatively small guy, the American certainly knew how to put his food away.  
 
           Swallowing the last mouthful of the last pancake, Keeble pushed away his empty plate and gulped down a mouthful of coffee. Slumping back in his chair, he wiped his mouth with a napkin before letting out a satisfied sigh. ‘I guess I was hungrier than I thought.’ 
 
           ‘A run-in with the forces of law and order can have that effect on a man,’ Hunter mused. ‘Freedom makes everything taste good.’ 
 
           ‘You can say that again.’ Keeble gestured at the half-eaten eggs on Hunter’s plate. ‘What about yours?’ he asked solicitously. ‘Not up to scratch?’ 
 
           ‘No, no, it was fine.’ 
 
           ‘I can have a word with Michael, get you something different. Anything you want.’ He patted the breast pocket of his jacket. ‘Uncle Sam is picking up the tab.’ 
 
           Hunter shook his head. ‘There’s nothing wrong with it. I’m just not so much in the mood. It’s still early.’ 
 
           ‘Fair enough.’ Keeble poured himself a fresh cup of coffee, his fifth by Hunter’s calculation. The guy must have a massive bladder. Even so, he would be buzzing for hours.  
 
           Table talk out of the way, it was time to get down to it. ‘So, what brings you to town?’ 
 
           ‘Unfinished business.’ Keeble took a slurp of the coffee and placed the cup carefully back on its saucer.  
 
           ‘Oh?’ 
 
           Lifting his chin, Keeble fixed Hunter with his government-issue stare. ‘Everybody’s favourite girl-terrorist Sandra Baig is back.’ 
 
           Sitting back in his chair, Hunter allowed himself a smug smile. ‘So I hear.’ 
 
           ‘You knew?’ Keeble’s face fell slightly as he failed to hide his disappointment. ‘How come?’ 
 
           ‘Her father came to see me at the gallery last night. He says he saw her in the East End yesterday. Or, rather, it would be the day before now.’ 
 
           ‘In London?’ 
 
           ‘Yeah. Brick Lane.’ Hunter gestured over his shoulder. ‘Near Liverpool Street. About twenty minutes from here, if you jump on the tube. He was sitting in a café and thinks she was watching him from the other side of the street. When he went out to have a look, she’d gone.’ 
 
           ‘And did he? See her, I mean? Was it Sandra, d’ya think?’ 
 
           ‘I guess he did,’ Hunter chuckled. ‘Frankly, I thought it was unlikely. He’s a sad old man; people believe what they want to believe. But now you turn up telling me Sandra Baig has come home. That’s got to be rather more than a coincidence. I think if you think she’s here and he thinks she’s here, I would be inclined to work on the assumption that she is here.’ 
 
           ‘And what did he want, the old man?’ 
 
           ‘What do you think? He wants me to find her. He wants his daughter back. No surprises there.’ 
 
           ‘You took him on as a client?’ Keeble scowled. ‘I thought you were going to work for me?’ 
 
           ‘Last night I didn’t know about your interest in this,’ Hunter pointed out. 
 
           ‘My interest? Sal Osman died remember?’ 
 
           ‘Sandra Baig had nothing to do with that,’ Hunter frowned. ‘Sal went to Raqqa to find that journalist; he wasn’t looking for Sandra and her friends – that was my job. We combined our efforts but we never found Sandra.’ 
 
           ‘Elliot Vonkel.’ Recalling the name of the TV reporter that Osman and Hunter had rescued from jihadi executioners, Keeble rolled his eyes. ‘We bust a gut to save the guy from getting his head chopped off and then the ungrateful bastard goes to work for the damn Russians.’ 
 
           ‘Not that his career on Russia Today lasted very long,’ Hunter observed archly. 
 
           ‘He certainly went out with a bang,’ Keeble guffawed. 
 
           ‘It was ironic that we saved him from decapitation, only for him to be blown to bits by a suicide bomber.’ 
 
           ‘Those are the breaks. When your number’s up, your number’s up.’ 
 
           ‘Well, it looks like Sandra Baig’s number isn’t up, not yet anyway. You want me to find her. So does her father. I don’t see why I can’t work for both of you. Anyway, the poor old guy doesn’t have any money. He’s basically a pro bono case; you can subsidise him a bit.’ 
 
           Clearly not impressed with this line of reasoning, Keeble stared into his cup. ‘I don’t like people with split loyalties,’ he growled. ‘If you track Sandra down, I want to be the first person to know. I don’t mind facilitating a father-daughter reunion further down the line, but that will be conditional on the young lady cooperating fully with the CIA.’ 
 
           Hunter wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that. ‘We’ll cross that bridge if we get to it,’ he muttered. ‘After all, I might not find her – I didn’t manage to get the job done last time.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ Keeble counselled. ‘You were in Crazyville, remember? You and Sal did a great job over there. I don’t want anyone to think he died for nothing.’ 
 
           Like it matters one way or another. 
 
           ‘This time, you’ll be on your home patch. It’s got to be a hundred times easier, right?’ 
 
           ‘Possibly. London is a city of eight million people. There are plenty of places to hide. And she might not even still be here.’ 
 
           ‘Where else could she go?’ 
 
           Hunter thought about it for a moment. ‘Bristol maybe? That’s where the family come from originally.’ 
 
           ‘Start in London,’ Keeble advised. ‘I don’t think she’ll have gone anywhere else. Like you say it’s the best place to hide. Even so, I’ll bet you’ll have Sandra in your sights before the end of the day.’ He took another mouthful of coffee. ‘Where will you start looking?’ 
 
           Hunter realised he hadn’t yet given it any thought. ‘I’ve got a couple of ideas.’ 
 
           ‘Keeping your cards close to your chest, eh?’ 
 
           ‘Always.’ 
 
           ‘Okay, let me give you some background. You don’t really need to know but it can’t do any harm. You ever heard of a guy called Haider Atlas?’ 
 
           Hunter thought about it for a moment. ‘Nope, don’t think so.’ 
 
           ‘Aha,’ Keeble beamed, ‘good. Thank God that there’s something you don’t know. Haider Atlas is a prize bum, a Yemeni businessman with a finger in many pies, some of them legit, others less so. He doesn’t mind getting his hands dirty, either. When he fell out with a couple of associates over money he settled the argument by shooting them both to death. He was nineteen at the time.’ 
 
           ‘Precocious.’ Hunter pushed out his lower lip. 
 
           ‘Nasty.’ 
 
           ‘There’s a lot of nasty people out there, my friend.’ 
 
           ‘Not like this guy. Over the decades, he has killed another twenty-two people that we know of, including a judge who was investigating him for extortion, embezzlement and fraud. There’s bound to be plenty more that we don’t. Moreover, he’s strongly suspected of providing financial support to a number of jihadi and terrorist groups across the Middle East and North Africa.’ 
 
           ‘Strongly suspected,’ as in we don’t have any proof whatsoever. 
 
           Seeing the scepticism on Hunter’s face, Keeble asked ‘Do you remember that attack on tourists on a beach in Tunisia a while back?’ 
 
           ‘Sure,’ Hunter shrugged, ‘it was all over the media for a couple of days.’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, it was, like, what, a dozen atrocities ago? Anyway, the guys who were behind that were financed through a front company with extensive links to one of Atlas’s holding companies. Put simply, he paid for the bullets that killed those people. He was also behind a car bomb that went off in Mecca that killed more than—’ 
 
           ‘You want the guy.’ Hunter signalled that he had got the message.  
 
           ‘We want the guy bad. Like you, he has a French passport. Unlike you, he has a bolthole on the Cote d’Azur worth something like thirty million bucks, by the name of the Chemin des Collines.’ It sounded like Keeble had been spending some time practising his pronunciation. ‘Atlas bought the place from the family of a disgraced Chinese politician. Disgraced as in executed. The guy took a bullet in the head for having his hand in the till. Do you realise how much money you have to steal before they do that to you? The guy’s son lives in London – he’s a regular at the Racetrack. Sammy keeps an eye on him for me and lets me know when other persons of interest happen to be passing through town.’ 
 
           ‘Sammy’s your spy?’ 
 
           ‘Amongst other things. He’s a contact who provides me with little bits of information now and again.’ Keeble waved away the suggestion that it was an important relationship. ‘Part of my network of contacts.’ 
 
           It was opening time. One of the waitresses was unlocking the door. The maître d’ stood by her shoulder waiting to greet any early customers. 
 
           ‘Like Michael over there?’ Hunter asked. 
 
           ‘Like lots of people,’ Keeble sniffed. ‘It’s no big deal but keep it to yourself.’ 
 
           To his surprise, Hunter suddenly felt offended. ‘Who would I tell? The Chinese security services?’ 
 
           ‘I know, sorry. Force of habit.’ Keeble took another sip of his drink. ‘Anyway, I’m getting off the point somewhat. The main reason I’m here right now is Haider Atlas. One of his bottling plants was completely destroyed in an arson attack. It looks like some of his terrorist pals felt that he wasn’t giving enough to the cause. Atlas took the hint and went into semi-retirement at the Chemin des Collines. He hasn’t left France for months now, other than to make the occasional trip to London for the purposes of managing the family investment portfolio.’ 
 
           ‘And you want to snatch him while he’s here?’  
 
           ‘Yeah, but it’s tricky. The guy is a walking diplomatic incident. The Saudis want him so they can chop his head off for the car bombing. The fucking French won’t let us touch him on their soil. The Brits, as always, are rather more ambivalent. So, assuming we can make a reasonable case, MI6 will look the other way if we grab him while he’s here. Then we can deliver him to the Saudis and win some much-needed brownie points with our very good friends in Riyadh.’ 
 
           ‘Sounds like a plan,’ Hunter had no interest in the diplomatic chicanery, ‘but what does any of this have to do with Sandra Baig?’ 
 
           ‘Sandra’s his daughter-in-law. Radwan Atlas, Haider’s son, had been studying at a school in Vermont when he ran off to join the jihad. Surprisingly, he seems to have his father’s blessing. Anyway, the kid travelled to Iraq, made his way into Syria and ended up in Raqqa. He hooked up with Sandra Baig – this must have been around the time that you and Sal were extracting that nut job Vonkel—’  
 
           ‘And Sandra’s friend Damien Wilson.’ 
 
           Keeble scratched his ear. ‘There were three of them, right?’ 
 
           ‘Yeah. Sandra, Damien, and a second boy, Amir Rasool. He was shot dead before we got there.’ 
 
           ‘So in the middle of all this carnage, Sandra and Radwan have a whirlwind romance, or whatever passes for a whirlwind romance over there, and get married almost immediately. They settle down to married life amongst the bullets and everything seems to be going fine until a couple of weeks ago. They legged it back across the border and came to London, travelling on passports in the name of Radwan and Sandra Davalos.’ 
 
           So maybe Salman Baig had been right when he claimed to have seen his daughter. Hunter was pleased by the thought that the old man might not be losing his marbles after all. 
 
           ‘They were flagged at Istanbul airport but we persuaded the Turks to let them go, in the hope that they would throw up something interesting on Haider.’ 
 
           Hunter felt his mind beginning to drift. He wondered if Carlyle had managed to sort out the mess at the Racetrack yet. The inspector liked his food and he would be irked to have missed out on a trip to Atherton’s. ‘Do the police here know what you’re up to?’ 
 
           ‘No idea,’ Keeble admitted cheerily. ‘That’s not my problem. It’s up to the local security services to liaise with law enforcement on the ground – a matter of standard protocol.’ His face darkened. ‘My problem is that we lost them four days ago. They were staying in a little hotel in Paddington but just upped and left. We think it’s most likely that they’ve moved into one of Haider’s properties here but he has quite a large portfolio spread across the city and we don’t have a definitive list of all of them.’ 
 
           ‘And you think I can find her after your guys failed?’ 
 
           ‘I have total faith, Danny boy. Like I said, if I’d known that you were in town, I would have come to you immediately.’ 
 
           ‘You could have just called,’ Hunter pointed out, ‘seeing as you had my number in your phone.’ 
 
           ‘I know, I know.’ Catching Michael’s eye, Keeble signalled for the tab. ‘That was a bad call on my part. Error of judgement. It happens. I thought we had things under control. We did have things under control.’ 
 
           ‘Until you didn’t.’ 
 
           ‘Until we didn’t. That’s just the way it works.’ Reaching into his jacket pocket, Keeble pulled out a thick wad of notes. Hunter watched as he peeled off five twenties and dropped them on the table. 
 
           ‘Not flashing the corporate credit card?’ 
 
           ‘I always use cash,’ Keeble advised. ‘It’s far harder to trace than a card. Sometimes the oldest technology is the best.’ He tossed the rest of the bundle to Hunter. ‘That can be your advance.’ 
 
           ‘Thanks.’ Vaguely amused by the novelty of someone throwing money at him, Hunter stuffed the wad in the pocket of his jeans.  
 
           ‘There’s more when you find Sandra for me.’ 
 
           The maître d’ appeared beside them. Dropping the bill on the table, he scooped up the £100 with a murmured ‘thank you’ and beat a hasty retreat. 
 
           ‘What makes you so sure that Mr and Mrs Davalos are still here?’ 
 
           ‘They’ve burned their bridges with their old comrades and need to lie low. Sandra is suspected of killing Mullah Bovar Fandi. We think that’s why they suddenly decided to put their revolutionary days behind them and return to the decadent West.’ 
 
           It took Hunter a moment to place the name. ‘Fandi. Wasn’t he the guy who declared a war against dogs?’ 
 
           ‘The very same,’ Keeble chuckled. ‘Until his untimely demise, Mullah Fandi was number one on the ASPCA’s international Wanted list. A man who made his name as a lunatic among lunatics by trying to exterminate every dog he could find in the name of religion. The Pol Pot of pooch killers.’ 
 
           ‘Very good,’ Hunter grinned. ‘Did it take a long time for you to come up with that one?’ 
 
           ‘It just came to me, I swear to God.’ 
 
           ‘So Sandra had a belated crisis of conscience and struck a blow for our four-legged friends?’  
 
           ‘From what we know, the Mullah’s execution was not related to any animal liberation-type sentiments. It was more to do with the war of the sexes. The crazy cleric was as much a threat to his fellow humans as he was to their four-legged friends. Moonlighting as a judge, he delivered more than four hundred death sentences. In his downtime, he had two passions: high-end SUVs and the ladies. He was a major-league burqa-chaser. Until someone blew his head right off his shoulders. We don’t know for sure that it was Sandra but it’s not a stretch to think that the guy was hitting on her and she took offence. I mean, this girl was supposed to be a true believer. The idea that one of the revolution’s main movers and shakers was just a greasy little sex pest must have left her really pissed. Plus, don’t forget, she was in the female militia, so she knew how to handle a weapon. Finally, she and Radwan hit the road the same day that Fandi was shot. All of which adds up to a pretty interesting collection of circumstantial evidence if you ask me.’ 
 
           ‘She sounds quite dangerous.’  
 
           ‘They both are. Radwan had some front-line experience. We don’t know if he’s killed anyone but, given that he survived the fighting, it’s a reasonable assumption. He’s beaten the odds by still being alive. Both of them have. They might still be kids but they can certainly look after themselves. And, of course, their moral compass is broken. You have to proceed with extreme caution. When you find them, don’t try to engage. Just give me the location. My guys will do the rest.’ 
 
           ‘Your guys couldn’t look after themselves in a nightclub,’ Hunter pointed out. 
 
           ‘I’ll use other guys.’ 
 
           ‘Okay.’ Capturing the alleged sex-pest slayer and her battle-hardened old man was one of those things that would probably end up falling into the easier to do it yourself category but Hunter didn’t feel the need to share that thought with Keeble right now. ‘Do really you think she killed the guy?’ 
 
           ‘I don’t care one way or another. It doesn’t matter why she came home, what’s important is that she is home. I need to find her so we can use her – and Radwan too, if possible – to get to her father-in-law.’ 
 
           ‘Haider Atlas.’ With Keeble’s money snugly in his pocket, Hunter wanted to show that he was still paying attention. 
 
           ‘Haider Atlas,’ Keeble beamed, ‘exactly.’ 
 
           ‘And how are we going to get to Atlas through the kids?’ Hunter could think of quite a few ways himself but he wanted to hear what precisely Keeble had in mind. 
 
           ‘Apparently they are quite close. There was even some speculation a little while back that the old man was banging his daughter-in-law during a visit to Yemen. I’d like to think that was just prurient speculation but Sandra certainly knows the old man, she has access to him and – we hope – she can dish enough dirt on him to justify us bundling him on a plane to Saudi – in exchange for keeping her sorry ass out of jail of course.’ Pushing back his chair, Keeble got to his feet. ‘So that’s the plan. Now, it’s time for me head back to the Racetrack and see if your pal has made good on his promise to clear things up. Wanna come?’ 
 
           ‘I don’t think so,’ Hunter yawned, ‘I’m gonna head back to bed.’ 
 
           ‘Suit yourself,’ Keeble muttered, his tone somewhat cooler now that Hunter was on the payroll. 
 
           ‘I need some sleep before I start tracking down our girl.’ 
 
           ‘I’ll be expecting your call.’ Keeble stalked off, heading towards the restrooms. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ Hunter called after him, ‘I’ll keep you fully posted.’ 
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    Ready for some breakfast of his own, Otto seemed very pleased to see Hunter on his return to the gallery. Conscious of his responsibilities, Hunter dropped some dry dog food into a bowl and refreshed the animal’s water supply. ‘Keep the noise down,’ he instructed, ‘and we’ll go for a walk later.’ On hearing the word ‘walk’, the animal became more animated and Hunter wondered if they might not head out immediately. After all, with all that Atherton’s coffee inside him, he doubted if he would be able to sleep for a while.  
 
           After weighing the pros and cons for several moments, Hunter decided on bed. If he didn’t manage to fall asleep, he could at least stare at the ceiling. Before heading upstairs, he paused to send Francesca a text: 
 
           We’re not opening today – take the day off. 
 
           As he watched the message disappear into cyberspace, there was the sound of knuckles rapping on the window. Looking up, Hunter did a double take.  
 
           ‘Urgh.’ 
 
           Behind a pair of large sunglasses, the unmistakeable figure of Miriam Herzog stood on the pavement, beckoning him over.  
 
           What the hell do you want? Hunter had a flashback to the previous evening. The image of Herzog, skirt hitched up around her waist, straddling her dining companion, sent a small shiver through his groin. Admonishing himself, he despatched the image from his brain. Had the woman come to berate him for being a peeping Tom? Surely not. The whole idea was too embarrassing.  
 
           Seeing him hesitate, she knocked on the glass again. 
 
           Reluctantly, he walked over, made a performance of unlocking the door and cautiously pulled it open. 
 
           ‘Good morning. Mr Hunter.’ Her determinedly cheerful demeanour screamed I want something.  
 
           ‘Good morning to you too,’ he replied, trying to sound groggy in the hope of keeping the conversation as short as possible.  
 
           ‘You’re up early this morning.’ Looking him up and down, Herzog kept a determinedly upbeat expression on her face. 
 
           Hovering on the doorstep, Hunter did not invite her inside. ‘Actually, I was just heading up to bed. It turned into quite a long night.’ 
 
           ‘Ah, I see,’ a crooked smile formed at the corner of Herzog’s mouth. ‘Making the most of your freedom while the boss is away and all that.’  
 
           Hunter wondered just how she knew that Dom was on holiday, but he let it slide. There was no particular reason why she shouldn’t have that titbit of information; Silver’s movements weren’t exactly a state secret. 
 
           Keen to see what was going on, Otto appeared at his feet. Hunter had to bend down to grab him by the collar before he had the chance to slip through the door and make a break for freedom. 
 
           That’s the last thing I need. If you were to do a runner, how would I explain that to Dom and Eva? Would failure to look after a family pet constitute a sackable offence? He could see no particular reason why it shouldn’t.  
 
           Herzog considered the dog with wry amusement before turning her attention back to its temporary master. ‘I was wondering if you might have time for a quick coffee?’ 
 
           Dragging the dog back inside, Hunter edged out onto the pavement and pulled the door closed behind him.  
 
           ‘I see you’ve got your hands full with Otto.’ 
 
           ‘Yeah,’ Hunter agreed, ‘pets really aren’t my thing.’ An idea popped into his head. He looked at Herzog. As far as he could tell, she appeared to be make-up free. Rather hard around the edges for his taste but a good-looking woman, nonetheless. ‘I don’t suppose you know much about dogs, do you?’ 
 
           ‘Sorry, but you’re on your own there. All I can offer is coffee and maybe a little bit of sympathy.’ Herzog held up her thumb and index finger, with around a centimetre between them. ‘Just a little.’ 
 
           Hunter nodded. 
 
           ‘So, coffee?’ 
 
           He looked up and down the empty street. ‘Now?’ 
 
           ‘I find this is the best time of the day. So quiet. I like to get most of my business done before most people get out of bed.’ 
 
           ‘So this is a business call?’ 
 
           ‘Of course.’ Behind the sunglasses, he imagined her eyes to be laughing at him. ‘What else would it be? I was passing and I saw you were up and about, so I thought I might as well try and catch you now.’ 
 
           ‘Hm.’ Hunter wasn’t sure that he was convinced by her narrative.  
 
           Inside, Otto started barking.  
 
           ‘Behave.’ 
 
           ‘There’s a place round the corner I like to go to,’ Herzog said brightly. ‘We can get a seat outside and Otto can come too.’ 
 
           ‘Like I said, it’s been a long night. I’m all caffeined out.’ 
 
           ‘You could get a herbal tea, or whatever. We could go and sit in Berkeley Square,’ Herzog was clearly not going to be denied. ‘It’s quite fresh this morning.’ 
 
           Hunter looked doubtfully up at the grey sky. It looked like it might rain at any minute. More to the point, he had no desire to go to Berkeley Square. The place brought back memories of Mel and the kids. Over the years, Hunter had found the best way to deal with the family he’d lost was not to think about it. That was easier to do in some places rather than others.  
 
           Herzog stared at him expectantly. 
 
           ‘Otto needs a walk,’ he said finally. ‘Let’s go to the park.’ 
 
           ‘Okay, let’s go to the park,’ Miriam sighed, ‘but I’ll need to pick up a latte on the way.’ 
 
      
 
           By the time they arrived in Hyde Park, the sky had cleared somewhat and it was beginning to look like it could be a nice morning, Rush hour was starting in earnest now and a steady stream of people were moving in different directions as they headed towards the office. Hunter let Otto off the leash and smiled as the dog ambled over to the nearest tree and cocked his leg. 
 
           ‘I used to come to this place quite a lot before they ruined it. When I was a little kid, my dad would bring me here most weekends.’ 
 
           ‘Nice.’ 
 
           ‘Look at it now.’ Herzog gestured towards the lines of metal fencing lined up in front of them. On one section, a large banner proclaimed an upcoming Organic Farmers’ Market. ‘I mean, it’s supposed to be a park, isn’t it? Nowadays it’s just a venue for an endless procession of concerts and fairs. The place is either fenced off or turned into a mud heap – or both. You just can’t enjoy it anymore.’ 
 
           ‘Someone’s got to pay for the upkeep of it all,’ Hunter supposed.  
 
           ‘So who paid for it when I was a kid?’ Herzog seemed to be working herself up into a genuine frenzy. 
 
           ‘Dunno,’ Hunter admitted. ‘At least they’re not trying to turn it into offices.’ 
 
           ‘Give it time,’ Herzog said grimly. ‘Give it time. Joni Mitchell was right.’ 
 
           ‘Huh?’ Hunter watched as Otto completed his business and went off to try and make friends with a small boxer being walked by a girl on roller skates. He smiled at the girl but she ignored him. 
 
           ‘They’ll concrete over everything in the end.’ 
 
           ‘I would have thought that Joni Mitchell was way before your time.’ Hunter watched as roller-girl jerked the leash of the boxer and sped away. Chastened, Otto trotted back towards him.  
 
           Never mind, pal. Next time. 
 
           ‘My mum was really into her.’ Herzog mumbled the chorus of “Big Yellow Taxi”. ‘She was a bit of a hippie at heart.’ 
 
           ‘And you?’ Yawning, Hunter felt a cool breeze on his face. Despite his residual grumpiness, he was pleased that they had come out. A bit of air would set him up for a decent nap when he got back to the gallery.  
 
           ‘I’m not a hippie but you know that, don’t you?’ Herzog took a swig of coffee from her paper cup and tossed it into a nearby trash can as they strolled deeper into the park. ‘It doesn’t mean that Joni wasn’t right, though.’ 
 
           ‘No.’ Hunter stiffened as she slipped her arm through his. 
 
           Looking straight ahead, she asked, ‘I was wondering, did you enjoy the show last night?’ 
 
           ‘Well—’ Hunter scrambled to find a suitable form of words as his brain froze. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ she grinned, ‘that was an impolite question. I didn’t come round this morning to embarrass you.’ 
 
           Yeah, right.  
 
           ‘Anyway, I’m not prudish. I don’t mind people watching.’  
 
           Hunter felt himself blush. I was only walking the bloody dog. Looking up, he saw Otto scamper off and disappear into a clump of bushes. 
 
           ‘Bloody hell.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry, he’ll be fine.’ Herzog gave his arm a squeeze. ‘I called Dom this morning.’  
 
           ‘On holiday?’ 
 
           ‘Sure? Why not? Dom and I go back a long way. I want to take a look round the gallery – I need some interesting stuff for the new restaurant we’re opening – he said you could show me around.’ 
 
           ‘Sure.’ Hunter wondered why she hadn’t mentioned that earlier; he could have left her at the gallery and enjoyed his walk with Otto in peace. 
 
           ‘Dom and I go back a long way, you know. Apart from anything else, he used to supply the best coke in the West End. That man has had quite a career, you know. He is a master of re-invention; a living legend.’ 
 
           ‘So I’ve heard,’ Hunter mumbled. Some of Dom’s history he was aware of, the rest he really didn’t want to know. 
 
           ‘Some of the stories about what he used to get up to, back in the old days, would make your hair stand on end. These days, he’s far more sedate – a model of respectability – unless you know differently, of course.’ 
 
           Hunter wasn’t much in the mood to trade scuttlebutt on his boss. ‘I don’t know much about what he gets up to, to be honest, outside of the gallery.’ 
 
           ‘Dom told me about you,’ Herzog smiled mischievously. 
 
           Did he now? Hunter resolved to have a stern word with the boss when he got back; the fewer people who knew about his own backstory the better. The idea that his life was being shared around like some 99p pulp novel was depressing and galling in equal measure. 
 
           ‘You’ve got quite a history yourself.’ Coming to a halt, a solemn mask fell across Herzog’s face. ‘It must have been terrible, what happened to your family—’ 
 
           ‘Long gone,’ said Hunter grimly, uncoupling his arm. 
 
           ‘At least you got the man who did it.’ 
 
           What business of hers was this? ‘I got one of the men. That was a small consolation – for a while at least.’ Scanning the bushes, he searched in vain for any sign of Otto. ‘Not really a subject I like to talk about much. Anyway, I’d better go and find that damn dog.’ 
 
      
 
           Back at the gallery, he gave Otto a perfunctory clean. Seemingly happy with his exploits in the park, the dog nibbled at his remaining food before retreating to his basket, which had been placed under Dom’s desk, for a nap. Leaving the boss’s office, Hunter returned to the gallery proper. Outside the weather had changed again; the sky had darkened and it had started to rain. Watching the rain against the windowpane, it took him a moment to realise that Miriam Herzog was nowhere to be seen. Walking over to the door, he tried the handle. Locked.  
 
           After a moment’s reflection, Hunter decided that she must have gone upstairs. With a weary sigh, he turned headed for the stairs at the back of the room.  
 
           She greeted his arrival with a cheeky smile. ‘Not much of a place you’ve got here.’  
 
           Feeling slightly out of breath, Hunter tried to keep his mouth from falling open as he stared at Herzog. She was sitting in the same chair that had been occupied by Salman Baig only a few hours earlier. Unlike Salman, however, she was naked from the waist down. 
 
           ‘Dom told me you lived like a monk.’ 
 
           Conscious of his accelerating heart rate, Hunter pushed his gaze to the clothes strewn on the floor. 
 
           ‘He said he didn’t think you’d gotten laid in all the time that you’ve been here.’ 
 
           That wouldn’t be so far wide of the mark. Words failed him. 
 
           ‘That seems a terrible shame.’ Pushing herself out of the chair, Herzog ran a hand across his crotch, which responded in predictable fashion. ‘Come,’ she purred, leading him towards the bedroom, ‘let’s do this.’ 
 
      
 
           Standing in the doorway, Herzog contemplated her latest conquest. Not the best guy she’d come across in the sack recently, but not the worst, either. That was the thing about men; the bar was never set all that high. Women were, far and away, a better bet. Thinking about Hadley Rodrigo her mood hardened. 
 
           ‘I want you to do a job for me.’ 
 
           Now we are getting to it. Hunter rolled onto his back and began cleaning himself with a discarded T-shirt. He was under no illusions that the mercy fuck that he’d just enjoyed would come without a price tag attached. ‘What kind of job?’ 
 
           ‘One of your private detective jobs.’ Plumping up a pillow, Herzog slid back onto the bed. ‘Dom says you’re one of the best in the business.’ 
 
           ‘Dom says a lot.’ Hunter tossed the T-shirt onto the floor. Maybe he should get a cleaning lady. 
 
           ‘He really likes you.’ 
 
           ‘Hm.’ 
 
           ‘Anyway, my partner Hadley Rodrigo – she also works for me – is cheating on me.’ 
 
           And vice versa. 
 
           ‘I don’t like it.’ Herzog did a very good impression of someone who was genuinely offended. 
 
           ‘I don’t do domestics.’ Getting to his feet, he began searching for a fresh pair of underpants. I really should get a cleaner. 
 
           ‘I haven’t said what I want, yet,’ Herzog pointed. 
 
           Giving up on his search, Hunter vowed to go commando. ‘I don’t do domestics,’ he repeated, pulling on his jeans. ‘I’m not the kind of guy who sneaks around with a telephoto lens, taking snaps of people in hotel rooms.’ 
 
           Herzog fixed him with an irritated stare. ‘I don’t want you to photograph them. I want you to kill them.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jet lagged and thoroughly fed up, Richard Neary stopped eyeing up the hookers at the bar and forced himself to pay attention to his father-in-law. 
 
           Johnny Law eyed his unexpected guest suspiciously. After more than six years of marriage and two kids, Law still had trouble coming to terms with the idea that his only daughter had chosen a spineless bean counter as her would-be life partner. He still clung to the hope that the girl would eventually see sense and divorce the loser. ‘I thought you were supposed to be in Singapore. Jennifer said you would be here the day after tomorrow.’ 
 
           ‘That was the plan,’ Neary sipped nervously at his Chablis, ‘until all of my meetings got cancelled. No one wanted to take the meeting.’ 
 
           I don’t blame them. 
 
           ‘I thought I might as well come straight to Hong Kong.’ 
 
           Johnny Law nodded from behind his glass of Jim Beam. ‘Word gets around. Investors get nervous at the best of times.’ 
 
           ‘All these rumours are killing us.’ Neary drained his glass and reached for the bottle in the ice bucket that sat in the middle of the table.  
 
           ‘More than rumours, I hear.’ 
 
           ‘Our numbers are fantastic,’ Neary insisted, ‘but people don’t want to believe them.’ 
 
           ‘Fantastic’ is the word. ‘Fear or greed,’ Law mused, ‘they’re the only two emotions that are ever in play.’ 
 
           ‘If we don’t get a better reception here, I might as well go straight home. There’s no point in limping around the world, just to have a succession of doors shut in your face.’ 
 
           ‘The people you’re seeing in Central, they’ll take the meeting – as a courtesy to me. Once you’re through the door though, it’s down to you. There’s a lot of cheap money around but people still have to do their due diligence. You’d better have a good story to tell.’ 
 
           ‘But we do have a good story to tell,’ Neary whined. Pushing back his unruly locks, he revealed the extent of his receding hairline. ‘What everyone is obsessing about – it’s just a cash flow issue. Once we get through the next couple of months, we’ll get back to business as usual and—’ 
 
           Law cut him off with a wave of his hand. ‘Cash flow is everything. You should know that, I would have thought, being an accountant.’ He gestured over his shoulder. ‘Look at this place; if we have three consecutive bad months – when we have three consecutive bad months – that’s it. The writing’s on the wall. You don’t worry too much about trying to understand why the writing’s on the wall, you just close the doors and move on. There’s no point in trying to defy economic gravity and there’s no place for sentiment. The numbers never lie.’ 
 
           Neary vaguely recognised the catch phrase of some American economist. Unable to recall the guy’s name, he restricted his observations to a weary, ‘Miriam doesn’t do sentiment.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t see her hustling her way around the world looking for new investment.’  
 
           ‘That’s my job,’ Neary pointed out. 
 
           ‘Being a front for a bunch of crooks is never going to represent a credible, long-term business strategy. Your boss should just admit she made a mistake by getting into bed with Haider Atlas, cut her losses and move on.’ 
 
           An image of Herzog straddling Atlas on an unmade bed popped up in Neary’s brain and he let out a girlish giggle. 
 
           ‘What’s so funny?’ Law demanded. 
 
           ‘Nothing,’ Neary stammered, hoping that the low lighting would spare his blushes. ‘How is Hallyday’s doing, anyway?’ 
 
           ‘We are doing fine, so far. Then again, unlike Miriam Herzog, my restaurant is a bona fide business, not a money laundering operation.’ Law jabbed an angry finger towards Neary’s face. ‘If Jen ever finds out what you’re really into—’ 
 
           ‘I know, I know.’ Neary looked at the old man with ill-disguised contempt. Seventy-one going on forty-five, Johnny Law was a hard old bastard, the type of man who had to be right about everything. It was no surprise that he had hounded Jen’s mother into an early grave. His default expression was smooth disdain; Neary often wondered if the conceited devil had ever had a facelift. ‘We’ve had this conversation many times before.’ 
 
           ‘She doesn’t deserve this crap,’ Law said gruffly. 
 
           ‘I put the bread on the table.’ 
 
           ‘There are plenty of people who manage to do that without being crooks. Me, for one.’ 
 
           Easy for you to say that, now. Neary knew well enough just how far Law had been prepared to go to raise the cash for his restaurant. He might be a fairly respectable businessman now, but some of the things he had done to get here would make your hair stand on end. 
 
           ‘Funnily enough, Galaxy is doing quite well at the moment. It looks like Miriam’s going to open a sister restaurant in Chelsea.’ 
 
           ‘Idiocy.’ Law finished his drink and signalled to a passing waitress that he wanted a refill. ‘You really should start looking for another job.’ 
 
           ‘Things are looking quite good.’  
 
           ‘In your dreams.’ Law shook his head. ‘What did I just say about cash flow?’ 
 
           ‘She thinks we can grow our way out of trouble.’ 
 
           ‘Which is why you are running around potential investors,’ Law scoffed, ‘begging for money.’ He paused to take another mouthful of whiskey. ‘You should come and work for me before you end up in jail.’ 
 
           The offer was not genuine and both of them knew it. 
 
           ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
 
           ‘Well don’t take too long or you’ll end up having thirty years to think about it. I don’t want my daughter married to a jailbird.’ 
 
           ‘It won’t come to that.’ 
 
           ‘No, it won’t.’ The waitress appeared with a fresh glass and a full bottle. Law unpicked the seal, unscrewed the cap and poured himself a healthy measure, all the while keeping his eyes fixed firmly on his errant son-in-law. ‘Because if you end up getting caught, you’re on your own. I’ll bring Jennifer and the boys back home.’ 
 
           ‘England is home,’ Neary said weakly.  
 
           ‘They’re not going to waste their lives on prison visits.’ Leaning back, Law tipped his head and downed the remaining bourbon in a single gulp. ‘Now, it’s been nice seeing you but I’ve got to go and attend to some business of my own. Think about what I’ve said. You’ve dug yourself into a hole, if you can climb out of it on your own, fine, you do that. But, first, you’ve got to stop digging.’ Placing the glass on the table, he got to his feet. ‘And don’t worry about the drinks. It’s on my tab.’ 
 
           Fuck you, you old bastard. Neary watched the hatchet-faced pensioner pick his way between the tables, pausing here and there to acknowledge a regular customer. Neary knew that he would never take the old man’s help, however desperate things got. As Law disappeared through the exit, he let his gaze return to the bar. Meeting the eye of a statuesque platinum blonde, he licked his lips and smiled. 
 
      
 
           Happily, the blonde had a friend. After briefly haggling over the price, Neary escorted the ladies out of Hallyday’s and into a taxi. Less than ten minutes later, the trio burst into his suite on the thirty-first floor of the Pacific Idyll hotel. Breezing into the main room, Neary quickly stepped out of his clothes and jumped onto the bed. As the girls attacked the minibar next door, he plumped up the pillows and gazed across Victoria Harbour. 
 
           ‘Where did it all go wrong?’ 
 
           His mobile, sitting on the carpet in the middle of the discarded clothing, started to ring – a Mozart melody which the accountant had chosen in order to make a better impression in meetings. Leaning over the side of the bed, he squinted at the name on the screen. 
 
           Hadley Rodrigo. 
 
           What did HDP’s chief creative officer want with him? Distracted by the sight of his new friends stumbling into the room in their underwear, he decided to let the question drop. ‘Now’s not the time,’ he muttered, letting the call go to voicemail. 
 
           ‘Ready when you are.’ 
 
           Standing at the bottom of the bed, the women did not seem overly impressed by the sight in front of them. ‘Can we order room service?’ they chirruped in unison.  
 
           ‘Sure.’ Not in any hurry, Neary scratched his balls. Each of his new friends was carrying a clearly visible roll of fat around the waist, which was somewhat irritating. ‘Maybe one of you could get me some vodka from the fridge?’ 
 
           While the blonde reached for the phone sitting next to the TV, her partner padded off to get Neary’s drink.  
 
           Fat or not, I’m going to get my money’s worth. 
 
           As he contemplated the choreography for the evening, the phone started ringing again. Neary looked the handset blankly, surprised to realise that it was still in his hand. 
 
           ‘Fuck off, Hadley,’ he growled. This time, however, it was Miriam. A video call. Grinning, he swiped the screen. 
 
           ‘Miriam.’ 
 
           From the relative safety of her office, Herzog took a moment to process what she was seeing.  
 
           ‘I see that you are enjoying yourself.’ 
 
           ‘It’s late,’ Neary pointed out, letting the camera linger on his crotch. ‘And you know what it’s like on the road.’ 
 
           Leaning across her desk, Herzog squinted at the camera. ‘You look…smaller on the screen,’ she said drily. ‘I wouldn’t have thought that would be possible.’ 
 
           Neary slipped a hand over his groin as the second girl reappeared with couple of small bottles of Grey Goose. Crawling onto the bed, she handed them to Neary before waving at the camera. 
 
           ‘Is that your wife?’ The English was perfect and there was no trace of irony in her voice. 
 
           ‘What? Hardly.’ 
 
           ‘Interesting company you’re keeping,’ his boss chipped in. ‘I don’t want to see this on your expenses.’ 
 
           ‘It’s tax deductible,’ Neary lied. 
 
           ‘How’s it going?’ 
 
           Edging away from the escort, Neary tried to adopt an expression as serious as the circumstances would allow. ‘Not good, I’m afraid. All of the meetings in Singapore got cancelled. I’ve still got four scheduled for Hong Kong tomorrow but I’ve had to call in a few favours just to get through the door. There’s no sign of anyone new opening their wallets.’ 
 
           ‘We need some cash.’ Herzog was distracted by someone coming into her office, off camera. She signalled for the new arrivals to sit down and indicated that she would only be a minute longer. ‘I can’t go back to…our investor, cap in hand. He is expecting to take a twelve-million-dollar dividend out of the company at the end of next month. The suggestion that he might want to put more money in is not going to go down well.’ 
 
           There was a sombre pause; both of them were only too aware of what would happen if Haider Atlas didn’t get his cash on time, in full. 
 
           Trying not to think about the vengeful Yemeni, Neary moved on to the subject of HDP’s Chief Creative Officer. ‘Hadley just tried to call me.’ 
 
           ‘That’s not a big surprise,’ Herzog said wearily. ‘I just cancelled her corporate credit card.’ 
 
           ‘Ah.’ 
 
           ‘Hadley is the least of our worries. I told you I will deal with her.’ 
 
           Fine.’ Neary watched the blonde shimmy out of her panties as she finished talking to room service. ‘It’s late here. I’ve got to go.’  
 
           ‘You enjoy yourself.’  
 
           ‘I’ll let you know how the meetings go tomorrow.’ 
 
           ‘By the way,’ Herzog asked maliciously, ‘have you spoken to your wife since you arrived? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Smile! Putting down the phone, Miriam smoothed out her blouse and contemplated the couple in front of her. They looked like teenagers; hardly the battle-hardened veterans she had been expecting. After the visit of Haider Atlas, Herzog had done a little digging of her own, in order to better assess the scale of the favour that she was being expected to deliver. Checking with a contact at Interpol in Lyon, she had been surprised to discover that Radwan, the man’s only son, had eschewed a life of luxury to go and fight in Syria. 
 
           If anything, however, the girl was the more interesting of the two. According to Herzog’s source, her maiden name was Baig. Originally from Bristol, she had run off to join the jihad while waiting for her A-level results, accompanied by a couple of pals who were both now dead. As well as marrying Radwan, she had been an active member of something called the al-Khanssaa Brigade, an all-female militia responsible for enforcing standards of dress and behaviour by women in public. Herzog had checked them out on YouTube and been shocked to find a video of transgressors being enthusiastically beaten with sticks. 
 
           So much for the solidarity of the sisterhood.  
 
           While Radwan might have gone off to play at being soldiers for a bit of fun, it seemed to Herzog that his wife was a true believer, a real Islamic storm trooper. But, if that was the case, why had she come back to London? And what the hell was HDP supposed to do with her? 
 
           Cursing Haider Atlas, Herzog caught the woman eyeing her and shivered. Radiating a sense of hostility and danger, it was clear that Sandra Baig wasn’t coming here to make the tea. Slowly, the germ of an idea began to form in her mind. ‘Sorry about that.’ Gesturing at the phone, she smiled blandly at each of them in turn. ‘It was a call I had to take. Thank you for coming to see me.’ 
 
           Slumped in his seat, the boy struggled to cross his legs. ‘My father says you can give us some work,’ he blurted in a tone that suggested neither surprise nor enthusiasm.  
 
           Catching him with an elbow, the girl gestured for him to sit up properly. ‘We are quite new to London,’ she explained, ‘and need to find something to do.’ 
 
           ‘Do you have CVs?’ 
 
           The pair looked at her blankly. 
 
           ‘Resumes?’  
 
           After some further prodding from his wife, Radwan pushed himself up in his chair. ‘I thought my father explained—’ 
 
           Herzog held up a hand, intended to signal no more whining. It crossed her mind that he offered just the mix of youth and stupidity that would appeal to Hadley; a thought that did nothing to improve her mood. ‘Your father did explain,’ she said sternly. ‘He does not want you to simply exist on handouts, which, it seems to me, is a commendable attitude and he asked me to find something in the way of gainful employment for you which, of course, I am more than happy to do.’ She paused. ‘I’m assuming, however, that you don’t have any kind of work permit?’ 
 
           The boy’s face fell. ‘No,’ he said quietly. ‘Is that going to be an issue?’ 
 
           ‘We are married,’ Sandra flashed her wedding band by way of confirmation. ‘So that must mean he’s legal?’ 
 
           Herzog raised an eyebrow. ‘And you want to go to the Home Office to try and get the necessary papers? Go through the interviews to try and prove that you have not entered into a sham marriage?’ 
 
           ‘It’s not a sham.’ Radwan protested.  
 
           The boy’s vehemence set a warm, fuzzy feeling through Sandra’s chest. Herzog, on the other hand, simply seemed amused by the declaration. 
 
           ‘I’m sure everything’s proper and above board,’ Herzog smirked. ‘But these people are very suspicious. They’re trained to be that way. They assume that everyone is lying to them, all the time.’ She didn’t really want to toy with these kids but, at the same time, their sense of entitlement was grating. And she wanted to be sure that they understood the reality of their situation; they needed her rather more than she needed them.  
 
           Sandra bit her lower lip while Radwan stared at his hands. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry. These are not necessarily insurmountable problems. Perhaps you could tell me a little about what you have been doing so far?’ 
 
           A look of mild panic crossed Radwan’s face. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
           ‘What do you have in the way of work experience?’ 
 
           The boy turned to his wife for help with the answer. 
 
           ‘Well,’ Sandra mumbled, ‘we’ve been travelling quite a bit and, uhm, well, now we are looking to settle down.’ 
 
           You could at least have given it some thought before you came in here. ‘So you don’t have much in the way of skills and experience?’ 
 
           The girl’s cheeks burned with embarrassment.  
 
           ‘But I’m assuming that you know how to handle a gun?’ 
 
           ‘A gun?’ 
 
           Herzog nodded. 
 
           The beginning of a smile began to curl at the corner of Sandra’s lips. ‘I might.’ 
 
           ‘Good.’ Herzog began drumming her fingers on the desk. ‘Then maybe you do have some specialist skills that may be useful to me, after all.’ 
 
           ‘But my father—’ 
 
           Having established a modicum of understanding, both women turned to glare at the hapless Radwan.  
 
           ‘Your father,’ Herzog said slowly, ‘wants you to make something of your life. This could be your big chance.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What does that company actually do?’ Radwan asked through a mouthful of croissant.  
 
           ‘HDP?’ Trying to ignore her husband’s poor manners, Sandra sucked on a mango smoothie through a straw. ‘I dunno. I think the H stands for Herzog, not sure about the D and the P, though. What did your dad say about it?’ 
 
           ‘Not much,’ Radwan admitted. ‘He just said we had to get a job and that the woman would give us one.’ 
 
           I wonder if he realised what kind of work the woman had in mind. Sandra couldn’t believe that her father-in-law would have sanctioned the idea of them becoming assassins. Miriam Herzog was clearly a piece of work and her firm was a front for a range of illegal activity. On the other hand, Haider was no angel himself; he was probably in bed with Herzog for exactly those reasons. 
 
           ‘Do you think she’s sleeping with him?’ 
 
           ‘What?’ Sandra frowned. It wasn’t like Radwan to read her thoughts. 
 
           ‘My father, do you think Herzog is one of his mistresses?’ 
 
           Sandra thought about it for a moment. She knew from experience that Haider, a widower, could be a randy old goat. ‘Does it matter?’ 
 
           ‘I suppose not.’ Radwan picked at the remains of a croissant on a small plate in front of him. ‘Not quite what I had in mind, though – doing,’ he looked furtively over his shoulder, ‘well, you know, dirty work for one of the old man’s girlfriends.’ 
 
           ‘We don’t know the precise nature of their relationship,’ Sandra reminded him. 
 
           ‘Even if she isn’t fucking him,’ Radwan mused, ‘it’s still strange. What a thing to be interviewed for! I thought we might end up in telesales or something.’ 
 
           Or something. After her recent adventures, Sandra had vowed that nothing would surprise her any more. Even so, when Miriam Herzog looked her in the eye and asked them to kill her girlfriend it was quite a shock. Sandra was about to make her excuses and leave when Radwan had said, ‘Sure, no problem. Just tell us where and when.’ 
 
           Where and when. Like he was meeting someone for a coffee.  
 
           Like he had a screw loose.  
 
           She tried to push the thought from her head. ‘I think the business is mainly involved in some kind of financial stuff. They’ve also got some fashion interests, handbags and shoes, but it’s mainly investments. That’s how Herzog got involved with Haider she laund—… she manages some of his assets for him.’ Tiring of having to explain everything to her dullard husband, Sandra watched a squat guy walking down the street, a pair of Labradors in tow, each trying to drag their leash in the opposite direction. 
 
           What kind of idiot has a dog in this city? Further down the road, a drill started up as a group of workmen attacked the tarmac in order to repair some water pipes. Having acclimatised herself to their new surroundings, Sandra found the constant, low-level chaos suited her mood perfectly. 
 
           ‘I had a look their website; it didn’t tell you anything.’ 
 
           Stuffing the last of the pastry in his mouth, Radwan tried to recall what the Koran said about usury. ‘Isn’t that financial stuff anti-Islam?’ 
 
           Better speak to your dad about that. She gave him a bored look. ‘Right now, do we care?’ 
 
           Stumped by the question, he flicked a flake of pastry from his chin. 
 
           ‘After all,’ Sandra continued, ‘it’s not like we have a lot of choice in the matter. Your father has gone to the trouble of setting us up here. We cannot abuse his goodwill.’ 
 
           ‘I’m not scared of Haider.’ The boy dropped his head on his chest, revealing a rather unappealing double chin.  
 
           He’s already getting fat, Sandra mused. I need to stop him gorging on sugary snacks and start eating some vegetables. There was a market near the flat; she vowed to start visiting it on a regular basis. That begged the next question: how did you cook vegetables? She would have to look it up online. 
 
           ‘He’s your father.’ 
 
           He looked at her carefully. ‘What about your family?’ 
 
           Sandra stiffened. She hadn’t told Radwan about the trip to find her own father. As far as she was concerned, it was none of his business. ‘What about them?’ 
 
           ‘Couldn’t they help us?’  
 
           ‘For a start, they don’t even know we’re married.’ Putting down the smoothie, Sandra began counting off the points on her fingers. ‘Plus, there’s the small matter of them being under police surveillance.’ 
 
           ‘Still?’ 
 
           ‘Still,’ Sandra nodded. She very much doubted this was the case. After all, the police had shown a very casual attitude about her running away from home in the first place; why would they have any interest in whether she returned or not? ‘If I was just to turn up at home, they’d throw me straight into jail – you too.’ 
 
           The boy shuddered. Beneath a thin veneer of world-weariness, he was a true innocent abroad. 
 
           ‘Anyway,’ Sandra continued, ‘even if I could get hold of them, what could they do? They have no money, they have no contacts, none of the things that Haider has made available to us.’ 
 
           ‘We wouldn’t need much,’ the boy grumbled.  
 
           Sighing, Sandra played her trump card. ‘Would you want to end up in Bristol?’ 
 
           Radwan had no idea what Bristol was like but, knowing what his answer should be from his wife’s tone, he shook his head. 
 
           ‘You have to remember that we are very fortunate that your father has helped us in this way.’  
 
           A very pretty blonde girl sat down at the next table but one. Completely distracted, Radwan‘s mouth fell open.  
 
           Put your tongue away, Sandra thought angrily. That was one of the problems with London; far too many attractive women. 
 
           ‘And we should be grateful to Miriam Herzog for giving us this opportunity.’ Reaching across the table, she smacked his arm. ‘Radwan!’ 
 
           ‘Ow!’ 
 
           ‘Stop staring,’ Sandra hissed. 
 
           ‘I wasn’t—’ he gave up on the lie before it was out of his mouth. ‘I was still listening to what you were saying. I wouldn’t trust this Herzog woman. She’s probably a criminal.’ 
 
           D’ya reckon? We meet the woman for ten minutes and she asks us to be her hit squad. Of course she’s a bloody criminal. Radwan’s limited intelligence was never much of an issue when they were in Raqqa, indeed, in many ways it had been an advantage. Now, however, it was becoming clear that the boy’s stupidity could turn out to be a real problem. 
 
           ‘She’s a trusted business partner of Haider,’ she said quietly, ‘so we will do a good job for her.’ 
 
           ‘Yes.’ Radwan’s gaze had returned to the blonde. 
 
           ‘Anyway,’ she smiled, ‘you’re the one who agreed to do it.’ 
 
           ‘It’s what we’re good at.’ 
 
           ‘It’s what I’m good at.’ 
 
           Running his tongue along his lower lip, Radwan had given up all pretence of listening. Sandra was about to give him another smack when her phone started ringing on the table. It could only be one person. Picking up the handset, she gave a gruff, ‘Hello’. 
 
           ‘The Griffin hotel, room four thirty-nine. You know where it is?’ 
 
           Sandra looked at Radwan, still gawping at the blonde and was hit by a sudden premonition that he would fuck things up when they got to the hotel. Maybe she should leave him here; go off and do the job solo. On the other hand, it was probably safer to keep him in plain sight at all times. 
 
           ‘We can find it.’ 
 
           ‘You’ll be met on the fourth floor. Do the job and leave. Don’t mess up. I will call you later.’ 
 
           Sandra felt a jolt of energy shoot through her chest. ‘Yes,’ she breathed but the line had already gone dead. Shoving the phone in her pocket, she got to her feet.  
 
           ‘Come on, lover boy,’ she said cheerily, ‘we need to get going.’ 
 
           ‘Huh?’ Radwan showed no sign of wanting to move. Grabbing the collar of his jacket, Sandra leveraged him out of his seat.  
 
           ‘Time to do some work.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Apart from a gaggle of German tourists, the Flask pub was almost empty. Sitting in a booth at the back, the policeman stared into his glass of whiskey. For years now – decades even – Jameson’s had been his drink of choice but now he seemed to be losing his taste for it. Apart from the odd glass, invariably when he was driven to it by the latest appalling performance by Fulham – the perennially disappointing football club he had supported all his life – he rarely drank now at all. A near-teetotal policeman; was that a good thing? He had no idea. 
 
           Finishing his pint, Daniel Hunter ran the back of his hand across his mouth and gestured towards the bar. ‘Want another one?’ 
 
           ‘Nah.’ Carlyle gestured at the half-inch of amber liquid sitting in the bottom of his glass. ‘One’s enough, thanks. Particularly this early in the day.’ He scratched the back of his head. ‘Especially when I’m on duty.’ 
 
           ‘I thought you were on the night shift?’ 
 
           ‘Overtime,’ Carlyle said grimly. ‘Your friends aren’t the only ones who’ve been keeping me busy.’ 
 
           When it became clear that the inspector wasn’t going to provide any more detail, Hunter got to his feet. ‘You don’t mind if I have another?’ 
 
           ‘Not at all.’ 
 
           ‘Great.’ Getting to his feet, Hunter stretched before ambling over to the bar. 
 
           It’s my round, the inspector reflected as Hunter fell into casual conversation with the woman behind the bar. Usually, Carlyle liked to think that he was punctilious about paying his way. Under the circumstances, however, he was relaxed about not putting his hand in his pocket. Idly playing with his BlackBerry he waited patiently for Hunter to return to the table. 
 
           ‘Thanks for sorting out the situation at the Racetrack.’ Hunter dropped a couple of packets of salt & vinegar crisps on the table before reclaiming his seat. ‘It must have been a right pain.’ 
 
           ‘It would have been even more of a pain if I’d nicked them all.’ Carlyle picked up one of the bags and tore it open. ‘I would still be doing paperwork, even now. And that’s before you even factor in the possibility of creating a diplomatic incident.’ Dropping a crisp in his mouth, he chewed happily. 
 
           ‘Zach Keeble is very grateful.’ 
 
           ‘That’s the kind of feedback that makes the job worthwhile.’ Downing his whiskey, Carlyle suddenly wished he had accepted a second drink. ‘I’m sure some brownie points with the CIA will come in useful, sooner or later.’ 
 
           ‘It can’t do any harm.’ Hunter took a sip of his lager before attacking the second bag of crisps. ‘I’ve always found him a good guy.’ 
 
           ‘You certainly know how to pick your employers,’ was Carlyle’s only response.  
 
           The copper’s lack of interest in his relationship with Keeble surprised Hunter; for a cop, the inspector displayed a stunning lack of curiosity at times. ‘He’ll make sure that there isn’t a repeat of the fracas at the Racetrack.’ 
 
           ‘Fracas?’ Carlyle raised an eyebrow. ‘According to Sammy, your little spy pals caused more than fifty grand’s worth of damage. That’s five-zero.’ 
 
           ‘Bollocks.’ 
 
           ‘Of course it’s bollocks. But Sammy just can’t help himself; he’s always got to try it on. It’s just as well that the club’s new owner has deep pockets or the scheming little sod would be trying to sue the American government right now.’ 
 
           ‘Not a good idea.’ 
 
           ‘That wouldn’t stop Sammy. For all the time he spends reading the Financial Times, the silly sod wouldn’t know a good idea if it smacked him in the gob.’ 
 
           Hunter took a mouthful of lager and immediately wished he hadn’t bothered with the second pint. One had been enough. ‘Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.’ 
 
           ‘No?’ Carlyle raised an eyebrow. ‘Dom’s not in trouble, is he?’ 
 
           ‘Dom’s fine,’ Hunter chuckled, ‘enjoying his holiday; working on his tan.’ 
 
           ‘Good for him,’ said Carlyle with all the frostiness of a man for whom holidays rarely stretched beyond a long weekend in Brighton. 
 
           ‘I wanted to ask you about a woman called Miriam Herzog.’ 
 
           Carlyle tried the name on for size. 
 
           ‘Never heard of her.’ 
 
           ‘She’s a client of Dom’s; owns a restaurant near the gallery.’ 
 
           ‘Neither of which is necessarily a crime,’ Carlyle smirked. 
 
           ‘And she just tried to hire me – to kill her girlfriend.’ 
 
           ‘Ah.’ 
 
           ‘What’s the girlfriend called?’ 
 
           Hunter realised that he couldn’t remember. ‘Dunno. She mentioned the name, but it didn’t stick. It wouldn’t be that hard for you to track her down. Anyway, I told Miriam to sling her hook. Then I thought I’d better mention it.’ 
 
           Carlyle struggled to show much enthusiasm. ‘How did she take it, when she said you wouldn’t do it?’ 
 
           ‘Irritated rather than angry.’ Hunter hesitated before adding, ‘We were in bed at the time.’ 
 
           ‘So,’ Carlyle frowned, ‘she shagged you and then asked you to murder her girlfriend? Sounds like quite a woman.’ 
 
           ‘I kind of fell into it,’ Hunter felt himself blush. ‘It was just one of those things. You know how it is.’ 
 
           ‘No,’ said Carlyle wistfully, ‘I don’t.’ 
 
           ‘Miriam just came round to see some paintings for her new restaurant and—’ 
 
           ‘You showed her your etchings, eh?’ Carlyle gave him a friendly punch on the arm. ‘It’s good to see you’re getting back into the swing of things, even if it is with a psycho.’ 
 
           ‘She’s not a psycho.’ Hunter realised that he didn’t sound too convincing. ‘What I mean was, I just kind of fell into it.’ 
 
           ‘Never apologise,’ Carlyle opined, ‘never explain.’  
 
           ‘Not much of a motto.’ 
 
           ‘It’s always worked for me,’ the inspector sniffed, ‘but back to your new pal – did she say why she wanted you to kill the girlfriend?’ 
 
           ‘Infidelity.’  
 
           Hunter looked at Carlyle.  
 
           There was a pause and then they both burst out laughing. 
 
           ‘And she says this while you’re in bed? I want to meet this woman. Let me do a little bit of digging, see what I can find out about her. I wouldn’t worry about it, though. Odds on, it was just an idle threat. Everyone thinks about doing in their partner now and again. In the case of my missus, it probably crosses her mind about once a week. That doesn’t mean that they’re actually going to do it.’ 
 
           It didn’t seem like an idle threat to me. Hunter simply murmured his agreement with the inspector’s view. 
 
           ‘If she comes back and asks again, let me know but, believe me, your squeeze is all talk.’ 
 
      
 
           Tossing the used condom onto the carpet, Hadley Rodrigo ruffled her hair before reaching for the mobile sitting on the bedside table.  
 
           No calls.  
 
           Hadley groaned. She had less than seventy pounds in cash and no working credit card. Embarrassingly, Marco had paid for the hotel room. Fucking the help was one thing; getting the help to pay the bills was quite another.  
 
           If Richard Neary didn’t sort it out, like, right now, HDP’s chief creative officer would have to tap the company’s driver for more cash. She dismissed the idea with a shake of her head. Totally unacceptable. That could only lead to a totally unacceptable shift in the balance of power in their relationship, something that Hadley couldn’t allow to happen. 
 
           ‘That bastard accountant won’t return my calls,’ she muttered to herself, ‘Miriam must have told him not to speak to me.’ 
 
           ‘What?’ Scratching his balls, Marco appeared in the bathroom doorway. 
 
           ‘They’ve axed my company credit card.’ 
 
           ‘So? I’ve got cash.’ Marco looked down at his member, which was already showing renewed signs of life. Ignoring his stupid grin, Hadley tapped out a message – Call me now – and sent it to Neary. Dropping the phone back on the table, she wondered how many calories they had already burned.  
 
           ‘You want some food?’ 
 
           ‘Sure,’ Marco grinned, taking his cock in his hand. ‘Maybe a pizza. Or a burger. Or both.’ 
 
           The boy can only do three things, Hadley thought, fuck, eat and drive a car. On reflection, that was more than enough.  
 
           ‘And some chips.’ 
 
           ‘Chips, sure.’ Reaching for the landline, Hadley dialled room service and placed the order. ‘It should be about fifteen minutes.’ 
 
           ‘Great.’ Still holding his member, he crawled onto the bed. ‘That gives us plenty of time.’ 
 
           Hadley licked her lips. ‘Time for what?’ 
 
           ‘For whatever you like.’ 
 
      
 
           Waiting for the lift to arrive, Sandra stared at her reflection in a nearby mirror and readjusted her scarf.  
 
           ‘You should have worn a proper, full-on burqa,’ Radwan mumbled, flicking his eyes up at the security camera high on the wall to their right. ‘That way no one would ever be able to identify you.’ 
 
           ‘No one’s going to identify anyone.’ Sandra edged down the brim of Radwan’s baseball cap before manoeuvring him away from the other pair waiting for the lift, a couple of airline pilots coming off duty. ‘People see the scarf, whatever kind of it is, and never see the person. In that sense, it’s a perfect disguise.’ 
 
           ‘Hiding in plain sight,’ the boy said nervously.  
 
           ‘That’s right. We just go in and out nice and quiet and no one will ever know.’ 
 
           The boy mumbled something that sounded like ‘I hope so.’ She took his hand and gave him a gentle peck on the cheek. ‘Don’t worry it will be fine.’ 
 
           Grimacing, Radwan wiped his face with the back of his hand. 
 
           I’m turning into his mother. Sandra wondered how long the marriage would survive. Since leaving Raqqa, things felt like they had been unravelling at a steady rate. The realisation left her unmoved, like she was standing on the sidelines, an observer in her own life story. 
 
           ‘Get in.’ 
 
           ‘Huh?’ 
 
           Radwan nudged her forward. ‘The lift.’  
 
           Sandra looked up to see one of the pilots holding open the doors for them, a weary expression on his face. The guy looked completely knackered, like he’d just come off some hellish long-haul flight. Yawning, he didn’t look at the couple as they shuffled inside. 
 
           Watching the lift doors close, Sandra allowed herself a tiny smile.  
 
           Hiding in plain sight. 
 
      
 
           The pilots got off on the second floor, leaving them to ride up to four alone. Coming out of the lift, they followed the signs to 439. The room was situated in the middle of a long, dark corridor. A housecleaning cart heaped with cleaning materials and bed linen stood by the door. As Sandra approached, a small Asian woman in hotel uniform appeared from the room opposite. Without saying a word, the maid handed her a small paper bag before grabbing the trolley and pushing it briskly back down the corridor. Sandra opened the bag. Inside was a passkey and a small pistol fitted with a rudimentary, home-made silencer, fashioned out of the bottom half of a plastic bottle.  
 
           Not exactly professional, Sandra thought sourly. Retrieving the key, she handed it to Radwan. 
 
           ‘You open up, and I’ll go in.’ Glancing up and down the corridor, she watched him gently unlock the door and hold it open.  
 
           Sandra stepped into a short corridor that led to a second door, which was open maybe six inches. From behind this door came a series of grunts and squeals which left little to the imagination. Taking the gun from the bag, she weighed it in her hand. A cheap Eastern European model, it wasn’t as good as the weapon she had carried in Raqqa but more than up to the job. Radwan appeared at her shoulder. Flicking off the safety, she signalled for him to stay where he was. Moving forward, her weapon raised, she approached the second door. 
 
           What the hell? 
 
           Standing in in front of the bed, it took her several moments to understand what she was seeing. The naked man kneeling on the bed was gripping his, frankly, massive penis while a woman – the target – mounted him from behind. 
 
           What’s wrong with this picture? 
 
           While she was trying to make sense of it all, the man dropped his member and made a grab for the gun. Sandra squeezed the trigger, relaxed her grip and then squeezed again. As the gun kicked in her hand the silencer came loose and fell to the floor.  
 
           ‘Shit.’ 
 
           Shot through the heart, the man slumped forward, toppling off the end of the bed, taking the woman with him as he fell. Jumping aside, Sandra evaded her fist, putting a couple of shots in the back of the woman’s head as she hit the floor. Thankfully, the lack of a silencer made hardly any difference to the sound of the shots. 
 
           ‘Piece of crap.’ Retrieving the silencer, Sandra put it back inside the paper bag, along with the gun.  
 
           ‘Wow,’ was Radwan’s wide-eyed verdict, ‘what a mess.’ Quickly followed by, ‘She was wearing a strap-on.’ 
 
           ‘Whatever it is,’ Sandra muttered darkly, ‘don’t think I’m ever going to do that sort of thing to you.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ the boy blushed violently, ‘I’m not…funny like that.’ 
 
           ‘Glad to hear it.’ 
 
           Contemplating the naked corpses, a smile crept across Radwan’s face as his hand fell in front of his crotch. ‘Although we could do it on the bed.’ 
 
           ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’ Sandra was seriously wondering whether her husband might need psychiatric help when there was a knock at the door. 
 
           ‘Room service.’ 
 
           They looked at each other. ‘What shall we do?’ Radwan hissed. 
 
           ‘Go and get it. And make sure you give them a big tip.’ Sandra pushed him forward, closing the connecting door behind him. 
 
      
 
           ‘Want some pizza?’ 
 
           ‘Urgh.’ Sandra felt her stomach do a somersault. 
 
           ‘What? It’s good food.’ To prove his point, Radwan took a large bite out of his slice and began chewing happily. ‘Why let it go to waste? Saves having to worry about dinner.’ 
 
           Sandra contemplated the two bodies near her feet. ‘We should get going.’ 
 
           ‘There’s no rush.’ Radwan reached for more food. ‘No one’s noticed anything. If someone was going to come, they would be here by now, right?’ 
 
           That was true enough. What did you have to do to get noticed in this city? Pulling out her phone, Sandra carefully typed a text – Job done – and sent it to Herzog. 
 
           ‘Come on, let’s go.’ 
 
           ‘But I haven’t finished eating yet,’ Radwan gestured towards the room-service tray sitting on the bed. ‘I was going to have the burger next.’ 
 
           Shaking her head, Sandra tossed him the paper bag before heading for the door. ‘You can finish it later. Bring a doggy bag.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Job done. Herzog allowed herself a small smile as she deleted the message from her phone. Goodbye Hadley. 
 
           Miriam knew that she had more pressing problems to deal with but at least that was one loose end tidied up. Now all she had to do was refinance her business and pay Haider Atlas his dividend. If she could manage all of that a well-deserved and much-needed break on the slopes at Klosters beckoned.  
 
           A wave of confidence washed over her. HDP would be saved and she would put the angst of the last few months behind her. Listening to a currency-trading boyfriend who had told her that there was a fortune to be made in Asian FX futures contracts had been a big mistake. Someone else had made the fortune; Miriam had lost it. The boyfriend was last heard of selling insurance products in Quezon City, while she was left trying to sell a chunk of HDP to fill the black hole before Haider found out. For such a total crook, Haider always came across as ultra-conservative when it came to HDP’s accounts. Given that he had a significant proportion of his retirement fund tied up in the company it wasn’t all that surprising. If he found out that Miriam had gambled away his cash, he would have her head – literally. The old man had known her all her life – literally. He had been a business partner of her father for decades – their paths first crossed in 1967 when David Herzog, along with his pal Walter Danzig, had briefly and unsuccessfully tried their hands at arms dealing – had been at Miriam’s christening and had even written a cheque to Bedales a couple of times when her father had failed to come up with the school fees.  
 
           Haider Atlas, however, was not a man much given to sentiment. Miriam knew that no amount of shared history would save her if she couldn’t come up with his twelve million dollars. And that meant relying on Neary. Glancing at the time at the top of the phone’s screen, she calculated the current time in Hong Kong. It was too soon to chase the accountant for news of his investor meetings. ‘You better deliver, Richard,’ she mumbled to herself, ‘or you’ll be next, just like Hadley.’ Now that she had found a use for Haider’s boy, there was no telling how many loose ends he might be able to take care of. Scratching her shoulder, she idly wondered about state of the father-son relationship. ‘Maybe he could take care of his old man for me, as a last resort.’ 
 
           ‘What?’ 
 
           Herzog looked up to see a naked Daniel Hunter standing in front of her, a glass of wine in each hand. ‘Nothing.’ Tossing the phone on the bed, she sat up, giving him a view of her surgically-enhanced breasts. Gratifyingly, his eyes went straight to her chest. 
 
           It looks like he’s just about ready to go again.  
 
           ‘Thank you.’ Taking both glasses, she waited for him to return to her side before handing one of them back. 
 
           ‘I hope this is a service you don’t provide to all of your clients,’ she purred. 
 
           ‘Hardly.’  
 
           Miriam took a sip of the wine. Trying not to wince, she placed the glass on the bedside table. ‘I had thought the last time would be a one-off. I was a bit surprised you wanted to do it again.’ 
 
           ‘Me too.’ Hunter felt her hand slip between his legs. ‘Again?’ 
 
           ‘Why not,’ Herzog cooed, ‘we’ve certainly found some kind of rhythm, don’t you think?’  
 
      
 
           Word of a double murder rumbled its way round Charing Cross police station around the time that the first reports started to appear on the rolling news stations. Engrossed in a memo from the Police Federation about changes to his pension, inspector Carlyle hadn’t paid it much attention until his sergeant, Alison Roche had asked, ‘What kind of a name is that anyway, Hadley?’ 
 
           Carlyle froze. ‘Whaddya mean?’ he asked, trying to sound nonchalant about it. 
 
           ‘This woman that got shot while wearing a dildo,’ Roche snickered, ‘her name is Hadley Rodrigo.’ 
 
           ‘A dildo?’ For a moment the inspector thought that he was about to swoon. 
 
           ‘You never pay attention, do you?’ Roche admonished him. ‘Crazy name, crazy gal. She was doing her boyfriend, doggy-style, when someone walked into their hotel room and shot them both in the head. Well, they shot her in the head. They shot him in the chest.’ 
 
           The inspector took a couple of deep breaths. ‘The media will make a meal of this,’ he said finally. 
 
           ‘How could you not make a meal of it?’ 
 
           ‘Fair point.’ 
 
           ‘Not our problem, though,’ Roche said cheerily, ‘is it boss?’ 
 
           The inspector fixed her with a rictus grin. Let’s hope not. ‘Who’s caught the case?’ 
 
           Roche pulled a face. ‘Cheeseman.’ 
 
           ‘That doesn’t do much for the chances of it being solved,’ Carlyle observed drily. Detective Inspector Stan Cheeseman was an old-timer, someone who even Carlyle, no bright young thing himself, recognised as a dinosaur. On the glide path to retirement, Cheeseman was far more interested in fishing than in solving crimes.  
 
           ‘I worked on a case with him once,’ the sergeant shuddered, ‘the bloke couldn’t find his way out of a paper bag.’ 
 
           ‘Poor old Stan. No one will miss him when he’s gone.’  
 
           A look of concern started to creep across Roche’s face. ‘You’re not interested in these murders, are you?’ 
 
           The inspector knew he should leave well alone. Instead, he reached for his coat. ‘Let’s go and take a look.’ 
 
           ‘But why?’ Roche asked, giving him an irritated look. ‘It isn’t like we don’t have plenty of stuff of our own to be getting on with.’ 
 
           ‘Come on,’ the inspector muttered, hurrying off, ‘I’ll explain on the way.’ 
 
      
 
           So much for it being ‘nothing’. Trying to get his story straight, Carlyle watched as the bodies were bagged up and carried out of the hotel room by a team of paper-suited technicians.  
 
           Roche appeared at his shoulder. ‘Should we be in here?’ 
 
           ‘It’s fine,’ Carlyle reassured her, ‘techies are done with it.’ 
 
           ‘Did they get anything?’ 
 
           ‘Dunno,’ the inspector shrugged. ‘Too early to tell, I guess. There aren’t going to be many surprises about the cause of death, though.’ 
 
           ‘No I suppose not.’ 
 
           Carlyle was about to ask Roche about the victims’ chosen sexual practices but thought better of it. The inspector had worked with the sergeant for a long time now but still felt the need to watch his Ps and Qs. The last thing he needed was to be hauled up in front of HR for inappropriate banter, or whatever it was called these days. Political correctness in the Met was so pervasive that he tried to keep his mouth shut as much as possible. This time he restricted himself to observing ‘Strange business.’ 
 
           Still peeved at this diversion from her own work, Roche was not in the mood for small talk. ‘This is what we’ve got by the way of ID.’ She held up an A4 sheet of photocopy paper. On the top was an image of a credit card in the name of Hadley Rodrigo, underneath a driver’s licence belonging to one Marco Wink. 
 
           Carlyle bit his lower lip.  
 
           ‘Are you going to tell Cheeseman you know her?’ Roche whispered. 
 
           ‘I don’t know her,’ Carlyle said stiffly, ‘her name just came up in a conversation.’ 
 
           ‘A conversation about her girlfriend wanting to murder her,’ Roche huffed. 
 
           The inspector’s eyes darted nervously towards the hotel room door. ‘Keep your voice down,’ he hissed, ‘for Christ’s sake. It was just idle gossip, tittle-tattle. I was still in the process of making some preliminary enquiries.’ That last bit was true enough. A Google search had turned up Hadley Rodrigo’s name in a fraction of a second. And five minutes on a couple of the Metropolitan Police’s various databases was sufficient to generate enough red flags to send most cops scurrying for a SWAT team to storm Miriam Herzog’s restaurant and nick everyone in sight. Not that the inspector had done anything with the information he had gleaned. Instead, busy trying to track down an armed robber who had been released from prison by mistake, he had forgotten all about it. 
 
           And now they had this. 
 
           Hadley Rodrigo RIP. The ex-chief creative officer – whatever that was – of HDP; Carlyle wondered about the use of the past tense. Although the woman was no more, her CV would doubtless take a while to catch up. Still very much alive, HDP was a ‘mini-conglomerate’ run by one Miriam Herzog, the only child of a long-forgotten crook called David Herzog. Herzog formed HDP way back in the 1960s, along with two equally-bent chums, Walter Danzig and Sigmund Proust. Carlyle vaguely remembered meeting Proust while he was a beat cop in the 1980s, but he couldn’t be sure. Either way, the trio never looked large in the Met’s hinterland. Occupying that vast grey area between ‘entrepreneur’ and ‘villain’, there were a few early arrests but none of the trio ever found themselves convicted of any criminal offence. Over the decades, their business evolved from the flat-out illegal (everything from drugs and prostitution to VAT fraud) to the shady (property deals) to the apparently kosher (digital media and fashion). All three founders had disappeared from the face of the earth sometime in the late 1990s and the business appeared to be dormant until it had resurfaced under the leadership of Miriam around a decade ago. Despite its apparent respectability, HDP still attracted some interesting characters; currently one of its main investors was a guy called Haider Atlas; if Atlas wasn’t exactly public enemy number one, he was certainly up there in the top twenty. Despite collecting Interpol red notices like foreign diplomats collected parking tickets, the guy seemed able to go about his business pretty much unmolested.  
 
           Given all this background, Carlyle realised sadly that he should have taken the intel from Danny Hunter rather more seriously. Now it was too late to do anything. Cheeseman would have to work out precisely what happened for himself. For Carlyle, this was strictly a damage limitation exercise. Comfortable that no one at the scene could point a finger at him, the inspector made a mental note to tell Hunter to forget their conversation. 
 
           Roche gave him a gentle nudge. ‘Cheeseman is wondering why we’re here.’ 
 
           ‘Great.’ Carlyle knew that Detective Inspector Stan Cheeseman would like nothing better than to be able to palm a double murder off on one of his colleagues. ‘Let’s make a move.’ 
 
           He turned towards the door to be confronted by a grinning giant. 
 
           ‘John, how’s it going?’ 
 
           ‘Not bad, Stan. You?’ Lifting his gaze upward, Carlyle shook the DI’s hand with as much enthusiasm as he could muster. 
 
           ‘All good,’ Cheeseman gave Roche a nod of acknowledgement. ‘Looking forward to getting some fishing in next week.’ He waved a paw at the bloodstains on the carpet. ‘Assuming this gets sorted by then.’ 
 
           Not much chance of that. Carlyle made what he hoped was an optimistic noise.  
 
           ‘Or, I get rid.’ 
 
           Ignoring his cue, Carlyle remained silent. 
 
           ‘How’re Heather and Annie doing?’ 
 
           Helen and Alice. 
 
           Roche smirked. 
 
           Carlyle didn’t bother to correct him. ‘The family’s good, thanks.’ He knew better than to enquire about things, chez Cheeseman. Much to the amusement of his colleagues, the DI’s wife had run off to Australia, taking their kids with her. She was last heard of living in Melbourne with a personal trainer.  
 
           Preliminaries over, the senior officer got straight down to business. ‘I hear that you want to take this one off my hands.’ He rubbed his hands in glee, anticipating a nasty case floating out of his hands, while he got back to the rather more important business of picking out a new rod at Farlows. 
 
           ‘No,’ Carlyle looked at Roche, ‘not at all.’ 
 
           ‘So what brings you here then?’ 
 
           ‘Well—’ 
 
           ‘One of the victims was a person of interest in another case we have at the moment,’ Roche improvised hastily. 
 
           ‘Oh?’ Cheeseman’s eyes narrowed. He wasn’t going to let them off the hook that easily. 
 
           ‘Marco, er,’ Roche glanced at the sheet of paper in her hand, ‘Wink. He was a known associate of Jason Smith-Lear.’ She pulled up a photo on her phone and showed it to the DI. The image showed a close-up of a shaven-headed guy standing in the middle of a Soho street, flipping the finger to the camera with a police van in the background. ‘Smith-Lear is the guy who was released from the Scrubs when he was supposed to be doing eight to ten for robbing his local sub-post office with a shotgun. He’s been sending us selfies every day since they let him go.’ 
 
           ‘Dirty little scrote,’ Cheeseman grunted, resigned to the fact that Farlows would have to wait. ‘Give him a good slap for me when you catch him.’ 
 
           ‘We will,’ said Carlyle cheerily as he quickly ushered Roche from the room. ‘Good luck with this mess. I hope it doesn’t interfere with the fishing too much.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What do you think?’ Roche asked as they walked down the corridor. 
 
           ‘Fifty-yard rule,’ Carlyle mumbled, checking over his shoulder as he strode towards the lifts, ‘loose lips sink ships and all that.’ 
 
           ‘Aye Aye commander,’ Roche chortled. Her boss was getting more eccentric as he got older but it served to smooth some of his rough edges.  
 
           ‘We can talk outside,’ Carlyle huffed. 
 
           Out on the street, chaos reigned. Traffic was backed up in all directions and the sound of angry horns made the inspector wince. Right in front of them, an expensive-looking bike lay on the tarmac in front of a black cab.  
 
           Roche looked on in amusement as a female taxi driver launched into an impressively foul-mouthed tirade against a middle-aged bloke in a Rapha cycling jersey. ‘Do you think we should intervene?’  
 
           ‘Nah,’ the inspector chuckled, ‘let them sort it out amongst themselves. Hopefully they’ll give each other a good slap.’ Four wheels versus two was the kind of mundane, daily confrontation that he had no interest in.  
 
           A plague on both their houses.  
 
           If, in some parallel universe, Carlyle was ever to find himself mayor, the first thing he would do would be to ban cars; the second would be to ban cycling. 
 
           Jabbing an angry finger at the taxi driver, the cyclist started fighting back, oblivious to the build-up of traffic on either side of them. Resisting the temptation to arrest both of them, the inspector led his sergeant down the road as a choice selection of swear words flew past them. ‘Well done on the Wink-Smith-Lear thing, by the way. That was a nice way of putting Cheeseman back in his box.’ 
 
           ‘At least one of us can think on our feet,’ Roche grinned. 
 
           Pushing back his shoulders, Carlyle tried to adopt a persona of some gravitas. ‘Just remember who taught you all you know.’ 
 
           ‘As if,’ Roche snorted. ‘But why didn’t you tell the DI about the girlfriend?’ 
 
           ‘Are you mad?’ Reaching the end of the block, Carlyle idled on the kerb as they waited for the lights to change. ‘And drop myself in it?’ He looked around, double checking that no one was listening in. ‘How would it look if I ‘fessed up to the fact that I knew the girlfriend asked someone to do the job and I ignored it?’ 
 
           ‘You could just drop her name into the mix.’ Roche ventured, ‘without saying why.’ 
 
           ‘If I show any interest, Cheeseman will palm the case off on me – correction, on us – grab his fishing rod and bugger off to the river tosspot or whatever. But if we leave him alone, surely even he can find Herzog.’  
 
           ‘Finding her and nailing her are two separate things,’ Roche pointed out. 
 
           ‘Do we care?’ 
 
           ‘You care. Otherwise what are we doing here? We didn’t exactly learn a lot. It was only your guilty conscience—’ 
 
           ‘I don’t feel guilty,’ Carlyle said hastily. 
 
           ‘Guilty or not, what are you going to do?’  
 
           ‘I haven’t decided yet,’ the inspector admitted. Taking out his phone, he pulled up Hunter’s number and hit call. ‘Suggestions on a postcard.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Fuck… Urrgh.’  
 
           Hunter rolled onto his side of the bed as Tom Petty’s “Free Fallin’” started playing on his phone. 
 
           ‘Nice timing,’ Herzog observed. 
 
           ‘Sorry.’ Edging away from the wet patch, Hunter reached over, grabbed the handset and checked the caller ID. 
 
           Carlyle. 
 
           The cop always had a great sense of timing. 
 
           ‘Yeah?’ 
 
           ‘What are you up to?’ The inspector had to shout over the sound of car horns in the background. 
 
           ‘Well—’ Hunter watched as Herzog slipped out of the bed and headed for the bathroom. He had to admit the woman had a hell of an arse. The thought set off a spark though his groin. Again? Hunter laughed out loud. He hadn’t got laid in, well, in a very considerable amount of time and now this woman comes along to fuck his brains out more or less on demand. Okay, so she had issues but then so did he. And it wasn’t like Hunter was in the market for a long-term relationship. Mindless fucking was just what the doctor ordered. He had to admit that life had certainly taken a turn for the better.  
 
           ‘Hello?’ The lights had finally changed. Roche prodded Carlyle on the shoulder to get him to cross to road.  
 
           ‘Yeah, sorry.’ Hunter used his free hand to scratch his balls. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
           ‘Have you got company?’ the inspector barked as he safely made it to the other side. 
 
           ‘Yeah, why?’ 
 
           ‘The same company?’  
 
           Hunter listened to Herzog pissing into the bowl next door – the joys of living in a shoe box. He wondered if, next time, Herzog might take him to her gaff. ‘Yeah,’ he repeated, lowering his tone, ‘why?’ 
 
           ‘You’re shagging her again?’ Carlyle squawked, his tone a mixture of amusement and jealousy.  
 
           What are you, my dad? ‘Did you want something specific?’ 
 
           ‘You know that thing that I said wasn’t a big deal?’ Carlyle deadpanned. ‘Well it’s a big deal now.’ 
 
           The toilet flushed, followed by the sound of a tap running.  
 
           ‘Hadley Rodrigo – your girlfriend’s girlfriend – was shot dead in a hotel room while she was fucking her boyfriend up the rear end with a dildo.’ A young woman walking past Carlyle caught the word ‘dildo’ and giggled. Yeah, Carlyle thought grimly, it’s hilarious. ‘A professional hit.’ 
 
           ‘Well, at least I have an alibi.’  
 
           ‘Get rid of lover girl,’ Carlyle snapped. ‘I’m on the way over.’ 
 
           Herzog appeared in the doorway. If the woman looked good from the back, she looked pretty damn hot from the front as well.  
 
           ‘Who was that?’ 
 
           Trying to wish away Carlyle’s call, Hunter tossed the phone on the carpet. ‘Francesca.’ When he saw her face cloud, he quickly added, ‘Our receptionist, she’s coming in to do some work.’ 
 
           ‘I thought you gave her the day off,’ Herzog pouted. 
 
           ‘I did, but she’s says she’s got some work to do. She’s writing a thesis on Buddhist art at the Courtauld and does most of her work downstairs.’ 
 
           ‘Another one of Dom’s little students,’ was Herzog’s dismissive verdict. ‘He only likes them because they’re cheap.’ 
 
           ‘Anyway, I should get up.’ Hunter tried to untangle himself from the duvet. ‘I need to unlock downstairs. And Otto will want a walk.’ 
 
           ‘Forget the damn dog.’ As she pushed him back down on the bed. ‘There’s plenty of time. Let’s go again.’  
 
      
 
           Hunter let Otto off his leash and flopped onto the bench next to Carlyle. ‘Go and have a piss,’ he instructed the dog. 
 
           ‘You’re really getting the hand of this pet thing,’ Carlyle deadpanned. 
 
           ‘Once you get the basic mechanics of the relationship it’s quite easy.’ Hunter scanned the scene in front of them. The rush hour was still the best part of an hour away and Green Park was its usual late afternoon mixture of tourists, joggers and dossers. He smiled as a very athletic young woman ran past, head bowed as she concentrated on her run. Herzog had certainly revived his interest in the opposite sex. ‘It’s just a question of understanding who’s the boss.’ 
 
           Carlyle, more interested in the dog, watched Otto trot off towards a rather diseased-looking tree. ‘He is.’ 
 
           ‘Exactly.’ Hunter stretched out on the bench and yawned. ‘I just do what I’m told.’ 
 
           Carlyle ‘Tired?’ 
 
           ‘A bit,’ Hunter admitted. ‘Miriam really knows how to go for it.’ 
 
           ‘Hm.’ Married for the best part of thirty years, Carlyle wasn’t particularly interested in tales of sexual acrobatics. He watched as Otto reached the tree and cocked his leg and did his business. ‘At least it’s well-trained.’ He pointed towards the dog. ‘Very good in a busy environment; doesn’t get over-excited.’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, Hunter agreed, ‘I quite like him. He’s relatively little trouble and very friendly.’ He paused. ‘Have you ever had one?’ 
 
           ‘A dog?’ Carlyle snorted. ‘We live in an ex-council flat. It wouldn’t work.’ He crossed his legs. ‘That’s just about the only rule I’ve ever been able to enforce at home – no pets. We’ve never even had a goldfish.’ 
 
           ‘That’s a bit harsh.’ 
 
           ‘Not really. Who was going to look after the little bugger? He would have been face up in his bowl after a week. Everybody’s too busy doing their own thing.’ 
 
           ‘You gotta make time.’ 
 
           ‘Thank you, Dr Seuss.’ 
 
           ‘Seriously.’ Hunter watched as Otto finished sniffing the tree and started back towards them. ‘I’ll miss him when Dom comes back.’ 
 
           ‘I’m sure Eva will give you visiting rights.’ 
 
           Hunter shifted on the bench to get a better view of the inspector. ‘You’ve known them a long time, haven’t you?’ 
 
           ‘Dom and his missus? Yeah, we go back a long way. I remember when they first got together.’ It wasn’t a particularly edifying tale, Dom was a drug dealer and Eva was the girlfriend of one of his clients; before getting bogged down in the past Carlyle moved quickly on. ‘When are they back?’ 
 
           ‘Next week.’ Wandering back to the bench, Otto presented himself for Hunter to scratch behind his ears. 
 
           ‘Dom’s got a meeting with some Australian painter who wants him to put on an exhibition at the gallery. The guy’s claim to fame is that he works with kangaroo dung.’ 
 
           ‘Lovely.’ 
 
           ‘Dom is very keen to get the guy to come to us rather than one of the other galleries. He is really fashionable at the moment.’ 
 
           ‘I’m not sure I’d want to sit on the sofa and look at animal crap on the wall.’ Carlyle grunted. 
 
           ‘That’s not very likely. His stuff goes for low millions, apparently.’  
 
           The inspector gave a world-weary shake of the head. ‘It figures.’ For several moments, he sat in frustrated silence, contemplating the latest example of life’s total unfairness. Hunter, meanwhile, tracked the sexy jogger as she swept past on a second circuit.  
 
           If she was aware of his gawping, the woman didn’t let on. ‘How do people manage that?’ he asked once she had slipped from his field of vision. ‘Turn shit into gold.’ 
 
           ‘If I knew that,’ Carlyle mused, ‘I wouldn’t be sitting here.’ 
 
           ‘No, I suppose not.’  
 
           ‘For every guy who can turn shit to gold,’ the cop continued, warming to his theme, ‘there are thousands who can do the reverse trick. Like your new pal, for example.’ 
 
           ‘Business-wise, I think Miriam’s doing okay,’ Hunter pulled a treat from his pocket and let the dog snatch it from his hand, ‘it’s more that she has problems with relationship-management.’ 
 
           Carlyle smiled. ‘Is that what it is?’ 
 
           ‘Hey,’ Hunter replied, a little defensiveness entering his tone, ‘I’m not here to act as a cheerleader for her. I’m just going along for the ride, so to speak.’ 
 
           ‘I spoke to a contact in HMRC on the way over here. Herzog’s company, HDP, has been on their watch list for the last year. The business is behind on their taxes, behind on their rent, behind on their company credit card payments. They even owe a local flower shop more than two grand.’ 
 
           ‘Isn’t that just normal course of business?’ Hunter shrugged. ‘You have to juggle all the time. Didn’t I tell you, she’s talking about opening a new restaurant? Wants to buy some more paintings from the gallery for it.’ 
 
           ‘Make sure Dom gets cash in advance,’ Carlyle advised. ‘The gossip is that your Ms Herzog discovered a taste for gambling – on the currency markets. Unfortunately for her she wasn’t very good at it. Her losses are said to top eight figures.’ 
 
           Hunter let out a low whistle. 
 
           ‘Creditors are closing in and she’s under a lot of stress. That might explain some of her erratic decision-making, such as having her girlfriend shot and replacing her with you.’ 
 
           ‘Ha, ha.’ Grim-faced, Hunter fed the dog another treat. 
 
           ‘This isn’t a comedy,’ Carlyle said sternly. ‘The more you look at HDP, the worse it gets. Not only has the boss got a major gambling problem, the finance director, a guy called Richard Neary, is bent. The guy was convicted of false accounting a decade ago. He got a suspended sentence. Technically, he shouldn’t be doing the books but they got around that problem by employing him as a consultant. Once the Revenue get their act together – if they get their act together – its odds-on that he’ll finally end up behind bars where he belongs. As for Herzog—’ 
 
           ‘What do you want to do?’ Hunter had heard enough. The litany of problems associated with his new friend was beginning to get on his nerves. Okay, so his dick had gotten him into a bit of trouble. It was hardly the end of the world. He refused to feel any guilt simply for getting his end away. 
 
           Let’s move on, shall we? 
 
           ‘First things, first,’ Carlyle said briskly, ‘you never told me about Herzog and her request that you kill Rodrigo, right?’ 
 
           ‘I’m her alibi,’ Hunter pointed out. ‘If the cops come calling, which they will, I’ll have to tell them that Herzog asked me to kill Hadley.’ 
 
           ‘Not necessarily,’ Carlyle counselled. 
 
           Hunter gave him a quizzical look. ‘They won’t necessarily come calling or I won’t necessarily have to tell them.’ 
 
           ‘Either. Both. But if they do turn up and you do have to tell them, you can say you thought she was joking. You didn’t give it a second thought. And you certainly didn’t tell me about it. I’ll consider that returning the favour that I did for you at the Racetrack the other night.’ 
 
           ‘That seems fair.’ 
 
           ‘There’s no need for me to be dropped in it. The guy leading the investigation into Hadley Rodrigo’s killing is an idiot called Cheeseman but even he should be able to nail your fuck buddy on his own.’ 
 
           ‘If she’s guilty.’ For some reason, Hunter felt an urge to defend Herzog. 
 
           Innocent till proven guilty and all that. 
 
           ‘Not a very big if,’ the inspector pointed out, ‘unless you know of anyone else who wanted Rodrigo dead.’ 
 
           ‘Maybe it’s a coincidence.’ 
 
           ‘And maybe Fulham will win the league. If I were you, I’d start looking for a new girlfriend.’ 
 
           You don’t have to sound so cheery about it, Hunter thought. ‘Who do you think pulled the trigger?’ 
 
           ‘No idea,’ Carlyle admitted. ‘That’s what we’re going to find out.’ 
 
           ‘We?’ 
 
           The inspector nodded. 
 
           ‘Because?’ 
 
           ‘Because I don’t like being a berk and you don’t like being dragged into a murder enquiry.’ 
 
           ‘No,’ Hunter agreed. 
 
           ‘Look on the bright side,’ the inspector grinned. 
 
           Still stroking Otto’s head, Hunter stared off in the direction of Buckingham Palace. ‘Which is?’ 
 
           ‘At least she didn’t fuck you just so that you would commit a murder. It must be love.’  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Dense but flexible, SoundKiller is the number one soundproofing material in Asia. Basic physics states that a dense mass is required to kill noise in the mid to low frequencies. The material installed in all of our rooms vibrates as it absorbs sound ensuring db reduction ranges up to 62db. In this way, we can ensure that all of our guests can enjoy a good night’s sleep, whatever their neighbours are getting up to!’ 
 
           Grinding his teeth, Johnny Law tossed the brochure onto the coffee table and glanced at the Omega Speedmaster on his wrist. He had work to do. The morning was already half done and the restaurant wouldn’t run itself. Hallyday’s was supposed to have been a hobby, somewhere he could hang out and enjoy playing the patron in his retirement. The reality was rather different; Johnny had never worked so hard in his life.  
 
           The funny thing was, he enjoyed it. Enjoyed all the hassles, all the petty dramas; enjoyed being the boss. Being in charge was liberating. There was no one else to blame if things went wrong, which meant that there was nothing to worry about. 
 
           The only two things Johnny worried about these days were his enlarged prostate and his diminished son-in-law. The former would be operated on when the time came. The same was true of the latter. 
 
           And, for Richard Neary, the time was now. 
 
           After almost an hour and a half, Johnny had read through every available newspaper and magazine in the hotel lobby as well as a selection of the seemingly endless promotional material on display. After sitting there for so long, Johnny knew that he must be beginning to attract the attention of hotel security, oversized men in suits who prowled the lobby in a remarkably indiscrete fashion for such a high-end establishment. Should he just go upstairs? He was pondering his options when one of the lifts pinged open and Sasha stepped out, with Helena in tow. 
 
           You have never seen a pair that looked less like a ‘Sasha’ and a ‘Helena’ in your life, Johnny reflected as he watched the women clack across the marble floor in their high heels. It was late in the morning, after the night before, but he had to admit that they looked good. Then again, they always looked good; he only allowed the best girls to work in his place.  
 
           Both of them acknowledged his presence with a tiny jerk of the head, not breaking their stride as they headed on to the street and fell into the back of a cab. 
 
           See you tonight. 
 
           Johnny waited until the cab had pulled away from the sidewalk before getting to his feet. Buttoning his jacket, he pushed back his shoulders and walked calmly past the security guys, before taking up a position in front of the lifts. Pressing the call button, he placed his hands behind his back and waited, trying to give the air of a man with infinite time on his side.  
 
           A sense of serenity descended upon him as he rode the lift alone. When he reached his floor, the doors slid open and he stepped into a long, straight corridor.  
 
           I should have done this long ago. 
 
           Johnny walked calmly along the corridor, his boots sinking into the lush carpet. It took him a moment to realise what the strange sound was. 
 
           Silence. 
 
           The Pacific Idyll claimed to have the best soundproofing of any hotel in Hong Kong. Johnny smiled. Silence was such a luxury in the modern world. 
 
           He counted off the doors.  
 
           One – two – three – four… 
 
           At the fifth door, he came to a halt, took a deep breath and knocked, his knuckles smacking out a relaxed rhythm on the dark wood.  
 
           Taking a step backwards, he consulted his watch.  
 
           Fifteen seconds. 
 
           If you waited any longer than fifteen seconds you were a pussy. 
 
           Clearing his throat, Johnny knocked again. Harder this time; a knock that said I know you’re in there, so hurry up and open the fucking door. 
 
           Twelve, thirteen, fourteen seconds. 
 
           The door finally swung open and Johnny was confronted with the unedifying sight of his son-in-law wearing nothing more than a pair of Calvin Klein boxers that were too small for his expanding girth.  
 
           Flabby, Johnny reflected. He’s badly out of shape. Like an ice cream melting on the sidewalk.  
 
           After a night of partying, the man didn’t smell too good, either. 
 
           ‘This is an unexpected surprise.’ Richard Neary was too wrecked to express his dismay at the arrival of such an unexpected and unwelcome visitor. ‘A bit early isn’t it?’ 
 
           ‘Did you have a good evening?’ Wrinkling his nose in disgust, Johnny stepped into the room, forcing Neary backwards. Behind him, the door clicked shut. 
 
           ‘It was fine,’ Neary muttered. ‘I’m struggling with the jet lag. Even in business class, it’s impossible to get a proper night’s rest.’ 
 
           Johnny gave a less than sympathetic shrug. 
 
           ‘I’m getting too old for this type of thing,’ Neary observed, with a large dollop of self-pity. 
 
           ‘We’re all getting too old for this type of thing. Did you speak to Jen?’ 
 
           If he was embarrassed by the question, Neary gave no sign of it. ‘I couldn’t get hold of her. She’s always terrible at picking up her calls.’ 
 
           The practised liar speaks.  
 
           Johnny looked around the room. Housekeeping were going to have their work cut out cleaning up the mess. Empty miniatures were strewn across the carpet. He gestured towards a used condom with the toe of his boot. It luminous green colour made him feel slightly sick. Cactus and tequila flavour. Helena said the punters loved them. ‘Looks like you had quite a party.’ 
 
           Anger flared in the accountant’s eyes. He waited for it to pass before asking ‘Are you spying on me?’ 
 
           ‘Me?’ Now it was Johnny’s turn to feel mad. ‘Why would I want to do that?’ 
 
           Neary’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is this a social call?’ 
 
           ‘I was just checking in. I thought that you had a bunch of meetings today?’ I know that you do. I set them up. 
 
           ‘I do.’ Scratching his genitals, Neary shuffled towards the bathroom. ‘The first one is in just under an hour. I need to get my shit together.’ 
 
           Johnny unbuttoned his jacket. ‘I don’t think so.’  
 
           ‘I can hardly go like this,’ Neary scoffed. ‘What will your pals think?’ 
 
           ‘They won’t think anything. You won’t be there. They will be happy to save the time. Do you really want to waste an hour of their lives listening to you give a bullshit presentation about your crappy company?’ 
 
           ‘What?’ Turning to face the old man, Neary ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. ‘It’s that crappy company that puts bread on the table. Feeds your grandkids. Pays for their school fees – not to mention Jen’s credit card bills. If this doesn’t work out, we’re all up shit creek without a paddle. You might want to remember that.’ 
 
           Johnny was unmoved. ‘The meetings are off.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t be silly,’ Neary croaked. ‘I came halfway around the world to see these people.’ 
 
           ‘No,’ Johnny calmly pulled a cheap Chinese semi-automatic from the back of his waistband and pointed it at Neary, ‘you came halfway around the world to die.’ 
 
           ‘What the fuck?’ The accountant laughed nervously. ‘What is this? Stop messing around. It’s not funny. I’ll be late.’ 
 
           ‘I’m not the kind of man who messes around. You should know that.’ Johnny gestured towards the floor-to-ceiling windows with the gun. ‘I would like you to step outside, onto the balcony.’ 
 
           ‘Or what? Are you gonna shoot me?’ 
 
           ‘Just get out there.’ 
 
           ‘No silencer? I thought you were a pro.’ Neary gestured at the gun with his chin. ‘You fire that thing and security will be here in seconds.’ 
 
           ‘Shall we test that?’ Johnny was embarrassed to realise that he was starting to enjoy himself. ‘Give the wall a smack.’ 
 
           ‘Eh?’ 
 
           ‘Go, on. Hit it.’ 
 
           Neary took a sideways step and lifted his arm. Keeping his eyes on the gun, he gave the wall a cautious slap with the palm of his hand. 
 
           ‘Solid?’ 
 
           Neary nodded. 
 
           ‘Dense but flexible.’ Johnny began paraphrasing from the brochure he had been reading downstairs. ‘Top quality soundproofing is one of this hotel’s unique selling points. Up to a sixty-two decibel reduction in multi-variable sound transference between rooms.’  
 
           Whatever that meant. 
 
           ‘No one will notice a gunshot.’  
 
           Neary nodded dumbly. 
 
           If the damn thing works. Assuming that he wouldn’t need to use it, Johnny hadn’t tested the gun. He had acquired it a couple of nights earlier from one of his shadier customers in exchange for writing off the guy’s bar bill. Tony Sum was a low-level gangster who would end up in front of a firing squad sooner or later; probably sooner, insofar as Tony had recently boosted a job lot of handguns from the Macau garrison of People’s Liberation Army. But that was Tony’s problem.  
 
           Johnny felt the weight of the gun in his hand. If it was good enough for the PLA, it was good enough for him. He looked at Neary. ‘Like you say, I’m a professional.’  
 
           ‘Um.’ Neary looked longingly at the door. He flexed his jaw as if he was having trouble forming the words his brain was telling him to speak. ‘I didn’t mean to—’ 
 
           ‘You wouldn’t be the first guy I’ve killed, you know that, right?’ 
 
           Blinking rapidly, Neary folded his arms across his chest. ‘Jen might have mentioned something about a triad guy or two who ended up in the Shenzhen mortuary, back in the day.’ 
 
           Or ten. Johnny smiled sadly. ‘I always thought that she knew about that.’ 
 
           ‘Why do you think she moved to the other side of the world?’ Neary shot back, surprising both of them. 
 
           ‘Why do you think I wanted her to move to the other side of the world? But enough of this chat.’ Johnny gestured again towards the balcony. ‘Out.’ 
 
           With a resigned grunt, Neary stepped over to the glass doors. Flicking the lock, he slid them open and stepped out into the late morning humidity. Following after him, Johnny found himself immediately pining for the AC. 
 
           ‘Step over there.’ 
 
           Neary did as he was told, backing up against the glass balustrade at the far end of the balcony. 
 
           The spigot glass system, Johnny mused, recalling another gem from the hotel brochure. Finding the glare coming off Neary’s pale belly genuinely offensive, he pulled a pair of Ray Bans from the breast pocket of his jacket and slipped them on. They didn’t make the sight in front of him any prettier but at least he wasn’t being blinded. 
 
           Gripping the glass with one hand, Neary tried to stand up straight. ‘So what’s all this about?’ he demanded, trying to inject more authority into his voice than circumstances warranted.  
 
           Johnny ran the outside of his thumb over the safety. He had waited many years for this moment; now that it had finally arrived, he had no desire to rush it. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
           ‘I genuinely have no idea.’ 
 
           ‘No one could be that stupid,’ Johnny scoffed. 
 
           ‘Seriously.’ 
 
           His thumb flicked the safety to the ‘fire’ positon. Maybe he would use the gun after all. After all the times he had fantasised about blowing the little shit’s head off, actually doing it would probably give him a better sense of closure. 
 
           Or something. 
 
           ‘Do you think I’d sit back and let you cheat on my daughter with a pair of hookers?’ 
 
           Neary did a double take. 
 
           He’s genuinely surprised, Johnny thought. He listened to the rumble of a jet overhead, invisible behind the grey cloud. 
 
           Neary took a step forward. ‘You’re trying to control my sex life?’ 
 
           ‘I’m trying to protect my daughter.’ 
 
           ‘She’s an adult. What goes on in and around our marriage is none of your business.’  
 
           ‘I’m making it my business.’ 
 
           ‘Jen always said you were a control freak.’ Neary caught a whiff of his own BO and winced. ‘That’s what really pushed her away from here. Having a father who is a killer is one thing; when he’s a total pain in the ass, in your face the whole time, controlling everything, that’s quite another. 
 
           ‘Anyway, what do you think Jen gets up to, back in London, when I’m on the road?’ 
 
           Johnny had to admit he hadn’t thought of that.  
 
           ‘We have an open relationship. A good relationship. We’ve made a good home for the kids. Don’t think you can try and scare me into getting a divorce.’ 
 
           ‘Who said anything about divorce?’ 
 
           ‘Jen doesn’t want a divorce,’ Neary burbled, ‘neither do I. There is nothing wrong with our relationship. She knows I have my needs.’ 
 
           ‘We all have our needs.’  
 
           ‘Yes.’ Neary relaxed slightly.  
 
           ‘But enough of this chatter. It’s time for you to jump.’ 
 
           ‘What?’ Edging up against the balustrade, Neary glanced over his shoulder. ‘Are you fucking kidding?’ 
 
           ‘This is the choice. You jump, it takes maybe four seconds. You’ll black out before you hit the ground. Probably have a massive heart attack on the way down. Either way, you won’t feel a thing.’ 
 
           ‘That’s good to know,’ Neary laughed even as the tears started to stream down his face. ‘This is fucking surreal. It’s not happening. Quit fooling around, man. You’ve made your point. No more playing around, I promise.’ 
 
           ‘If you don’t jump,’ Johnny continued, ‘I shoot you. I’m no mug with a gun, you know that. I’ll put a couple of rounds in your guts, mess up all your internal organs. And maybe another couple in your balls, just to make the point. Then I’ll go inside, lock the doors and leave you here to bleed out. You can spend an hour dying in agony. Maybe longer.’ 
 
           Neary’s eyes flicked from the gun to Johnny and back again. ‘You wouldn’t…’ 
 
           ‘I would go with the first option. It has the added benefit that they’ll probably pay out on your life insurance too.’ He scrutinised Neary carefully. ‘You do have life insurance cover, don’t you?’ 
 
           The accountant nodded. ‘Jen and I have matching policies, five million each.’ 
 
           ‘Pounds?’ 
 
           ‘That’s right.’ 
 
           Johnny rubbed his chin. ‘Suspiciously high.’ 
 
           ‘It wasn’t like I set them up with a view to cashing them in,’ Neary replied sarkily. ‘Anyway, London’s a bloody expensive place to bring up a family.’ 
 
           That’s one reason I want Jen to bring the boys back here. Johnny saw no need to share his master plan with his soon to be ex-son-in-law. ‘Ah well, maybe they’ll pay out. Maybe they won’t. Either way, I would recommend that you jump.’  
 
           Neary rubbed his nose on the back of his arm as fat teardrops splattered on the wooden decking. ‘Thanks for the advice.’ 
 
           ‘It’s your choice. I’ll give you ten seconds.’ 
 
           ‘Fuck you,’ Neary sobbed.  
 
           ‘Five.’ There was a tearing sound. Johnny took a step backwards as he watched shit sliding down Neary’s leg. 
 
           ‘Johnny – noooo.’ 
 
           ‘Time.’ Lifting the gun, Johnny pulled the trigger. 
 
           ‘Arghh.’  
 
           The bullet smashed through the balustrade, showering Neary in glass. 
 
           ‘Ow. Argh.’ The accountant hopped from foot to foot, blood pouring from the soles of his feet. 
 
           Johnny looked at the gun. At least it works. ‘Last chance.’ 
 
           Neary stood on one leg, the leg with the shit running down it. 
 
           Not a good look for a grown man. 
 
           ‘You can’t do this,’ he groaned, his voice hoarse. ‘I’m family.’ 
 
           ‘You not my family.’ Johnny was getting tired of this. Being an accountant – practical, safe, data-focused – he had assumed that Neary would jump. Now he wasn’t so sure. Perhaps there was a middle way; maybe he could put one in the coward’s shoulder and send him spiralling over the edge. He raised the gun a final time. It would fuck the insurance for sure but what the hell, easy come, easy go. 
 
           ‘Alright, alright.’ Raising both hands in supplication, Neary edged backwards. ‘Tell Jen and the kids that I love them.’  
 
           ‘Yeah, right.’ Johnny watched the sobbing man step into space. Overhead, another plane lumbered towards the airport. He looked up at the sky before heading back inside.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘What a way to go,’ a businesswoman cooed. ‘I’m not sure that’s how I’d want to kill myself.’ Without waiting for anyone to reply, she sashayed into the hotel, pulling a small aluminium travel case behind her.  
 
           Standing in front of the revolving doors, Johnny watched from behind his sunglasses as a phalanx of security guards tried to push back a small knot of onlookers. At least half of the gawkers were trying to film the mess on the sidewalk on their mobile phones.  
 
           ‘Is that two people?’ a dumpy Chinese girl in a too-tight red dress asked. The accent suggested somewhere in North America – maybe Canada. Johnny was well aware of the large Chinese population in Toronto. Hallyday’s previous owner had been a Chinese-Canadian businessman; the place even had a Canadian flag behind the bar to encourage the tourist trade.  
 
           ‘A guy jumped.’ Partially hidden behind an outsized iPhone, a tall, thin youth in a Metallica T-shirt raised his free hand and pointed skyward. ‘Hit a woman on the way down.’ 
 
           Johnny looked at the splatter on the tarmac. Other than the brand name on Neary’s underpants, it was hard to make out much of anything. 
 
           ‘Unlucky,’ the girl giggled. ‘That could have been us.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t suppose she knew much about it,’ the boy mused. 
 
           ‘Imagine.’ Despite the heat, the girl shivered. ‘Just walking along the street, minding your own business and then whammo!’ 
 
           ‘Whammo,’ the boy repeated. 
 
           ‘I mean,’ the girl reasoned, as they were edged away from the mess by a member of hotel staff, ‘what a tragedy.’ 
 
           ‘A personal tragedy.’ 
 
           ‘Obviously. Unless either of them were famous, or something.’ 
 
           ‘No reason to assume that.’ Over the hum of traffic a series of sirens were getting steadily louder. The boy stopped filming and slipped the phone into the back pocket of his jeans.  
 
           ‘You’re not going to put that online, are you?’ 
 
           ‘Why not?’ the boy shrugged, ‘it’ll be good for my vlog.’ 
 
           ‘Gross.’ 
 
           ‘You think? I need to widen my target demographic.’ 
 
           ‘Definitely.’ The girl pointed at the mess. ‘You would have thought they would have covered them up.’ Feeling his stomach rumble, Johnny wondered where he should go for lunch. As an ambulance rolled up to the kerb, he caught the eye of one of the security guys who had been in the lobby earlier. Holding the man’s gaze, Johnny waited until he looked away before starting off down the street. 
 
      
 
           Maybe he should have worn a tie. Feeling rather underdressed for the occasion; Stan Cheeseman fingered the collar of his Fred Perry polo shirt as he shifted uneasily in his chair. Pull yourself together, he told himself. You’re the police officer here. She’s the person of interest. You should be making her sweat. 
 
           So why did it feel like it was the other way round?  
 
           Stan wished he was fishing. The investigation into the double murder was proceeding at glacial speed and it didn’t look like he would be pulling on his waders any time soon. Even his holiday was in serious danger. The thought did nothing to improve his sense of well-being.  
 
           For someone having to come to terms with the fact that their partner had been shot to death, Miriam Herzog seemed remarkably composed. From behind the desk of her large Victoria office, Herzog eyed the detective inspector in the manner of a hungry fox contemplating a one-legged chicken. 
 
           ‘To recap,’ clearing his throat, Cheeseman looked down at the notebook in his lap, an expensive Moleskin number that his daughter had given him as a birthday present, ‘Hadley Rodrigo was the chief creative officer here,’ he waved his pen somewhere over his left shoulder, ‘at HDP.’ 
 
           ‘That’s right,’ Herzog felt irritation creeping into her voice and made a half-hearted attempt to stem it. How many times did the idiot need her to repeat things? 
 
           Cheeseman made another scribble in his book. It was much nicer than the cheap spiral notebooks he had used for decades; fitted easily into his pocket too. It was almost a shame to write in the thing. ‘So that means she was responsible for the fashion lines that you produced, bags and shoes and whatnot.’ 
 
           Whatnot. ‘That is correct.’ 
 
           ‘And that side of the business is going well.’ 
 
           ‘It has been going very well indeed. And it would only be fair to say that the credit should go to Hadley. She has done a marvellous job over the past few years. Sales are good and we’ve received much critical acclaim. Only last month, at the Kiev Fashion Expo, we won Handbag of the Year for our crocodile skin tote. You can only buy it online and there is a waiting list of more than nine months.’ Herzog adopted a slightly crazed grin. The reason for the wait was Hadley’s inability to order the right number of crocodile skins. The girl had been as useless at work as she was devious in bed. More than ever, Herzog was convinced that getting rid of her had been the right thing to do. 
 
           ‘Congratulations.’ The policeman had no idea what she was talking about but he had no reason to assume that it was in any way relevant to the matter in hand. ‘And you and Ms Rodrigo,’ scratching the back of his head, he blushed slightly, ‘you had a relationship that was personal as well as professional.’ 
 
           ‘That is correct.’ Losing the grin, Herzog nodded solemnly. ‘We were lovers.’ 
 
           Closing his notebook, Cheeseman held the woman’s gaze for as long as he could manage. ‘So, to recap,’ he repeated, ‘your, erm, lover, was shot to death while in bed with another co-worker, a man, but you have no idea who could have done this, or why?’ 
 
           ‘That is correct,’ Herzog purred, ‘Hadley and I are both bisexual and we had what you might call an open relationship.’ 
 
           ‘I see.’ The cop was sweating now, even though the AC was programmed to keep the room at a chilly seventeen degrees Celsius, 62.6 degrees Fahrenheit.  
 
           Maybe this is turning him on, Herzog thought. She looked down at her blouse; if she’d undone an extra couple of buttons before he had come in, she could have the old fool coming in his underwear. That would have put paid to this fiasco of an interview in record time. As it was, Herzog felt supremely confident that she had nothing to worry about. Her lawyer had wanted to be present but she had declined his kind offer, and not just because of the thought of his £900-an-hour legal fees. It would have made her look guilty or, at least, worried. And, given the oaf in front of her, Miriam Herzog was definitely not worried. 
 
           ‘It might have been a rather unconventional relationship, even for twenty-first century London, but it worked for us. And it was a close relationship. We were partners in life, not just in bed.’ She dropped her eyes to the desk. ‘I was genuinely shocked about what happened. But I have to go on.’ Lifting her gaze, she gestured beyond the office. ‘The show must go on, so to speak. A lot of people depend on us for their livelihood. Hadley would have wanted me to be strong.’ 
 
           Was that too far over the top? She forced herself to stop talking and again bowed her head.  
 
           ‘And you have an alibi,’ the DI said quietly. 
 
           ‘As I have already mentioned, I was with someone myself at the time that poor Hadley was killed. Rather ironic, if you think about it. 
 
           ‘You can speak to him, of course. Danny will be more than happy to assist you with your enquiries.’ 
 
           ‘I will do that.’ Cheeseman tried to remember the guy’s surname but it had gone from his brain. No matter, he had written it down. That could be his next job. 
 
           ‘My secretary is preparing a list of people who Hadley knew, who you might also want to speak to.’ It was a very long list, far too many for the police to have any hope of processing it.  
 
           ‘Thank you.’ 
 
           Looking up, Herzog blinked away what might have been a tear. ‘It’s fair to say that everyone here loved Hadley. They’re all very cut up about it. We’re going to name a bag after her.’ 
 
           Cheeseman frowned. 
 
           ‘A handbag. It hasn’t been designed yet, obviously, but we’re going to name a bag after her, the Hadley. Or maybe the Rodrigo.’ Her face brightened slightly. ‘What you think?’ 
 
           ‘Erm. I’m sure, either way, it will be a fitting tribute.’ 
 
           ‘I hope so.’ The phone on Herzog’s desk started to trill. She picked it up with an apologetic shrug.  
 
           ‘Yes, Chrissy? What?’ A look of concern crossed her face. ‘Here?’ Herzog glanced at Cheeseman. ‘But you know I have someone with me? Yes, sorry, of course you do.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Alright, hold on a moment, just let me see—’ Putting a hand over the receiver, she turned to her visitor. ‘My next appointment is here. Are we done?’ 
 
           ‘I think we can call it a day for now.’ The DI shot from his chair, happy to be excused. ‘Thank you for your help. I’ll be in touch. And good luck with the bag thing.’ 
 
           ‘Thank you.’ Not getting out of her seat, Herzog waved him through the door. 
 
      
 
           No new messages. Cursing under her breath, Herzog tapped the screen of her phone with an expensively-manicured nail. What the hell was Richard Neary playing at? The finance director should have finished his meetings over an hour ago. Why wasn’t he returning her calls? She needed to know what was going on, now more than ever. 
 
           Dropping the handset onto the desk, she looked up at the man who had replaced Cheeseman in the chair in front of her.  
 
           ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you back here so soon.’ 
 
           ‘Something came up.’ Haider Atlas brushed a piece of lint from the shoulder of his jacket. ‘Hopefully this will be the last visit to London for a while. I don’t want the tax authorities to be thinking I live here.’  
 
           ‘No.’ The tax authorities are the least of your worries, Herzog thought.  
 
           Satisfied with his efforts at grooming, Atlas gestured towards the door. ‘What were the police doing here?’ 
 
           ‘The police?’ 
 
           ‘That funny-looking guy who was in here just before me. Your assistant told me he was a police officer.’ 
 
           Bloody Chrissy, Herzog thought, she can never keep her damn mouth shut. A loose tongue was only one of a long line of failings that included a woeful sickness record, a fondness for booze (not unrelated to the sickness point), a string of deadbeat boyfriends and a complete inability to make a decent cup of coffee. Herzog made a mental note to speak to the supply agency; it was time to get a new PA. ‘It’s nothing major,’ she tried to sound casual about it. ‘Someone vandalised my car. It’s just one of those things; an irritation. I only made a formal complaint for the insurance.’  
 
           ‘Cops,’ Atlas tutted, ‘they’re never any use when you need them.’ 
 
           ‘It’s only a small matter,’ Herzog repeated. The last thing she needed was Atlas getting a glimpse of how badly things were spinning out of control. ‘Did Chrissy offer you a drink?’ 
 
           ‘I’m good.’ Atlas quickly held up a hand. ‘I tasted her attempt at a cup of coffee once – an experience I would not want to repeat. It is hard to imagine how anyone can make such a mess of such a simple thing.’ 
 
           Tell me about it. Herzog waited patiently for her guest to get to the point. 
 
           ‘Seeing as I was in town, I just thought I’d pop in and see how Radwan is getting on. And Sandra, of course.’ 
 
           Herzog relaxed, but only slightly. ‘Have you spoken to them?’ 
 
           ‘No. Not since our last meeting. I’m not one of those so-called helicopter parents. Never have been. Left all of that kind of stuff to his mother when he was little. And now, the boy is an adult. As long as he’s keeping his head down and staying out of trouble I don’t want to interfere.’ 
 
           Good, good. 
 
           ‘Well,’ Herzog clasped her hands together and placed them on the desk in an attempt to radiate professional enthusiasm, ‘I think they are a lovely couple. Both are very talented. My expectation – and hope – is that they will both do very well here at HDP.’ 
 
           ‘That’s excellent.’ The old man seemed genuinely pleased, if completely disinterested in the details. ‘Just what I wanted to hear.’ 
 
           ‘I do my best to facilitate what you want.’ Herzog tried to sound suitably modest about it. ‘And things are going well at the moment,’ she relaxed back into her chair; if you were going to lie, you might as well lie big, ‘which of course makes things easier. I think we’ll have lots of work for them.’ As Haider opened his mouth, she pre-empted his next question, ‘And your dividend payment is currently being processed. It might even arrive in your account a couple of days early.’ 
 
           Trying to give the impression that the matter hadn’t crossed his mind, Atlas got to his feet. ‘Well, thank you for the update. I won’t take up any more of your time.’ He checked the chunky watch on his wrist. ‘I’ve got an appointment in St James’s in half an hour.’ 
 
           Off to the Ruthenium Club? Herzog tried to keep the smirk from her face. She knew all about Atlas’s Palladium membership at the discrete brothel located on a side street just off Pall Mall. The woman who ran it claimed she was 173rd in line to the throne. An occasional drinking partner of Herzog, she had once, in her cups, revealed that HDP’s investor had a fondness for threesomes that culminated with him being defecated on by both girls. 
 
           ‘That’s the problem with the internet,’ the madam mused as she drained, by Herzog’s count, her eighth gin of the evening, ‘it just raises the bar to an impossibly-high level.’ 
 
           ‘What bar?’ Quite far gone herself, Herzog was struggling to follow details of the conversation. 
 
           ‘The bar on what it means to be a pervert. Clients want to feel that they’re being really kinky, you know, like, really out there. There’s no fun in simply doing what everyone else is doing.’ 
 
           ‘Hm.’ Herzog wasn’t sure she was convinced by this line of argument. When it came to her own pleasure, she didn’t give a toss what other people were getting up to. 
 
           ‘You look at all the crap on the interweb, and you realise that whatever sick fantasy you come up with you’re not doing anything special.’ 
 
           ‘Even when you get two women to shit on you at the same time?’ Herzog giggled. Realising that the guys sitting at the next table had fallen silent, the better to tune in to their conversation, she turned away from them and lowered her tone. ‘That sounds quite special to me.’ 
 
           ‘Not really,’ the madam sighed. ‘And it’s a real performance.’ 
 
           ‘I bet.’ 
 
           ‘They have to go on a special diet for three days in advance. He gives them a list of allowed foods.’ The woman lifted the glass to her mouth, not realising it was empty. ‘Lots of bran and beetroot.’ 
 
           ‘Beetroot?’ 
 
           She smacked the glass down on the table. ‘He likes the colour, apparently. Not all the girls will do it.’ 
 
           ‘You don’t say.’ 
 
           ‘They think it’s gross. And your Mr Atlas is a demanding client. There’s hell to pay if they can’t perform on demand.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was Atlas off to get crapped on right now? Such an elegant man on the outside, Herzog was under no illusions about the filth that was lurking under the surface. From the road below came the sound of a pneumatic drill, part of the incessant symphony of roadworks that was an integral part of life in Victoria. Why didn’t they just dig up the road and leave it? The endless digging and filling, digging and filling either had to be some endless job creation scheme or profound stupidity on the part of the authorities. 
 
           Or, indeed, both. 
 
           Gazing out of the window, Herzog searched for a patch of blue in the unsettled sky. What did she really want to do with her life? Her mind flashed to an image of her squatting over a naked Hunter. Would Danny go for that sort of thing? Herzog chuckled to herself. It might be fun to see his reaction if she offered to give it a try. 
 
           She was still contemplating the possibilities when the door flew open and Chrissy burst in. The look on her normally-bland face screamed news alert. 
 
           What now? Herzog thought wearily. STD? Pregnant? Dumped? All of the above? It struck her that she was sitting in the middle of the kind of farce that her dad used to like to drag the family to in the West End. The kind where people rushed in and out of rooms and everyone lost their trousers. I’m supposed to be running a business here. Why can’t everyone just calm down? 
 
           Stepping up to the desk, Chrissy was dressed in what could only be described as a vaguely psychedelic-looking kaftan. A kind of sixties reboot look, Herzog supposed, rounded off by the scarf tied to her head. She wondered about telling the girl off for yapping to Atlas about the cop but decided that she couldn’t be bothered. A P45 would tell its own story in due course. 
 
           ‘’Don’t you knock?’ 
 
           ‘You’ve got to see this,’ Chrissy stammered. Her arm shot out and a sheet of A4 photocopy paper fell from her hand, fluttering onto the desk, face down. 
 
           ‘What is it?’ Herzog flipped over the paper and almost threw up on the desk. The headline screamed: British businessman jumps to death from luxury HK hotel.  
 
           ‘It’s a screen grab from a Hong Kong website. I just had a call from the Standard about it.’ 
 
           Herzog quickly scanned the four paragraphs of text as the initial wave of nausea subsided. I guess that explains why he’s not taking my calls. Taking a succession of deep breaths, she asked ‘What did you tell them?’ 
 
           ‘The Standard?’ 
 
           Herzog glared at her. No, not the London Evening Standard, the fucking Derby Chronicle. 
 
           Sensing her boss’s displeasure, Chrissy bit her lower lip. ‘Nothing.’  
 
           Herzog’s eyes narrowed. ‘What did you tell them?’ 
 
           ‘Just that Mr Neary was a very nice man and that we’re all in a state of terrible shock about what happened. Those who know about it, that is.’  
 
           Which must be everyone in the office by now. Herzog imagined she could hear the rumour mill going into overdrive. ‘Alright, alright.’ Leaning forward, she began massaging her temples, digging her thumbs into the sides of her skull as hard as she could manage. ‘If you get any more calls from journalists, try and say nothing.’ 
 
           Chrissy nodded obediently. 
 
           ‘And don’t put anyone through to me. I’m going to be busy for the rest of the day.’ 
 
           ‘Right.’ Chrissy’s eyes drifted to the phone vibrating across the desk. 
 
           ‘That’ll be all.’ Grabbing the handset, Herzog looked at the screen. 
 
           Neary – home 
 
           Oh fuck. She took a deep breath, waiting for the PA to leave the room and close the door behind her, before hitting the receive button. 
 
           ‘Is it true?’ Jennifer Neary sounded remarkably composed under the circumstances. There was hard edge to her voice that Herzog had never heard before. If she didn’t sound drunk exactly, Herzog sensed that she might have knocked back a stiffener or two before picking up the phone. 
 
           ‘I’ve just seen the story online. I don’t have any more details but, if it is true, I am deeply sorry—’ 
 
           ‘Spare me your bogus sympathy,’ was the flat response. ‘Ricky was out there for work. In that sense, it’s your responsibility. Find out what happened and call me back.’ 
 
           Ricky? Despite everything, Herzog found she had to stifle a titter. 
 
           ‘Find out what happened,’ Jennifer repeated, ‘and let me know what the deal is.’ 
 
           Any sense of amusement she might have been feeling evaporated in an instant. ‘The deal?’ Herzog asked coolly. 
 
           ‘The deal for me to keep my mouth shut.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Bitch.’ Jennifer Neary put down the phone and smiled. The lingering sense of liberation following news of her husband’s death, mingled with the raspberry gin she’d imbibed before speaking to his evil boss, had left her feeling quite high.  
 
           I haven’t been this giddy since God knows how long. 
 
           The glass next to the phone still had half an inch of booze in the bottom. Lifting it to the sky, she offered a toast. 
 
           ‘Richard Neary, rest in peace.’  
 
           Downing the gin in a single gulp, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. That was enough booze for a while. A clear head would be essential over the coming weeks. She could celebrate properly later. 
 
           For once, it seemed that her feckless, unfaithful husband had done the right thing. It would be tough on the boys of course, but they would get over it quicker than a drawn-out, messy and bitter divorce. All she had to do now was secure their financial future and they could make a fresh start somewhere with a decent pool of potential Richard-replacements and better weather. Jen had always fancied Italy; or maybe the south of France. Once the boys were in bed, she envisaged a couple of hours in front of the computer, looking at possible properties. 
 
           Before putting the plan into action, however, she needed to secure funds. The insurance wouldn’t pay out if Richard had indeed taken his own life. There would be some equity to unlock from the London house but that would take time and, anyway, it wouldn’t be enough to live on, happily ever after. Above all, she wasn’t going to go cap in hand to her father. All that meant one thing: Miriam Herzog would have to cough up.  
 
           Given that the woman had been happily screwing her husband for the last couple of years, Jen would be perfectly happy to return the favour now. She had no doubt that Herzog would pay, given the alternative. If Jen went to the police, HDP was done for. Richard, good old paranoid Richard, had feared that his boss would one day screw him metaphorically as well as literally. He had compiled a thick dossier of her various misdemeanours, along with those of her investors and business partner. Jen had never read the material herself but Richard had always insisted that its contents would be enough to put Miriam Herzog behind bars for a long time. She could even construct a narrative that had Richard taking his own life under the stress of having to cover for his boss’s criminality. 
 
           Could that be true? Staring into her empty glass, Jen realised that she hadn’t really thought about why Richard had jumped. Did it matter? The truth was she didn’t really care.  
 
      
 
           ‘Bitch.’ Herzog hurled the phone in the direction of the overgrown plant standing by the door. What the hell was she going to do now? Her only chance of fresh funding had jumped out of the window and now she was being blackmailed by a woman who had been widowed less than a couple of hours.  
 
           How much did Jennifer Neary know about HDP? Herzog had always assumed that her finance director didn’t take his work home but apparently that was not the case. 
 
           ‘Worst-case scenario,’ she muttered grimly to herself, ‘what’s the worst-case scenario?’  
 
           Jail?  
 
           A bullet in the head, like Hadley?  
 
           Jail, followed by a bullet in the head? If that wasn’t the worst-case scenario it was bad enough. What would her father do in a situation like this? As an old-school gangster, David Herzog had dodged a few bullets in his time. Not the last one, obviously, but enough to be worth referring to at a time like this. 
 
           You’ve got two problems. 
 
           Deal with each one in turn. 
 
           Pushing herself from the chair, Herzog scampered around the desk and began rooting around in the plant pot. Happily the phone was intact. Pulling up one of her recently-called numbers, she brushed some soil from the screen and lifted the handset to her ear. 
 
      
 
           It was a disappointing truth but not that surprising when you thought about it. Shooting people in a computer game was a lot less satisfying than shooting them in real life. Slouched on the sofa, Radwan splattered a carjacker against a wall and yawned. The buzz he used to get playing Contract Killer 3 had steadfastly eluded him in the wake of the Griffin hotel job. On the other hand, thinking back to Sandra putting a couple of bullets in the back of Hadley Rodrigo’s head was enough to send a charge of adrenaline shooting through his chest.  
 
           Not to mention a fairly-spectacular erection. 
 
           Did he want to watch some porn or get something to eat? Before he could make up his mind, a blast of Rihanna alerted him to the fact that his phone was ringing. Tossing the controller aside, he muted the TV and picked up the handset. 
 
           ‘Hello?’ 
 
           ‘I’ve got another job for you.’ 
 
           The woman was all business, but he liked that. Pushing himself upright, Radwan scratched his crotch as he listened to Herzog outline the details. 
 
           ‘You want us to do them all?’ 
 
           ‘Up to you. The wife needs to go. The kids are optional.’ 
 
           ‘When?’ 
 
           ‘Up to you, but sooner rather than later.’ 
 
           Radwan slipped his free hand inside his trousers. Would it be perverted to jerk off to this conversation? The question only made him harder. ‘We can do it tonight.’ 
 
           ‘Fine. I’ll send a car.’ Herzog clicked off just as Sandra walked into the room, a small pot of yoghurt in one hand, a plastic spoon in the other. 
 
           How can you eat that shit?  
 
           ‘Stop playing with yourself,’ Sandra commanded. ‘It’s disgusting.’ 
 
           Radwan thought about it and then did as he was told. His stomach was taking precedence over his cock anyway. He made a decision to go out for a burger and fries. 
 
           ‘Who was that?’ 
 
           ‘Herzog.’ Ignoring her dirty look, he wiped his hand on his T-shirt. ‘We’re on again.’  
 
           ‘So soon?’  
 
           ‘Looks like it. The woman certainly has a lot of enemies.’ Radwan explained the job. ‘A car’s coming to pick us up.’ 
 
           Sandra frowned. ‘But I thought you were going to put up a couple of shelves for me.’ 
 
           ‘Huh?’ What the fuck was she talking about now? Trying to keep up with the workings of the woman’s brain was completely impossible. 
 
           ‘I got you some stuff from the DIY shop, remember? A couple of rustic shelves, nails and some fancy hammer. Everything you need to get it done. It’s all in the living room.’ 
 
           Radwan looked at her blankly. ‘What do we want shelves for?’ 
 
           ‘Radwan,’ she jabbed the plastic spoon in the direction of his face. ‘We agreed.’ 
 
           We did? ‘Well, we’ve got this job to do first.’ 
 
           ‘Haider won’t like it.’ Giving up on the home improvements, Sandra sat down beside him. ‘I don’t think this is quite what he had in mind when he asked that woman to give us some work experience.’ 
 
           You don’t know my dad anywhere as well as you think you do. ‘Who got us this job in the first place? Why should he care?’ 
 
           ‘I mean, kids.’ Sandra spooned more of the yoghurt into her mouth. ‘Come on.’ 
 
           ‘You don’t have to do them,’ Radwan pointed out. 
 
           ‘Oh, I don’t, do I? Thank you very much. Whatever happened to we?’ 
 
           ‘You know what I mean,’ Radwan replied huffily. 
 
           How the hell did I end up doing this? For a moment, Sandra had a flashback to her previous life, an A-level student heading for university. Things had veered crazily off track since then. She giggled at the thought. 
 
           ‘What’s so funny?’ 
 
           ‘Nothing.’ She scraped the last drops from the pot. ‘When are we doing this thing?’ 
 
           ‘Tonight.’ 
 
           ‘Tonight?’ Sandra almost choked on her yoghurt. ‘Why the rush?’ 
 
           ‘You know what it’s like in this business,’ her husband adopted the tone of a world-weary veteran, ‘there’s always a rush.’ Sliding off the sofa, he let out a small fart. ‘First, though, I need to go and get some food. Can’t work on an empty stomach.’ 
 
           Can’t work at all, Sandra thought glumly as he left the room. Dropping the spoon into the yoghurt pot, she wondered just what she might do about that. 
 
      
 
           ‘So this is your boss’s place?’ Sitting in the back of the gallery, Stan Cheeseman cradled a cup of tea as he looked around the tiny office. 
 
           ‘That’s right.’ Hunter felt rather uneasy sitting in Dom’s chair but it was preferable to standing out in the gallery where Francesca could listen in on their conversation while pretending to work on her dissertation. ‘He’s on holiday, so we’re holding the fort in his absence.’ 
 
           The detective inspector slurped his tea noisily. ‘And Miriam Herzog is a client?’ 
 
           ‘That’s right.’ 
 
           ‘And a friend? 
 
           ‘Yes. She has known Mr Silver for a long time.’ 
 
           Cheeseman smiled. ‘Of yours, I mean.’ 
 
           Hunter stiffened slightly. ‘That’s right.’ Irritated by the policeman’s meandering approach, he decided to fast forward the conversation. ‘Look, I know about Hadley Rodrigo and I know that I’m Miriam’s alibi. As far as it goes, she’s right.’ He pointed towards the ceiling. ‘We were in bed upstairs at the time of the shootings.’ 
 
           ‘As far as it goes?’ 
 
           ‘You know as well as I do that the fact that someone didn’t pull the trigger doesn’t mean that they weren’t involved. Add to that the statistic that around forty per cent of women murdered in this country are murdered by their partner and—’ 
 
           A deep frown crossed Cheeseman’s face. ‘Were they married?’ 
 
           ‘Herzog and Rodrigo? I don’t think so, does it make a difference?’ 
 
           ‘No idea.’ Cheeseman immediately changed tack. ‘Those statistics, they apply to normal, I mean, like, heterosexual relationships. The numbers could be different for lesbians.’ 
 
           ‘Herzog and Rodrigo are, were, bisexual.’ 
 
           Cheeseman rubbed his chin as if trying to divine the precise significance of this key fact. ‘The stats for those kinds of relationships could be different again.’  
 
           ‘I’m not sure anyone’s ever done an analysis of that.’ 
 
           ‘It’s only a matter of time.’ 
 
           ‘No doubt. Look, I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job, inspector—’ 
 
           ‘Detective inspector,’ Cheeseman pointed out testily. 
 
           ‘Detective inspector. Sorry. The point is Herzog has an alibi – me – but I’m not sure that would rule her out of your enquiries.’ 
 
           ‘So you think she did it?’ Cheeseman’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ 
 
           ‘No,’ Hunter lied. ‘I’m just her alibi.’ He had decided to follow Carlyle’s advice and make no mention of Herzog’s all too casual invitation to kill her girlfriend. Surely Cheeseman could work all that out for himself. Hunter didn’t want to be dragged into it. No one else was at risk. Assuming that she was guilty, Herzog would go down soon enough – and another couple of visits to the sack in the meantime wouldn’t be unacceptable.  
 
           ‘You must have an opinion.’ 
 
           ‘Why? The world would much better place if more people could just say “I don’t know”. Beyond the fact that I was with Miriam at the time, I don’t know anything much about the killing of Hadley Rodrigo. For that matter, I don’t really know all that much about Miriam Herzog.’  
 
           Other than the fact that she is pretty energetic.  
 
           Hunter suppressed a smirk. ‘Back in the day I was a cop myself,’ he confided, ‘a military policeman.’ 
 
           ‘Really?’ Cheeseman raised an eyebrow. ‘So we’re colleagues?’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, kind of. I had to deal with some pretty nasty shit but I was never big on speculation. I always tried to go to where the facts took me. The facts here are that Herzog and Rodrigo had an unusual relationship. There was a lot of passion involved. Herzog didn’t pull the trigger.’ 
 
           ‘But she could have had it done.’ 
 
           ‘Do you have evidence?’ 
 
           ‘We have next to nothing at the moment,’ Cheeseman admitted. ‘My holiday is toast.’ 
 
           ‘Huh?’ 
 
           ‘Nothing. You don’t seem to be bending over backwards to defend your girlfriend.’ 
 
           ‘She’s not my girlfriend.’ Hunter gestured towards the door. ‘She’s what Francesca would call a fuck buddy.’ He winced at the term. ‘We’ve hooked up a few times but no one’s kidding themselves that it is a long-term romance.’  
 
           Which is just as well.  
 
           ‘All I can do is give you the facts.’ 
 
           Some of the facts.  
 
           Finishing his tea, Cheeseman looked at the blank page on his notebook. ‘Did she discuss Rodrigo at all?’ 
 
           ‘Not really.’ Hunter shrugged. ‘Like I said, there wasn’t a lot of talking.’ 
 
           ‘No, I suppose not.’ Cheeseman let out the kind of sigh that suggested causal sex was a fairly-abstract concept. ‘How did you two, first, erm—’ 
 
           ‘She came to look at some paintings. The boss wasn’t here and we, um, hit it off, I suppose.’ Hunter tried to make it sound like a fairly normal occurrence. He knew that he had been used but that didn’t bother him a jot.  
 
           ‘Okay.’ Cheeseman wearily got to his feet. ‘Anyone else I should be talking to?’ 
 
           Hunter had a flashback to standing outside the restaurant, watching Herzog riding some poor sod for all she was worth. ‘I don’t have any names, but I think she’s got quite a few lovers. You might want to dig a bit deeper into her private life.’ 
 
           Cheeseman seemed less than enthralled by the prospect. 
 
           ‘After all,’ Hunter grinned, ‘it’s not like you’ve got any other suspects, is it?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Is this a professional visit?’ Antonia Motson-Kennett folded her arms across her chest and looked at the American visitor in front of her with a mixture of resignation and defiance. If the brothel owner was surprised to have the CIA turn up unannounced on her doorstep, she hid it well. When Zachary Keeble had strode into in her office and flashed his ID, she had simply offered him a cup of tea and asked him what he wanted. 
 
           Declining the drink, Keeble returned the badge to his jacket pocket. Light and sparsely furnished, the room was filled with the heavy scent of the woman’s perfume. Sitting behind a mahogany desk, a pair of tortoise shell spectacles balanced on the top of her expensively-coloured head, she shimmered in a pearl-coloured silk blouse. The top three buttons were undone, giving more than a hint of the pleasures underneath.  
 
           After letting her guest gawp for a couple of seconds, she gestured for him to take a seat in the chair in front of the desk. ‘Only I wondered if you might have been referred to us by one of my clients from the embassy.’ 
 
           ‘No ma’am.’  
 
           She gave him a lingering look. ‘The deputy chief of mission is a very close friend.’ 
 
           ‘This is nothing to do with him or—’ 
 
           ‘Her.’ Motson-Kennett corrected him. ‘I have Katherine Terrier’s number programmed into my phone. Do you want me to give her a call?’ 
 
           Her cut-glass accent reminded him of a character in one of those costume dramas that they loved so much in America. Fleetingly, Keeble recalled a girl he had dated once who had been addicted to one of those shows. He tried to recall the name but it escaped him. ‘This is nothing to do with the embassy.’  
 
           ‘Mm. Such a shame they’ve got to move south of the river. It will make it almost impossible for any of them just to pop in, on the spur of the moment as it were.’ 
 
           ‘I’m sure there are pros and cons.’ Keeble hadn’t come to talk about the merits of the US government spending north of a billion dollars on a new building in the middle of some South London wasteland. He was hardly a local, but he knew well enough that no one would voluntarily choose to move from St. James’s to Vauxhall. Pushing his rear to the back of the chair, he forced himself to sit up straight. ‘I’m here on a business matter relating specifically to my employers.’ He crossed his legs. ‘I’m all business.’ 
 
           A flicker of a smile appeared behind the woman’s feline grey eyes. ‘That’s something that we have in common, then.’ 
 
           ‘Um, yes.’ Keeble cleared his throat as he struggled to keep his gaze away from the woman’s ample décolletage. ‘Well, the reason I’m here, is one of your clients, a gentleman by the name of Haider Atlas.’ 
 
           ‘We never confirm the names of our clients.’ she replied, not missing a beat. 
 
           ‘I’m not asking you to confirm or deny anything.’ 
 
           ‘Good, because we never discuss our clients,’ she leaned forward to give him a better view.  
 
           From his research, Keeble knew that the woman was fifty-three years old. The sexiest-damn fitty-something he had ever met. Coughing, he smiled, as if to say I’m quite happy to play that game, if you want. 
 
           ‘Just as I’m sure you never discuss your sources.’ 
 
           ‘Quite.’ 
 
           ‘Although I’m sure I could come up with a name or two.’ 
 
           ‘Does it matter?’ Earning his corn for once, Sammy Baldwin-Lee had tipped him off about the unexpected return of Haider Atlas. Now that Sammy had shown that he could be useful, Keeble was reluctant to see the guy’s cover get blown. 
 
           ‘Not really.’ She glanced at the expensive-looking watch on her wrist before fixing him with a glacial stare. ‘Forgive me for being so direct but in a place like this you will appreciate that time is money.’  
 
           ‘A place like this—’  
 
           ‘A knocking shop.’ She arched a perfectly-drawn eyebrow. ‘You’re sure that I can’t interest you in a personal tour?’ 
 
           To his dismay, Keeble felt an erection growing in his shorts. Trying to get comfortable, he uncrossed and re-crossed his legs. ‘No, no. Like I said, this is strictly business.’ 
 
           She gave him a further five seconds to consider the offer. 
 
           Holding her gaze, Keeble gritted his teeth, the better to maintain a blank, bureaucratic expression.  
 
           ‘In that case,’ she said finally, ‘what is it that you want from me?’ 
 
           What did he want? That was a very good question. Sammy had advised that the lady could be forceful and direct and she was definitely living up to her billing, immediately putting him on the spot.  
 
           Did he want to arrest Haider? Or blackmail him? Or was this just another intel-gathering exercise? Sitting in front of the madam, Keeble realised that he had been so pleased to receive Sammy’s tip that hadn’t thought it through properly.  
 
           After another glance at her watch, Motson-Kennett scowled at Keeble and shook her head. ‘I’ve got a couple of VIPs due in just over an hour. I’m sorry, but I don’t really have time for this.’ She fixed him with a gimlet eye. ‘Let’s get down to it.’ 
 
           ‘Alright,’ Keeble nodded. ‘Fine by me.’ 
 
           ‘This is the deal. The house will provide you with all appropriate help and assistance in relation to your professional investigation. As a quid pro quo, you will not confront or arrest the principal on or immediately adjacent to the premises. Neither I nor any of my colleagues will be required to provide any statements or any other recorded evidence for the purposes of your investigation. Neither myself nor any of my colleagues will be the subject of any legal proceedings in relation to this matter, either civil or criminal.’ She paused, checking that he was paying attention. ‘There will be no electronic surveillance undertaken on or about the premises without my express verbal permission. All of our conversations are off the record. There will be no written or electronic recordings and no notes taken. If the house finds itself in any way disadvantaged as a result of the courtesies it provides, it will expect you – and your employers – to provide reciprocal support and appropriate conversation.’ 
 
           ‘Wow,’ Keeble grinned, ‘you sound like you’ve done this before.’ 
 
           ‘My word is my bond.’ Motson-Kennett did not smile. ‘Do we have a deal?’ 
 
           He thought about it for a second. ‘Sure. Deal.’ 
 
           She extended an arm. 
 
           Getting to his feet, Keeble stared at the woman’s elegant hands. She had long fingers and beautifully-manicured nails, paint the colour of blood oranges.  
 
           I’ve known Annie for ages, Sammy had told him, we have a reciprocal arrangement, sending clients to each other. She throws some great parties. And gives a great hand job, too. 
 
           He shook. 
 
           Her grip was surprisingly firm. ‘Just remember, if you mess me about, I know plenty of people—’ 
 
           ‘I don’t doubt it.’ 
 
           And next time you see Sammy, you can tell him he’s off my Christmas card list.’ 
 
           After she released his hand, Keeble flexed his fingers. ‘I never discuss sources,’ he mumbled unconvincingly. 
 
           ‘He’s a silly man,’ Motson-Kennett observed. ‘Always looking for the easy win; never quite able to see the bigger picture.’  
 
           That sounds like Sammy. 
 
           She moved towards the door. ‘Are you carrying?’ 
 
           ‘Huh?’ 
 
           She placed a hand on his arm. ‘Are you carrying any metal objects, Mr Keeble? We have airport-style security before we enter what you might call the operational part of the building. You don’t want to set off any alarms, do you?’ 
 
           ‘No, I suppose not.’ Keeble reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of Speedcuffs. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ Motson-Kennett said wryly, ‘we have plenty of handcuffs inside.’  
 
           ‘Mobile?’ 
 
           She shook her head. ‘That’s fine. You can keep that. You won’t get a signal anyway. While you’re inside, we don’t allow any mobile communication with the outside world – that’s another rule of the house. And, anyway, the soundproofing interferes with the reception.’ She gestured towards the bulge in his jacket. ‘What about the gun, though?’ 
 
           Keeble reluctantly removed his Glock 17 from the holster in his waistband. Handing it over, he watched as the woman locked it in one of the desk drawers, along with the cuffs. 
 
           ‘I presume,’ she said, adopting a quasi-official tone, ‘that you have all the necessary permissions to carry a concealed weapon on English soil?’ 
 
           Don’t yank my chain, lady. ‘The same as all your clients,’ he said lamely. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry, agent Keeble, I know all about straying the wrong side of the law myself.’ 
 
           ‘I can imagine.’ 
 
           ‘That’s the thing though, isn’t it? It’s such an arbitrary line.’ 
 
           ‘If you say so,’ Keeble bristled. As a child, he had been brought up to believe that the law was the law. It was an idea that he clung to resolutely, despite all the evidence to the contrary. 
 
           ‘And so hard to enforce.’ 
 
           ‘You can say that again.’ 
 
           ‘When it came to guns, we tried to enforce a “no weapons on the premises” policy for quite some considerable period of time,’ she observed, ‘but it was hopeless. No one would respect it. The Arabs are probably the worst. The final straw was one time when—’ she stopped herself, ‘well, there’s no need to run through that again.’ 
 
           A thought popped into Keeble’s brain. ‘Is Atlas carrying?’ 
 
           ‘No, no. Haider Atlas is a gentleman. “Old school” I think they call it nowadays. I’ve never known him to carry a gun.’ 
 
           ‘That’s good to know.’ 
 
           She returned to the door. ‘I always got the impression that Haider is the kind of man who got other people to do his shooting for him.’ 
 
           ‘Quite.’ Keeble was surprised to realise that he quite liked the woman.  
 
           ‘Anyway, down to business. He arrived about forty minutes ago. Normally, when he comes to visit, he likes to take some Viagra and have a short nap. I imagine he should be ready to get started about now. Shall we go and see? I presume you want to check what he’s up to without blowing your cover.’ 
 
           Was she making fun of him? Keeble wasn’t quite sure. ‘That’s right.’ 
 
           ‘Fine,’ Motson-Kennett said primly. ‘I hope you’ve got a strong stomach.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaving the office, Keeble followed his host through a metal detector manned by a security guard reading a copy of the latest Harry Hole thriller. Keeble had read it himself on the flight over to London; finding it unnecessarily complicated, he concluded that the series was running out of steam.  
 
           ‘It’s just down here.’ 
 
           Abandoning thoughts of literary criticism, Keeble allowed himself to be led down a long, dimly-lit corridor with doors on either side.  
 
           ‘We have eight different suites,’ Motson-Kennett explained, ‘each of which can be used to accommodate different role-playing scenarios. Each suite is named after a former Prime Minister. Your man is in the Carlton room today.’ 
 
           Not being particularly au fait with British politicians, Keeble grunted. 
 
           ‘I had a lot of time for Edgar. He was a very good client, as it happened.’ Motson-Kennett recalled the ex-PM with evident fondness. ‘Like a lot of our clients, he was completely messed up by his parents. At least coming here is more fun than therapy.’ Chortling at her own joke, she stopped in front of one of the doors and took a key ring from the pocket of her jacket. ‘The sad thing was, he never really recovered from his spell in Strangeways.’ 
 
           ‘No.’ Keeble watched as she held up a small black bullet-shaped piece of plastic to a small pad by the door. As the lock clicked open, she pushed the door and ushered him inside a narrow room, maybe ten feet long. Along one wall ran a two-way mirror giving a view of a larger room next door, which was equally bare. 
 
           ‘What happened to no electronic surveillance?’ Keeble pointed to the camera set up on a tripod in front of the mirror. ‘Do your clients know that you spy on them?’ 
 
           ‘Only at their request. Many of them ask us to make recordings of their sessions. They like to take them home afterwards as a souvenir. All part of the service.’ 
 
           ‘I see.’ Keeble pointed towards the room next door, a completely-bare concrete box with some heavy-duty plastic covering the floor. ‘That looks a bit basic.’ 
 
           ‘The Carlton room is all about pain, degradation and shame,’ Motson-Kennett said matter-of-factly. Standing next to the camera, she inspected her nails, sending another mild electric shock through the CIA man’s groin.  
 
           ‘And the plastic sheeting?’ 
 
           ‘Quick cleaning. Haider only has an hour. Then we’ve got the next booking. This place runs twenty-four seven. Supply always outstrips demand. We operate surge pricing, just like that internet taxi service.’ She appraised him coolly. ‘Our best rates are invariably between seven and eleven in the morning. Just so you know.’ 
 
           ‘Interesting.’ 
 
           Motson-Kennett cocked her head to one side. ‘Ironic, really.’ 
 
           ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
           ‘Well, I always prefer to fuck in the morning, don’t you?’ 
 
           ‘I—’ Keeble’s blushes were saved when the door to the next room opened and two women walked in. He guessed they were in their early twenties, both conservatively dressed, like their boss, in a blouse and a skirt which reached the knee. Each was the best part of six feet tall.  
 
           ‘The redhead’s called Pippa,’ Motson-Kennett explained, ‘the brunette’s Claire. They are two of my more experienced colleagues. Doctor Atlas is not the most demanding of clients but he likes people who are dependable.’ 
 
           ‘Doctor Atlas?’ 
 
           ‘He has a degree in animal husbandry from the University of Tripoli and masters from the same university, as well as a doctorate in systems management from our very own LSE. As I understand it, he basically bought the latter in exchange for financing the building of a new lecture theatre.’ 
 
           ‘I see.’ Keeble wondered why the CIA didn’t have this intel in its files. A fifteen-billion-dollar annual budget and the organisation was being upstaged by a middle-aged brothel keeper.  
 
           Staring blankly into the middle distance, the women next door looked as if they were waiting for a bus.  
 
           ‘I hate bloody beetroot. I hope this doesn’t take too long.’   
 
           ‘Don’t worry, I’m on Dr Shultz’s three-day bowel detox, we’ll be out of here in no time.’ 
 
           Keeble looked up at the small speaker built in to the ceiling. ‘Do they know we’re in here?’ 
 
           ‘They know they’re being recorded.’ Motson-Kennett pressed a button on the camera and a red light blinked on.  
 
           ‘And they don’t mind?’ 
 
           ‘Why should they mind?’ Motson-Kennett seemed genuinely puzzled by the question. She pointed at the redhead. ‘They get paid extra, for a start.’ 
 
           ‘I would have thought that they would want what happens in the Cameron room to stay in the Cameron room.’ 
 
           ‘The Carlton room,’ Motson-Kennett corrected him. ‘And, no the women who work here are open about what they do here. We do not deal in shame – except for some of the guests – we provide a service. It is a premium service at a premium price. And the videos are an important product for us. The data shows that customers who take away a recording of their session are thirty-six per cent more likely to rebook within three months. They are also forty-four per cent more likely to refer a friend. That is particularly important as word-of-mouth referrals are more than half of our new business. It is the best marketing you can have – peer-to-peer communication is almost eight times more effective than other forms of marketing.’ 
 
           ‘I see.’ 
 
           ‘It is a virtual circle. A steady stream of high-end clients attracts the best girls and vice-versa.’ She pointed towards the redhead. ‘Pippa is quite a famous porn star. She has a diverse and growing client base, including Haider. She’s also very versatile; what you’ll see today is very much at the tame end of what she does.’ 
 
           Tame? ‘And what is on the menu today?’  
 
           ‘You’ll find out soon enough. Suffice to say, we won’t need our medical team on standby.’ 
 
           Extremely unadventurous when it came to matters of intercourse, Keeble wondered if he really needed to see this. He looked at the closed door. I’m stuck.  
 
           Motson-Kennett pointed towards the ceiling. ‘We have our own medical suite upstairs. Occasionally, if things get out of hand, we can deal with most things on the premises. The last thing you want is to have to rush a client to A&E.’ 
 
           ‘No, I suppose not,’ Feeling decidedly uncomfortable, Keeble stood there, trying to keep the conversation going. ‘And her, erm, partner? What does she do, outside the confines of this establishment?’ 
 
           ‘She’s a student, currently working on her dissertation on seventeenth century Dutch art.’ 
 
           That wasn’t a subject he knew much about. Keeble made a face. 
 
           ‘Not a fan of the Golden Age? It’s a very interesting subject.’ 
 
           ‘It’s not that, it’s just—’ 
 
           ‘Just what?’  
 
           Under her sharp gaze, the room suddenly felt several degrees too warm. 
 
           ‘It’s expensive to study these days,’ Motson-Kennett pointed out. ‘And London is a very expensive city. You can’t pay for it all by working in a coffee shop. Unless you’ve got rich parents, the options are limited.’  
 
           ‘There are always options.’ 
 
           ‘That’s exactly what this is, an option. It’s not something that anyone can do. And you cannot make sweeping judgements about the type of people who do it. Everyone has their own reasons for being here – including me. And I’m not in the business of judging people.’ 
 
           ‘No, of course not,’ Keeble stammered. He wondered how Motson-Kennett had ended up running a – what had she called it? – knocking shop. But that was a question for later. Maybe Sammy could fill him in. He made a decision to drop in at the Racetrack after this; apart from anything else, he had a feeling he would be needing a stiff drink or two. ‘All this, it is illegal, right?’ 
 
           ‘That is a matter of some debate. But it’s certainly no more illegal than, say, your Glock.’ 
 
           A sheepish smiled crept across the American’s lips. ‘You recognised the gun, huh?’ 
 
           ‘I know my way around weapons. I like the Glock, although, overall, I’d have to admit to a preference for the Beretta. It just seems to fit my hand better.’ 
 
           ‘You know how to shoot?’ Trying to imagine Antonia Motson-Kennett brandishing a handgun, Keeble swooned a little. 
 
           Her eyes twinkled. ‘I know how to do a lot of things.’ 
 
           ‘I bet.’ 
 
           Her expression hardened. ‘Don’t even think about it, Agent Keeble.’ The stress on the word Agent made him sound like a little kid. 
 
           Was he that obvious? ‘Think about what?’ 
 
           ‘I know that look. I’ve seen it a million times. You’re imagining taking me to bed. Maybe a little gun talk by way of foreplay and then down to some no nonsense, good old American fucking.’ The matter-of-fact way in which she articulated exactly what he was thinking only served to excite him more.  
 
           He tried to say something but his brain was short-circuiting and his mouth was dry. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ she said soothingly, ‘you can think about it, you just can’t do it. Anyway, you’re all business, aren’t you?’ She pointed to the mirror. ‘And here’s your man.’ 
 
           Groaning, Keeble realised that Atlas had walked into the room. How in God’s name did I miss that?  
 
           The terrorist paymaster had a look of grim determination on his face. Completely naked, his massive erection gave him the air of an ageing satyr.  
 
           The two women, while barely acknowledging his arrival, began undressing. 
 
           ‘He’s in reasonable shape, for a man of his age.’ 
 
           ‘I guess.’ Keeble automatically pulled in his stomach and pushed back his shoulders. 
 
           ‘I know how this goes,’ Motson-Kennett headed for the door, ‘so I’ll leave you to it. Don’t get in the way of the camera. And remember to come by the office and pick up your property on the way out.’  
 
      
 
           Red? Was that really the colour? Squinting at the mirror, Keeble wondered if the woman might have some kind of serious illness. At the very least, he thought, she should get a check-up from a doctor.  
 
           The initial shock of what he was watching had quickly worn off, to be replaced by a profound sense of dismay. Haider Atlas was a man who could have anything he wanted and what he wanted was to be used as a toilet. Keeble wondered if his target was mentally ill. That would explain a lot. 
 
           The redhead finished her business and stepped away from the mess. Atlas murmured his approval as he continued to masturbate vigorously. Rapidly succumbing to boredom Keeble fiddled with his phone, cursing when he remembered that he had no coverage. Recalling what Motson-Kennett had said about the soundproofing, he gently tapped the wall.  
 
           Solid. 
 
           Dropping the phone back into his pocket, he wondered precisely how much Haider Atlas was paying for the privilege of being crapped upon by a pair of uninhibited nubiles. Some insane amount, no doubt. What a terrible waste, no doubt. Then again, as his mother had always told him, there was no accounting for taste. 
 
           Lying on the plastic sheeting, the old man beckoned the brunette over with his free hand.  
 
           Time to step up to the plate, sweetheart. 
 
           Without saying anything, the woman quickly took up her position. Planting her feet on either side of the man’s torso, she lifted her skirt to reveal a well-honed pair of buttocks. Squatting down, she took care not to let the hem of the garment fall into the mess on the man’s stomach. As she prized her cheeks apart, Atlas wheezed audibly as he tried to bring himself towards a suitable climax.  
 
           Keeble yawned.  
 
           What was wrong with a video and a Kleenex? 
 
           Would the old man manage it?  
 
           Would the girl manage it? 
 
           She started going red in the face, apparently struggling to perform. Or maybe that was part of the act. 
 
           Either way, Keeble felt embarrassed for her and also vaguely ashamed at his own seedy voyeurism. What a way to pay your school fees. He tried to recall the topic of her dissertation but the detail escaped him. All he could recall was that it was nothing of much practical use to anyone.  
 
           According to the time on the phone, he had been in the room for little more than ten minutes. It felt like an hour. Longer. Looking at the camera, still faithfully recording the event for posterity, Keeble came to a decision. Once Atlas had finished his business here – and had taken a shower – Keeble would execute an arrest and have him removed directly to the US Airforce facility at RAF Molesworth. From there, they could have the terrorist-pervert renditioned to an Israeli facility at Tel Nof within twenty-four hours. The French wouldn’t like it, but to hell with them. If those cheap bastards caught a whiff of Atlas’s Marquis de Sade act, they’d probably give the old bastard the Légion d’honneur, along with Bob Dylan, Jerry Lewis and God knows who else. 
 
           Keeble felt a weight lifting from his shoulders. Apart from anything else, he had spent too much time on this guy already. Atlas was only one of a dozen problems on his plate. Nor was he necessarily the most pressing. He had better things to do than hang around in London; they needed him back in Turkey, for a start. And then there was—  
 
           ‘Oh my God. Quick, he’s having a fit.’ 
 
           Tearing himself from his thoughts, Keeble looked at Atlas jerking around on the floor, smearing Pippa’s burgundy shit all over the plastic. His eyes were rolled back in his head and there was foam coming out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
           Jumping up, the brunette stepped over to the corner of the room and stomped on a call button that had been built into the floor. Within seconds, the door burst open a couple of paramedics burst in. Apparently unfazed by the scene in front of them, one injected Atlas with a sedative while the other began CPR. 
 
           So much for Plan A, Keeble thought. Removing the memory card from the camera, he took his leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boy looked up from behind his iPhone and gave his mother an impressive scowl. ‘I don’t want a bath,’ he whined, ‘and it’s far too early to go to bed.’ 
 
           Gritting her teeth Jen Neary counted to ten before trying to sound sympathetic. ‘But, sweetheart, you’ve got school in the morning.’ 
 
           ‘Ben stays up till ten. And his parents let him take his iPhone into his room.’ 
 
           Ben? Who the hell was Ben? 
 
           Fretting at her inability to keep up with her son’s ever-changing roster of friends, Jen looked at her mother-in-law for some moral support. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort them out.’ Margery Neary put down her glass of wine and pushed herself off the sofa. ‘Come on, Paul. You too, Stuart. Let’s go and run a nice bath and then you can have a bit of reading time.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t want reading time,’ Paul said truculently, ‘I want to play on my phone.’  
 
           ‘Well, you’ve already had some time on your phone,’ his grandma responded, tiredness undermining her attempt to sound reasonable about it all. ‘We need to go upstairs now. Let your mother have a little bit of peace.’ 
 
           ‘But—’ Paul was about to launch into his view of things, when his younger brother jumped up and took him by the arm.  
 
           ‘Come on, let’s do it. Otherwise, they’ll just keep moaning at us.’ 
 
           Such a sensible boy. God knows where he got it from. Jen watched Paul hesitate before doing as requested. 
 
           ‘I don’t want to read,’ he repeated. 
 
           ‘It’s not obligatory,’ Stuart pointed out. 
 
           Despite everything, Jen felt herself smile. ‘Obligatory’ was his new favourite word. Before that it had been ‘definitely’. And before that, well, something else. Not getting out of her seat, she beckoned the boys over and kissed each one on the forehead. ‘Don’t cause grandma any trouble and I’ll be up for lights out.’ 
 
           ‘O-kay.’ Stuart led his brother out of the living room. 
 
           Jen listened to then clump up the stairs.  
 
           ‘Thank you.’  
 
           ‘It’s fine,’ Margery smiled. ‘You must be exhausted.’ 
 
           ‘I think we all are.’ 
 
           ‘I know, but you’ve had to bear the brunt of it.’ 
 
           Jen gripped her glass tightly. ‘I’m coping.’  
 
           ‘You have to,’ Margery gestured towards the ceiling, ‘for the boys.’ 
 
           ‘Yes.’ 
 
           There was more to it than that, however. Jen knew that she was doing better than just ‘coping’. And the kids didn’t have much to do with it either.  
 
           Richard’s death had hit his mother far harder. Margery looked like she had aged twenty years in the last twenty-four hours. She was a proper old lady now. Although Richard had been one of four kids, she couldn’t have taken it much harder if he had been an only child. I suppose it’s different for her, Jen mused, you’re not supposed to bury your children.  
 
           From what she had heard from Hong Kong, there wouldn’t be much to bury. Jen would have been happy for Richard to have been cremated out there and his ashes sent back in a box. Obviously, however, that was a non-starter. Family obligations must be met, even in death; especially in death. 
 
           Even accounting for the fact that her husband was a cheating scumbag, Jen was surprised by how detached she felt about the whole thing. Whatever the failings in their relationship, they had been together for the best part of twenty years; they had been a couple for half of her life, more-or-less. Now that he had jumped out of a hotel room window, there should be a big, Richard-shaped hole in her life. Try as she might, she couldn’t find it. Was there something wrong with her? It was something that she had wondered about in bed the night before. Not for too long, however. After concluding that she was simply a woman who had put up with too much for too long – a woman who had been given a second chance – she had promptly drifted off to sleep and enjoyed an uninterrupted rest for the next eight hours. 
 
           Even the boys seemed to have taken the news of their father’s death in their stride. There had been no tears, only a brief moment of glassy-eyed dismay which had quickly been dispelled by the promise of a trip to their local ice cream parlour. They had been offered the chance to stay off school the following day but both had declined. The headmaster had recommended counselling but Jen had declined, reasoning that the more fuss that was made, the more the boys would feel obliged to descend into some form of faux mourning. Later on, if they actually needed it, a whole army of shrinks would be at their disposal. 
 
           No doubt Richard would have been furious at how well they were dealing with his absence. Well, that was his own damn fault. If the fool had been around a bit more when he had been alive, they might have missed him a bit more now. Taking a mouthful of Merlot, she contemplated her mother-in-law. It was good of Margery to come down from Derby to help her out, even if she was beginning to piss Jen off with her endless fussing and sniffling.  
 
           Maybe if you hadn’t indulged Richard so much when he was a boy, he might have made a better fist of being a man.  
 
           ‘Make sure they brush their teeth properly,’ she said wearily. ‘And their phones—’ 
 
           ‘I know the drill,’ Margery smiled, ‘phones switched off and left outside their bedroom doors.’ 
 
           ‘Perfect.’ Jen wondered how long she would be able to get away with that one. 
 
           From the front of the house came the chimes of the doorbell.  
 
           Who the hell could that be? Jen shivered at the thought of more well-wishers bringing flowers. Apart from anything else, if they realised what a git Richard had been, they wouldn’t have bothered.  
 
           ‘Ignore it.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ said Margery, already disappearing through the door, ‘I’ll get it.’ 
 
      
 
           The car dropped them off in the middle of a long, leafy suburban street somewhere in North London. For Radwan, who was still getting used to the insane scale of the city, the journey had felt like an eternity. Sitting in the back of the freshly-valeted vehicle, the toxic smell of the air freshener made him feel nauseous. When they finally reached their destination, he fell out onto the pavement and took a succession of deep breaths in an attempt to clear his head. 
 
           ‘Give us fifteen minutes.’ Slipping out of the front passenger seat, Sandra closed the door quietly behind her.  
 
           The driver drove off, leaving them standing on the deserted street. Large houses hulked behind high walls, all of them dark, their owners elsewhere.  
 
           Radwan looked up at the trees swaying in the strengthening wind. He calculated that there was one lamp post every 150 metres, their sulphurous glow creating more shadow than light. You would have thought they would have more street lighting. Feeling his head clear slightly, he stomped his feet in fruitless protest at the cold night air. ‘It’s dark.’ 
 
           ‘That’s good.’ Sandra pointed towards a small gate. ‘This is it.’ Stepping off the pavement, she crossed the deserted road.  
 
           With a shrug, Radwan followed. ‘How are we going to get in?’ 
 
           Sandra grabbed the handle and pushed the gate open. ‘We’re going to walk up to the front door and ring the bell.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t these people have any security?’ Following Sandra through, Radwan wondered if they were walking into a trap.  
 
           ‘This is London. It’s a nice neighbourhood. They feel safe.’ Sandra pointed at the house. ‘They don’t even have any cameras.’ 
 
           ‘There’s bound to be some somewhere.’  
 
           It’s a bit late to be worrying about that. Sandra wondered how many cameras had caught them going in and out of the hotel when they’d dealt with Herzog’s girlfriend. This was a bit different but the same basic principle applied: the only way they were ever going to stay hidden was if they operated in plain sight. 
 
           ‘This city has more CCTV than anywhere else in the world. I read about it in some blog.’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, but no one watches any of it.’ 
 
           ‘They have face recognition software and everything.’ 
 
           ‘Just as well that they don’t know our faces then,’ Sandra shot back, hoping that it was true. Tiring of the conversation, she tried to close it down. ‘Anyway, we’re not in Raqqa anymore. That’s the bottom line, so deal with it.’  
 
           ‘Easy for you to say,’ the boy grumbled. 
 
           ‘No it isn’t.’ 
 
           ‘You lived here before.’ 
 
           ‘It doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.’ 
 
           ‘We could have gone somewhere else.’ 
 
           ‘We could have, but we didn’t.’ Sandra had to admit she wasn’t sure how she felt about being back in England.  
 
           ‘Do you miss Syria?’ The child-like way in which Radwan asked the question was, frankly, annoying. 
 
           ‘No.’  
 
           It was a lie. For all its obvious problems, there was something about Syria that still felt like home, an adopted home, but home nonetheless. She missed the sense of purpose and her comrades in the female militia. If it wasn’t for the fact that she had been forced to blow the head off that pervert Bovar Fandi, Sandra had no doubt that they would still be there.  
 
           ‘We have to get on. Close the gate.’ 
 
           Doing as he was told, Radwan looked up at the house. Like all the others in the street, the windows were dark. ‘Maybe they’re out.’ 
 
           Sandra gestured towards the SUV parked in front of the house. ‘The car’s here.’ 
 
           ‘Maybe they’ve got more than one,’ Radwan mused. He extended an arm. 
 
           ‘Don’t touch it,’ Sandra said sharply, ‘you’ll set off the alarm.’ Rummaging in her shoulder bag, Sandra pulled out two semi-automatics, she handed one to Radwan and checked the other. A Czech-made replica of a Spanish design; not the greatest weapon in the world but it would do the job. Racking the slide, she flicked off the safety and signalled for Radwan to take the lead. 
 
           The front door was so large that it took the boy several moments to find the bell. Stepping forward, he stabbed at it with his index finger, sending a series of chimes echoing through the house. Taking a step backwards, he lifted his gun and pointed it at the door. 
 
           ‘Safety,’ Sandra reminded him. 
 
           ‘Oh, yeah.’ 
 
           The boy was supposed to be a soldier. Sandra shook her head. ‘And put one in the chamber.’ 
 
           Radwan obliged with a grunt. 
 
           Above their heads, on the first floor, a light went on. 
 
           Sandra smiled. ‘They’re in.’ 
 
           ‘Shall I ring the bell again?’ Radwan was hopping from foot to foot. The adrenaline was kicking in and he would soon be hyper.  
 
           ‘Give it a moment. We’re not in any rush.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, but—’ 
 
           The door swung open, catching Radwan by surprise. Turning away from Sandra, he closed his eyes and he fired twice.  
 
           Sandra was amused to see that he had found his target with both shots. Pushing him inside, she followed in behind, quickly closing the door behind them. 
 
           Standing in a large vestibule, Radwan looked his victim. She had collapsed on top of a glass table which had disintegrated across the marble floor. ‘Is that her?’ 
 
           Sandra made a face. The woman looked like she was in her sixties, not really what she had been expecting. ‘Looks a bit old.’ 
 
           ‘Herzog said shoot the woman. We’ve shot the woman.’ Radwan adopted the air of an artisan who had completed an exhausting working day and was ready to take a well-deserved break. 
 
           ‘Maybe she’s a housekeeper or something.’ Sandra listened to the house, trying to pick out any human sounds. ‘We should take a look around.’ 
 
           Radwan was clearly not keen.  
 
           ‘Don’t step in the blood.’ Sandra ushered him towards a door leading to the house proper. ‘Let’s check upstairs.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much of a scream, more of a strangled gurgle. The explosion that followed it however was truly spectacular. The sound of glass as it smashed on the marble floor of the hallway caused Jen to jump from her chair. In her mind’s eye she could see exactly what had happened; Margery collapsing in slow motion, like a victim in one of those movies Johnny had watched over and over again when she was a child. So they had come for her. Deep down, she had known that they would come. She wasn’t stupid. It was inevitable that Richard would manage to fuck things up from beyond the grave.  
 
           But this quickly?  
 
           Not this quickly.  
 
           This was far too soon. 
 
           The sound of voices was followed by the door slamming shut. Jen bounced on the balls of her feet. Fight or flight? The adrenaline racing through her bloodstream was not unpleasant.  
 
           Fuck you, Miriam Herzog. If you want a fight, I’ll give you a fight. 
 
           Stifling a giggle, Jen tossed her wine glass and ran for the stairs.  
 
           Reaching the landing, she darted into the bathroom. With all of her senses on high alert, the running bath sounded like a torrent.  
 
           ‘We can’t get in yet,’ Stuart huffed. With his back to her, he eyed her in the mirror. ‘It’s way too hot yet.’ 
 
           Grabbing him by the collar of his shirt she dragged him into the corridor. 
 
           ‘Ow, Mum, what are you doing?’ 
 
           ‘Where’s your brother?’ 
 
           ‘He went to get his pjs.’ The boy squirmed, trying to break her grip. ‘Get off me, I haven’t done anything!’ 
 
           Not letting him go, Jen marched him into her bedroom. Without ceremony, she pulled open the door of her walk-in closet and pushed him inside.  
 
           ‘Stay in here. Go right to the back. Don’t move until I come back to get you.’ 
 
           Sensing that something was badly wrong, Stuart stifled a sob. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
           ‘Stay there,’ Jen hissed, slamming the door shut, ‘and be quiet.’ Throwing herself across the bed, she pulled open the top drawer of the bedside table. Reaching for the lightweight Ruger pistol, she rolled off the bed and headed for the door in one fluid movement. 
 
           Richard had never been happy about keeping a weapon in the house – illegal as well as dangerous – but she had always insisted. Somehow, she had known this day would come.  
 
           And she would deal with it.  
 
           Her father’s daughter. 
 
           The voices downstairs were barely audible above the sound of the running bath. It sounded like a man and a woman, a bickering couple. Jen reflected on all the hours she had spent at the Hong Kong Gun Club and, more recently, at the West Barnet Rifle School. With six in the magazine and one in the chamber, she more than fancied her chances.  
 
           Johnny Law’s Rule #1: Attack is the best form of defence.  
 
           Hovering at the top of stairs, her finger curled around the trigger, she listened to her heart smashing against her rib cage as she ran her tongue along her lower lip. The first person up the stairs would get one in the face. 
 
           No more Jen Neary. Welcome back, Jennifer Law. 
 
           ‘I don’t want a bath!’ Paul wandered out of his bedroom into the hall, still playing on his phone as he dragged a pair of pyjamas behind him.  
 
           Jennifer waved him back, towards her room. ‘Go and find your brother.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t want to,’ the boy whined.  
 
           ‘Paul, Jesus Christ!’ Shoving the gun into the pocket of her trousers, Jennifer scooped him up and ducked into the boy’s bedroom. ‘Do as you’re told for once, please.’ 
 
           ‘Argh. You’ve cost me a life. I’m trying to play my game.’ 
 
           ‘Stay here.’ She dropped him on the bed, noticing a large stain on the duvet cover as she did so. ‘Play with your phone, but keep it quiet.’ 
 
           The boy seemed happy enough with the instruction. Slipping out into the hallway, she closed the bedroom door behind her. As she turned to face the stairs, there was a clap, followed by a searing pain in her abdomen. Looking down, Jennifer saw blood soaking her blouse, turning it black. She fumbled in her pocket as a second bullet smashed into her breastplate, sending her onto her backside.  
 
           As the light began fade, Jennifer looked up, disbelieving, at the face in front of her. The Ruger sat on the carpet beside her; she stuck out a hand, only for the assassin to kick it away with his foot. She looked at the toe of his sneaker as it hovered in front of her nose. 
 
           ‘She’s done,’ said a female voice somewhere in the background. 
 
           Jennifer tried to follow the movement of the foot as it slowly moved to her right, gently tapping the collarbone and sending her slumping backwards. 
 
           ‘That’s got to be the right woman,’ Radwan proclaimed. ‘The other one was too old.’ 
 
           ‘Let’s go.’ Sandra began retreating down the stairs. ‘The car will be waiting.’ 
 
           Radwan looked at the body in front of him. He wouldn’t want to have to admit it to Sandra but he had never killed anyone before this evening. A woozy feeling came over him; he imagined he had the smell of air freshener in his nostrils again and he felt sick. To his left, was an open door. A bath was running and he could see that the tub was full, almost to the brim. Stepping inside, he placed the gun on top of the cistern and turned off the tap. Sticking his hands into the water, he winced. 
 
           ‘Hot!’ 
 
           After running a wet hand across his face, he dried himself off with a towel. Retrieving the gun, he returned to the hall. A small boy was standing beside the woman’s body. His face was blank, as if his brain was unable to process the pictures it was receiving. In his hand was a phone.  
 
           ‘Radwan, what are you doing? Come on.’ 
 
           ‘One minute.’ He turned to the boy. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
           The boy didn’t seem to hear him. 
 
           ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
           ‘Paul. Paul Neary.’ 
 
           Didn’t Herzog say that Neary had two kids? It didn’t matter. ‘Were you calling someone?’ 
 
           The boy looked at him, uncomprehending. 
 
           Radwan gestured at the phone. ‘Did you call the police?’ 
 
           Tears coursed down the child’s cheeks. ‘I was playing a game.’ 
 
           ‘A game. Good. What game?’ 
 
           ‘A game.’ The boy let the phone slip from his hand. Radwan watched it bounce on the carpet, missing the blood. Reaching down, he picked up the device and stuffed it into the back pocket of his jeans. 
 
           ‘I’m sorry, Paul, but I have to go now.’  
 
           The boy paid him no heed.  
 
           Radwan took two steps back towards the stairs, raised the gun and fired. 
 
      
 
           Sitting in the back of the car, Sandra made him put on his seatbelt. Listening to a football commentary on the radio, the driver showed no interest in his passengers. 
 
           ‘What were you doing?’  
 
           From the radio, the noise of the crowd rose to a crescendo as someone scored. The driver smacked the steering wheel in frustration. 
 
           ‘The kid came out of his room,’ Radwan mumbled. 
 
           Sandra looked at him in horror. ‘You didn’t—’ 
 
           ‘Herzog said it was optional.’ Shifting in his seat, Radwan pulled the phone from his back pocket and began tapping at the screen. The handset was unlocked. It looked like the kid had been playing some kind of shooter game. 
 
           ‘How did you get that?’ 
 
           Coming off his adrenaline high, Radwan tried to ignore her. Reaching a junction, the driver turned onto a main road, heading back towards the centre of town. 
 
           ‘Are you stupid?’ Sandra snatched the phone from his hands. Pressing a button, she watched the window descend, before throwing it into the gutter.  
 
           Easy come, easy go. ‘How did you manage that?’ 
 
           ‘What?’ 
 
           ‘Opening the window?’ 
 
           She looked at him as if he was a total idiot. 
 
           ‘Leave it open, or I’ll feel sick.’ 
 
      
 
           Antonia Motson-Kennett had changed her outfit. She now wore a slim-fitting grey leather jacket over a navy silk blouse. A pair of skinny jeans and black ankle boots completed the ensemble. ‘Atlas has been taken to St Thomas’s.’ She handed Zachary Keeble a tumbler containing a fifteen-year-old single malt. ‘According to my husband, this is the good stuff.’ A rueful grin crossed her face as she corrected herself. ‘My ex-husband.’ 
 
           ‘Which one?’ Sammy Baldwin-Lee, ensconced in an armchair in the corner, looked hopefully towards the drinks cabinet.  
 
           Keeble took a sip of the Scotch. Smooth. The CIA man was surprised that Sammy had made an appearance in the wake of Haider Atlas’s collapse. Having snitched on one of Annie’s clients, he might have been expected to have kept a low profile for a while. Then again, the club owner – former club owner – was not a man to wear a sense of shame for long. Nor was he the type of guy to pass on a free drink. 
 
           Placing a hand across her chest, Motson-Kennett made a show of appearing offended. ‘The last one, obviously.’ 
 
           ‘She’s had more husbands than I don’t know what,’ Sammy chuckled. 
 
           Motson-Kennett poured another Scotch – a much smaller measure than she had offered Keeble – and handed it to Sammy.  
 
           ‘Thanks.’ 
 
           Resting her backside on the desk, she turned to Keeble. ‘I don’t think five marriages is that many, do you?’ 
 
           The American raised an eyebrow. ‘Five more than me.’ 
 
           ‘Me too.’ Finishing his drink, Sammy looked longingly into his empty glass. 
 
           ‘In total, they only amounted to about seven years,’ Motson-Kennett sighed. ‘The first one only lasted six weeks.’  
 
           ‘Edgar Motson,’ Sammy explained, holding his glass out for a refill, ‘was an American adventurer who disappeared in the Amazon basin on their honeymoon.’ 
 
           ‘The marriage wasn’t even consummated.’ Taking the glass, she returned to the drinks cabinet. ‘Then again, he set the tone. The last one—’ 
 
           ‘George Kennett, Baron Kennett of Highbury.’ 
 
           She glared at Sammy. ‘Is this my life, we’re talking about, or yours?’ Pouring another modest measure, she handed him back the glass. 
 
           ‘Sorry.’ Looking suitably penitent, Sammy took his drink.  
 
           Satisfied that she had now completed her hostess duties, Motson-Kennett retreated behind her desk. ‘Poor old George. He overdosed on the yacht of a Russian oligarch. Maybe you read about it in the papers.’ 
 
           Keeble shook his head. ‘I don’t think it made the Bismark Tribune.’ 
 
           ‘That was almost a decade ago now,’ Motson-Kennett reflected. ‘At least he left me enough money to set up this place. After that, I vowed there would be no more husbands.’ She shot Sammy a look that Keeble couldn’t quite read. 
 
           Are you two an item? ‘What about the others?’ 
 
           ‘Husbands two, three and four were nothing to write home about,’ she said languidly. The phone on her desk started to buzz.  
 
           Slipping on a pair of glasses, she squinted at the text. ‘Haider Atlas is going to be alright. Apparently, it was a panic attack of some sort – nothing life threatening. He has a pre-existing heart condition however, so they are doing every test that they can think of. They want him to stay in hospital for a while, until they feel able to give him the okay to travel.’ She placed the phone back on the desk. ‘According to my sources, he’s got a private jet on standby at North Weald Airport so that he can travel home under medical supervision. Unless you arrest him, of course.’ 
 
           ‘There are no current plans to do that.’ Keeble could feel the drink beginning to have an effect. Haider Atlas could have done him a significant favour by shuffling off this mortal coil. Now the CIA man was pretty much back to square one. There was no way he was going to try and grab the guy in a hospital – apart from anything else, it was way too public. On the other hand, if he allowed his prey to return to the Cote d’Azur, his medical issues would provide the French with another excuse not to give him up. The whole thing was turning into such a damn mess, Keeble almost wished he’s never heard of Haider Atlas. 
 
           ‘Oh?’ Motson-Kennett eyed him coolly. ‘I thought that was why you were here in the first place. Or did you just want to sample my hospitality?’  
 
           ‘Routine ongoing surveillance.’ Finishing his drink, Keeble rose to go. 
 
           ‘Before you leave, I think you have something that belongs to me.’ 
 
           Placing his glass on the desk, Keeble tried to look confused. 
 
           ‘The memory card that you took from the camera filming Mr Atlas.’ 
 
           ‘You got it all on video?’ Sammy’s eyes grew wide. ‘Was he doing his usual, you know, thing? Can I have a look?’  
 
           ‘No.’ Motson-Kennett said firmly. ‘None of this was arranged for your titillation.’ 
 
           ‘Shame.’ 
 
           ‘I will be deleting the file.’ 
 
           ‘But that video would be worth a tasty sum.’ 
 
           Fishing in his pocket, Keeble retrieved the thumbnail-sized card and handed it over. ‘You’re not thinking of going into blackmail, are you Sammy?’ 
 
           ‘No, no.’ Baldwin-Lee shook his head. ‘Pay-per-view.’ 
 
           ‘Haider isn’t the kind of gentleman who is easily embarrassed,’ Motson-Kennett pointed out. ‘He would take more of a publish and be damned approach.’ She emitted a girlish giggle. ‘Or, rather, publish and be shot. So, you see, Sammy dear, I’m really doing you a favour by getting rid of it.’ 
 
           ‘You’re too kind.’  
 
           ‘Think nothing of it.’ Motson-Kennett pulled open a drawer and dropped the memory card inside. ‘All part of the service.’ She closed the drawer with a flourish. ‘Clients have a right to expect that we handle matters like this with the utmost discretion.’ 
 
           ‘Of course,’ Sammy observed, ‘this is pretty routine for you.’  
 
           ‘Fairly routine, I would say. Obviously, given the demographic of our clientele, we have plenty of people with issues. That’s why we have the medical facilities on site. But we’ve only ever had one actual death on the premises and that was a Peruvian businessman who insisted on having an electric current run through his genitalia. Too much electric current as it turned out.’ 
 
           ‘That was another one that I sent you,’ Sammy chortled. 
 
           ‘I have so many things to thank you for,’ she smiled at Sammy indulgently before turning to her other guest. ‘Have you ever paid for sex, Mr Keeble?’ 
 
           ‘No,’ Keeble stammered, flustered by the random turn the conversation had taken.  
 
           ‘Well you should. I would heartily recommend it. Heightens the experience. Reintroduces a frisson of excitement and danger into something that has become a bit mundane. Boring even.’ 
 
           Keeble tapped his wallet nervously. ‘I don’t think I could afford it.’ 
 
           ‘Put it on expenses,’ Sammy suggested.  
 
           ‘We can provide usable receipts,’ Motson-Kennett added. 
 
           ‘That would be fraud,’ the CIA man said stiffly. 
 
           ‘Up to you,’ his hostess shrugged. 
 
           Feeling rather lightheaded, Keeble turned towards the door. ‘I’d better get going. Thank you for your help.’ 
 
           ‘Sorry you didn’t get what you wanted.’ 
 
           ‘Those are the breaks.’ 
 
           ‘Are we all square now?’ Sammy called after him. 
 
           ‘In your dreams,’ Keeble grunted. ‘I need you to keep me posted on the situation with Haider Atlas. I want to know when he’s ready to leave town.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Those are not going to come out. Standing at the top of the stairs, Amy Issa looked at the bloodstains on the carpet and shuddered. After more than six years working out of the Muswell Hill Police Station, the sergeant had never previously seen a dead body in the course of duty. In the last five minutes, she had seen three. Worst of all, one of them was a young kid. At least she hadn’t thrown up but it had been a close-run thing. 
 
           Through a window, she watched as the last of the ambulances pulled away from the kerb. Other than the wind in the trees, the road was eerily quiet. The crowd control team had managed to cordon off the street at each end, keeping the TV crews – and the gawkers – well away from the crime scene.  
 
           Turning through 360 degrees, Issa did a quick inventory of the first floor, counting eight rooms in total. Overall, she estimated that the property had to be something like 4,500 square feet. It was the kind of place that you normally only saw in TV shows and made her studio flat in Crouch End seem like a hutch.  
 
           The people who had lived here must have had some serious cash. Her first thought was that the husband might be a gangster – this part of North London was a favoured haunt of well-heeled crooks – but someone had said that he was an accountant. Whatever he did for a living, he hadn’t been shot with his wife and kid, which made him the prime suspect for the killings straight off the bat. 
 
           ‘Bloody hell – I do not want it done like that!’ 
 
           Issa winced. Downstairs, her boss was shouting at someone. Inspector Helen Sellers was the bane of Issa’s life – a self-obsessed careerist she turned everything into a melodrama.  
 
           Not that this wasn’t pretty dramatic.  
 
           The original 999 call had been so garbled that it had been logged as a B&E. The first officers on the scene found the housekeeper, who had made the call, sitting on the doorstep, smoking a massive blunt as she stared off into the middle distance. When one of the constables had queried her drug use, she had insisted it was for medicinal purposes and offered him a toke. 
 
           Quite a reasonable attitude, under the circumstances. 
 
           Amy quite fancied a smoke herself right now. If it wasn’t for the fact that she was due a compulsory drugs test within the next month, she certainly would have partaken once her shift was over.  
 
           ‘Amy, are you up there?’ 
 
           ‘Just checking the rooms, boss.’ The sergeant felt herself blush. How did Sellers always seem to know when she was daydreaming? Cursing under her breath, she glanced into the bathroom. The tub was almost full; a used towel lay on the floor. Another room that would have to be processed by the forensics guys; the amount of overtime on this job was going to be horrendous. 
 
           Careful to avoid the stains, Issa edged along the hallway. At the far end, she walked into what was clearly the master bedroom. Given recent developments, the housekeeper hadn’t felt the need to make the bed. A window looked out on a large garden at the back of the house. On the sill stood a bog-standard selection of family photos in a random selection of frames.  
 
           A wedding. 
 
           Babies. 
 
           Kids in school uniforms. 
 
           The happy family unit on holiday by the sea, all smiles and expansive-looking beachwear, the sunshine suggesting somewhere that might have been Greece, or maybe Croatia. 
 
           Issa idly wondered whether she would ever manage to have a family. Presumably, she would need to come up with a reliable boyfriend first. And the chances of that were, well…  
 
           ‘Slim to non-existent.’ Stepping forward, she squinted at the beach photo. The perfect family unit: mum, dad and two boys. 
 
           Two kids. 
 
           Where was the other child? Maybe the husband had killed the wife and one of the kids and run off with the other. Did that make any sense? Issa had no idea. She poked her head into the en suite bathroom, finding nothing of interest.  
 
           ‘Amy?’ Sellers sounded pissed off and stressed in equal measure. Issa was pretty sure these were the first DBs for her boss too. Although she was a couple of years younger than the sergeant the inspector had kids, a boy and a girl. That couldn’t make things any easier to handle.  
 
           ‘Coming, boss.’ Catching a sudden whiff of decay, Issa wrinkled her nose.  
 
           What a stink. 
 
           Her brain started processing the information being presented to it in slow motion. 
 
           Right in front of her was a walk-in closet. 
 
           It smells like someone’s died in there. 
 
           She glanced back at the photograph and felt her stomach do a somersault.  
 
           ‘What are you doing up there?’ 
 
           ‘Just a minute.’ Taking a series of deep breaths, Issa tried to get her heartbeat under control before she reached for the closet door. 
 
           ‘Who are you?’  
 
           ‘I’m Amy.’  
 
           Backing up against the wall, the boy looked at Issa with a mixture of suspicion and confusion. ‘Where’s my mum?’ 
 
           ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
           The boy scratched at his trouser. ‘I’m Stuart,’ he mumbled. 
 
           Trying to ignore the mess smeared across the wooden floor. Issa held out a hand. ‘Come next door, Stuart, and we’ll get you cleaned up.’ 
 
           The boy made no effort to move. ‘My mum told me to wait.’ His eyes filled with tears. ‘I’ve been here for ages.’ 
 
           ‘It’ll be alright.’ Issa bit her lower lip to try and avoid crying herself. ‘Let’s get you sorted out.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What are you—’  
 
           Handing the boy a towel, Issa didn’t look up. ‘This is Helen. Helen, this is Stuart. He was waiting for his mum.’ 
 
           The inspector muttered a swear word under her breath. ‘What did you—’ 
 
           ‘I told him his mum’s gone to the hospital with his brother,’ Issa said quickly. ‘He’s okay, aren’t you Stuart?’ 
 
           Wrapping the towel around his waist, the boy gave her a sheepish nod. 
 
           ‘Let me go and find a paramedic.’ 
 
           ‘And maybe some fruit or something.’ 
 
           ‘Maybe a Mars bar,’ Stuart suggested. ‘They’re in the kitchen. Mum keeps them in the cupboard by the fridge.’ 
 
      
 
           Sandra pointed at the sign above the door. ‘This is it. The Constance Glass Ward.’ 
 
           Radwan looked at the sign as if it were written in Chinese. ‘Who’s Constance Glass?’ 
 
           ‘How should I know?’ Irritated by her husband’s reluctance to move his feet, Sandra gave him a gentle push. ‘Let’s get on with it. The doctor said we only had twenty minutes.’ 
 
           Scratching behind his ear, Radwan did a more than passable impersonation of a sulking teenager. ‘I don’t like hospitals,’ he complained, ‘they make me feel ill.’ 
 
           First the car and now this. How had such a delicate flower ever managed to survive in Syria? Since their arrival in London, the boy had mutated into a typically-soft Westerner in a matter of weeks.  
 
           Except when he had a gun in his hand. 
 
           ‘I don’t like being around all these sick people.’ 
 
           Sandra bit her lip. Only a few hours earlier, the boy had walked into a house and shot everyone in sight; now he was being pathetic. A typical male. It didn’t matter where you were, men were such children. It almost made you understand why Miriam Herzog was a lesbian. That was what her PA had said. A gobby cow called Chrissy who had taken something of a shine to Radwan when they had been hanging around the office.  
 
           An image of Chrissy taking a bullet to the head floated through Sandra’s brain. 
 
           ‘What’s so funny?’ 
 
           ‘Nothing.’ She quickly wiped the smile from her face. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
           ‘Do I have to?’ the boy whined. 
 
           Taking a deep breath, she tried to summon up some molecule of understanding. ‘No one likes hospitals,’ she said gently. ‘Do you think your dad wants to be here? Come on, let’s go and see if we can cheer him up a bit.’ 
 
           Looking at his sneakers, Radwan remained rooted to the spot. 
 
           For God’s sake. Giving up on her powers of persuasion, Sandra simply turned and walked away. 
 
      
 
           The most luxurious thing about the private ward was the silence. It consisted of a series of hotel-style rooms on each side of a central corridor. Haider Atlas was at the far end. Ensconced in the Lord Anscombe suite, he had a small balcony and a view over the hospital gardens. 
 
           How much does this cost a night? Sandra wondered, looking around the room.  
 
           Sitting up in bed, the old man looked very dapper in a pair of scarlet silk pyjamas. Finishing an email on his mobile phone, he gave her a weak smile. 
 
           ‘Thank you for coming, my dear.’ 
 
           ‘We came as soon as we knew where you were.’ Pulling up a chair, Sandra gestured towards the corridor. ‘Radwan is just coming. He had to take a call outside.’ 
 
           ‘Of course, of course.’ The old man placed his phone on the bedside table before readjusting his pillows.  
 
           ‘Do you need a hand?’ 
 
           ‘No, no, I’m fine.’  
 
           You look frail. While still a handsome man, something had vanished since the last time they had met. He was no longer…  
 
           It took Sandra a moment to find the right word.  
 
           Virile.  
 
           However it had happened, wherever it had happened, Haider Atlas had lost his virility. The commanding patriarch who – if she had permitted it – would have happily exercised his droit du seigneur over his son’s wife was gone. He wasn’t yet a fully-fledged ‘little old man’ but that would be the next step. 
 
           Then he would die. 
 
           That might not be for a while yet, however. Years. Maybe decades. In the meantime, what did Haider’s waning powers mean for Radwan and her and their tentative new life in London? Now was not the time to try and pick her way through that one. Sitting down, she watched the old man’s gaze slide to her carefully-concealed décolletage. 
 
           No more looking for you, she thought crossly, never mind touching. Having received a graphic explanation of what had happened from a gleeful-sounding Miriam Herzog, she restricted herself to the blandest of enquiries. ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
           ‘I’m fine. It was just a spell of dizziness. As soon as it was clear it was nothing serious, I flashed my health insurance card and they shipped me off here.’ 
 
           Sandra took a moment to look round the room. ‘Very nice.’ 
 
           ‘It’s a damn sight better than the public hospital I woke up in. I didn’t even have a room to myself.’ He shivered at the horror of it all. ‘Happily, once they realised that I could pay they couldn’t get rid of me quick enough. It’s part of the same hospital but it might as well be a different world.’ 
 
           ‘As long as you get the best possible care.’ 
 
           They are keeping me in here for all these tests but it’s not really necessary. I want to get out as soon as possible.’ 
 
           ‘The doctors are just making sure you get checked out properly.’ 
 
           ‘Just padding out their bills, more like. How are you getting on with Miriam Herzog?’ 
 
           ‘Fine,’ Sandra shrugged. She had no idea how much her father-in-law knew about the killings, or whether he benefitted from them in any way, so kept her own counsel. 
 
           ‘Miriam can be…difficult.’ 
 
           ‘To be honest, we haven’t had that much to do with her, so far.’ 
 
           ‘So far?’ 
 
           ‘I expect,’ said Sandra blandly, ‘that as we do more, we will get more involved.’ 
 
           ‘Makes sense,’ the old man nodded. ‘When that happens, I want you to keep a close eye on her for me.’ 
 
           ‘That will not be a problem.’ 
 
           ‘Good. She owes me, owes us, a great deal of money. I would be very disappointed if she felt she could take advantage of my current misfortune by delaying payment, or trying to avoid it altogether.’  
 
           ‘I’m sure that would not happen.’ 
 
           ‘In business, anything can happen.’ 
 
           ‘I will look after the family’s interests.’ 
 
           ‘Good.’ Haider was distracted by Radwan’s appearance in the doorway. 
 
           ‘Couldn’t you get a better room?’ The boy stood at the end of the bed, hands behind his back. 
 
           ‘The sooner I get out of here the better,’ Atlas pointed at a pile of clothes hanging in a small closet. ‘I need you to go and get the rest of my things from the Ruthenium. Apart from anything else, they’ve still got my wallet.’ 
 
           ‘Sure.’ 
 
           ‘Bring them straight back here,’ his father commanded, ‘and no trying the place out on my account.’ 
 
           ‘As if,’ the boy snorted, going scarlet in the process.  
 
           Sandra looked at her nails, trying to give the impression that she had no idea what they were talking about. 
 
           ‘You’re a married man now.’ 
 
           ‘I know that.’ Not looking at Sandra, Radwan turned and disappeared back down the corridor. 
 
           ‘How’s he doing?’ 
 
           ‘He’s doing well. Miriam is very happy.’ 
 
           ‘No I mean with you, in the bedroom department.’ 
 
           ‘That’s fine too,’ Sandra stiffened, ‘we’re very happy.’ Not that it’s any of your business. ‘It’s great.’ She hoped that the words sounded more sincere to the old man than they did to her. 
 
           ‘Good, good.’ Atlas scratched himself through the covers. 
 
           Families. She had travelled almost 3,000 miles to get away from one, only to land herself with another which, if anything, was worse. She thought of her father and the look on his face as their eyes met for a fraction of a second on Brick Lane. The hope mixed with despair. Salman deserved better. She would have to try and make it right.  
 
           As a black abyss of guilt opened up in front of her, she pushed back her chair. ‘I have things to do. Is there anything I can do for you, Haider, before I go?’ 
 
           Summoning up unexpected reserves of energy, the old man gave her a wolfish grin. ‘Well, it is time for my bed bath.’ 
 
           Feeling a little sick herself, Sandra stumbled towards the door. ‘Let me see if I can find you a nurse.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finishing her report, Sergeant Amy Issa tapped the send button, sending it off into cyberspace where it would remain until the end of time. Yawning, she gave herself a surreptitious sniff.  
 
           Urgh.  
 
           It had been a long day and a shower wouldn’t go amiss. Neither would a trip to the gym, but there was no chance of that. Issa was so exhausted that she would struggle to make it home; the idea of dropping in on the Muswell Hill Leisure Centre first was way too ambitious. 
 
           ‘Hola, Amy.’ 
 
           Issa looked up to see Patricia Alonso pushing her cleaning cart down the aisle between desks. A tall, elegant woman in her mid-twenties, she looked too good for her beige acrylic uniform. 
 
           ‘Hey, hi Patricia. How’s it going?’ 
 
           Alonso looked around the empty room, checking that they were not being overheard. ‘Better than you, from what I hear.’  
 
           Issa gave her a tired smile. ‘What do you hear?’ 
 
           Alonso idly scratched at the company logo on her smock. ‘You were at the house where the family were massacred, with Inspector Sellers?’ 
 
           ‘That’s right.’ Issa stiffened slightly. Alonso knew a thing or two about massacres. She had arrived in the UK from Mexico four years ago, after seven members of her family had been murdered during a bout of inter-gang violence in the city of Ciudad Juárez. Patricia herself had been shot in the leg, leaving her with a permanent limp. After considering her case, the Home Office had refused her claim for asylum.  
 
           After the deadline for her deportation had passed, Patricia had stayed in the country illegally, a business studies graduate from the Universidad Nacional working in a sub-living wage cleaning job while constantly looking over her shoulder. 
 
           ‘Terrible.’ Her English was as accentless as it was precise. ‘There was one survivor, a boy?’ 
 
           Issa stared at her. ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
           ‘I hear things.’ 
 
           ‘People need to keep their mouths shut,’ Issa said wearily. Stuart Neary had been placed in the care of social services but they couldn’t rule out the possibility that he might still be the target of a follow-up attack. ‘That is supposed to be confidential.’ 
 
           Alonso gave her a wry smile. ‘Who am I going to tell?’ 
 
           ‘Fair point.’ 
 
           ‘Poor child, though. What will happen to him?’ 
 
           ‘We don’t know yet,’ Issa admitted. ‘His father is travelling on business, apparently. We haven’t been able to track him down yet.’ The news that the guy had an alibi had taken the wind out of the investigation somewhat. It didn’t mean that he wasn’t involved, of course, but, at the very least, he would have a decent first line of defence once they got him in an interview room.  
 
           ‘Poor child,’ Alonso repeated, ‘I thought that things like that didn’t happen in this country.’  
 
           ‘Me neither.’ 
 
           ‘London is supposed to be a safe city.’ Removing a duster from her pocket, Alonso made half-hearted attempt at cleaning the neighbouring desk. 
 
           ‘London is a safe city,’ Issa began powering down her computer, hoping that the cleaner would take the hint that it was time to end their chat, ‘according to the statistics.’ 
 
           Alonso nodded thoughtfully. ‘To have two separate shootings in the same week must be very rare.’ 
 
           ‘Two shootings?’ Issa felt a small jolt of adrenalin nip at her exhaustion.  
 
           ‘Two people were killed in a hotel the other day,’ Alonso took some screen wipes from the cart and gestured at Issa’s computer, ‘didn’t you read about it?’ 
 
           Obviously not. Issa tried to remember the last time she had seen the news. It wasn’t in the last month, unless you included the latest mega-celebrity divorce in your definition of news. Working as a cop, she needed to tune out of the serious stuff as much as possible, for the sake of her mental health. 
 
           ‘They were shot execution-style, according to what I read.’ 
 
           Execution style? As the screen went blank, Issa immediately hit the power button and began logging back in. What were the odds? ‘When was this?’ 
 
           ‘Yesterday or the day before; I lose track.’ 
 
           ‘Tell me about it.’  
 
           Once the computer finally allowed her back into the system, Issa Googled London hotel shooting. Using the search engine was far quicker than trying to find something in the Met’s own system; 0.47 seconds later she had just over three million results. At the top was a Standard story entitled Top hotel sex slaying. Issa quickly scanned the lurid details; the journalist had clearly been well informed by someone on the investigation team but had no details about the victims. 
 
           ‘Is there a connection?’ Alonso asked, looking over her shoulder. 
 
           ‘Hard to say.’ Issa reached for her phone and pulled up a number. Hitting call, she bobbed her head from side to side as she listened to it ring.  
 
           After the best part of ten seconds, the call was answered. 
 
           ‘Roche.’ Voices in the background suggested that she wasn’t alone.  
 
           ‘Ali? This is Amy Issa, up in Muswell Hill.’ 
 
           ‘Hey, long time no speak.’ 
 
           ‘Sorry to call you so late—’ Issa had known Roche for the best part of a decade, ever since they had bonded during a bleak weekend in a country hotel in the West Country where they had been attending a Women in Policing conference. The star speaker had been a frankly rather frightening lady from somewhere in the American Mid-West whose claim to fame appeared to be that she had once shot three robbers during the course of a single break-in. 
 
           ‘Not fatally, of course.’ The small-town police chief had sounded quite apologetic about that. Inspired and appalled in equal measure, Issa had come back to London and immediately applied to join one of the Metropolitan Police’s armed response units, attending endless rounds of interviews that lasted more than a year, with no success. Despite sidestepping the recruitment process altogether, Roche ended up with a posting in Counter Terrorism Command; such were the vagaries of the Metropolitan Police’s recruitment process. 
 
           After a couple of years touting a sub-machine gun around the capital in order to reassure the tourists, Roche grew bored. Returning to a more regular beat, she now worked out of the Charing Cross police station, close to Trafalgar Square.  
 
           ‘I just wanted to ask you about something.’ 
 
           ‘Sure, no problem.’ Roche sounded happy enough to take the call. ‘I’m just sitting here with a glass of wine. Just let me mute the TV. How are you?’ 
 
           ‘Good. A bit knackered. Well, very knackered, really. We’ve got this shooting—’ 
 
           ‘I heard about that. Nasty.’ 
 
           ‘And you’ve got one too.’ 
 
           ‘Not me,’ Roche said quickly, ‘I was at the crime scene but it’s not ours. Even Carlyle doesn’t want to touch this one with a barge pole.’ 
 
           Issa snickered. ‘How is the inspector?’ 
 
           ‘The same as ever,’ Roche grunted, ‘probably worse. Better the devil you know, though, eh?’ 
 
           ‘I suppose so.’ Issa knew that for all her moaning, Roche had a lot of time for her boss. The two of them got along well, their friendship underpinned by a shared scepticism about the world in general and policing in particular. ‘Look, I know it’s not your case, but what can you tell me about the victims?’ 
 
           There was a pause. ‘Why? Do you think there’s a connection?’ 
 
           ‘Nothing, beyond the fact that we have two shootings, two professional shootings, in a couple of days.’ 
 
           ‘The hotel job was definitely professional.’ 
 
           ‘Maybe it’s just a coincidence.’ 
 
           ‘But maybe not,’ Roche agreed, ‘definitely worth checking out.’ 
 
           ‘That’s what I thought.’ Cheered by the support of her peer, Issa felt her tiredness fall away completely. ‘My victims are two women and a child.’ She quickly ran through the details. 
 
           ‘Not ringing any bells,’ Roche replied, ‘at the hotel we had a couple. I can’t remember the names off the top of my head but they both worked for the same company, HD something…HDP. That was it HDP. A guy called Stan Cheeseman, DI Cheeseman, is leading the investigation. Talk to him.’ 
 
           ‘Is he any good?’ 
 
           Roche laughed. ‘He’ll need all the help he can get,’ was her only verdict. ‘Let me know how you get on.’ There was a pause where both of them failed to close out the call.  
 
           ‘How’s Terry?’ Roche asked finally. 
 
           ‘We split up a few months ago.’ Issa was impressed that Roche remembered her ex-boyfriend’s name. God knows, she wished she could forget it. 
 
           ‘Sorry to hear that.’ 
 
           ‘How about you?’ 
 
           ‘Me?’ Roche chuckled. ‘I’m off men for the duration.’ 
 
           ‘Sensible.’ 
 
           ‘I just can’t see the point.’ 
 
           There was another pause.  
 
           ‘We should hook up soon.’ Roche decided to put the conversation out of its misery. 
 
           ‘Yeah.’  
 
           ‘Text me some dates. And let me know if you come up with anything interesting about the shootings.’ 
 
           ‘Will do. Speak soon. Bye.’ Ending the call, the sergeant dropped the phone onto her desk. The cleaner had disappeared. Issa sat staring at her reflection in the blank computer screen. 
 
           You look quite good. In the dark. 
 
           Her brain was telling her to go home but she had yet to move from her chair when the mobile started vibrating across the dirty surface. Picking it up, Issa groaned. 
 
           Sellers. 
 
           ‘You should have gone home, you silly sod,’ she scolded herself, lifting the phone to her ear. 
 
           ‘Boss.’ 
 
           ‘You sound knackered.’ The inspector didn’t sound too chipper herself. In the background were hyper-sounding children. Bedtime clearly wasn’t going well. 
 
           ‘I am knackered. It’s been quite a day.’ 
 
           ‘You can say that again.’ Sellers lowered her voice. ‘I’ll be having nightmares about what we saw.’ 
 
           I’m too tired to have nightmares, Issa mused. 
 
           ‘Did they offer you counselling?’ 
 
           ‘Yeah. It’s standard with something like this. I said I’d think about it, once we’d finished the case.’ 
 
           ‘Do you think it would do much good?’ 
 
           ‘I dunno, but the shrink looked quite cute. Apparently, he only graduated from Manchester University last year and—’ 
 
           ‘Bloody hell, Amy, this is supposed to be about your mental health, not your love life.’ 
 
           ‘I tend to find that the two things are inextricably linked. Anyway, they have to offer, it was a concession the union extracted from them instead of a proper pay rise. I can’t see how it can do any harm but we haven’t really got the time at the moment, have we?’  
 
           ‘This is one hell of a mess.’ More screeching in the background encouraged Sellers to get to the point. ‘At least the husband has been found.’ 
 
           Issa immediately parked her thoughts of the shrink. ‘With a gun in his hand?’ she asked hopefully. 
 
           ‘Not quite. He was tracked down to a morgue in Hong Kong.’ 
 
           ‘Eh?’ 
 
           ‘He jumped off his hotel balcony. Or maybe he was pushed. Anyway, Richard Neary is no longer our prime suspect.’ 
 
           ‘So who is?’ 
 
           Sellers ignored the question. ‘The Hong Kong police are emailing over some information. Can you take a look and see if there’s anything interesting? Dave’s gone to some business dinner and I have to do bath time.’ Right on cue, a couple of truly blood-curdling screams echoed down the line. 
 
           ‘Sure thing.’ 
 
           ‘Thanks. Speak later.’ Having successfully delegated at least one of her chores, Sellers rang off. 
 
           ‘Great.’ Issa wondered if she should order a takeaway pizza while she waited for her computer to reboot for a second time, deciding against it as her log-in popped up. The last thing she wanted to do now was stuff her face with crap and then try and grab some kip on a full stomach. ‘Two minutes and I’m outta here.’ 
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    At least the email that Sellers was talking about had turned up. Near the top of her inbox, beneath the latest missive from the Police Federation and a special offer from her favourite cosmetics store, the sergeant found a message titled Mr Richard W. Neary, deceased. The sender was one Inspector H.W. Cheuk of something called the Central Area Department of Alien Affairs. Squinting at the screen, Issa clicked it open to find the body of the mail blank, save for Cheuk’s electronic signature. Five documents were attached however: three PDFs and two photographs.  
 
           Issa started with the photographs. Clicking on the first one, she was confronted by an image of what looked like a couple, sprawled on the pavement in a twisted embrace. Tilting her head, Issa considered the image from various different angles, none of which gave a clear sense of what she was looking at. Presumably, one of the bodies was Neary but who was the other corpse? Had they jumped together? Or had Neary landed on some poor unfortunate on the way down? 
 
           Unable to form a view, Issa clicked on the second image, jerking back in her chair as she was confronted by a close-up of a badly mashed-up face. 
 
           ‘Yuck.’  
 
           Eyes closed, the man was lying on a gurney, presumably in the local morgue. The cuts and bruises on his face glowed under the harsh lighting. Despite looking like an extra in a horror movie, he wore a serene expression.  
 
           Issa felt her mind whirring back into action.  
 
           ‘Three family members endure violent deaths in two incidents on different sides of the world on the same day, more or less. What are the odds?’  
 
           She answered her own question. ‘Very high indeed.’  
 
           Closing the pictures, she clicked on the first PDF, opening a form, presumably a police report of the incident. At the top was the legend Central Area Department of Alien Affairs. The report itself, however, a page of single-spaced type, was written entirely in Chinese. 
 
           Issa let out a grunt of disgust. Was English not supposed to be the universal language? ‘Thank you for that, Inspector Cheuk.’ What time was it in Hong Kong? For a second or two, she toyed with the idea of calling up Cheuk in the middle of the night to complain at his damn cheek. 
 
           Giving up on that idea, she clicked on the second PDF, a scan of Neary’s passport. The photograph bore more of a resemblance to the man on the gurney than might have been expected given that he had been splattered across the pavement.  
 
           ‘Not the best-looking guy I’ve ever seen,’ Issa observed, ‘even before he jumped.’ 
 
           She scanned the details. Neary had been approaching his forty-first birthday. Apparently the W. stood for William. The book was due to expire in a couple of months. At least he wouldn’t have to go through the hassle of getting it renewed.  
 
           ‘Okay, so what else have we got?’ 
 
           Clicking on the final PDF, Issa did a double take. It was a scan of Neary’s business card.  
 
           ‘Chief Finance Officer and Legal Counsel. Two jobs, huh?’ 
 
           Perversely, the card contained no contact details but it did list a company name, Herzog, Danzig & Proust.  
 
           Herzog, Danzig & Proust.  
 
           HDP.  
 
           ‘Holy shit.’ Realising that she had just been presented with the chance to blow this thing wide open Issa gave out a nervous giggle. 
 
           And all because her boss was too busy to read her emails.  
 
           ‘Get a grip,’ she admonished herself, ‘you haven’t cracked anything yet.’  
 
           What was the name that Alison Roche had given her?  
 
           Cheeseman. 
 
           Grabbing the phone, she mumbled to herself: ‘Detective Inspector Cheeseman, come on down.’ 
 
      
 
           As Fish and Fishermen went to a commercial break, Stan Cheeseman muted the TV and stared dolefully at his mobile, which was resting on the arm of the sofa. It was time to bite the bullet. Progress on the investigation into the Rodrigo shooting had been slow and there was no way he was going to be able to go fishing. He would have to ring the Corrib Lodge and cancel his booking or face a hefty late cancellation fee. He might be a regular customer but Mrs Castle, the landlady, was a no-nonsense character. Cheeseman knew that she wouldn’t cut him any slack when it came to matters of cold, hard cash. 
 
           With a sigh, he reached for the handset. Flicking through his contacts book, he pulled up Mrs C’s number just as Mario Lanza started singing “Nessun Dorma”, signifying that he had an incoming call.  
 
           Number not recognised.  
 
           Cheeseman stared at the screen suspiciously. It had to be work. He was off duty and he had learned over that years that when you were off duty nothing good ever came from answering the phone. On the other hand, if, by some miracle, he was about to catch a break on the double murder, he might be able to enjoy the Corrib’s hospitality yet. 
 
           He hit the receive button. 
 
           ‘Cheeseman.’ 
 
           ‘Sir, this is Lacerda.’ 
 
           ‘Who?’ 
 
           ‘I’m one of the PCSOs at the station.’  
 
           Cheeseman made no effort to place the name. 
 
           ‘Sorry to call you so late, but I’ve got a Sergeant Issa on the line for you.’ 
 
           ‘Never heard of her,’ Cheeseman grunted, more to himself than to the support officer.  
 
           I should have never answered the damn phone.  
 
           ‘She’s from the station in Muswell Hill. She says that it’s important.’ 
 
           ‘Okay.’ The DI’s voice hinted at unfathomable depths of weariness that only he himself could appreciate. ‘Put her on.’  
 
           And hurry up, my programme is about to re-start. 
 
           Cheeseman watched in dismay as, Ezra Doolitte, the presenter of Fish and Fishermen, reappeared on the screen. The programme was an Alaskan special on extreme fishing. Cheeseman would never be able to afford to go to Alaska himself, and the type of fishing he enjoyed was far from extreme, but Doolitte was an attractive girl and the show was diverting enough. 
 
           ‘Detective Inspector?’ 
 
           ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked gruffly, eighty per cent of his attention remaining on the TV. 
 
           Knowing all about having to deal with superior officers with attention deficit disorder, Issa got straight to the point. ‘It’s about the Hadley Rodrigo killing. I believe she worked for a company called HDP—’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Looks like I’d better go and have another chat with Miriam Herzog,’ Cheeseman concluded once Issa had brought him up to date on the recent mishaps of the Neary family. ‘She’s got to be involved in this somehow. God knows, there’s no one else in the frame.’ 
 
           ‘I’ll come too,’ said the sergeant eagerly, before tempering her enthusiasm, and adding, ‘if that’s alright with you, sir.’ 
 
           ‘Sure? Why not?’ Cheeseman wondered if he might be able to palm the original case off onto his colleagues from Muswell Hill. After all, their body count was higher than his. ‘We can do a good cop, bad cop routine.’ 
 
           Issa wondered which role she was supposed to play. 
 
           ‘It’s got to be her,’ Cheeseman felt a small surge of optimism in his chest. This had to be the breakthrough he had been groping for. Surely. 
 
           ‘That’s a reasonable working assumption.’ 
 
           ‘I always thought that there was something funny about Ms Herzog. She seemed too composed.’ The more Cheeseman thought about it, the more convinced he was. ‘We just have to find the evidence.’ 
 
           ‘Well, yes, there is that.’ 
 
           ‘Let’s meet at her office at nine.’ Cheeseman gave Issa HDP’s address.  
 
           ‘See you there.’ 
 
           ‘Okay.’ Ending the call, the DI unmuted the TV and went back to dreams of Alaska.  
 
           The call to Mrs Castle could wait. 
 
      
 
           ‘Are you getting up?’  
 
           Lying back in the bed, Hunter gave himself a vigorous scratch under the covers. ‘It’s a possibility.’ 
 
           ‘That’s not what I meant.’ Herzog pulled a fresh pair of panties from her bag and slipped them on.  
 
           ‘Always prepared, huh?’ 
 
           ‘You’ve always got to think one step ahead,’ picking her bra from the floor, she continued dressing, ‘at least.’ 
 
           ‘And all in black, too.’ Hunter felt his stomach rumble. After a busy night, he was suitably famished. 
 
           ‘Well, darling,’ she pouted, ‘I am in mourning.’  
 
           ‘Yeah.’ Hunter rolled out of bed. He didn’t want to talk about that nasty business. When he had dutifully informed his paramour of his visit from the lugubrious DI Cheeseman, Herzog had shrugged it off but he could tell that she was irked. It was only a matter of time before the slothful detective inspector made a reappearance. If Herzog wanted to remain in denial in the meantime, that was up to her. Hunter knew that he couldn’t stop her world falling apart but he wasn’t going to kick her on the way down. 
 
           ‘Fancy some breakfast?’ 
 
           A look of irritation flashed across Herzog’s face. ‘I’d love to, Danny,’ she sighed unconvincingly, ‘but I’m already late.’ 
 
           ‘For a meeting?  
 
           ‘Far more important than that,’ she chuckled. ‘I was supposed to be at my hairdresser ten minutes ago.’ Pulling on her jeans, her eyes darted around the room. ‘You couldn’t help find my shoes for me, could you?’ 
 
           Falling to his knees, Hunter checked under the bed. By the time he got back up, a shoe in each hand, she was fully dressed, an amused grin on her face as she contemplated his groin. 
 
           ‘Sorry, sweetie, there’s simply no time for that.’ Grabbing the shoes, she headed for the door, leaving him alone with his erection. ‘Got to get my roots done. I’ll give you a call.’ 
 
           Left to his own devices, Hunter breathed in the stale smell of last night’s sex. 
 
           You might struggle in prison, he thought, as he padded off to the bathroom.  
 
           After a shower, he dressed and headed downstairs to find his boss waiting for him. 
 
           Shit. Hunter had completely forgotten about Dom’s imminent return from holiday. 
 
           ‘Good morning.’ Tanned and relaxed, Dom sounded suitably cheery. ‘I just bumped into Miriam Herzog on her way out.’ 
 
           ‘Um, yes. She needs to speak to you about the paintings for her new restaurant.’ 
 
           Dom raised an eyebrow. ‘A bit early in the day for all that, isn’t it?’ 
 
           Hunter looked at his shoes. 
 
           ‘You dirty dog,’ Dom chuckled. 
 
           Speaking of which… ‘I should take Otto out for his walk.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry about that, Eva’s taken him to the park. She couldn’t get back from holiday quick enough to see that damn dog. Next time, I think we’re going to have to take him with us.’ Dom looked around the gallery as if checking that nothing had been stolen from the walls. ‘Or maybe they can go on holiday together and I’ll stay here.’ 
 
           ‘Are we going to open today?’ 
 
           ‘Maybe later.’ Dom headed towards the door. ‘Come on, I’ll buy you breakfast.’ 
 
           Hunter hesitated. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ Dom chuckled, ‘I’m not going to quiz you about what Miriam’s like in the sack. We can keep the conversation to business.’ 
 
      
 
           Having polished off a Full English breakfast in double-quick time, Hunter pushed away his empty plate and took a slurp of coffee. Looking on, his boss restricted himself to an amused grin. 
 
           ‘So,’ he said finally, ‘what’s been going on in my absence?’ 
 
           Placing his mug back on the table, Hunter came to a decision. The storm gathering around Miriam Herzog was going to hit sooner rather than later. That meant that the time for full disclosure was now. He looked his boss in the eye. ‘I don’t think Miriam is going to be able to close the deal for the pictures.’ 
 
           ‘Oh?’ Sitting back in his chair, Dom folded his arms and waited for an explanation.  
 
           Once Hunter had talked him through what he knew of the Hadley Rodrigo killing, his initial reaction was. ‘Looks, like you’re right about the sale. Ah, well, easy come, easy go.’ 
 
           Spoken like a man just back from his holidays, Hunter reflected. 
 
           ‘From what you say, it definitely looks like she’s going down – unless there was some completely random element to all this that we don’t know about.’ 
 
           ‘I would be surprised. Rule number one in any investigation is always go with the simplest explanation. When I was a military policeman, I saw my fair share of domestics. Even a couple of murders. Always look at the partner first.’ 
 
           ‘Chrissie Hynde was right,’ Dom mused, ‘it’s a thin line between love and hate.’ Leaning forward, he lowered his voice. ‘But you didn’t tell the cop,’ he tried to recall the name, ‘the inspector…’ 
 
           ‘Cheeseman. He’s a detective inspector.’ 
 
           ‘You didn’t tell DI Cheeseman about Miriam Herzog asking you to do it.’ 
 
           Hunter shrugged. ‘I didn’t want to get involved. I don’t want to get involved.’ 
 
           ‘But you’re still happy to keep shagging the woman,’ Dom pointed out. Seeing the look on Hunter’s face, he quickly added. ‘Not to make a judgement or anything, just to get the facts straight.’ 
 
           ‘I’m enjoying it while it lasts.’ 
 
           ‘Hadley Rodrigo probably said the same thing.’ 
 
           ‘I can look after myself,’ Hunter said, slightly huffily. 
 
           ‘I don’t doubt it,’ Dom smirked, ‘and, anyway, what are the chances of you being found in flagrante with a chauffeur in a hotel room.’ 
 
           ‘Very droll, boss,’ Hunter groaned. ‘I’ve missed your rapier wit.’ 
 
           ‘No need for the sarcasm.’ Dom tried to look offended and failed. ‘What did our friend Inspector Carlyle say about all this?’ 
 
           ‘When we originally spoke about it, he said Herzog was all just talk.’ 
 
           Dom lifted his eyes to the heavens. ‘Another great call from London’s number one cop.’ 
 
           ‘Afterwards, he said that if it came up I could say I thought that she was only joking. Obviously, it was in poor taste, particularly with the benefit of hindsight, but I could insist that she didn’t seem serious.’ 
 
           ‘If it came up?’ Dom asked, incredulous. ‘What kind of bloody advice is that?’ 
 
           ‘Well, that’s the thing about Carlyle, he’s not really the type to give advice, is he?’ 
 
           ‘Maybe he’s going senile,’ Dom said cheerily, ‘the fence-sitting bastard.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Feet up on his desk, Carlyle scratched his nose as he scanned the latest missive from the Police Federation. The union was launching a campaign against plans to allow compulsory redundancies in the force for the first time. As a tired old lag, the inspector found it hard to get worked up about the issue. On the one hand, he was in favour of anything that protected his job – not to mention those of his fellow officers – on the other, he never ceased to be amazed by the ability of the police to hold on to conditions that other workers could only dream of. 
 
           Taking his feet from the desk, he sat up in his chair. There was talk of strike action over the redundancies issue. Carlyle was pretty sure that it wouldn’t come to pass. And if there was a strike, he was even more sure that it would turn out to be a complete waste of time. 
 
           If it came to it, would he cross a picket line?  
 
           That was very unlikely. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the issue, it would just create too much aggravation with his colleagues.  
 
           Crumpling the memo in his fist, he launched it towards the cardboard box sitting on the carpet that served as a makeshift bin, missing by a good foot. 
 
           ‘Your aim’s not getting any better.’ Stooping down, Roche retrieved his litter and dropped it in the box. 
 
           ‘I think I need to get my eyes tested,’ Carlyle admitted.  
 
           ‘I’ll say.’ 
 
           ‘The problem is I don’t want to have to cough for a new pair of specs.’ He tapped the frame of his glasses with an index finger. ‘These ones cost me almost three hundred quid. And that was three years ago now.’ He thought back. ‘Maybe four.’ 
 
           The sergeant gave a sympathetic nod. ‘Did you get my message?’ 
 
           ‘What message?’ 
 
           ‘I left a Post-it note on your computer.’ 
 
           Carlyle made a face. 
 
           ‘Anyway, Dom Silver wanted to speak to you. He said to give him a call on his mobile.’ 
 
           ‘Which one?’ Dom was always worried about his phone being hacked. Back in his drug-dealing days, he changed his phone every week. Even now, he was in the habit of changing number every couple of months. It was a complete pain.  
 
           ‘I wrote it down. On the Post-it.’ 
 
           ‘Bollocks.’ Slipping off his chair, the inspector scanned the mess under his desk. 
 
           ‘The one stuck to the sole of your shoe.’ 
 
           ‘Oh?’ After a struggle, the inspector retrieved a square of paper barely the size of a postage stamp. ‘How was I supposed to see that?’ he groused. 
 
           ‘It was all I had,’ Roche shrugged.   
 
           Squinting at the tiny script, he reached for his phone. ‘Is that a nine?’ 
 
           Roche came closer, inspecting her handwriting before muttering in the affirmative. She watched Carlyle laboriously dial the number before slinking off on an unspecified errand. 
 
           Dom answered on the third ring. ‘Well, well, if it isn’t London’s most elusive detective.’ 
 
           ‘I’ve only just received your message,’ Carlyle said gruffly. 
 
           ‘It would be easier all round if you just answered your damn phone now and again.’ 
 
           Recalling a message about four missed calls, the inspector changed tack. ‘Good holiday?’ 
 
           ‘Fine,’ Dom sighed. ‘So, so. I’m not really a holiday type of guy. Too restless. I can only lie beside a pool with a novel for about ten minutes.’ 
 
           ‘Hm.’ Carlyle imagined he could lie beside a pool for a considerable length of time. 
 
           ‘And now I come back and find all hell has broken loose.’ 
 
           ‘Oh?’ 
 
           ‘Danny was telling me about these hotel murders.’ 
 
           ‘Nothing to do with me,’ Carlyle said quickly. ‘Not my case. Anyway, it looks like some glorified domestic.’ 
 
           ‘A glorified domestic where my head of security just happens to be shagging the prime suspect.’ 
 
           ‘I wouldn’t necessarily put it like that.’ 
 
           ‘I know you told Danny to keep his mouth shut but if you’ve dropped him in it, I will be really pissed off.’ The edge in Dom’s voice was clear. 
 
           ‘I haven’t dropped anyone in anything,’ Carlyle said crossly. 
 
           ‘I hope not,’ Dom sniffed. ‘Good staff are hard to find. And Danny’s the best.’ 
 
           And who found him for you? Despite, or perhaps because of their decades-long friendship, Dom’s selective amnesia could be profoundly annoying. ‘As far as I’m aware, the case is progressing without reference to Mr Hunter’s sexploits, but let me see what I can find out.’ 
 
           ‘That would be very good of you,’ Dom said coolly. 
 
           ‘And, of course, I will report back to you immediately.’ 
 
           ‘Too kind.’ 
 
           ‘I aim to serve.’ Carlyle said sarcastically. Ending the call, he looked towards the bin containing the memo from the Federation. 
 
           ‘I wish someone would make me compulsorily redundant,’ he muttered grimly. 
 
           ‘What are you complaining about now?’ Roche approached the desk, a coffee in each hand.  
 
           ‘Nothing. Bloody Dom. Still the king of all he surveys. In his own mind, at least.’ 
 
           ‘The successful art dealer.’ 
 
           ‘I think I liked him better when he was a drug dealer.’  
 
           ‘He’s okay.’ Roche handed her boss a cup. 
 
           ‘Yeah, I know. He can just get on my nerves at times.’ 
 
           ‘What did he want?’ 
 
           Carlyle took a sip of the coffee – hot and black as tar, just how he liked it – and immediately felt revived. 
 
           ‘He was asking about Cheeseman’s case.’ 
 
           A guilty look spread across Roche’s face. 
 
           ‘What?’ 
 
           ‘I forgot to mention,’ the sergeant said sheepishly, ‘there’s been a development.’ She briskly ran through the news from Muswell Hill.  
 
           ‘Bloody hell,’ was Carlyle’s considered verdict, once he had digested the facts. ‘What a mess.’ 
 
           ‘Yeah,’ Roche replied glumly. 
 
           A grin spread across the inspector’s face. ‘I guess we’re gonna have to get involved after all.’ 
 
           ‘But—’ 
 
           ‘Three murders? Maybe four?’ Carlyle said cheerily. ‘We can’t leave this to Stan Cheeseman. It’s far too important.’ 
 
      
 
           Issa watched a tall, gangling figure walking towards her. He looked like he had slept in his cheap suit. A cop. She gave him a friendly smile. ‘DI Cheeseman?’ 
 
           The man thought about it for a couple of seconds before nodding. 
 
           ‘Amy Issa.’ She extended her free hand and they shook. She moved the mobile a couple of inches from her ear. ‘I’m just trying to get some sense out of social services.’ 
 
           ‘Good luck with that,’ Cheeseman grunted.  
 
           ‘They seem to have lost Stuart Neary.’ 
 
           The detective inspector looked at her blankly. 
 
           ‘The boy who survived the home invasion,’ the sergeant explained. ‘They put him in emergency care last night and now their computer system seems to have gone down.’ 
 
           ‘There’s no reason to assume he’s in any danger?’ Nothing in Cheeseman’s demeanour suggested he could do anything about it, either way. 
 
           ‘No, but still, it’s hardly a great start, is it?’ 
 
           ‘I suppose not.’ 
 
           There was the sound of voices on the other end of the line. ‘Sorry about that.’ Laura Burnip, the Assistant Deputy Director of Emergency Child Placement Services sounded more hassled than apologetic. From experience, Issa knew that was the woman’s default position. ‘We’ve found him. He’s fine.’ 
 
           Thank God for that, Issa thought. 
 
           ‘What are we going to do with him?’ 
 
           ‘I will want to talk to him later today, once—’ 
 
           ‘Obviously,’ Burnip snapped. ‘I mean what are we going to do with Stuart in terms of care? Is he going to be our responsibility? My budget is already a hundred and nineteen per cent spent and we still have more than four months to go before the end of the financial year. It’s a nightmare.’ 
 
           Probably not as much of a nightmare as having your mother and brother shot to death in your own home, not to mention your father jumping from a hotel balcony. Issa kept her thoughts to herself.  
 
           ‘Have you made any progress on next of kin?’ 
 
           ‘There’s a grandfather apparently, we’re still trying to track him down. He lives abroad apparently.’ 
 
           ‘Let me know,’ Burnip said brusquely. ‘I’m in meetings all morning but you can leave me a message.’ With that she hung up. 
 
           Issa muttered to herself as she stuffed the phone into her bag. 
 
           ‘Social workers,’ Cheeseman scoffed. ‘They’re all the same.’ He gestured towards the glass doors to his left. ‘Shall we go in?’  
 
      
 
           Sitting behind a large glass desk, Chrissy Fleming blinked away a tear as she stared at the text on her phone. 
 
           Sorry, doll. It’s over. Thanks for the ride. Dave x 
 
           The bastard had just dumped her. By text. How shit was that? The little wanker had come round to her flat for one last fuck and then scarpered. Chrissy realised that should have known that something was up when she woke in the morning to find him gone. To the best of her knowledge, it was just about the only time in his life that the lazy sod had got out of bed before noon. They had been going out for what? Six months? Longer than average, anyway. That was something, she supposed. 
 
           I’m going to have to change my Facebook status again. 
 
           A cough caused Chrissy to jump. Quickly deleting the grievous text, she looked up to see the crumpled cop from the other day standing in front of her.  
 
           Is he still wearing the same shirt? Chrissy wasn’t sure. 
 
           Next to him was a slim, petite brunette trying to look tough in a leather jacket.  
 
           ‘You’re back?’ An uncomfortable feeling nibbled at her guts. Cops did that to you. She remembered reading about it somewhere. They always made you feel guilty for some reason.  
 
           ‘Yes,’ Cheeseman smiled, ‘and this time I’ve brought reinforcements. Is your boss in?’ 
 
           ‘Not yet, I’m afraid.’ 
 
           The two cops exchanged a knowing look. 
 
           An exciting thought popped from Chrissy’s brain. ‘Are you going to arrest her?’ she asked hopefully. 
 
           ‘Do you know where she is?’ the female cop asked. 
 
           With a sigh, Chrissy pulled up Miriam Herzog’s calendar on her PC screen. ‘It says here that she’s got a client meeting, but that’s crap.’ 
 
           ‘Oh?’ Cheeseman and Issa said in unison.  
 
           ‘Yeah,’ Chrissy whispered, even though there was no one else within earshot. ‘She went off to shag her new fuck buddy last night and then she was due to get her hair done.’ 
 
           What a way to talk about your boss. Issa looked at the PA with a mixture of incredulity and dismay. 
 
           ‘She has no secrets from me,’ Chrissy said proudly, tapping the computer screen with a lime-green fingernail. ‘Everything is on here.’ 
 
           ‘So what about her relationship with Mr Neary?’ 
 
           ‘What about it?’ Chrissy looked from Issa to Cheeseman as if to ask Who’s in charge here? ‘I think it was fine. Everyone got quite a shock when we got the news from Hong Kong.’ 
 
           The girl didn’t seem to have caught up on the latest misfortunes of the Neary family. Cheeseman glanced at the clock on the wall behind her head. There wasn’t time to waste on quizzing the help. Either he could put the squeeze on Herzog and get some kind of confession or he would have to call Mrs Castle. He probably had the rest of the day to cancel his booking at the Corrib Lodge. If he left it any later, he would lose his cash as well as his holiday. Already almost £300 down for the flights, he was desperate to minimise the damage to his already-anorexic bank account.  
 
           ‘When do you expect your boss to be in?’ 
 
           ‘I’ll be a while, I should imagine. She’s getting her roots done by Augustine Hamilton. And she might go straight to lunch after that. She’s got a table at a new place called—’ 
 
           ‘Never mind that,’ Cheeseman said grumpily, ‘where’s her hairdresser? 
 
      
 
           According to the notice posted in the window, Riot – Soho’s prime ‘technical’ hair salon – was not due to open for another thirty minutes or so. Cheeseman pressed his nose up against the window and peered inside.  
 
           ‘There’s no one here.’ 
 
           Right on cue, a girl appeared from a back room. Supping from an outsized paper cup, she checked herself out in one of the many mirrors lining the far wall. The detective inspector rapped on the glass door to gain her attention. 
 
           ‘Come on, open up.’ 
 
           After trying to ignore them for a while, the girl finally sauntered over. Gesturing at the sign detailing the salon’s opening hours she mouthed: ‘We’re closed.’ Her lilac hair reached all the way down to her backside and she had a small silver bone in her nose. ‘Come back later.’ 
 
           ‘Not really much of an advert for the place,’ Issa observed.  
 
           Taking out his ID, Cheeseman pressed it flat against the glass. ‘We’re from the police. Let us in.’ 
 
           The girl hesitated before finally unlocking the door. Pulling it open, she reluctantly invited them in. 
 
           Issa waited patiently for her to lock up again. ‘I’m Sergeant Issa and this is Detective Inspector Cheeseman.’ 
 
           ‘I’m Lisa.’ The girl contemplated the officers with barely-concealed irritation. ‘Are you here for an appointment?’  
 
           Not likely. Issa had already checked out the price list. A cut from Augustine Hamilton, the ‘Executive Director’, would cost a significant proportion of her monthly mortgage payment. ‘We’re looking for one of your customers,’ she explained, ‘a Ms Herzog.’ 
 
           ‘We never disclose details of our clients,’ Lisa said smugly.  
 
           ‘Apparently she’s seeing Augustine Hamilton,’ Cheeseman pointed out. The name seemed to give the girl pause. Turning, she headed for a set of stairs at the back of the salon. ‘Please wait here. Let me see if I can find him for you.’ 
 
      
 
           Upstairs, they found Miriam Herzog sitting in a chair, sipping a cup of coffee. Standing beside her, a tall bearded man held a small pot in one hand and a wooden spatula in the other. Using the spatula, he carefully smeared the contents of the pot – a kind of reddish goo – across the crown of Herzog’s head. 
 
           ‘You’ll have to forgive me, but I can’t get up.’ Herzog eyed the two officers in the mirror. ‘Once we’ve started, we have to finish.’ 
 
           ‘It is a very delicate process,’ the hairdresser confirmed in a broad Australian accent. ‘There are a lot of things that can go wrong.’ 
 
           Cheeseman slipped into the neighbouring chair. Glancing at his reflection in the mirror, he wondered if he might get a quick trim while he was here. Maybe Lisa could give him a quick once over with a set of clippers. First things first, however. He watched as the last of the colour was spread across Herzog’s skull. ‘We need to ask you some more questions.’ 
 
           ‘Sure.’ Herzog placed the cup on its saucer. ‘Fire away.’ 
 
           The detective inspector glanced at the hairdresser. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry about Augustine,’ Herzog smiled, ‘a girl has no secrets from her hairdresser.’ 
 
           ‘We can take a break.’ Hamilton gave the officers a wan smile. ‘I need to leave this now for thirty minutes. Would you like some coffee? We have some very nice chocolate macaroons.’ 
 
           Cheeseman looked at Issa. ‘Sure why not?’ He waited until Hamilton had disappeared down the stairs before introducing his colleague to Herzog. ‘You know why we’re here?’ 
 
           ‘Are there developments?’ 
 
           ‘People are dying around you, right left and centre,’ the DI pointed out. ‘It really is quite an unusual situation.’ 
 
           Her eyes grew wide. ‘Do you think I’m in danger?’ 
 
           Irritated by the playacting, Issa’s patience snapped. ‘Why would anyone want to kill Richard Neary and his family?’ she demanded. 
 
           ‘His family?’ Herzog tried to look shocked but the momentary pause gave her away. 
 
           ‘His wife and one of his sons were shot last night,’ Cheeseman recapped, going along with the fiction, ‘only hours after he himself fell from his hotel window.’ 
 
           ‘I thought it was his balcony.’ 
 
           ‘Whatever,’ Issa snapped. ‘Do you have an alibi for last night?’  
 
           Herzog shot her a cool look. ‘Do I need one?’ 
 
           ‘It would be a start,’ Cheeseman suggested. 
 
           ‘As it happens, I was with Mr Hunter.’ 
 
           ‘Again?’ 
 
           ‘The first flush of passion and all that,’ Herzog said unapologetically. She lifted a hand to her hair without touching it. ‘Do I need a lawyer?’ 
 
           ‘That’s up to you,’ Cheeseman replied, ‘but I think you’ll need to come to the station for a proper chat.’ 
 
           ‘If you insist,’ Herzog sighed. ‘But only when I’ve finished here. Do you realise how hard it is to get a slot with Augustine?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks to an air traffic control strike in France (where else?) the flight had been delayed by the best part of four hours. When they finally landed, there had been a problem with the gate and they had been decanted onto the tarmac and invited to walk to the terminal under brooding, grew skies. At least the sharp chill in the air had served to energise him somewhat after a thoroughly uncomfortable night. Even a $10,000 Business Class ticket and a $200 bottle of single malt hadn’t guaranteed anything like a decent night’s sleep. 
 
           Turning up the collar on his jacket, Johnny Law sidestepped a businessman struggling with his case and shuffled into Terminal 5. After a brisk march along endless corridors, he finally came upon border security and fell in at the end of a very long queue. At least he was in the EU line, a benefit of his Irish passport. Johnny, it had to be said, was even less Irish than the average member of the Republic’s soccer team, but the passport was one of his favourites. For some reason, it seemed that everybody loved the Irish these days. 
 
           After less than an hour, he was on the Heathrow Express, which deposited him at Paddington in no time at all. Ignoring the taxi cue, he stepped out along Praed Street and hailed the first free cab that rolled past. Sliding into the back seat, he instructed the driver to head for the Griffin hotel. 
 
           ‘The Griffin?’ The driver, an emaciated woman with peroxide blonde hair, looked at him in the rear-view mirror. ‘They had a shooting in there the other day.’ 
 
           Johnny grunted. He had booked a room online. As long as it lived up to its billing on the internet, he didn’t really care. 
 
           ‘A couple were killed.’ The woman cut in front of another cab and performed a neat U-turn. ‘In their room. It was some kind of execution, according to the papers. Like in the movies, you know?’ She shook her head in wonder. ‘Unbelievable.’ 
 
           It happens. Johnny closed his eyes. How long had it been since he was last in London? Easily more than a decade; probably closer to twenty years when he thought about it. A business trip, tracking down a greedy Italian businessman hiding from his erstwhile associates. He had found the guy in a grubby flat in Kentish Town, the cash he had stolen in a bag under his bed. What a big shot. His body had never been found. 
 
           More recently, with his appetite for travel seriously diminished and his ability to turn down jobs enhanced, there was never any reason to make the effort. When it came to the family, Jennifer had always brought the boys to visit him in Hong Kong. 
 
           ‘You don’t expect that kind of thing here.’ 
 
           ‘Huh?’ Shaken from his thoughts, he looked at the cabbie. 
 
           ‘Maybe in America,’ she continued, ‘I mean, everybody over there’s got guns, haven’t they?’ 
 
           Whatever else has changed in this town over the decades, the taxi drivers are still as irritating as ever. Johnny yawned ostentatiously. He wouldn’t have minded having a gun in his hand right now.  
 
           ‘But not here.’ 
 
           ‘No,’ he agreed, listlessly, ‘not here.’ Closing his eyes, he pretended to doze until they arrived at the hotel. Having paid the outrageous fare without fuss, he checked himself in at a computer terminal and managed to find his room without the help of a bellboy. Inside, he threw his bag on the floor, kicked off his shoes, dropped onto the bed and closed his eyes.  
 
      
 
           Antonia Motson-Kennett wadded the tissue into a tight ball and tossed it towards the waste bin by the bottom of the bed, grinning as it bounced on the rim before falling in. ‘What’s the matter, sweetie? You seem rather distracted.’ 
 
           Pulling up his boxers, Sammy Baldwin-Lee looked around for his trousers. ‘It’s this damn American,’ he groaned. ‘Zach bloody Keeble. The guy just won’t leave me alone.’ 
 
           ‘That’s the thing with people like that,’ she cooed sympathetically. ‘There’s nothing more irritating than a man on a mission.’ 
 
           ‘I’m not sure I’d not be better off in prison.’ 
 
           She shot him a look. ‘I doubt that very much.’ 
 
           ‘No, well, maybe not,’ Sammy conceded, ‘but you know what I mean.’ 
 
           ‘What is the deal with Agent Keeble?’ After rooting around under a pile of clothes on the floor, she handed him his trousers.  
 
           ‘There is no deal,’ Sammy whined. ‘It’s just all take and no give with him. He’s got his claws into me and I can’t get rid of them.’ 
 
           ‘Hm.’ Hands on hips, she turned her attention to her own clothing.  
 
           ‘He’ll be standing at my grave, still looking for tips when they’re putting me into the ground.’ 
 
           ‘That’s maybe just a touch melodramatic. I’m sure that these things go in cycles.’ With a pleasing lack of prurient curiosity, Antonia had never enquired as to how he had gotten into trouble with the long, long arm of American law enforcement.  
 
           Sammy had always given the impression that it was the result of some youthful indiscretion, as if you could be allowed such leeway once you were well into your thirties. ‘It’s been a bloody long cycle. I’ve given him lots of help over the years.’ 
 
           ‘And he always wants more.’ Motson-Kennett began picking up the rest of the clothes. ‘Men are like that, in my experience.’ 
 
           ‘He wants to take down Haider Atlas.’ 
 
           ‘I’d gathered that.’ Tossing her underwear onto the bed, Motson-Kennett pulled her blouse over her head. ‘If it’s that big a deal, I don’t understand why he doesn’t just arrest the man and be done with it?’ 
 
           ‘It’s complicated.’ 
 
           ‘Another male trait.’ Motson-Kennett pulled on her skirt, ‘things have always got to be more complicated than they seem. The reality, however, is usually rather different.’ 
 
           ‘Is it?’ Sammy blinked. 
 
           ‘Of course. In my experience, things are usually just as simple as they seem. Haider Atlas is a perfectly good example. Everyone knows where he is. Everyone knows that he is planning to fly home tomorrow, or maybe the day after. If your CIA friend wants him that badly, he just needs to pick him up before then.’ 
 
           ‘He hasn’t got a warrant.’ 
 
           ‘I seem to remember that didn’t stop the Americans when they were sending people to Guantanamo Bay,’ Motson-Kennett smirked. ‘He could just shoot the guy for that matter. That would solve the problem, wouldn’t it?’ 
 
           Momentarily stunned by her attitude, Sammy mumbled something about respecting the rule of law. 
 
           ‘When it suits them,’ Motson-Kennett observed. ‘They’re not called cowboys for nothing – as one of my husbands used to say.’ She tried to recall which one but the detail was lost in the white noise of her brain. 
 
           ‘Well this seems to be one of those times. Keeble says he needs more information in order to be able to make an arrest.’ 
 
           Motson-Kennett considered him carefully. ‘And if you help him, he’ll leave you alone?’ 
 
           ‘Maybe.’ 
 
           ‘Sammy, Sammy.’ She shook her head. ‘Okay, then you need to lean on Miriam Herzog.’ 
 
           Sammy remembered the name instantly. ‘Keeble asked me about her.’ 
 
           ‘Miriam Herzog is quite well known in certain circles. One of those women smashing the glass ceiling and all that. She manages money for Haider in London. An interesting character. Will know where the bodies are buried – metaphorically if not literally. She should have plenty of useful information for our American friend.’ Motson-Kennet glanced at the Omega on her wrist. ‘And just about now, she should be being interviewed under caution in a London police station.’  
 
           Sammy frowned. 
 
           ‘People are dropping dead all around her,’ Motson-Kennett explained matter-of-factly, ‘and she’s the only suspect at the present time. That would be not unrelated to the fact that she is guilty. Whether the police will be able to prove it or not is another matter entirely.’ 
 
           Sammy’s eyes narrowed. Was he the only person around here who didn’t like playing at spies? ‘How do you know all this?’ 
 
           ‘I have my sources,’ she smiled. ‘And they’re considerably better than yours.’  
 
           ‘Who?’ he asked, rather too eagerly. 
 
           ‘It doesn’t matter. All you need to do is give your Mr Keeble an update on Herzog. He can extricate her from the clutches of the Metropolitan Police and take it from there.’ She turned towards the bathroom. ‘Now I need to go and get tidied up. We’ve got a very busy evening tonight. Which reminds me, we need to get out of here so that they can clean the room.’ 
 
           As he watched her disappear, Sammy felt a surge of gratitude for his good fortune. The woman might be old enough to be his mother, just about, but she was still out of his league in just about every way conceivable. And with an apparently genuine interest in his wellbeing, too. He really didn’t know what to make of it but it felt nice to have someone on his side for once.  
 
           Wriggling into his trousers, he rolled off the bed and found his mobile in the pocket of his jacket. Pulling up Zachary Keeble’s number, he hit call. 
 
           The American didn’t bother with any pleasantries. ‘What’ve you got for me?’ 
 
           ‘Haider Atlas is going home tomorrow.’ 
 
           ‘I know that.’ 
 
           ‘And his financial adviser is being questioned by the police as we speak.’ After giving the CIA man a download on the woes of Miriam Herzog, he paused, waiting politely for some love to come his way.  
 
           ‘Is that it?’  
 
           ‘Whaddya mean?’ Sammy was upset at the shameless lack of gratitude. ‘This is top-grade information. We’re quits now. More than quits. You owe me.’ 
 
           ‘In your dreams,’ the American grunted. ‘I say when we’re quits. Keep digging.’ 
 
           Sammy started to protest but Keeble had already hung up. ‘You bastard,’ he groaned. ‘You evil fucking bastard.’  
 
           Scratching his head, he paced around the room? How could he possibly rid himself of the omnipresent threat of extradition to the United States and the all too real prospect of spending the rest of his life in a maximum security prison? The Americans didn’t believe in justice, they believed in vengeance. 
 
           Vengeance. 
 
           A light bulb flickered weakly above his head. Maybe there was something he could do. Flicking though the numbers on his phone, he found one simply listed as XXX. Biting his lower lip, he let his thumb hover over the call button. 
 
           Should I drop the dime on Keeble? 
 
           ‘Fuck it,’ Sammy giggled, ‘it’s the bastard’s own fault.’ Hitting call, he listened to the phone ring a dozen times before someone answered. 
 
           ‘This had better be good.’ The man sounded dazed, like he had been asleep. 
 
           ‘It’s very good,’ said Sammy, trying not to sound too excited. ‘It’s going to keep you out of jail. Maybe even save your life.’ 
 
      
 
           Sipping from a bottle of vitamin-infused water, Miriam Herzog went through the timetable of different yoga classes in her head. The Ashtanga class on Tottenham Court Road would be a bit of a stretch, but if she got out of here soon, she should be able to make the Hot Bikram class in Soho. 
 
           A massage might not be a bad idea, either, followed by a nice glass of Merlot and a long bath. 
 
           That sounds like a plan. 
 
           Drumming her fingers on the table, she eyed the cop standing in front of her – your typical washed-up, middle-aged white man. It was highly unlikely that the guy could investigate his way out of a paper bag. His sidekick seemed to have a bit more about her, though. The female sergeant was quite cute, too. Not in Hadley’s league, of course, but not bad. Herzog had tried making some eye contact. So far, Sergeant Issa had refused to play ball but that was okay; there would be plenty of time for fun later. First, she had to get out of here. 
 
           ‘How much longer is this going to take?’ 
 
           Cheeseman gave her a wan smile. ‘This is a very serious matter and—’ 
 
           Not interested in any further chat, Herzog went on the offensive. ‘Look, Detective Inspector I am acutely aware of the seriousness of the situation. I know that you have a job to do and I completely understand why I am a person of interest in your investigation but is there really much more I can help you with right now? I have been waiting a long time. You’ve taken up more or less my entire day. You’ve got my statement. You know where to find me. I am cooperating fully in every way that I can. Is there really any reason why I need to stay here any longer today?’ 
 
           Speech over, she nudged her lawyer, a smug-looking guy called Robin Delf, who was busy organising a VIP water session via the Ruthenium Club’s client app on his iPhone. 
 
           ‘Huh?’ The lawyer hastily tapped the screen of his phone to confirm his booking. Job done, he looked up and shot the detective inspector a most plastic smile. ‘As she has pointed out, my client is cooperating fully at what is, clearly, a most difficult time for her. She is grieving for the loss of her friends and colleagues and has made it clear that she knows nothing about the perpetrators of these terrible but apparently-unconnected crimes. She knows nothing about the rationale behind them. As far as we are aware, you have nothing of any substance to put on the table, so Ms Herzog should be free to go. We look forward to your, erm, efforts, yielding positive results in due course.’ 
 
           She knows nothing, my arse. Pushing open the door, Stan Cheeseman reluctantly invited his guests to take their leave. ‘We are genuinely grateful for your help, Mr Delf, and that of your client. Our investigations are ongoing and we will be in touch.’ 
 
           ‘Very good.’ Making a show of collecting his papers, Delf stuffed them into his briefcase before quickly ushering Herzog out of the door. ‘Always a pleasure, Detective Inspector. You know where to find us.’ 
 
           ‘Is that it?’ Issa asked once they were alone in the interview room. 
 
           ‘For the moment,’ Cheeseman sighed. ‘The reality is that we have nothing and they know it.’ 
 
           ‘So what do we do now?’ Issa could hear the exasperation in her own voice. First there was Sellers and now Cheeseman; why was she cursed with listless bosses who gave up at the first sign of trouble? 
 
           ‘Keep digging, I suppose.’ Cheeseman slouched towards the door. ‘But first, I need to go and cancel my holiday.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miriam Herzog walked out of the police station, reflecting that the day’s adventure in the Alice in Wonderland world of modern law enforcement would have cost her something in excess of £5,000 in legal fees. That would be more than enough to pay for Mr Delf’s sordid fun at the club this evening.  
 
           At least it could be considered money well spent. She could have a high degree of confidence that there was no serious risk to her personal freedom from the forces of law and order. 
 
           ‘Happy with that?’ 
 
           ‘I think we have to accept that something like today was inevitable.’ Delf shot his client a look that said Let’s agree to keep this conversation suitably bland, shall we? They were, after all, standing in the middle of the street outside the station. ‘If that’s as bad as it gets, we’ve got nothing to worry about.’ 
 
           ‘If that’s as bad as it gets.’ 
 
           ‘If it gets worse,’ Delf smiled blandly, ‘we can take refuge in your innocence.’ 
 
           What kind of an answer is that? She wasn’t paying him to make fun of her. Herzog had to fight the urge to give him a slap. Then again, the pervert would probably like it. Instead she waved him on his way. ‘You go and have your fun, Robin. Make some discrete enquiries tomorrow, to see if this is going to go anywhere.’ 
 
           The lawyer gave her a cheeky grin, which only served to make him look even more louche. ‘Sure thing.’  
 
           As he skipped off to enjoy his water sports, Herzog checked her phone. She had a little more than thirty minutes to get over to Soho, grab some kit and get into her yoga class. It was doable, but she felt her enthusiasm waning. Maybe she would give Hunter a call. Herzog discarded that thought almost immediately.  
 
           Tonight she just wanted to be alone.  
 
           With a flick of her thumb, she turned to her messages. In the inbox was a text from Atlas that had been sent while she had been helping Detective Inspector Cheeseman and his little helper with their enquiries.  
 
           Flying tomorrow. Make sure the cash transfer goes smoothly. 
 
           ‘Tsk.’ Things with Haider were about to reach a crunch point. With Richard Neary crash landing in Hong Kong, there was no chance of being able to come up with the money. Herzog had a sinking feeling that she was trying to fight on too many fronts at once. Well, it was too late to change that now. She would just have to fight on. Deleting the message, she again considered her chances of getting Radwan to take out his father.  
 
           She could offer a little cash.  
 
           She could offer a lot of sex. 
 
           On that basis, she concluded, the chances of the youth doing her bidding had to be quite good. Radwan seemed quite a simple soul, somewhat in thrall to his rather dour wife. Surely he could see a good deal when it was dangled in front of his nose. He was unlikely to get a better offer in this – or any other – life.  
 
           ‘Miriam Herzog?’ 
 
           Huh? Not recognising the shabby man in front of her, she took a step backwards. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
           Maintaining a stern expression, Zach Keeble offered a business card. 
 
           Herzog made no effort to take the card from the gentleman in front of her. Instead, she squinted at the embossed black lettering under the logo of the American Central Intelligence Agency. 
 
           ‘You’re kidding, right?’ 
 
           ‘Not at all. Want to see my badge?’ Herzog shook her head but Keeble whipped it out anyway, shoving the ID in front of her for one, two, three seconds before placing it back in his hip pocket. ‘I want to speak to you about one of your clients, Haider Atlas.’ 
 
           ‘How did you find out about me?’ 
 
           ‘Are you kidding, sweetheart?’ Keeble almost cracked a smile. ‘You are famous in law enforcement circles; the most dangerous woman in London. Just about everyone who knows you seems to be dropping dead.’ 
 
           ‘Let’s hope you’re the next, then.’ 
 
           ‘That’s not very friendly.’ 
 
           ‘Why should I be friendly?’ Herzog huffed. 
 
           ‘Because,’ Keeble said evenly, spreading his arms, as if to signal his good intent, ‘I’m going to do you a massive favour – if you help me with Mr Atlas.’ 
 
           ‘I never discuss my clients,’ Herzog said firmly. ‘And I’m on my way to a meeting. So if you’d excuse me—’ 
 
           As she turned away, Keeble took a firm grasp of her arm. ‘The deal is real simple. And non-negotiable. You help me nail Atlas or you spend the rest of your life in jail for conspiracy to murder.’ 
 
           ‘Pff.’ Herzog gestured over her shoulder. ‘Haven’t you talked to the guys in there? The police have nothing. There’s not even anything to suggest that the two cases are connected.’ 
 
           ‘Apart from you.’ 
 
           ‘I’m innocent.’ It sounded hollow. Then again, such protestations always sounded hollow. 
 
           ‘Yeah, right.’ Scratching the back of his head, Keeble suppressed a grin. ‘The cops’ll have plenty to work with once I’ve spoken to them.’ 
 
           Herzog gave him a stern stare. ‘You’re bluffing.’ 
 
           ‘Look,’ Keeble shrugged, ‘I can find it or I can fake it. Either way, you grow old in jail.’ 
 
           Herzog hesitated. 
 
           Keeble edged closer, keen to close the sale. ‘There’s an easy way to do this and a hard way—’ 
 
           ‘Alright, alright.’ Fed up being toyed with, Herzog gestured towards a bar on the far side of the road. ‘Let’s go and get a drink.’ 
 
      
 
           Herzog stared thoughtfully into her glass of wine. Keeble had stepped outside ‘to make a phone call’. It was obvious that she would do his bidding but he was happy to waste a few minutes while she went through the fiction of thinking about it.  
 
           ‘There’s nothing wrong with a win-lose situation,’ she mumbled to herself, ‘if you’re on the right side of the deal.’ Then there was the matter of the money. If Haider was in an American jail he wouldn’t be able to check his bank account. 
 
           Taking a mouthful of wine, she watched Keeble step back inside the bar and walk back to the table. 
 
           ‘Do we have an agreement?’ 
 
           Herzog nodded. ‘I can give you enough on Haider to put him away for at least two hundred years. He has some very interesting associates, as I’m sure you know. I can give you names, dates of meetings, details of financial payments. Anything you want.’ 
 
           Keeble nodded. ‘I’ll need a detailed statement.’ 
 
           ‘Of course.’  
 
           ‘Straight away, if I am going to be able to stop Atlas before he leaves the country.’ 
 
           ‘Now is good.’ Herzog glanced at the screen of her mobile. She had already missed her Bikram yoga class but there was always another one. 
 
      
 
           According to the clock on the bedside table, he had slept for slightly more than two hours. Partially refreshed by his nap, Johnny had a hot shower, shaved and pulled on some fresh clothes. Heading down to the lobby, he stepped out into the early evening gloom. Rush hour was in full swing and pedestrians were hurtling along the pavement in a rush to get home. Making his way down a quieter side street, he walked for about five minutes before coming to a small electronics shop. Stepping inside, he pointed to the array of mobiles lined up in a cabinet behind the till. 
 
           ‘Let me have one of your pay as you go phones.’ 
 
           Pushing himself off his stool, the callow assistant scratched at his T-shirt, a grubby red number bearing the legend I’d rather not, in black lettering. ‘Which one?’ 
 
           ‘It doesn’t really matter.’ 
 
           The kid pointed at a chunky black handset; a Chinese brand. ‘We’ve got a special offer on this one. Thirty quid and you get six hundred free minutes.’ 
 
           Ten hours? Who the hell was he going to talk to for ten hours? Not that it mattered. ‘Fine.’ 
 
           The kid reached for the phone. ‘What network do you want?’ 
 
           Decisions, decisions. ‘Does it matter?’ 
 
           ‘Not really. Not if you’re going to be staying in London. The coverage here is quite good.’ 
 
           Johnny shook his head. ‘I should hope so.’ 
 
           Scratching his chin, the assistant gave it some thought anyway. ‘Maybe Vodafone?’ 
 
           ‘Fine.’ Johnny pulled a bundle of ten pound notes from his pocket. Counting out three, he placed them on the counter. ‘Activate it for me.’ 
 
           ‘Sure thing.’ After ringing up the sale, the boy ripped the phone from its packaging and began playing with the keys. Once he had finished, he handed it over to Johnny. ‘You need me to show you how it works?’ 
 
           Johnny shook his head, ‘I’ll be fine.’ Dropping the phone in his pocket, he walked out the door.  
 
           On the next street over, he found a modest café with an equally-modest menu. A sullen girl stood behind the counter, hunched over her phone. High on the opposite wall a TV was tuned to a non-stop music channel. Mercifully, the sound was turned down.  
 
           The place was devoid of customers. Doing the calculation in his head, Johnny realised that he hadn’t eaten for more than twelve hours. He didn’t feel particularly hungry but it was important to eat. Ordering an omelette, he took a seat at a table by the window. Taking the phone from his pocket, he punched in the number he had memorised before leaving Hong Kong. Sitting back in the chair, he listened to it ring. 
 
           After several seconds, someone picked up. ‘You’ve arrived?’ The male voice was calm, businesslike. 
 
           ‘I’ve arrived.’ 
 
           ‘Where are you staying?’ 
 
           ‘The Griffin.’ 
 
           ‘The Griffin? There was a shooting there the other day.’ 
 
           ‘So I’ve heard.’ 
 
           ‘Nasty business.’ 
 
           Life is a nasty business. ‘Well, it wasn’t in my room, at least, not unless they’ve done a hell of a job of cleaning it up.’ 
 
           After a pause the man said ‘I’ve got everything you asked for.’ 
 
           ‘Good.’  
 
           ‘We can start straight away. Unless, you’re too tired.’ 
 
           ‘I’m fine. I want to see Jennifer first.’ 
 
           ‘I’ll come and get you at the hotel. Give me an hour.’ 
 
           Dropping the phone back in his pocket, Johnny felt his stomach shrink to nothing. The food had yet to arrive but he knew that he would not be able to eat it.  
 
           ‘Ach.’ 
 
           Getting to his feet, he pulled another tenner from his pocket and shuffled over to the counter. Looking up from her mobile, the girl looked at him warily was he stood by the till.  
 
           ‘Change of plan. I’ve gotta go.’ Placing the note on the counter, he gave her a rueful shrug. ‘Keep the change.’ 
 
           She gave him a look that said It’s no skin off my nose. ‘Want it as a takeaway?’ 
 
           ‘It’s okay. I’ll leave it. My mistake.’ Johnny turned towards the door. 
 
           ‘Suit yourself.’ 
 
           I will. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
           Muttering something to herself about crazy customers who didn’t know their own minds, the girl went back to playing with her phone. 
 
             
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgues were the same the world over: the chilled air, the all-pervasive smell of chemicals, the harsh lighting. Listless employees hiding in corners. Interrupted silences infused with despair. 
 
           How many people had he sent to places like this? Well, there were the four summarily despatched to Sandy Ridge for a start. His mind drifted back to the ‘super cemetery’ multi-feature facility in Shenzhen. Hong Kong’s first combined mortuary, crematory and columbarium – providing a convenient one-stop shop for all your funerary service and interment needs – was a class above its London counterpart but no more appealing for that. To get in, he’d had to dress up as a mortuary technician. He had been there to photograph his own handiwork; Triad hooligans despatched from this life at the request of a Macau casino boss who’d had enough of being shaken down by a bunch of insatiable thugs. 
 
           Johnny smiled at the memory. 
 
           After the job was done, the client had demanded proof of death, as it were, before paying up. Johnny liked to think that his word was his bond but it wasn’t such a big deal and he’d been happy enough to comply with the man’s wishes if it expedited a hefty payday. 
 
           After looking at the photos, however, the guy had tried to haggle over the agreed fee. 
 
           The whole thing was so uncool. 
 
           Johnny had ended the negotiations by putting a bullet in the man’s head. 
 
           The irony was that he’d probably done the guy a favour. If the Triads had gotten their hands on him while he was still breathing, death would have been a much slower and altogether less pleasant experience.  
 
           In the end, there were some people that you just couldn’t do business with. 
 
           ‘Are you okay?’ Eric Meggett looked genuinely concerned. 
 
           ‘I’m fine.’ Johnny pushed thoughts of Macau from his mind and gave his old friend a pat on the back.  
 
           Do I look as old as you? Eric hadn’t aged well. Then again, he must be well into his sixties by now. Just like Johnny himself. ‘I was just thinking back to something that happened a long time ago.’ 
 
           ‘It’s just along here.’ Meggett pointed towards a set of double doors at the end of the corridor. 
 
           Johnny took a deep breath. 
 
           ‘They are letting us in tonight as a favour,’ he gestured back down the corridor, towards the office where the duty officer was probably still counting the £300 that Eric had handed him in exchange for twenty minutes’ no questions asked access out of hours, ‘giving you a private moment. The police will want you to come back to make a formal ID.’ 
 
           ‘I understand.’ Johnny started towards the doors. 
 
           Meggett hesitated. ‘Do you want me to come with you?’ 
 
           ‘No. Wait here.’ Johnny didn’t mean to bark it like an order, so he softened his voice before adding, ‘I need to do this alone. It won’t take long.’ 
 
             
 
           Mother and son had been laid out next to each other, under faded green sheets which had been carefully tucked up under their chins, in order to conceal their wounds. The serene look on their faces was at odds with the despair rumbling in Johnny’s chest. He had failed his family. He had failed as a human being. He had failed as a man. 
 
           Placing his hands behind his back, he tried to burn the scene into his brain. It was like he was starring in his own movie, one of those Johnnie To films where vengeance was assured but would bring no peace to any of those involved. Stepping over to the boy, he lifted the back of his hand to his smooth, cold cheek. 
 
           ‘You’ve grown.’ It had been months since he had seen his grandchildren. There was no point in pretending that they were a particularly close family, but they were still his flesh and blood. 
 
           All except for that wretched specimen Richard Neary.  
 
           ‘This is his fault,’ Johnny muttered to himself. An image of the snivelling accountant stepping off the hotel balcony flashed up on front of him. Whatever the details of the London killings, he instinctively knew that his hopeless son-in-law would be at the root cause of this carnage. ‘I should have dealt with him years ago.’  
 
           Kissing the boy on the cheek, he gently pulled the sheet over his head and stepped over to the second gurney.  
 
           Why did you marry that idiot? Johnny felt an overwhelming desire to kill the man all over again; one solitary death was too good for him. 
 
           ‘I let you down.’ 
 
           The coy smile on Jennifer’s face suggested that she bore her father no malice.  
 
           Feeling his eyes welling up, Johnny wiped away a tear. 
 
           ‘I’m sorry.’ Bending over, he kissed his daughter gently on the forehead. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart,’ he whispered, ‘I will make sure that your son is looked after. And I will get the people who did this. Every last one of them will die. That is my promise to you.’ 
 
      
 
           Drumming the fingers of one hand against the steering wheel, Meggett took a last drag from his cigarette. Flicking the butt out of the car window, he coughed as he watched it spark as it hit the crumbling tarmac and then quickly fizzle out. Other than a couple of ambulances parked next to the entrance and an aged motorbike which had been left under the only street lamp, the car park was empty. The facility was located at one end of a long suburban street in the middle of the kind of vaguely-depressed neighbourhood that could have been located in just about any city in the country.  
 
           Contemplating another cigarette, Meggett scanned the terraced houses on the far side of the road. It wasn’t that late but, by the look of things, all the locals had gone to bed. As he returned his gaze to the morgue, Johnny appeared between the ambulances.  
 
           ‘That didn’t take long,’ Meggett mumbled to himself. Then again, Johnny Law had never been the kind of guy to hang around. Pausing to button his jacket, he headed over to the car, his face carved in stone.  
 
           ‘Done?’ 
 
           ‘Done.’ Eyes front, Johnny settled into his seat. 
 
           ‘I’m really sorry.’ 
 
           ‘I appreciate the sentiment.’ The words seemed to stumble out his mouth. ‘And, I am very grateful for all your help.’ 
 
           ‘You can always rely on me,’ Meggett said earnestly. 
 
           ‘I know, but it’s been a long time. You pick up the phone, you never know if anyone’s going to answer it.’ 
 
           Meggett nodded. ‘I reckon it’s been seventeen years.’ Seventeen years since Johnny had saved his life after a job in Wan Chai had gone badly wrong. Got him patched up and back to England to enjoy a long, if often rather boring, retirement. 
 
           ‘Seventeen years?’ Johnny laughed. ‘We really are old men.’ 
 
           ‘Not too old to do what needs to be done.’ 
 
           ‘No.’ For several moments, Johnny stared into the middle distance. ‘But this is my fight,’ he said finally. ‘My family, my responsibility.’ 
 
           Meggett knew better than to argue the point. Instead, he asked: ‘Do you know who did it?’ 
 
           ‘Not yet,’ Johnny sighed, ‘but I know where to start looking.’ 
 
           ‘And when you find them?’ 
 
           Johnny shot his old comrade a lazily disbelieving glance.  
 
           What kind of a question was that? Vengeance was a concept that had been created for men like Johnny Law.  
 
           ‘Did you get the gun?’ 
 
           Meggett gestured at the glove compartment with his chin.  
 
           Pulling out the semi-automatic, Johnny turned it over in his hand. ‘Russian?’ 
 
           ‘Czech. Clean. Just toss it down a storm drain when you’re done with it. Seven shots. There’s a spare clip in there as well, along with a silencer.’ 
 
           ‘Good.’ Johnny recovered both items and stuffed them into his pocket along with the gun. 
 
           ‘Alright.’ Meggett placed both hands on the steering wheel. ‘What’s next?’ 
 
           Johnny let his gaze drift back towards the morgue. ‘We have to wait for the bodies to be released and then we can arrange for the funeral.’ 
 
           ‘You know that’s not what I mean. From what I hear, the police haven’t got very far with their investigation.’ 
 
           ‘That’s a big surprise,’ said Johnny coolly.  
 
           ‘An inspector called Sellers is in charge. A woman.’ 
 
           ‘Let’s go and see her.’ 
 
           ‘She asked you to come to the police station at nine tomorrow morning.’ 
 
           ‘I’d like to see her now.’ 
 
           ‘She’ll be at home.’ 
 
           ‘Do we know where she lives?’ 
 
           ‘We can find out.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Helen, it’s for you.’ David Sellers, a glass of wine in one hand, wiped at a stain on his jumper with the other, glaring at his wife as she approached down the hallway. ‘One of your colleagues.’  
 
           The inspector fixed him with a rictus grin that said What do you want me to do? After the kids had been born, they had established a clear rule – no work at home. Now she had broken it.  
 
           Again. 
 
           ‘Sorry.’ 
 
           David made a sound the like air leaking from a balloon.  
 
           He’ll be in a strop about this for days to come. Gritting her teeth, she resisted the temptation to point out that it was easier to keep to the rules when you were a school teacher, like he was, rather than a cop. Keeping regular hours was almost impossible. Trying to keep the outside world at bay even more so.  
 
           Shooing David back down the hallway and into his study, she pulled open the front door to find an apologetic Sergeant Issa standing on the doorstep. 
 
           ‘Sorry, is this a bad time?’ 
 
           ‘Never mind.’ Standing aside, Sellers invited the sergeant inside. 
 
           ‘Sorry to drop by uninvited. I tried to get hold of you but you’d left the station.’ 
 
           ‘Teacher-parent night,’ Sellers explained. She was irritated by how her childless colleague seemed to be able to guilt-trip her almost every day of the week. If Amy Issa didn’t hook up with someone soon and start popping out a sprog or two, their relationship was doomed. She led the sergeant into the kitchen at the back of the house. ‘I was just going to have glass of wine. Want one?’ 
 
           ‘Sure, why not?’ Lifting a small stuffed tiger from a chair, Issa took a seat at the table. 
 
           Sellers pulled an already-opened bottle of Pinot Grigio from the fridge and waved it in the direction of the hallway. ‘The minute we get the kids off to bed in the evening, David scuttles off to his study to do some marking. Anyway, that’s what he says. I think he’s in there playing poker on his iPad. Or worse.’ 
 
           Carefully placing the tiger on the table, Issa felt herself blush slightly. She hadn’t intended to stumble into a scene of domestic disharmony. 
 
           ‘Anyway,’ Sellers continued, oblivious to her colleague’s discomfort, ‘you can save me from having to drink on my own.’ Putting the bottle on the table, she recovered a couple of glasses from a cupboard. Filling both, she handed one to Issa. 
 
           ‘Cheers.’ 
 
           ‘Cheers.’ Sellers downed two-thirds of her drink in one go, before immediately refilling her glass. ‘Now, what did you want to talk to me about?’  
 
           ‘We had another email from Inspector Cheuk.’  
 
           The inspector showed no sign of recognising the name.  
 
           ‘The cop from Hong Kong.’ 
 
           ‘Oh.’ Sellers didn’t seem any the wiser. 
 
           Issa tried to be charitable. Maybe she’s sleep deprived. ‘The guy who sent us the file on Richard Neary’s death.’ 
 
           ‘Sorry, I haven’t had time to check my emails.’ Sellers took another large mouthful of wine. ‘Last time I looked I had three thousand two hundred and forty-seven unread.’ She gave an unapologetic smirk. ‘What can you do?’ 
 
           Issa, who marshalled her inbox with a military precision, felt unable to offer her boss any advice on that matter. ‘This time, he sent some background on Jennifer Neary’s father, a guy called Johnny Law.’ 
 
           ‘Did we ask for that?’ 
 
           I did. ‘Mr Law seems to be quite an interesting character. A very interesting character, in fact.’ 
 
           ‘Uh-huh.’ Sellers reached for the bottle. Interesting characters only meant one thing: more work. With every new revelation she found herself liking this case less and less. Maybe they should see about getting it assigned to the DI that Issa had been liaising with. She tried to recall the guy’s name, without success. 
 
           ‘He was born in France but has lived in the Far East for most of his life. Originally trained as a chef. Apparently, he was considered an up and coming star at one point.’ Issa scanned the row of cookery books sitting on a shelf above Sellers’ head. None of them looked like they had ever been opened. ‘Kind of the Jamie Oliver of his day, I suppose.’ 
 
           ‘That would explain why he’s got a criminal record,’ Sellers quipped.  
 
           Issa gave her a funny look. 
 
           ‘Crap joke, sorry.’ 
 
           ‘Apparently,’ the sergeant continued, ‘he left France after a dispute with his employer. They’d had a disagreement about menus or something. The guy was beaten up outside his restaurant. Had to spend a month in hospital.’ 
 
           ‘So our Mr Law has anger management issues.’ 
 
           ‘The restaurant owner never fingered him for the beating. And it was a long time ago. But, after moving to Hong Kong, he has been arrested various times. Twenty-three, in fact.’ 
 
           ‘Twenty-three?’ 
 
           Issa nodded. ‘But he has been convicted only once. That was for his part in a bank raid thirty-seven years ago. He ended up doing five years. The money was never recovered. After his time in prison, he is thought to have reinvented himself as a hit man for high-end clients. Linked to various unsolved killings, including the deaths of four Triad guys fifteen years ago. After that, the story seems to have petered out a bit. According to Cheuk, he seems to have retired. More or less. He runs a popular restaurant that may or may not be a front for various illegal activities.’ 
 
           ‘God.’ Sellers offered Issa a top-up. When the sergeant declined, she dumped the last of the wine into her own glass. ‘And he was in Hong King at the time of the murders?’ 
 
           ‘As far as we know.’ 
 
           ‘Well let’s hope he doesn’t turn up here. Do we know what kind of relationship he had with his daughter?’  
 
           ‘That’s something we still need to look into.’ 
 
           ‘Okay.’ Feeling the beginning of an alcohol buzz, Sellers sat down. ‘How are you getting on with DI,’ she waved a hand in the air, ‘whatsisname?’  
 
           ‘Cheeseman.’ 
 
           ‘I knew it was a funny name.’ 
 
           ‘He’s okay. A bit slow.’ Like you.  
 
           ‘Are the two cases connected?’ 
 
           ‘They’ve got to be. It can’t be a coincidence. But this woman who links them both, Miriam Herzog, she’s a tough cookie. She didn’t flinch when we brought her in for questioning. Very calm. Didn’t clam up but didn’t say anything incriminating either. Called her lawyer, gave a statement and then walked out of the station as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She’s clearly a very tough individual.’ 
 
           I want to get properly drunk. Sellers wondered if she should open another bottle in front of the sergeant. ‘So,’ she said wearily, ‘where do we go from here?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of the front door bell. For God’s sake, Sellers groaned, not again. If the kids get woken up, I’ll go spare. 
 
           ‘I’ll get it,’ David called wearily. 
 
           There was the sound of voices followed, moments later, by a tall man appearing in the kitchen doorway. His pale blue eyes darted between the two women as he tried to work out which one he had come to see. The eyes looked tired but the face was tanned and smooth.  
 
           Plastic surgery. Sellers decided that the guy had gone under the knife. It didn’t look that bad but, still, it wasn’t such a great look. Especially as he was probably quite handsome to start with. 
 
           In the gloom of the low kitchen lighting, the man was pretty much impossible to age. He could have been anything between fifty and seventy. However old he is, Sellers thought, he looks in good shape. Better shape than David, anyway. 
 
           Unbuttoning his jacket, the man hovered in the doorway, waiting to be invited inside. ‘Inspector Sellers?’ 
 
           She gave him a slight nod of confirmation. 
 
           ‘I’m Johnny Law.’ There was a pause while he waited for the name to register before adding ‘Jennifer Neary’s father.’ 
 
           Sellers looked at Issa. Before either of them could say anything in response, David appeared at the man’s shoulder, empty wine glass in hand. ‘Come on in and join the party,’ he said, making little effort at hiding his annoyance. ‘And I think I need a refill before I get back to my marking. Those little buggers in 5C are enough to drive anyone to drink.’ Catching sight of the empty bottle, he directed a disapproving tut towards his wife. 
 
           ‘You’ve drunk all the wine.’ 
 
           Sellers glared at her husband but he already had his head in the fridge.  
 
           ‘I’ll open another bottle. Fancy a drink, Mr, erm—’  
 
           ‘Law.’ Johnny shook his head. ‘No, thank you.’ 
 
           ‘Okay.’ Deciding on a rather pleasant Waitrose Chardonnay, David closed the fridge door and waved the bottle at the others. 
 
           ‘I’m fine,’ Issa smiled. 
 
           Now is not the time for a domestic. Sellers fixed a feeble grin on her face as she allowed her husband to re-fill her glass. She waited until he had retreated back into his study before turning to Johnny Law. 
 
           ‘Please, take a seat.’ 
 
           ‘Thank you.’ Johnny slipped into a seat next to Issa while the sergeant introduced herself.  
 
           ‘We work together,’ Sellers added. ‘We are working together on this case.’ 
 
           ‘Our sincere condolences for your loss,’ Issa said solemnly. ‘It must be a terrible thing to have to endure, as a parent I mean.’ 
 
           Johnny let his gaze drift around the room. Not much of a kitchen. ‘Do you have children, Sergeant Issa?’ 
 
           ‘Me? No.’ 
 
           Johnny smiled. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
           ‘Not yet.’ 
 
           ‘I have two, both young.’ Sellers lifted her gaze in the direction of her sleeping children. Remember what this man has lost, she admonished herself, before being too snippy about him turning up on your doorstep. ‘Even so, I still find it impossible to imagine just what a shock this have been for you.’ 
 
           ‘It is a shock. A terrible shock. But I am a strong man. I appreciate your words, but I do not need sympathy. I need facts.’  
 
           ‘We all need facts,’ Issa said stiffly. 
 
           Grasping both hands together, as if in prayer, Johnny addressed the inspector. ‘I apologise for this intrusion, but—’ 
 
           ‘How did you find out where I lived?’ Sellers wondered aloud. 
 
           Johnny was momentarily stumped by the question. How had Meggett come up with the right address? He had simply sat in the car and watched while his friend had seemingly pulled the information out of thin air using his phone. ‘The internet,’ he shrugged. 
 
           ‘My bloody husband,’ Sellers muttered, ‘always putting stuff on social media. I’ve told him hundreds of time but he never listens. Last year, the kids at school took a picture of him at the beach and—’ it was obviously a very well-rehearsed complaint but she caught herself before the rant got up a head of steam, ‘well, suffice to say, he just has no idea when it comes to data privacy.’ 
 
           Johnny had no idea about such matters himself. ‘We called in at the police station,’ he explained. ‘They said that you were off duty.’ 
 
           ‘They could have called me,’ Sellers huffed. 
 
           ‘They did.’ 
 
           The inspector glanced guiltily towards her bag, sitting on her worktop. She hadn’t checked it since she had arrived home, hours earlier. The landline had rung when she’d had the kids in the bath – with David nowhere to be found, as always – but she hadn’t checked the messages on that either. 
 
           Biting her lip, Issa stared at the table.  
 
           ‘We took the chance that you would be, er, here,’ Johnny continued. ‘I would have come to see you at your office earlier but my flight was delayed and I only arrived in London a couple of hours ago.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, yes, I understand.’ Sellers was suddenly more concerned with how she was going to clean up the family’s web footprint than the man’s explanation of how he had turned up on her doorstep.  
 
           ‘Jennifer was my only child,’ Johnny continued, his English precise and clear. ‘Her mother and I were married for more than thirty-five years. It’s fair to say that it was a fairly up and down relationship but it stood the test of time. We were strong characters. Jen was a strong character. She would never willingly be a victim.’ 
 
           ‘You are very composed about all this,’ Sellers observed. 
 
           ‘Like I said, I am a strong man.’ It was not a boast, just a simple statement of fact. ‘And it was a long flight. I had plenty of time to think things through in my head while we were in the air.’ 
 
           ‘While you were thinking things through, did you come to any conclusions about who might have done this?’ Issa asked. 
 
           ‘No.’ Bringing his hands together as if in prayer, Johnny sat forward in his chair. ‘But I will find who is responsible and then—’ 
 
           ‘I think that is our job,’ Sellers said quickly. ‘This is London. You have to let the police do their job. We have an excellent clean-up rate when it comes to serious crimes such as this. And we don’t let people take the law into their own hands.’ 
 
           ‘No, of course not.’ Smiling, Johnny sat back in his chair. ‘That, of course, is why I am here. To assist the police investigation in any way that I possibly can.’ 
 
           ‘I appreciate that,’ Sellers said dully. 
 
           ‘So, what can you tell me about what happened?’ 
 
           ‘I’m not sure that this is really the time or the place,’ the inspector countered. ‘As you said yourself, you’ve only just got here.’ 
 
           ‘Just the basic facts,’ Johnny insisted. ‘What is the point in putting it off? Apart from anything else, there is a lot to be done tomorrow. You will need a statement from me and also a formal identification of the body.’ Which I have already seen. ‘I will have to start making the funeral arrangements and also look to providing some proper provision for the boy while we sort out some kind of long-term plan.’ 
 
           The boy? Sellers glanced at Issa. ‘I would have thought that Stuart would be your main concern, right now.’ 
 
           ‘That is the case, of course.’ Johnny made a non-committal gesture. ‘I am sure that you will let me see him as soon as possible. But that will not be tonight, no?’ 
 
           Not tonight, no. Sellers slurped her wine. The last thing she wanted was to be dragged back into work now; especially not with a few drinks inside her. 
 
           ‘Stuart is being looked after by our Children’s Services experts,’ Issa pointed out. ‘I spoke to the woman in charge of Child Placement Services a couple of hours ago. He remains very quiet but they think he is coping reasonably well, under the circumstances. They hope that he will get some sleep tonight and then we can visit him in the morning.’ 
 
           ‘And he has said nothing about who did this?’ 
 
           The sergeant shook her head. ‘We haven’t questioned him yet.’ 
 
           ‘What is your relationship with Stuart like?’ Sellers asked. 
 
           ‘I’m his grandfather.’ Johnny shrugged. ‘We get on okay. You know what kids are like, they try to play the grandparents off against their parents.’ 
 
           ‘Tell me about it,’ said Sellers with feeling. 
 
           ‘I didn’t see the boys that often – they were so far away – but we always had fun when they came to Hong Kong. I was allowed to spoil them a little bit.’ 
 
           ‘You didn’t visit them in London?’ 
 
           ‘I haven’t been here in a long time. Their mother liked to bring them to me, for a change of scene as much as anything else.’ 
 
           ‘When was the last time they visited you?’ 
 
           ‘Just over six months ago. Something like that.’  
 
           ‘Quite a while ago, then.’ 
 
           ‘It’s not like I live just around the corner.’ Seeing that the inspector was about to ask another question, he held up a hand. ‘I am happy to explain all this to you, but I thought that you were going to explain to me what happened?’ 
 
           Taking a sip of her wine, Sellers conceded the point, inviting Issa to provide a brief, factual run through of the scene that they had found on arrival at the Neary family home. 
 
           Johnny listened patiently, waiting until the sergeant had finished her account before asking ‘How many shooters?’ 
 
           Issa looked at her boss for guidance as to how much more she could say. 
 
           ‘That is to be confirmed,’ Sellers said stiffly. 
 
           ‘The weapon?’ 
 
           ‘We are awaiting the results of our ballistics tests.’ 
 
           Johnny paused. There was no point in verbalising the questions bouncing around his brain if they were just going to stonewall him. ‘So,’ he said finally, ‘who do you think did this to my daughter and her family?’ 
 
           ‘The investigation is at an early stage.’ Sellers tried to keep her exasperation at the guy’s shameless fishing in check. ‘I think we have shared all we can with you at this stage. But, of course, we are interested in any thoughts that you may have.’ 
 
           A mask descended on Johnny’s face. ‘I was a long way away,’ he muttered. ‘As far as I was aware, things were good with the family. I have no thoughts on who did this or why. If I did…’ he let the thought drift away. 
 
           ‘Do you think that there could be a connection with what happened here and the death of Richard Neary in Hong Kong?’ Issa asked. 
 
           Johnny made a show of giving the question some thought before giving a non-answer: ‘Richard committed suicide.’ 
 
           ‘But why?’  
 
           ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
           You’re either a crap liar, Sellers thought, or you can’t be bothered to pretend. Although she was not much of a betting woman, her money was definitely on the latter. The inspector had been in the presence of Johnny Law barely ten minutes but already she was prepared to believe that this guy was the hardened criminal of the Hong Kong police reports. He radiated a calm malice that she wanted out of her home as quickly as possible. 
 
           ‘There could still be a connection,’ Issa persisted. ‘Do you know anything about what happened before Mr Neary jumped?’ 
 
           Johnny was happy enough to indulge their questions. It was inconceivable that they were not aware of his history. There was no reason for anyone to equivocate. They might be sitting in a boxy little room in some cheap suburban family home but this meeting was all business. ‘I saw Richard the day before he jumped. We always met up when he was in town. He was maybe a little wired, but no more than usual. He was that kind of guy. Always on edge about something.’ 
 
           ‘So it was just terrible coincidence?’ 
 
           ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ 
 
           From upstairs came the sound of a child crying. 
 
           Shit. Placing her glass on the table, Sellers pushed herself out of her chair. ‘David!’ 
 
           Her husband did not respond. 
 
           ‘The bastard’s probably got his headphones on,’ Sellers complained to no one in particular. She gave her guests an apologetic smile. ‘I’m sorry, I’ll have to go and see what’s wrong.’ 
 
           ‘It’s okay,’ Issa drained her glass, ‘we’ll get going. I’ll see Mr Law out. We can sort out a time to meet at the station tomorrow for a formal conversation.’ 
 
           ‘Thanks.’ As the cries got louder, Sellers rushed for the stairs.  
 
           Issa got to her feet. ‘Where are you staying?’ 
 
           ‘The Griffin in Paddington,’ Johnny said, deadpanned. ‘The place where they had the shooting the other day.’ 
 
           ‘Really?’ Issa looked as if she was about to say something but thought better of it. ‘Now that is an unlucky coincidence.’ 
 
           ‘It doesn’t bother me.’ Johnny got to his feet. ‘My taxi driver said it was a big deal though. She said it made all the papers.’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, more than—’ Issa blushed violently as she realised what she was saying. ‘I’m sorry that was a terrible, I mean, not very sensitive.’ Cursing her stupidity, she shuffled down the corridor. ‘C’mon. I’ll show you where you can get a taxi back into town. There’s a cab office next to where I get my train. If I flash them my badge, you won’t get ripped off. It shouldn’t cost more than twenty-five quid at this time of night. If think they can get away with it, though, they’ll try and charge you a hundred.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t think they’d think they could try and get away with it with me,’ Johnny pointed out. 
 
           ‘No, I suppose not.’ 
 
           ‘Anyway, I’ve got a car waiting for me outside,’ Johnny smiled. ‘Let me give you a lift.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Meggett drove them in silence, following the directions of the dashboard satnav as he headed back towards the centre of the city. Traffic was light and they quickly left suburbia behind. Sitting in the back, Issa tapped at the screen of her phone. Next to her, Johnny stared out of the window at the succession of fast food joints and late night cafés that drifted past. He was hungry now, and tired.  
 
           I should have had something to eat when I had the chance. 
 
           Issa looked up from her phone and frowned. ‘This isn’t really the best way—’ 
 
           ‘I thought we could see the house.’ 
 
           ‘The house?’ 
 
           ‘Jennifer’s house.’ Remembering the meal he had abandoned earlier in the evening, Johnny idly wondered what Jen might have left in the kitchen. She hadn’t inherited his love of food but with two small boys, she would have had to keep the fridge well stocked. It was a secondary consideration for the visit but a not insignificant one. 
 
           Issa started to protest and then realised she had a better card to play. ‘We can’t get in. It’s locked.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got a key.’ 
 
           ‘It’s hardly protocol.’ Issa felt irked. 
 
           ‘Would you rather I just went in on my own,’ Johnny said, reasonableness personified, ‘or that I took you with me?’ 
 
           ‘I’d rather you followed the rules,’ Issa countered but her tone was tired rather than strict. For some reason, she felt that the guy had a sympathetic streak that was willing to indulge. For tonight, at any rate. Why was that? She didn’t have the energy to try and work it out.  
 
           ‘Playing by the rules,’ Johnny chuckled, ‘that’s not really my style.’ 
 
           ‘So we were told. All that stuff in your file, was it true?’ 
 
           Half-turning in his seat, he fixed her with a flinty stare. ‘What do you think, Sergeant, based on your experience of the quality of police reports?’ 
 
           ‘Well—’ Not sure how best to respond, Issa was relieved to see Meggett turn off the main road and start down a dark, tree-lined street. ‘This is it,’ she said, releasing her seatbelt, ‘let’s try and make it quick. If my boss knew I was doing this, I’d get a right rollicking.’ 
 
      
 
           Standing in the driveway, Issa waited patiently while Johnny removed the crime scene tape and unlocked the front door. ‘Jennifer gave me a spare set of keys,’ he muttered. ‘Just in case.’ 
 
           Just in case, what? Issa wondered. 
 
           ‘After you.’ Opening the door, he invited her to step inside. 
 
           ‘Watch your feet. There’s stuff all over the place.’ Standing a yard inside the threshold, Issa flicked on a light switch and pointed at a dark stain on the wall facing them. ‘This is where Richard’s mother was shot. They rang the bell, she opened the door and they shot her.’ 
 
           ‘They?’ 
 
           What the hell, Issa sighed, he might as well have the full picture. She didn’t see any point in holding information back at this stage. It was important that the next of kin felt fully engaged with the officers running the investigation. The last thing the police needed was sniping from the sidelines. ‘We believe there were two people involved. One person did the shooting.’ 
 
           He nodded. 
 
           Issa suddenly regretted her candour. ‘Don’t tell Sellers, I told you.’ 
 
           ‘No, no, of course not. I appreciate you telling me.’ 
 
           ‘We don’t know who they were. We don’t have a motive.’ 
 
           Stepping past the policewoman, Johnny peered at the blood splatter on the wall. ‘I never met Margery Neary,’ he admitted. ‘The two sets of grandparents didn’t get together.’ Jennifer said that we were hard enough to deal with on our own. The idea of us all being in the same room together filled her with dread.’ 
 
           ‘You never met them?’ Issa raised an eyebrow. ‘Not even at the wedding?’ 
 
           ‘Not even at the wedding.’ Backing away from the wall, he picked his way carefully through the mess on the floor. ‘We weren’t invited. Jennifer’s mother was very unhappy about it.’ Johnny himself didn’t seem particularly bothered about the snub. ‘She would go on and on about it.’ 
 
           ‘I can understand that.’ 
 
           ‘So can I, but it wasn’t really such a big deal. One day Jennifer and Richard just went off and got married somewhere in France without telling either family. Jennifer was six months’ pregnant with Stuart at the time. I was more surprised than anything when I found out. They had already been together a long time. And she had always said that she wasn’t particularly interested in getting married.’ 
 
           ‘Did you like your son-in-law?’ 
 
           ‘Does any man like his son-in-law?’  
 
           ‘I get the impression that you didn’t like yours much,’ Issa probed. ‘You certainly don’t seem too concerned that he’s dead.’ 
 
           Johnny looked at her carefully. ‘I didn’t. I thought Richard Neary was a weak man. He never grew up enough to realise that a man’s main job is to look after his family properly. He got them killed.’ 
 
           ‘You know that?’ 
 
           ‘In my bones.’ Johnny moved along the hallway. ‘Look, this is between you and me. Your boss gets the official version. We can talk, informally, yes?’ 
 
           Jumping over the remains of a large porcelain vase, Issa caught him up. ‘If you wish.’ 
 
           ‘I have your word?’ 
 
           ‘You have my word.’ 
 
           ‘Good. Richard was weak. He was unfaithful. He used prostitutes. He used drugs. Would you want a man like that with your daughter?’ 
 
           ‘I suppose not.’ 
 
           ‘His business interests were…less than legitimate.’ 
 
           ‘He was a crook?’ 
 
           ‘That depends on your definition of a crook,’ Johnny said without a trace of irony. ‘He was certainly very good at looking the other way when it came to expediting the interests of his employers. At least, that’s what Jennifer thought.’ 
 
           ‘Miriam Herzog.’ 
 
           Johnny said nothing. Standing at the bottom of the stairs, looking upwards, he seemed to have lost all interest in their conversation.  
 
           ‘Richard’s boss,’ Issa continued. ‘She is a person of interest in the investigation.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, good.’ He muttered something under his breath, as if steeling himself for what was to come next. ‘That would make sense.’ 
 
           Did he know about Herzog or not? Issa was about to mention Hadley Rodrigo and the shootings at the Griffin hotel, but something made her bite her lip. Don’t play all your cards at once; if he thinks you’ve told him everything, he’ll clam up.  
 
           Having left their conversation behind, Johnny pointed up the stairs. ‘You found them on the first floor?’ 
 
           ‘Yes.’ 
 
           ‘I’d just like a few moments on my own.’ Not waiting for a reply, he placed a hand on the bannister and began hauling himself up, one step at a time. 
 
             
 
           Issa found him sitting on the landing, with his back to the wall, staring at the ugly brown stain on the carpet. 
 
           ‘There’s not much left when a life is over, is there?’ 
 
           ‘No, not really.’ 
 
           ‘I like to think of myself as a very unsentimental person, but still—’ 
 
           ‘When it’s your child—’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, when it’s my child.’ He slowly pushed himself to his feet. ‘She didn’t have a chance to fight back.’ 
 
           ‘She had a gun in her hand but it hadn’t been fired.’ 
 
           Johnny nodded as if there was nothing unusual in that. 
 
           ‘The fact that Jennifer kept a weapon in the house suggests that she was worried about something or someone.’  
 
           ‘As I said, she would never lie down meekly and be a victim.’ 
 
           ‘She must have gone to a lot of trouble.’ 
 
           ‘Jennifer was always very well organised, always thinking ahead, always prepared.’ 
 
           ‘It is not easy to get a gun in this country,’ Issa mused. 
 
           ‘It’s not like America,’ Johnny started back down the stairs. ‘That’s what the taxi driver told me on the way in from the airport.’ 
 
           ‘You’re not going to tell us what’s going on here,’ Issa called after him, ‘are you?’ 
 
           ‘I’m going to do better that that,’ he promised, disappearing from view. ‘Follow me.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘We shouldn’t really be in here.’ Stifling a yawn, Issa rested her backside against the kitchen table. ‘Technically, this is still a crime scene.’ 
 
           ‘The whole house is a crime scene.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, well.’ 
 
           Johnny looked around the well-appointed kitchen. ‘I think the police have done with the place, don’t you? I mean, if there was anything to find, you would have found it already, no?’ He waited to see if she might let slip an additional sliver of information. When nothing was forthcoming, he added, ‘Did the invaders come in here?’ 
 
           Invaders? She smiled at this choice of word. ‘Not as far as we know. We don’t think so.’ 
 
           ‘And hasn’t the whole house been processed?’ 
 
           ‘Yes, but—’ 
 
           ‘And,’ he continued gently, ‘we are not supposed to be here at all, are we? So what difference does it make?’ 
 
           Is the guy poking fun at me? Issa felt her cheeks redden. ‘We’d better not leave a mess,’ she said lamely. 
 
           Johnny pointed towards an industrial-sized dishwasher sitting next to the sink. ‘I’ll do all of the washing-up when we’re finished. I never leave a dirty kitchen.’ Opening the fridge door, he began rooting around its contents. 
 
           ‘Fair enough.’ Looking around the room, Issa realised that the kitchen was probably bigger than her entire flat. How do you end up living in a place like this? At a guess, the entire house was worth high single figure millions. Whatever Richard and Jennifer Neary had been up to, they had been able to sustain a fine lifestyle. 
 
           Richard and Jennifer. 
 
           Johnny had made them seem like quite a partnership. 
 
           What if this was about the wife, rather than the husband? Johnny’s little girl; the woman who died with a gun in her hand trying to protect her kids. Jennifer Neary didn’t sound like the kind of woman who would be happy flitting around her house, however grand it was. 
 
           ‘Your daughter, what did she do?’ 
 
           ‘Huh?’ Johnny pulled out a box of eggs from the fridge and placed them next to the oven hob.  
 
           ‘Before she met her husband, what did she do?’ 
 
           ‘She was in banking, why?’ He placed some butter, a packet of tomatoes and a couple of bags of pre-washed salad next to the eggs. ‘It was a long time ago. She worked for a French bank in Paris and then moved to London. That’s when she met Richard. He was working at the same place. After the boys were born, she gave it up. That’s not that unusual, is it?’ He tried to sound relaxed about it, but Issa could sense his discomfort. 
 
           You brought me here, she thought, you can’t complain if I ask a few questions.  
 
           ‘And when did she learn to use a gun?’ 
 
           Johnny made a face. ‘You have to be able to defend yourself.’ When she started to say something else, he grew animated and pointed at one of the chairs that stood around a kitchen table the size of a small boat. ‘Take a seat. I’m hungry. Aren’t you hungry? We can’t let all this food go to waste. I’m gonna make us something nice. When was the last time you ate something?’ 
 
           ‘I dunno,’ Issa shrugged. ‘I had a Mars bar this afternoon.’ The expression on his face suggested he didn’t know what she meant. ‘A chocolate bar.’ 
 
           ‘That’s hardly proper food,’ he exclaimed. ‘I am going to cook you a meal.’ 
 
           ‘Uh-huh.’ Issa was too tired to argue.  
 
           ‘It is very important to have the proper relationship with food. It is not just fuel for your stomach. It is more than that.’ 
 
           Issa shot him a look that said Now is not really the time for a lecture on the philosophy of food. 
 
           Taking the hint, Johnny changed tack. ‘Don’t you like people to cook for you?’ 
 
           She gave him a wan smile. ‘It doesn’t happen very often.’ 
 
           ‘An attractive woman like you?’ Johnny smiled. ‘I find that hard to believe.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t,’ Issa muttered darkly. When was the last time someone had called her an attractive woman? More to the point, when was the last time someone had cooked her a meal? The sergeant grimaced as she recalled the time her last boyfriend but one had given her food poisoning after failing to defrost a fish pie properly. That was, what, three years ago? Maybe more. Since then, she had considered it safer to rely on her own culinary skills, modest though they were. 
 
           ‘What’s the matter?’ Taking a knife from a drawer, Johnny waved it at a nearby chair. ‘Sit.’ 
 
           Suddenly feeling more than a little peckish, Issa did as she was told. ‘You know how to cook?’ 
 
           ‘Of course.’ He momentarily looked offended by the question. ‘It is my profession.’ He began opening a succession of cupboards, pulling out bowls, plates and a frying pan, along with a selection of different utensils. ‘It will just be something simple, okay? An omelette with some salad. Any requests?’ 
 
           ‘I’m vegetarian,’ Issa pointed out, ‘so no meat.’ 
 
           ‘Perfect,’ Johnny grinned. ‘I’ve been vegetarian myself for more than twenty years. I like to look after myself. As you get older, that gets more and more important. You drink though, right?’ 
 
           ‘Sure.’ 
 
           ‘Good. Then we’ll have a nice wine to go with the food.’ 
 
           ‘Sounds good.’ Issa was conscious that she had already had a drink at Sellers’ house; another one wouldn’t hurt her, though, would it? With a bit of luck, the wine might help her get to sleep. ‘Can I do anything to help?’ 
 
           Johnny pointed to a free-standing wine cabinet in the corner of the room. ‘Maybe choose something to drink. A nice red, not too heavy. You know what I mean?’ 
 
           Not a clue. ‘Sure thing.’ Issa pushed herself back to her feet and went over to inspect the different bottles on offer, making sure she took a reasonable time before randomly picking a Shiraz. ‘How about this?’ 
 
           Looking up from his food preparation, Johnny peered at the label and gave a nod of approval. 
 
           After locating a corkscrew and a couple of glasses, Issa opened the bottle. Half filling a glass, she offered it to Johnny who was cracking the eggs and dumping them into a bowl. 
 
           Taking a sip, he made a face. ‘It will be okay. Fill a glass for Eric.’ 
 
           ‘Eric?’ 
 
           ‘The driver. There will be enough for all of us. Anyway it would be rude for us to leave him out there while we eat, no? Food should be a collective experience. That is something you English still fail to understand. You keep on talking about how your food is getting better, but you still don’t really understand what it’s about. I remember once—’ 
 
           ‘Eric,’ she cut him off. ‘You knew him, before tonight.’ 
 
           ‘Sure.’ Johnny whisked the eggs with a violence that made her wince inwardly. ‘We go back a long way. Before retiring, he worked with me for many years.’ 
 
           ‘In the restaurant business?’ 
 
           Johnny began chopping the tomatoes. ‘You are off the clock now, right? We are going to eat. No more cop till tomorrow. Truce.’  
 
           ‘Truce,’ Issa agreed. 
 
           ‘Good.’ Johnny gestured towards the door. ‘Do me a favour. Go and get Eric. The food will be ready soon.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling pleasantly full, Issa pushed away her empty plate while easing her chair away from the table. ‘That was lovely, thank you.’  
 
           Across the table, Johnny raised his glass. ‘My pleasure.’ He gestured towards the fridge. ‘Would you like some dessert?’ 
 
           ‘No, no.’ Issa patted her stomach. ‘I’ve had more than enough.’ 
 
           ‘I could manage some dessert,’ Meggett admitted. 
 
           ‘Help yourself.’ 
 
           Not needing a second invitation, Meggett jumped up and began rooting around in the fridge. 
 
           Issa cradled her wine glass. She had a nice buzz going on; not wasted but clearly intoxicated. 
 
           ‘You’re a great cook. I read,’ she blushed slightly, ‘somewhere, that you have a restaurant in Hong Kong.’ 
 
           ‘It’s something to keep me engaged in retirement. Others do the work. I have a booth in the back and look after the customers.’ 
 
           And launder cash. Issa reminded herself that she was dining with a serious criminal. Probably two serious criminals. It wouldn’t do to get too relaxed. 
 
           Meggett had found a cheesecake. Placing it in the middle of the table, he cut himself a large slice and attacked it with gusto. 
 
           Johnny stared into his glass. ‘What else did the HK police tell you about me?’ 
 
           ‘I thought you said we had a truce,’ Issa smiled. 
 
           Meggett continued to focus on his food. 
 
           ‘I am not an actor,’ Johnny said solemnly. ‘I do not pretend to be anything other than what I am.’ 
 
           Under his intense scrutiny, Issa felt herself sober up instantly. ‘Inspector Sellers is right,’ she said quietly, ‘you can’t take the law into your own hands.’ 
 
           ‘Like you said, it was my kid. My grandkid.’ 
 
           ‘You still have one other grandchild to look after. Stuart needs you now. He really does. You can’t help him if you are behind bars.’ 
 
           ‘If you have seen my file,’ Johnny countered, ‘you know that I don’t spend time behind bars.’ 
 
           ‘This is England. It’s different here. No one looks the other way.’ 
 
           ‘We’ll see about that.’ 
 
           ‘You need to look after Stuart,’ Issa repeated. ‘I don’t want to have to arrest you.’ 
 
           ‘Then don’t.’ Johnny held her gaze while Meggett helped himself to a second slice of cheesecake. 
 
           ‘It’s not that simple.’ 
 
           Reaching across the table, he placed his hand over hers. Issa shivered but she didn’t pull her hand away for several seconds. 
 
           ‘It’s, that simple,’ Johnny whispered. ‘It always is.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘The cheesecake was great.’ 
 
           ‘I didn’t make the cheesecake.’ Sitting in the front passenger seat, Johnny scratched his chin. 
 
           ‘I know, but I was just saying. The stuff you cooked was great, obviously, but that cheesecake – mmm.’ Meggett gave his stomach a contented pat. ‘I love a nice cheesecake.’ 
 
           ‘Okay, next time, I’ll make a damn cheesecake, just for you.’ 
 
           ‘Cherry.’ 
 
           ‘Cherry. Whatever flavour you want.’ 
 
           ‘Thank you.’ 
 
           ‘It will be my pleasure. What better reason could I have for flying all the way around the world than to feed you up?’ 
 
           Realising that the conversation was becoming too frivolous, Meggett let the matter drop. 
 
           ‘Merde.’ Johnny suddenly recalled the mess they had left behind in his daughter’s kitchen. ‘I forgot to fill the dishwasher,’ he groaned. 
 
           ‘What?’ 
 
           ‘Nothing.’ It wasn’t a big deal, but it irked him all the same.  
 
           For several moments they sat in silence, watching Issa walk away from the car. Twenty yards down the road she disappeared down a side road. ‘She doesn’t want us to know where she lives.’ 
 
           ‘Sensible woman.’  
 
           ‘I can always get the address, if we need it.’ 
 
           Johnny shook his head. ‘I don’t think we will.’ 
 
           ‘You like her?’ 
 
           ‘Like her?’ For a moment he grappled with the concept. ‘I hardly know her. I don’t even know if she’s a good cop. But I think she can help us. She’ll talk, unlike her boss.’  
 
           ‘We’ll see.’ 
 
           ‘I’m a good judge of character when it comes to cops. Let’s see what they come up with in the morning.’ 
 
           ‘Busy day tomorrow.’ Meggett eased the car away from the kerb. ‘Shall I take you back to the hotel?’ 
 
           ‘Yeah. That would be good.’ 
 
           ‘And tomorrow?’ 
 
           ‘Tomorrow we need to find out about a woman called Miriam Herzog. Richard’s boss. The cops clearly think she is involved in all of this.’ 
 
           ‘Herzog.’ Meggett eased the car into a left turn. ‘I’ll speak to Hamilton Gorham about it. He’ll be able to do some digging.’ 
 
           ‘That old bastard,’ Johnny groaned, ‘is he still alive?’ 
 
           ‘You know him?’ 
 
           ‘I did a job for him once.’ 
 
           ‘Small world.’ 
 
           ‘It was a long time ago. He was a fairly unappealing client, as I recall. At least he paid up.’ Unlike the guy in Macau. 
 
           ‘That was sensible of him.’ 
 
           ‘Very.’  
 
           ‘He’s done quite well in the last decade or so, as far as I can tell. He does a lot of surveillance and cyber security work these days. Apparently he won the lottery when he caught a couple of politicians on camera when they were—’ 
 
           ‘I don’t want to know.’ Johnny closed his eyes. Human weakness bored him. He had seen it all over the decades and had long since tired of tales of scandalous behaviour. ‘But Hamilton sounds like our man. Tell him we need a background check on this woman.’ 
 
           ‘No problem. He should be able to do that almost immediately.’ 
 
           ‘And also an address,’ Johnny added. ‘Most of all an address.’ 
 
      
 
           After scrutinising the menu for several minutes, Miriam Herzog ordered a green tea and some wholewheat toast, with no butter on the side. Being questioned by the police hadn’t done much for her appetite; then again, a few days detoxing wouldn’t be a bad thing. She had been partying hard over the last few weeks and needed to flush the toxins out of her body.  
 
           If she was looking to cleanse herself, maybe she should take a break from Danny Hunter, as well. 
 
           Or maybe not. 
 
           Hunter had kept his mouth shut, so far at least. She had to admit she was growing fond of the man. A little, anyway. And she certainly wasn’t ready to kick him out of bed. 
 
           Smiling, Herzog handed her menu back to the waitress, a skinny girl with bad skin and dull eyes.  
 
           ‘Have you decided?’ 
 
           On the other side of the table, Radwan Atlas pulled a face before finally ordering a Full English breakfast and an orange juice. The thought of all that fried food made Herzog squirm. The boy was already carrying a couple of excess pounds and the chances were he would quickly transition from youth to middle-aged blob in a very small number of years. Even now, without the patrician air of his father, he was an unappealing specimen. That didn’t mean she couldn’t fuck him, if necessary. God knows, she had bedded worse over the years, for one reason or another. 
 
           As the waitress retreated with their order, Herzog adjusted her blouse to allow the boy the best possible view of her ample décolletage. ‘I like this place, the food is always excellent and the service is good too.’ 
 
           More at home in a McDonald’s, the boy grunted something that could have been approval.  
 
           Gritting her teeth, Herzog persisted with the small talk. ‘How is Sandra?’ 
 
           ‘She’s fine,’ the boy observed, without enthusiasm. ‘She’s gone off to see her dad again.’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘She’s gonna get us caught at this rate.’ 
 
           Herzog tried to evaluate this latest piece of information. ‘She’s in contact with her father?’ 
 
           ‘Kind of.’ The waitress reappeared with their drinks. Radwan took a mouthful of his orange juice before continuing. ‘She just goes and looks at him. She doesn’t talk to him. She just likes to see that he’s doing alright. This’ll be the third time she’s done it since we got here. She thinks I don’t know.’ 
 
           He watched Herzog remove the teabag from the pot of hot water and carefully place it on a saucer. ‘She reckons that he hasn’t seen her but he’s got to notice sooner or later. I mean, you’re gonna recognise your own daughter, right? He tells the police and—’ 
 
           Herzog signalled for him to keep his voice down. 
 
           ‘He tells the police,’ Radwan hissed, ‘they start looking for us and how long will it be before they find us?’ 
 
           Not long. Herzog poured herself some tea and took a cautious sip.  
 
           ‘We were supposed to come here to keep a low profile, find work—’ 
 
           ‘You have found work,’ Herzog reminded him, ‘and you’re very good at it.’ 
 
           ‘But do you have any more? We need more money. My father, he is not very generous. He says we have to stand on our own feet as far as possible He doesn’t want me to be corrupted by his money.’ If ever a boy looked as if he wanted to be corrupted by his inheritance, it was Radwan. ‘It’s just not fair.’ 
 
           A smile crept across Herzog’s lips. 
 
           ‘I have one more job. A big job. Complete it and you’ll be paid well. Well enough to be able to relocate somewhere safer than this. You won’t have to worry about what your father thinks about money any longer. In fact, you’ll be able to retire. I guarantee it.’ 
 
           ‘Retire?’ Radwan’s eyes grew wide. ‘What’s the job?’ 
 
           Herzog watched as the waitress approached with their food. ‘Eat first, then we can get down to business.’ 
 
      
 
           The superannuated punk rocker sitting in front of an empty coffee cup and the remains of his almond croissant tried not to stare at the small pile of grubby banknotes lying on the bar. Instead he stared at his reflection in the café window as he ran his tongue along a cracked bottom lip.  
 
           How much was in the pile? Two hundred quid? More?  
 
           Thirty years ago, the man in the Crass T-shirt would have grabbed the cash and made a run for it. Chances were he would have made a clean getaway, too. Not for nothing had he been St. Joseph’s junior sprint champion, back in the heady days of 1975. Now, however, after two heart attacks and a hip replacement, he didn’t have so much in the way of a turn of speed. 
 
           Daniel Hunter caught the guy next to him staring at the cash and gave him a look that said Don’t even think about it. Retrieving the money, he handed it back to its rightful owner, Salman Baig.  
 
           ‘Put it away before someone tries to nick it.’ 
 
           Pretending to be oblivious to the exchange, the punk turned his back on Hunter, transferring his attention to a young girl who had taken a seat on the far end of the bench. 
 
           Tosser. Some people insist on getting stuck in a time warp. Hunter watched the girl pull a book from her bag, a battered copy of White Fang. Finding her page, she began studying it intently, presumably in the hope that it would make the portly punk disappear. He returned his attention to his client. 
 
           ‘But it is your fee,’ the old man protested, holding the notes between the thumb and forefinger of his bony hand. 
 
           ‘I haven’t earned anything yet,’ Hunter pointed out. ‘I’ll let you know when I do.’ Which will be sometime never. 
 
           Putting on a show of disappointment, Salman returned the notes to an inside pocket of his threadbare jacket. 
 
           ‘The truth is that I haven’t found anything to suggest that Sandra is back in the country,’ Hunter said gently. After considerable thought, he had made a conscious decision not to tell the old man about the information he’d received from Zach Keeble regarding Sandra coming into the UK on a fake passport. The way Hunter saw it, if he couldn’t find Sandra, it really didn’t matter whether she was in the city or not. She might be safer in London but even that crumb of comfort might only serve to torture Salman even more. ‘We have no reason to believe that she has come to any harm, but it just isn’t at all clear where she is at the present time.’  
 
           The other reason for concealing Keeble’s intel was that Hunter hadn’t even done any proper digging of his own. Distracted by the Miriam Herzog business, he had all but forgotten about Sandra Baig until her father had called and invited him down to Brick Lane for a ‘progress report’ regarding his efforts to track the girl down. Hunter knew that he should have politely declined but had been too soft to refuse the man’s request. Too soft to admit his idleness, he had hurriedly checked in with Zach Keeble. The American had told him only that the girl had not been sighted anywhere in Syria and ‘could be anywhere’. He had also put a call in to John Carlyle, the London cop who was a longtime acquaintance of Dom Silver. Predictably, Carlyle had been even less helpful than Keeble, laughing loudly and at length when Hunter had suggested that he might be able to check with the British security services if there was any new intelligence on the whereabouts of Britain’s most notorious schoolgirl. 
 
           Once he had gotten over his amusement, the inspector turned serious. ‘You still owe me for what happened at the Racetrack, remember?’ 
 
           I didn’t know we were keeping score.  
 
           ‘You are seriously in debit in my favours book.’ 
 
           ‘And I’ll pay you back.’ Irritated at the cop’s attitude, Hunter regretted making the call. ‘I’m just seeing what I can find out for the father. He thinks the girl could be back in the country.’ 
 
           ‘Highly unlikely.’ 
 
           ‘I know, but—’ 
 
           ‘If he thinks that, he should go and see the spooks himself. They’ll check it out for him.’ 
 
           They both knew that was a total lie; the security services, like the police themselves, had nowhere near the resources to keep tabs on every alienated kid shuffling between London and the Middle East. 
 
           ‘I’ll suggest that,’ Hunter replied, without enthusiasm. 
 
           ‘What about your girlfriend?’ 
 
           ‘Miriam?’ Hunter was momentarily wrong-footed by the change of subject. ‘What about her?’ 
 
           ‘Have you dumped her yet?’ 
 
           ‘No.’ 
 
           ‘Well I would hurry up, if I were you.’  
 
           Before Hunter could enquire further, there was the sound of voices in the background, followed by Carlyle saying, ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m coming.’  
 
           There was a further exchange before the inspector turned his attention back to the phone. ‘Look, I gotta go. Is Dom back from holiday yet?’ 
 
           ‘Yeah. He’s got a new show coming up.’ 
 
           ‘Tell him to give me a call. And tell your client to take anything he’s got on his daughter to his handler.’ The inspector chuckled to himself. ‘The best thing that could happen to Sandra Baig – assuming she’s still alive – is a spell in jail. Maybe she could share a cell with your old lady.’ 
 
           ‘She’s not—’ The words died in his throat as Hunter realised that the inspector had hung up. 
 
           ‘Tosser,’ he hissed, the cop’s mocking laughter still ringing in his ears as he put the phone away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why did I even come here? Edging closer to Salman Baig, Hunter lowered his voice. ‘Have you spoken to your handler?’ 
 
           ‘Handler?’ The old man looked confused. ‘What’s a handler?’ 
 
           Never mind. ‘I have spoken to my contacts in, erm, American intelligence, as well as the British police. No one is able to confirm Sandra’s whereabouts. She appears to have dropped off the radar but that’s not so surprising, given the situation in Syria, which gets more confused by the day.’ 
 
           Salman tapped an index finger on the bar. ‘She has dropped off the radar there because she is back here.’ 
 
           Hunter took a deep breath. There was no point in being brusque. ‘Sandra may no longer be in Raqqa,’ he said gently, ‘in fact, given all the bombing there, that would probably be a good thing. But, to the best of anyone’s knowledge, there is no evidence that she is back in England.’ 
 
           Salman listened intently to his every word, willing for him to say something definitive. 
 
           ‘As far as we are aware, Sandra has not used her passport to re-enter the country.’ It was a complete guess, but who was going to contradict him? Hunter felt embarrassed at spinning such a yarn. He liked Salman; the man had never abandoned his daughter. He had never given up hope. He had never given up trying. But he was just an ordinary man, lacking any of the tools to play in a game like this.  
 
           The same could be said for Hunter himself. After all, what was he these days? Just a security guard at an art gallery who occasionally dabbled in a bit of private security work.  
 
           When he realised Hunter had run out of things to say, Salman asked, ‘So where do we go from here?’ 
 
           We stop deluding ourselves and we move on.  
 
           ‘Well—’ the attempt at tough love stuck in his throat. Embarrassed, Hunter dropped his gaze to his empty demitasse. 
 
           ‘Yes?’ 
 
           ‘Well, we keep trying.’ 
 
           Stop digging. 
 
           ‘I need to check in with some more contacts.’ Hunter’s brain was shouting at his mouth to stop talking but his mouth just kept on spouting crap. ‘Keep going back to my existing ones. It’s a slow process. It’s a slow process, with no guarantee that anything will ever come up.’ 
 
           Hunter looked up, forcing himself to look the old man in the eye. However, Salman no longer seemed to be listening. Staring out of the window, he was focused on a knot of people on the opposite side of the road. 
 
           ‘There she is.’ 
 
           ‘What?’ 
 
           ‘There.’ He pointed across the road to a group of five or six people milling at a junction, waiting to cross the road. All of them were scanning the traffic, apart from one woman dressed in a red raincoat, her face hidden behind a pair of dark sunglasses, who was looking at the café. 
 
           Was that her? Hunter had no idea. The woman seemed to stare at them for several moments. Then she turned and began walking away from them at a decent clip. 
 
           ‘It’s her,’ the old man murmured. ‘It’s her.’ 
 
           ‘Shit.’ Hunter had to give his neighbour a sharp push as he tried to extricate himself from the bench. Ignoring the punk’s protests, he rushed to the door and out onto the street. The woman had disappeared but he took advantage of a break in the traffic to jog across the street. Picking up speed as he reached the other side, he skipped on and off the pavement as he dodged the steady stream of pedestrians coming towards him.  
 
           At the next cross street, he glanced left and right, without catching a glimpse of the girl in the red coat.  
 
           Think! 
 
           Sandra – if it was her – was probably heading for Liverpool Street. But, with multiple possible routes, there was next to no chance of intercepting her. The more he thought about it, the more he was inclined to agree with Salman. The woman hadn’t been looking at the café, she had been watching them. Who else would do that other than Sandra? She had been standing right there in front of him and he had let her just walk away. 
 
           Damn, damn, damn. 
 
           Hands on hips, he considered his next move. Reaching for his phone, he pulled up John Carlyle’s number, cursing when the call went straight to voicemail.  
 
           Next, he called Zach Keeble. 
 
           ‘Not a great time,’ was the American’s opening gambit. 
 
           ‘Sandra Baig is back in London. I just saw her.’ I think. 
 
           ‘Didn’t we already have this conversation?’ The American sounded less than impressed by this latest revelation. 
 
           ‘Her father thought he had seen her. I was sceptical but—’ 
 
           ‘But now you believe it too and you want me to spend US taxpayer dollars on finding her for you.’ 
 
           ‘You want to find her too. This is the woman who is supposed to have taken out Mullah Fandi. She has experience of living in Raqqa. She would be a valuable asset. I think—’ 
 
           ‘Alright already,’ Keeble snapped. ‘Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do. But I’m working now. I gotta go. I’ll speak to you later.’ Ending the call, Keeble switched off his phone. He couldn’t have any more distractions. Not now. 
 
      
 
           Standing in front of the aerodrome’s only hanger, Keeble shook his head. He liked Danny Hunter well enough but there were times when the Brit could do with showing a bit more respect. After all, Keeble was a senior representative of the US government, not some private detective who got paid by the hour for spying on cheating spouses. That was the problem with dealing with contractors; all too often things got confused. Keeble wasn’t in the business of providing a damn service, he was in the business of keeping his country – the whole of the damn free world for that matter – safe from shitheels like Haider Atlas. 
 
           ‘Is there a problem?’ With his finger hovering over the trigger of a mini-Uzi, Anton Mescalero looked at his boss enquiringly.  
 
           ‘Nah, just a secondary consideration. Not mission critical.’ A light rain had begun to fall. Keeble pulled up the zip on the front of his windcheater and vowed that he would take a vacation once this job was over. The thought of some ‘me time’ on a beach at Cancun sounded good.  
 
           With his free hand, Mescalero gestured across the tarmac, towards the single-lane blacktop that led away from the airstrip. ‘Wincko’s in place.’ 
 
           ‘Good.’ Since the debacle at the Racetrack nightclub, Bob Ross had been sent back to the US. They were operating as a three-man team. Not ideal, but more than enough to take down a pensioner fresh out of hospital. ‘We shouldn’t have to wait long.’ 
 
           ‘He’s gonna signal us when the target is three minutes out.’ Mescalero gestured towards the small-engine plane standing in front of the hanger. ‘The pilot is filing his flight path. When Atlas gets here, he’ll be expecting to take off within about ten minutes.’ 
 
           ‘Instead,’ Keeble grinned, ‘we’ll have him tasered, bound and in the trunk of the SUV before he knows what has hit him.’ 
 
           ‘Sounds like a plan.’ 
 
           ‘Okay. Let’s do this thing.’ Keeble patted the warrant in his pocket. As a legal document, it wouldn’t stand much scrutiny. Then again, it wasn’t going to get much scrutiny. Haider Atlas would be safely ensconced in a US airbase in Germany long before he had the chance to ring a lawyer.  
 
           The handset attached to Mescalero’s belt started to flash. He checked the screen and gave a thumbs up. ‘Three minutes. And then we’re going to take one of the bad guys off the board.’ 
 
      
 
           Having called off the hunt for Sandra Baig, Hunter returned to the café under the reproachful gaze of her father. By way of penance, he bought a double espresso for himself and a green tea for Salman Baig. Returning to the bench where the old man was sitting, he was relieved to see that the old punk had left. So too had the girl reading White Fang. 
 
           ‘So now you believe me?’ The old man’s eyes shone with vindication as he stirred the bag in the hot water. 
 
           ‘I suppose so.’ Hunter downed his coffee in one and waited for the caffeine buzz to kick in. 
 
           ‘I can’t believe you weren’t able to catch her.’ 
 
           ‘There were just too many different routes for her to take,’ Hunter protested. ‘It was next to impossible.’ 
 
           Salman thought about it for several moments as he sipped his tea. ‘You should have had backup,’ he ventured finally.  
 
           What friggin’ backup? ‘I think you’ve been watching too many TV shows. Our resources are extremely finite.’ 
 
           Salman conceded the point with a shrug. ‘What do we do now?’ 
 
           ‘Well…’ nothing immediately sprang to mind. ‘I go back to my sources and try again,’ was all that Hunter could offer.  
 
           ‘Try harder this time.’ There was no rancour in the man’s voice; it was neither a question nor a command. 
 
           ‘Yes,’ Hunter promised. ‘I’ll try harder.’ 
 
      
 
           The rain was getting steadily heavier. Low cloud and poor light conspired to give the location a slightly surreal quality, like a sepia-tinged photograph. Through the gloom, Keeble watched the armour-plated Mercedes containing Haider Atlas turn off the road, through a gate and start to make its way across the tarmac at a low speed. With his quarry barely five hundred yards away, Keeble removed his Desert Eagle from its holster and thumbed the safety lever to the ‘fire’ position. The gun was rather over the top for the tranquil environs of rural England but the agent had enjoyed so few opportunities to use it recently that he had vowed that he was going to make the most of this one. He glanced over at Mescalero who held the mini-Uzi against his hip.  
 
           ‘You cover the vehicle, I’ll facilitate the arrest.’ 
 
           Facilitate the arrest. Keeble admonished himself. You sound like a cop. He was so much more than a cop. 
 
           The car rolled to a halt in front of the hangar, thirty yards from the waiting plane. The presence of two armed men did not obviously perturb the vehicle’s passengers. The thought caused Keeble a momentary pang of discomfort as he raised the semi-automatic in both hands.  
 
           Too late to do anything about it now, though. We’ve made the play, all we can do now is execute. 
 
           Making his movements slow and deliberate, the Merc’s driver switched off the engine and placed his hands on the steering wheel where Mescalero could see them.  
 
           ‘Everyone needs to exit the vehicle now!’ 
 
           Keeble kept his weapon trained on the rear of the vehicle. Despite the blacked-out windows, he knew that Haider Atlas was inside – they had tracked the businessman all the way from the hospital. Would he come out shooting, or with his hands up? Keeble was relaxed either way. If pushed, he would probably prefer the shooting scenario. A couple of .50 AE rounds and there wouldn’t be much of Atlas left to bury. His finger curled around the trigger; he would be doing the world a great big favour, while saving himself an immense amount of paperwork in the process. 
 
           The driver did as instructed. Holding open his jacket to show that he was unarmed, he walked away from the car, taking shelter under a wing of the plane. 
 
           ‘You too, Atlas. I need to you come out.’ In the periphery of his vision, Keeble could see Wincko heading towards them in his rented Range Rover.  
 
           A gust of cold air caused him to shiver just as a large bead of sweat ran down his spine. 
 
           Ten seconds, then he has to get out of the damn car. 
 
           Caught between the hanger and the plane, they were effectively hidden from the control tower but, still, he didn’t want this to take any longer than necessary. This was an illegal operation in a friendly country; all it needed was one asshole to get a decent video clip on his cellphone and Keeble could find himself sharing a cell with his terrorist target. 
 
           The Range Rover came to a sharp halt behind Atlas’s Mercedes. Wincko jumped out, gun drawn, and nodded at Keeble. 
 
           ‘You have two seconds to get out of the car,’ Keeble shouted. ‘One—’ 
 
           Before he could complete the count, the nearside back door clicked open. Keeble tightened his finger around the Desert Eagle’s trigger as one expensive leather shoe was carefully planted on the tarmac, followed by a second. 
 
           ‘I am not armed.’ Arms raised, Haider Atlas uncoiled himself from the car.  
 
           ‘Step away from the car,’ Keeble barked. 
 
           Atlas obliged, flashing an embarrassed smile at each of the Americans in turn. 
 
           ‘Haider Atlas, you are—’ 
 
           Keeble was distracted by the rapidly changing expression on Wincko’s face. A nanosecond later, his head disappeared in a mist of blood and evaporating brain tissue.  
 
           Mescalero went down almost simultaneously. 
 
           ‘—under arrest.’ Keeble may have verbalised the words or he may simply have imagined saying them. He noticed a twinkle in Atlas’ eyes as a vicious punch in the back, right between the shoulder blades, slammed him onto the slick tarmac.  
 
           ‘You are—’ Gasping for air, he tried to squeeze the trigger but the Desert Eagle had fallen from his grasp. As his eyes lost their focus, the last thing he saw was a pool of dark blood snaking around the gun. Where was Atlas? The target was under arrest. Job done. It was time to go on vacation.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain had stopped. The gloom had lifted slightly and the ozone-rich atmosphere was fresh. Contemplating the blood of his fallen enemies seeping into the tarmac, Haider Atlas breathed in deeply. A flock of birds – redwings, or perhaps bramblings – moved steadily across the sky, heading south for the winter. 
 
           ‘Nice gun. Shame you didn’t get a chance to use it.’ Weighing the Desert Eagle in one hand, Atlas moved the safety lever back to the ‘on’ position with the other. The gun would make a nice addition to his collection in his study in the Chemin des Collines. Had Keeble killed many men with it? He would never find out. 
 
           Atlas turned to the driver who was hovering nearby, waiting for his orders. Smartly dressed, shaven-headed, the young man reminded Atlas of an action movie star. His name was Gerard; he had come highly recommended and he hadn’t wilted under fire. Then again, Atlas thought, we were the ones doing the firing. ‘There were only three of them, there are no others?’ 
 
           ‘No others,’ Gerard confirmed. ‘Just the ones here.’ 
 
           Haider contemplated the bodies lying on the tarmac. ‘Unbelievable. The one thing the Americans have is bodies. You would have thought they would have sent more people.’  
 
           Suppressing a smirk, Gerard said nothing.  
 
           ‘You would have thought that they would have been better prepared.’ Atlas felt almost uneasy at how straightforward the whole thing had been. All over in seconds, without a shot being fired by the other side. 
 
           Fail to prepare, prepare to fail. 
 
           It was one of those business school banalities that Radwan occasionally came out with. Atlas wondered about the boy; his son seemed to be settling in London well enough. Sandra would keep him on the straight and narrow and the feedback from Miriam Herzog was good. Despite this little scene with the Americans, Atlas was reluctant to hit the panic button and tell Radwan and Sandra to leave. If the boy was ever going to learn to stand on his own two feet – if he was ever going to become a man – he needed a period of stability, banality. London was as good a place as any to achieve that; for all the hustle and bustle, it was fundamentally a quiet place. And big. Big enough to hide in, even if Atlas’s enemies came looking for him. 
 
           Was he becoming too sentimental about the boy? Maybe it was an inevitable consequence of his advancing years. Atlas watched his two gunmen emerge from inside the hangar, gun bags slung over their shoulders. He gestured towards Gerard. ‘You need to clean up here. Get the others to help you. Lose the bodies and their cars. Do it quickly but do it properly. I don’t want anyone finding these idiots. Ever.’ Returning to the Mercedes, he retrieved his crocodile skin briefcase from the back seat. Dropping Keeble’s gun inside the bag, he retrieved a packet of cigarettes and a lighter.  
 
           ‘There’s plenty of time for a smoke.’ The hospital had discharged him with strict instructions to avoid both cigarettes and alcohol. Having just handed out a harsh lesson in the precarious nature of this life however, Atlas was in no mood to limit his enjoyment of its pleasures. Perching on the hood of the car, he placed a cigarette between his lips and took a succession of reflective puffs.  
 
           For the sake of prudence, England was going to be off limits to him for a while, but that was fine; life in France was infinitely preferable, anyway. When it came to his business interests, he would get Miriam Herzog to set up an offshore operation in Malta, or maybe Gibraltar, and it would be very much a case of business as usual. And once she had paid him the money that he was due any medium-term cash flow worries would be erased. 
 
           A bit like those gung-ho CIA men. 
 
           Smiling at his own joke, Atlas pointed the smouldering cigarette in the direction of Zachary Keeble’s corpse. ‘You underestimated me. That was disrespectful.’ He paused for another drag on the smoke. ‘You didn’t think I knew who you were? You didn’t think I knew you were coming? I have been playing this game for my whole life. Don’t you think I am good at it? Don’t you think I have my own sources of information? From the way things have turned out, it seems that they are considerably better than yours.’  
 
           Keeble did not seem minded to argue the point.  
 
           For once, Sammy Baldwin-Lee had delivered. Atlas had always considered the club owner an idiot, even if he had – somehow – managed to worm his way into the bed of the fragrant Antonia Motson-Kennett. However, Altas had always prided himself on his ability to be open-minded about people and after the tip-off about the CIA ambush, he was prepared to revise his opinion on Sammy. 
 
           He nodded at one of the shooters as he walked past and climbed into the Range Rover that the third CIA man had arrived in.  
 
           Last to arrive, Atlas mused, first to die. Watching the Evoque edge into a position between the three bodies, he took a final drag on the cigarette. Pulling the smoke deep down into his lungs, he held it there for several seconds before exhaling into the grey sky. ‘That is the problem with you Americans. No patience. No concept of delayed gratification. No mental stamina. Always mistaking action for achievement.’ Pushing himself away from the Mercedes, he flicked the stub towards the body before starting towards the plane. ‘Goodbye, gentlemen. It was good to make your acquaintance. I look forward to meeting with your successors in due course.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘The flight plan has been filed and we’ll be ready for takeoff in a couple of minutes.’ Sitting in the cockpit, the pilot studiously ignored the bodies being loaded into the back of the bullet-damaged Range Rover nearby. ‘Our flight time will be just over two hours. Once we get across the Channel, the weather conditions should improve considerably, so I do not anticipate any problems.’ 
 
           ‘Good.’ Staring at his phone, Atlas laboriously typed a text message and hit send. ‘Let’s get on with it then. I have a lunch to get to.’ Looking out across the airfield, he saw that it had started to rain again. Good for washing away the blood. By the time they landed in France there would be no trace left of Keeble and his colleagues. 
 
      
 
           Radwan stared at the text from his father: Returning home. Delete this message. Change your phone. Keep a low profile. Will be in touch.  
 
           All those capital letters and full stops. Radwan chuckled at his father’s inability to master the basics of text messaging. He was so old school; always trying to obey the rules. 
 
           ‘Anything important?’ Herzog couldn’t hide her irritation at the boy looking at his phone just as they were getting down to business. 
 
           ‘It was Haider.’ Radwan wondered about the Change your phone bit. It was probably just the old man’s paranoia, but he deleted the text anyway and switched off the phone for good measure. There was absolutely no way that he was going to ditch the handset – it was the latest iPhone after all – but he could easily get a new sim card for it. ‘He’s going back to France.’ 
 
           Herzog raised an eyebrow. ‘Does that make it easier?’ 
 
           ‘Dunno,’ the boy shrugged. ‘Don’t suppose it matters much. If I want to do it.’ 
 
           Herzog let out an exasperated yelp, ‘I thought we’d agreed all that.’ 
 
           ‘Dunno.’ Placing the phone back on the table, the boy resumed staring at her chest. 
 
           You don’t know much, do you? Herzog gritted her teeth. It was like trying to communicate with a goldfish. ‘This is a total win-win,’ she repeated for the fifth or sixth time in the last hour, ‘you get to claim your rightful inheritance and I get a more…appreciative client. It makes a lot of sense.’  
 
           The boy looked unimpressed. ‘And if I tell my father about your nasty little plot to have him killed by his own son?’ 
 
           Herzog gestured for him to keep his voice down. ‘If you do that, the police will instantly be informed about your whereabouts and also about your intimate involvement in the various murders.’ 
 
           ‘But that would mean you’d incriminate yourself.’ 
 
           ‘Not according to my version of the story. I know how to explain these things clearly and simply. And I can be very convincing about it.’ 
 
           After a little chin stroking, Radwan came to a conclusion of sorts. ‘Okay, I won’t tell him.’ 
 
           ‘Good.’ 
 
           ‘And I’ll think about your offer.’ 
 
           ‘That’s fine.’ Lifting a hand. Herzog ran the nail of her thumb across her right breast and watched him shudder. ‘But I’m working to a very tight deadline here, so don’t take too long about it.’ 
 
      
 
           Miriam Herzog’s PA frowned as she re-read the email that had popped into her inbox just three minutes earlier from the employment agency. It informed her that they wanted to terminate her rolling one-month contract at HDP and go and work at something called Interior Ventilation Services.  
 
           Interior Ventilation Services. Doesn’t sound very sexy. 
 
           Chrissy Googled the name and pulled up their website, which proclaimed that IVS was A leading specialist in domestic and commercial ventilation solutions.  
 
           ‘That doesn’t really help me very much,’ Chrissy mumbled to herself, struggling to understand what it was that IVS actually did. Then again, she had spent the best part of six months at HDP now and still wasn’t any the wiser about what Miriam Herzog actually got up to. When it came down to it, as long as you got paid on time, it didn’t really matter how much or how little you understood about your employer. 
 
           Chrissy turned her attention back to the email. She liked to consider herself loyal, but IVS was offering an extra £1.20 an hour, plus a guaranteed twelve-month contract.  
 
           ‘Maybe I could do with a change of scene.’ She clicked on the How to find us link on the company’s website and was dismayed to find herself looking at a map of what looked like countryside. In the middle of nowhere was a red dot, signalling the location of the IVS headquarters. Was this place even in London? It had a postcode she had never heard of.  
 
           ‘They want me to take a job in Epping?’ Forget the extra £1.20, she would have to spend that and more in travel. And a quick check on Journey Planner suggested her daily commute would go up to an hour and a half. Each way. 
 
           ‘Are you having a laugh?’ Reaching for the phone, Chrissy punched in the number of the agency. The stupid cow who was supposed to be ‘managing’ her career was going to get a right earful. What kind of a move was this? A sense of fury grew in her chest as she listened to the phone ringing. And what would Miriam make of it?  
 
           ‘Snodgrass Employment Services. Good morning, how may I help you?’ 
 
           With a sudden jerk, Chrissy put the phone down. How would Miriam take the news that the agency was intent on snatching her away from HDP? And at a time like this? The poor woman had more than enough on her plate at the moment. She would undoubtedly be distraught at the thought of losing her right-hand woman. Miriam wasn’t stupid, she knew that it was only Chrissy that kept the show on the road around here.  
 
           Closing the email from the agency, Chrissy decided that she would have a word with the boss when she returned to the office. Miriam would doubtless be so shocked by the agency’s behaviour that she would offer Chrissy a staff contract on the spot. Maybe even throw in a pay rise for good measure.  
 
           And what about a loyalty bonus? 
 
           That might be pushing it a bit. 
 
           Chrissy bit her lower lip. 
 
           Then again, you don’t ask, you don’t get. 
 
           That was the problem; she was never pushy enough when it came to demanding her due. 
 
           Still debating how best to deal with her boss, Chrissy watched two men emerge from the lifts, walk through the glass doors and present themselves in front of her desk. 
 
           ‘Can I help you?’ Contemplating the pair, she did not manage a smile. Both of them looked well past it. One was small, hunched and shabbily dressed. The other guy was more elegantly dressed. But still ancient. 
 
           A pair of granddads, Chrissy thought. 
 
           ‘We are here to see Miriam Herzog,’ said the elegant guy, obviously the boss. His accent was foreign, but not that foreign. 
 
           ‘Do you have an appointment?’ Chrissy knew perfectly well that they didn’t. Miriam had no meetings scheduled before noon. 
 
           The elegant man stepped closer to the desk. ‘She will want to see us.’ Leaning forward, he gave her an indulgent smile. ‘It is a matter of some importance.’ 
 
           ‘I’m afraid that Ms Herzog doesn’t see anyone without an appointment.’ Chrissy finally managed a smile of her own, full of bureaucratic indifference and disdain. ‘If you would like to leave me some, erm, details, I will ask her if she would like to get something in the diary. We normally book things in a fortnight in advance.’ 
 
           ‘It is a matter of some importance,’ the man repeated. Reaching across the desk, he shot out an arm and grabbed Chrissy by the throat, lifting her out of the chair. ‘So if you don’t tell me where she is, right now, I will crush your windpipe like a twig.’ 
 
           Chrissy tried to say something but that only encouraged the man to squeeze tighter. The second man took a step to his left, the better to obscure the view of any curious passersby.  
 
           A final squeeze caused Chrissy to flap a hand in the air, signalling that she was ready to cooperate. Releasing his grip, the man let her drop back into her chair. 
 
           Rubbing her neck, Chrissy took a succession of deep breaths before croaking ‘She’s at breakfast.’ 
 
           ‘At this time of the morning?’ The man looked ready to grab her again. 
 
           ‘Yes, yes,’ Chrissy said quickly, fighting back a tear. ‘It’s a business meeting.’ Grabbing a pen, she scribbled down the address of the restaurant and handed it over. The man looked at it suspiciously. ‘It’s just round the corner. You go out the front door and just turn left. Two or three minutes’ walk, max. She’ll still be there or you’ll bump into her on the way back here.’ 
 
           The man handed the address to his sidekick. ‘What does she look like?’ 
 
           Hands shaking, Chrissy pulled up Miriam’s biography on the HDP website. Turning the screen around, she pointed to the photoshopped image. ‘That’s her.’ 
 
           More or less. 
 
           The man looked her in the eye. ‘You better be telling the truth. If we have to come back here…’ Letting the thought trail off, he turned on his heel and marched out the door, his associate in tow. Chrissy waited for them to disappear into one of the lifts before reaching for the phone, she smacked the redial button.  
 
           ‘Snodgrass Employment Services. Good morning, how may I help you?’ 
 
           ‘Yes,’ Chrissy coughed, trying to remove the fear from her voice, ‘you just sent me an email—’ 
 
           Sod Miriam Herzog. Epping here I come. 
 
             
 
           Radwan had left, promising her his decision by the end of the day. Herzog had told him not to discuss it with Sandra but knew that he would. No matter; maybe the woman could give him some backbone. There had been rumours that the girl was shagging her father-in-law but Herzog didn’t believe it. As far as she could see, Sandra Baig had too much self-esteem and too little imagination to get on her knees in front of Haider Atlas. The old goat would doubtless be frustrated by that but he had plenty of other options when it came to fucking. 
 
           Outside, a trio of buses trundled past in a tide of heavy post-rush hour traffic. Each of them had the same advert on their side, showing a stony-faced gunman taking out a succession of opponents. 
 
           Violence, real or imagined, is all around us. 
 
           What if Radwan said ‘no’ to her plan? Herzog knew that she needed a Plan B. God knows what that might be. Sighing, she picked up the bill. £155.80. The idea that you could spend that much on breakfast for two would have bemused and irritated her father in equal measure. These days, however, London was not a city that did value for money. Herzog consoled herself with the thought that the expense was tax deductible. She typed in her PIN and waited for the waitress to hand her back the credit card, along with the receipt.  
 
           ‘I hope you enjoyed your breakfast,’ the waitress trilled. 
 
           ‘It was very nice,’ Herzog replied robotically. She checked the bill; it already included a 12.5 per cent service charge but that was probably pocketed by the restaurant. She fished a twenty-pound note from her purse and dropped it on the table.  
 
           The waitress said nothing but made no effort to move. With a tilt of her head, Herzog signalled for her to take the cash. The woman obliged, crumpling the note in her hand before quickly walking away.  
 
           Placing the purse in her bag, Herzog got to her feet. 
 
           ‘Miriam Herzog?’ 
 
           ‘Who are you?’ 
 
           ‘I’m Jennifer Neary’s father.’ Johnny bared his teeth in something that could in no way be construed as a smile.  
 
           Herzog blanched. She looked around but no one seemed to be paying any attention to their conversation. Breakfast service was over and most of the tables were now deserted. Coughing, she bought a moment to compose herself. ‘My deepest sympathies, Mr—’ 
 
           ‘Law. Johnny Law.’ 
 
           ‘I’m very sorry for your loss, Mr Law.’ 
 
           Johnny considered her, stony-faced. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
           Herzog shivered. She was used to men undressing her with their eyes but this one was destroying her. Reaching for her coat, she went for a counter-punch. ‘Forgive me for not knowing who you were but I don’t recall Jennifer ever mentioning her parents.’ That was true enough. Richard, however, had complained about his superannuated gangster father-in-law on several occasions.  
 
           Johnny said nothing. 
 
           ‘How did you know I was here, by the way?’ 
 
           ‘We spoke to your secretary.’ 
 
           Is that the Royal ‘we’? Herzog somehow doubted it. There was probably a sidekick waiting outside. She wondered if they had inflicted any violence on the wretched Chrissy, in order to extract the information; she hoped that had been the case. 
 
           ‘We need to have a conversation.’ 
 
           Herzog gestured to the seat recently occupied by Radwan Atlas. 
 
           Johnny shook his head. ‘In private.’ He gestured towards the street. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
           As Herzog hoisted her bag she had a blinding realisation – this guy was her Plan B. ‘Sure,’ she smiled, sashaying towards the door, ‘let’s go.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A look of dismay descended on Miriam Herzog’s face as she looked around the empty garage. Lit by a series of strip lights, it was a simple concrete box, cold and damp, with enough space for a couple of dozen cars. ‘Why did you bring me all the way out here?’ she asked, trying to ignore the clear smell of urine that hung in the air.  
 
           Johnny shrugged. After driving through featureless streets for the best part of an hour, he had no real idea where they were beyond the fact that they were still in London. Meggett had come up with the garage. It belonged to a cousin, or a friend of a cousin. That didn’t really matter as much as the fact that it came with a guarantee that they could conduct their business undisturbed.  
 
           Johnny listened to the wind whistling through a broken window. Running his tongue along his lower lip, he slowly turned through 360 degrees, taking in his surroundings. Letting his guest imagine the kind of fate that awaited people brought to places like this by people like him. 
 
           Not that Miriam Herzog seemed particularly intimidated. ‘Are you going to torture me?’ Her tone was almost cheery. Johnny had to admit he was quite taken by the woman. If she was twenty years younger, or even ten… The thought was quickly pushed from his mind. You didn’t come all this way to get laid, he told himself grimly. You are here for Jen, remember that. 
 
           As she watched the wheels turning in his brain, Herzog’s grin grew wider. ‘Are you the type of guy who would get off on that, beating me black and blue?’ 
 
           You’d like that, wouldn’t you? 
 
           ‘I never lift my hand to a woman. I’m old fashioned like that.’ Johnny pointed towards a solitary chair, backed up against a concrete pillar. ‘Take a seat.’ 
 
           Walking over to the chair, Herzog dropped her bag on the floor and sat down.  
 
           ‘You were fucking Richard.’ 
 
           ‘Amongst others.’ Crossing her legs, she looked him straight in the eye. ‘I didn’t kill him.’ 
 
           I know that. 
 
           For several moments, they eyed each other warily. 
 
           ‘You seem to know quite a lot about me,’ she said finally.  
 
           ‘There’s a lot to know,’ Johnny observed. It was true. Hamilton Gorham had done a good job, working to a tight deadline. The security expert had even refused payment, passing on the document, along with his deepest sympathies, via Meggett. It had taken Johnny less than fifteen minutes to carefully read the neatly-typed twelve-page document, which covered everything from David Herzog’s early days and the creation of HDP all the way through to the company’s latest incarnation, with his daughter providing a range of financial services to a gaggle of the international super-rich who, for one reason or another, were too toxic for other firms to handle. It was heavy on factual detail, eschewing gossip, speculation or filler. The bottom line was that Miriam Herzog was a dedicated, professional criminal. A white-collar criminal but no less of a crook for that.  
 
           ‘You’re clearly a very talented woman.’  
 
           ‘Thank you.’ Herzog dropped her gaze modestly to the floor, letting her coat fall open to provide him with a perfect view of her décolletage.  
 
           It doesn’t matter if they are seventeen or seventy. The impact is mesmeric. 
 
           ‘The company, HDP, has come a long way. Your father would be very proud of what you have achieved with the family business.’ 
 
           Her head jerked up, as if an invisible hand had yanked on her hair. ‘What’s my father got to do with any of this?’ 
 
           ‘Nothing.’ Johnny smiled, pleased to have found a button that could be pushed. ‘Nothing at all. It’s just that I knew him. He was an early client of mine.’  
 
           Her eyes narrowed as she gave him a look that said Don’t kid a kidder. 
 
           ‘The Lazarus job.’ 
 
           ‘You did Tyrone Lazarus? That was more than fifty years ago. A long time before I was even born.’ 
 
           ‘It was my first time in London.’ Johnny had memorised the paragraphs in Gorham’s report concerning the shooting of Tyrone Lazarus in the upstairs room of a Blackheath pub called The Fox’s Head. It was a crime that the police had never solved, despite there being over a hundred drinkers in the establishment at the time of the murder. Lazarus was a local hard man who was chasing Walter Danzig and Sigmund Proust for some large unpaid debt. Proust had already had an arm broken and Danzig’s family had been threatened by the time David Herzog intervened. According to Gorham, Herzog hired a gunman who took Lazarus out with three shots to the face while he held a pint of Guinness in one hand and a pork pie in the other. The hitter was described only as ‘an unidentified foreigner’. However, his work quickly entered into underworld legend. Meanwhile, the trio of Herzog, Danzig and Proust were forever bound together in blood. HDP was formally incorporated as a limited liability company less than a year later. ‘One of my first jobs. I was still a teenager.’ It was a complete lie but he knew she wouldn’t be able to catch him out. ‘But I got it done with a minimum of fuss.’ 
 
           ‘Jennifer never mentioned the fact that there was a previous connection between our two families.’ 
 
           ‘She never mentioned me at all, according to you.’ Johnny was surprised at how much this detail that the woman had casually let slip annoyed him as it continued to rattle around his brain. ‘Anyway, she never knew about my early career. Why would I would tell my daughter about things like that? Why would I tell her about a man like Tyrone Lazarus?’ Or David Herzog for that matter. 
 
           ‘Hm.’  
 
           ‘When you think about it, it’s rather ironic.’ 
 
           ‘What is?’ 
 
           ‘The fact that the shooting that led to the creation of your company was done by me.’ 
 
           Get to the point, man. ‘Ironic in what sense?’ 
 
           Johnny patted the bulge in his jacket pocket. ‘Ironic in the sense that I’m also going to do the hit that closes it down.’ 
 
           Herzog didn’t blanch. ‘And why,’ she said, just about keeping her voice from trembling, ‘would you want to kill me?’ 
 
           ‘Because,’ said Johnny calmly, ‘you killed my daughter and her son.’ 
 
           ‘Why would I do that?’ Herzog looked him square in the eye. ‘I barely knew Jennifer, but I liked her well enough. Why would I kill her? And her child! What kind of monster do you think I am?’ 
 
           ‘I think you are your father’s daughter.’ Johnny put his hand into his pocket. 
 
           ‘Wait.’ Leaning forward on the chair, she raised an arm. It was time to float Plan B. Johnny Law was essentially an unknown quantity but Herzog had complete faith in her ability to construct a compelling narrative. ‘We,’ she intoned, ‘are on the same side here. I am a victim here too. Not that I am trying to disrespect what happened to your family but this is not just about them, I could be next.’ 
 
           Johnny waited for her to go on.  
 
           ‘A man called Haider Atlas killed your family. He thought that Richard was stealing his money. Millions. Maybe more.’ 
 
           ‘And was he?’ 
 
           ‘Probably.’ 
 
           Johnny removed the gun from his pocket, a sign that he was in no mood for equivocation.  
 
           ‘I believe so, yes,’ Herzog was only going to give up the story in stages, the better not to get tripped up by the details, ‘but I don’t know for sure. In recent months, Richard had become increasingly secretive and paranoid. His behaviour became increasingly unpredictable and erratic.’ 
 
           No real change there. Johnny kept his mouth shut. 
 
           ‘Richard could always be difficult.’ Realising that she had hit a nerve, Herzog pressed on, her tale all the better for being loosely related to a random collection of facts; fifteen per cent fact, eighty-five per cent fiction. ‘But things had clearly deteriorated in recent months. I think he was trying to conceal a black hole in HDP’s finances. He went to Hong Kong to find new investors. And then—’  
 
           ‘And then he jumped off his hotel balcony.’ Closing his eyes for a moment, Johnny replayed the moment when the wretch had stepped into space.  
 
           Immensely satisfying. 
 
           He re-opened his eyes. ‘Why do you think he did that?’ 
 
           ‘Maybe things all just got too much. Maybe he was on the brink of things falling apart.’ Herzog kept her eyes firmly on the weapon. ‘I don’t know what happened in Hong Kong. That was nothing to do with me.’ 
 
           I know that. 
 
           ‘I’m as much in the dark as you are.’ 
 
           More. 
 
           ‘Maybe Haider Atlas had him killed.’ 
 
           ‘Maybe. But why would he go to the trouble of killing Jen and Paul if Richard was already dead? What is the point of that?’  
 
           ‘Things don’t have to make sense. Haider Atlas is a cruel and vengeful man.’  
 
           ‘A ringing endorsement of your client,’ Johnny mused.  
 
           ‘You know what it’s like,’ Herzog shrugged, ‘you can’t be too choosy these days.’ 
 
           ‘No, I suppose not.’ Johnny paused before asking, ‘But you didn’t tell the police any of this?’ 
 
           ‘He’s a very dangerous man.’ Herzog tried to look vaguely scared. 
 
           ‘So am I.’ 
 
           ‘All things are relative,’ Herzog allowed herself a rueful chuckle. ‘If it was Haider standing in front of me with a gun I’d be dead by now.’ 
 
           Maybe I’m getting soft. Johnny put the weapon back in his pocket. It was not a pardon, just a stay of execution, but Herzog didn’t need to know that. He watched her visibly relax. ‘Where is this guy Atlas?’ 
 
           ‘He should be back in the South of France by now. That’s where he lives.’  
 
           If that’s where he lives, that’s where dies.  
 
           She read his thoughts. ‘He’s very well protected. I was at his villa for a party last year; there were at least a dozen bodyguards. Armed. It was quite something. They were all former Russian Special Forces. Big boys.’ A grin tickled at her lips. ‘Anyway, the point is that Haider takes his security very seriously. He will be hard to get at.’ 
 
           Johnny made a face. ‘I’m good at what I do.’ 
 
           You’re an old man. Maybe you were something back in the day but that was a long time ago. A very long time ago. Sensing that she had managed to turn the situation around, Herzog rose from her chair. ‘There is perhaps an easier way.’ 
 
           Johnny gestured for her to go on.  
 
           ‘Haider’s son, Radwan, is here, in London. He has been…hanging around for some time now. We had breakfast this morning, as it happens. He left just before you turned up. His father wants me to keep an eye on him. He might only be young but he has fought in the war in Syria. Knows how to use a gun.’ She paused to let the implication sink in.  
 
           ‘You think he pulled the trigger?’ 
 
           ‘I don’t know. Maybe not on his own. From what I’ve seen of him, Radwan has a fairly tenuous grasp of reality, at best.’ She tapped her temple with an index finger. ‘Too many drugs. From what I can see, he spent a lot less time making Holy War than he did getting off his face.’ 
 
           Johnny grunted. Young people today. 
 
           ‘That doesn’t mean he doesn’t have his uses in certain situations,’ Herzog continued, reasonableness personified as she tried to be fair to the youngster. ‘The point is, though, that I can deliver him to you. Whether or not he was directly involved in the shootings, he will know something about them. And he is Haider’s heir. His only son. If you have him, his father will come running.’  
 
           ‘Yes.’ How much of that compact and convenient monologue did he believe? Johnny wasn’t sure. The woman would doubtless say anything to walk out of here alive. On the other hand, her story was perfectly plausible.  
 
           ‘He will help you get closure,’ Herzog cooed. 
 
           ‘I don’t need closure, I need vengeance.’ Johnny had to know that everyone involved in Jen’s death had paid. In full. If there was some collateral damage, so be it. Too many bodies would be unfortunate; too few would be unacceptable.  
 
           Weighing the possibilities, he watched Meggett appear from the shadows, gesturing at his watch. 
 
           ‘We’re late.’ Point made, he turned away from Johnny and marched towards the exit. 
 
           ‘Alright.’ Heading after his comrade, he gestured at Herzog. ‘Get me the boy. In the next twenty-four hours. I will call your office later. Don’t let me down.’ 
 
           ‘Hold on a moment,’ Herzog grabbed her bag from the floor, ‘aren’t you going to give me a lift?’ 
 
           ‘You’ll need to make your own way back.’ Johnny lengthened his stride, not looking back. ‘I have business to attend to.’  
 
           Stepping out onto the street, he caught up with Meggett by the car. ‘This is turning into more work than I imagined.’ 
 
           Meggett nodded. ‘It always does.’ Unlocking the vehicle, he slipped into the driver’s seat. 
 
           Johnny got in beside him. ‘I’m sorry for taking up so much of your time.’ 
 
           ‘That’s not a problem.’ Meggett carefully scanned the empty street in both directions before pulling away from the kerb. ‘It’s not like I have anything else to do. To be honest, this is the most fun I’ve had in years. I’m quite enjoying myself.’ Realising what he had said, he groaned. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—’ 
 
           ‘It’s alright.’ Johnny gave him a reassuring pat on the arm. ‘I know what you mean. It is good to feel active. To have something to do.’ 
 
           Meggett stared at the oncoming traffic. ‘I’ll drop you at the police station. Then I’ll go and speak to French & Wigley.’ 
 
           At mention of the undertaker, Johnny let his gaze lose its focus. 
 
           ‘There are on standby. For when we—’ 
 
           ‘Yes. But before you do that, speak to Hamilton Gorham again. Thank him for his kindness. Say that I am extremely grateful. And ask him to see what he can find out about a man called Haider Atlas and his son.’ Johnny groped around for the name but it had escaped him. ‘I can’t remember what he’s called but there is only one.’ 
 
           ‘Haider Atlas.’ Meggett committed the name to memory. 
 
           ‘A bad man.’ 
 
           Meggett nodded sadly. ‘Aren’t they all?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking extremely hassled, Sergeant Issa was pacing in reception when he arrived at the station. ‘You’re late.’ She looked at him with a mixture of irritation and embarrassment. ‘We’ve been waiting for you for ages.’ 
 
           ‘Sorry,’ Johnny tried to look both apologetic and weary. ‘I had problems with my medication. I had a rough night. And then when I finally got to sleep, I missed my alarm.’ 
 
           Taking his excuse at face value, she led him through two sets of locked doors. ‘Inspector Sellers didn’t get much sleep last night,’ she advised in a low voice as they walked down a long corridor. ‘Her kids kept her up until after one, so try not to piss her off.’ 
 
           ‘Okay.’ 
 
           ‘And don’t mention our trip to the house.’ 
 
           ‘No,’ he smiled, ‘of course not.’ 
 
           Issa came to a halt outside a door that had been painted a shade of dark green. ‘We’re in here.’ 
 
           Johnny pushed open the door and stepped inside a large meeting room dominated by a long table. From the far side of the table, three faces looked up from their phones.  
 
           ‘Inspector Sellers you know,’ emerging from behind him, Issa pointed at each of the others in turn, ‘and this is our colleague Detective Inspector Cheeseman and Laura Burnip, the Assistant Deputy Director of Emergency Child Placement Services. Laura is the lady ultimately responsible for determining Stuart Neary’s short-term care needs.’ 
 
           Cheeseman and Burnip gave him a nod of recognition but did not rise from their seats.  
 
           Shabby low-level bureaucrats, was Johnny’s instant verdict on the pair. 
 
           ‘She is also the person,’ Issa added, ‘who will decide on your suitability to take charge of him in the longer-term.’ 
 
           ‘What is there to decide?’ Johnny asked, incredulous. ‘I am the boy’s grandfather. His only family.’ 
 
           ‘I understand that Mr—’ Burnip looked down at the sheet of paper on the table in front of her, ‘Law, but we have very precise protocols in situations like this. They have to be followed, to the letter, and I’m afraid that—’ 
 
           ‘We can get to that in a moment.’ Brusquely cutting off her colleague, Sellers invited Johnny to take a seat. The inspector did indeed look exhausted; the puffy bags under her eyes seemed to have expanded overnight. ‘First, let me just say, on behalf of all us, that we would like to extend our deepest condolences for your loss.’ 
 
           ‘Thank you.’ Sitting down opposite the trio, Johnny placed his hands on the table and fixed Burnip with a steely glare. ‘Whatever your protocols say, I presume that I am allowed to see Stuart?’ 
 
           ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Sellers said wearily. ‘You will have the opportunity to do that after this meeting. We have a number of things we need to get through, however, not helped by the fact that you are,’ she ostentatiously looked at her watch, ‘more than two hours late.’ 
 
           ‘I did point that out.’ Issa took a seat next to Johnny. ‘He had problems with his medication.’ 
 
           Burnip grabbed a biro from the table and scribbled something down on her sheet of paper.  
 
           ‘It was basically just jet lag,’ Johnny explained. ‘Long-haul flights can be very tiring.’ 
 
           Burnip kept scribbling. 
 
           ‘Well,’ Sellers ploughed on, ‘you’re here now. First, maybe DI Cheeseman could explain his interest in all of this.’ She turned to Burnip. ‘Laura, perhaps you could give us ten minutes.’ 
 
           ‘No problem.’ The social worker seemed more than happy to oblige. Grabbing her phone and her bag, she bolted for the door. ‘I’ll just be outside having a fag if you need me.’ As she disappeared into the corridor, Sellers gestured to Cheeseman. 
 
           ‘Over to you, Sir.’ 
 
           ‘Yes. Thank you, Inspector.’ Cheeseman focused his attention on Johnny. ‘My interest in all of this is Hadley Rodrigo.’ Reaching into a bag at his feet, he pulled out a thin file. A4-sized. Made of recycled brown cardboard. Dropping it on the table, he flipped it open to reveal a selection of glossy crime scene photographs. ‘Rodrigo was the woman shot at your hotel.’ He spread the photos out in front of Johnny. 
 
           ‘That was before I arrived.’ Johnny faked the minimal amount of interest required before looking at Cheeseman. ‘I was still in Hong Kong when that happened.’ 
 
           ‘I know, I know,’ the DI said hastily, ‘that was just a coincidence.’ 
 
           ‘So what’s the relevance of all this?’ Johnny gestured at the pictures. ‘What has—’ 
 
           ‘Hadley Rodrigo.’ 
 
           ‘What has she got to do with me?’ 
 
           ‘Rodrigo worked for HDP,’ Issa explained, ‘Miriam Herzog’s company.’  
 
           Miriam Herzog’s company. Johnny took a deep breath. ‘Like Richard.’ 
 
           ‘So did the man who she was with in the hotel room at the time,’ the sergeant added. ‘He was also killed.’ 
 
           ‘Rodrigo’s relationship with Herzog was personal as well as professional,’ Cheeseman added. He gave Johnny a lopsided grin. ‘They were lovers.’ 
 
           Miriam Herzog. The woman’s story was fake. Perversely, Johnny felt a faint admiration at her balls. To stand up in front of him and spout that crap. She had been pretty convincing, too. He imagined her face down on the garage floor, blood pooling on the concrete.  
 
           It was only a matter of time. 
 
           Mistaking his expression for confusion, Sellers spelt it out: ‘Five violent deaths within a very short time frame, all of them connected to one person. Statistically, that just doesn’t happen, unless—’ 
 
           ‘Unless, she did it.’ Johnny gritted his teeth. 
 
           ‘She is our prime suspect,’ Issa advised. 
 
           ‘She is our only suspect,’ Cheeseman pointed out. ‘But—’ 
 
           Johnny finished the sentence for him. ‘You don’t have any evidence.’ 
 
           ‘Not enough to make an arrest,’ the DI admitted, ‘no.’ 
 
           ‘No obvious motive,’ Sellers added. 
 
           A gloomy silence descended on the room. Sitting in a room with a bunch of cops, trading favours. When was the last time he had been in a situation like this? Smiling, Johnny looked at each of them in turn. ‘So you want my help?’ 
 
           Cheeseman and Sellers looked embarrassed.  
 
           ‘Basically,’ Issa said quietly, ‘yes.’ 
 
           Johnny turned to the sergeant; she seemed the only half-decent one among all of them. ‘And – if I help you – what do I get in return?’ 
 
      
 
           The caller ID simply said Miriam. Staring at the screen, Hunter hesitated for a moment, then he rejected the call and dropped the phone back into his pocket. 
 
           Looking up from the sales catalogue he had been idly perusing, Dominic Silver eyed his employee carefully. ‘Not going to answer that?’ 
 
           ‘It can wait.’ Hunter had the sense that things were reaching the endgame. It had been fun but now was the time to start putting some distance between himself and Herzog. The woman was toxic; fun, but toxic.  
 
           The phone started to buzz. With a sigh, he retrieved it and pulled up the text. 
 
           I need you to come and pick me up. 
 
           ‘Woman troubles?’ Dom grinned.  
 
           Hunter showed him the message. ‘Since when did I become a taxi service?’ 
 
           ‘Since she had her previous driver executed for shagging her girlfriend,’ Dom shot back, chuckling at his own quip. 
 
           ‘We don’t know that,’ said Hunter, stung by the casual brutality of the comment. His boss was usually classier than that. 
 
           ‘I think we do.’ Dom tossed the catalogue on the desk. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll find out where she is and send her a cab. A client is still a client. Even if she ends up behind bars, she’ll still need some pictures for her new restaurant.’ 
 
           ‘Jesus,’ Hunter groaned, ‘you’re the most mercenary bastard I’ve ever met.’ 
 
           ‘Coming from you, I’ll take that as a compliment.’ Energised by the banter, Dom rose out of his chair. ‘It’s just one of those things. Life goes on. Someone will have to manage Miriam’s business while she’s inside. I might even do it myself. The woman has worked hard over a long time. It would be a shame for it to fall apart just because she’s had a bit of employee trouble.’ 
 
           ‘But she’s killed God knows how many people.’ Hunter was genuinely shocked by such a flippant attitude. 
 
           ‘Let he who is without sin cast the first stone.’ Dom gestured for Hunter to lead the way out into the gallery proper. ‘It’s just business. You know what they say, money has no conscience.’ 
 
           You have no conscience. Hunter chastised himself for being so surprised by Dom’s attitude. Before getting into the art business, Dominic Silver hadn’t been one of the biggest drug dealers in London for nothing. ‘You really are quite something.’ 
 
           Dom gave a modest bow. ‘Yes, I am. Which is why I can get something like this.’ Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a slip of paper and handed it over. Opening it up, Hunter scanned the address. 
 
           ‘What’s this?’ 
 
           ‘The last known location of Sandra Baig,’ Dom folded his arms, clearly pleased with himself. ‘Good as of three days ago. She’ll almost certainly still be there. Ground floor flat, ex-council block just off the Mile End Road. Only one way in, one way out.’ 
 
           ‘Is she on her own?’ 
 
           ‘Dunno.’ 
 
           ‘How did you get this?’ 
 
           ‘I still have contacts; good contacts, on the ground. Courtesy of your CIA pal, we already knew that Baig, aka Sandra Davalos, was in London, it was just a question of putting the word out and waiting for someone to come back with a lead.’ 
 
           ‘Human intelligence,’ Hunter muttered, ‘you can’t beat it. American intelligence – oxymoron or not – might have all the technology in the world but it doesn’t have eyes and ears on the street. Not in Syria, not here. That’s why guys like that are always late to the party.’ 
 
           Where was Zach Keeble? Hunter tried to remember the last time he had spoken to him. The American seemed to have disappeared off the face of the earth. Maybe he was back in the Middle East.  
 
           ‘That info is for you,’ Dom tapped the piece of paper with his index finger, ‘and you only. We don’t want a bunch of Special Forces guys storming the place and scaring the shit out of the locals. That wouldn’t do my reputation any good at all.’ 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ Hunter smiled, ‘she’s just a kid. I can take care of it on my own, no problem.’ 
 
      
 
           Keeping a respectful distance, Issa watched as Johnny popped a couple of paracetamol and washed them down with some water from a plastic cup. 
 
           ‘Is everything okay?’ 
 
           ‘Yes, fine.’ Johnny wiped a drop of water from his chin. ‘Tough day. 
 
           ‘Yeah.’ 
 
           ‘Cops I can deal with, but that other woman…two hours in a room with her listing all my faults as a human being.’ 
 
           Not that she knows the half of it. Johnny had to admit that if the Assistant Deputy Director of Emergency Child Placement Services had been fully appraised of his history, there would be no chance of him ever being given custody of his grandson. 
 
           ‘It was only an hour and a half,’ Issa pointed out. ‘And Burnip is only doing her job.’  
 
           ‘Box-ticking idiot.’ 
 
           ‘Imagine the outcry if something happened to Stuart after we had taken him into care. We’d all be for the high jump.’ 
 
           High jump? Johnny had no time for the idiosyncrasies of the language. ‘Something has happened to Stuart,’ he growled. 
 
           ‘And as you could see, the boy is struggling to cope. Child Placement will have to consider things very carefully before making any important decisions.’ 
 
           Although he had no intention of admitting it, Johnny knew that she was right. After being grilled by the social worker, Issa had accompanied him to a terraced house a short drive from the police station, where Stuart had been placed in the care of a couple who specialised in short-term fostering. They had sat together in a dingy living room for twenty minutes under the watchful eye of the woman carer. Stuart had barely acknowledged his grandfather and said next to nothing. Johnny had tried to make some conversation but it was a struggle. When their time was up, the boy had slid off the sofa and disappeared without a word. 
 
           ‘Burnip will have to make a report and then there will be a case meeting,’ the sergeant continued, ‘and then—’ 
 
           ‘How long will all that take?’ Wearied by all the talk – and all the silences – Johnny crushed the cup in his fist and dropped it into a recycling bin. After the meeting with Stuart, Issa had brought him to the morgue to formally identify the bodies of Jennifer and Paul. For some reason, the place looked even more depressing in the daylight. The guy who had taken a bribe to let him in the night before was nowhere to be seen. Probably fast asleep at home ahead of his next night shift. 
 
           ‘I don’t know,’ Issa admitted. ‘Perhaps a few weeks. Maybe longer.’ 
 
           ‘And in the meantime?’ 
 
           ‘In the meantime, Stuart will be well looked after and we will schedule regular visits for you to see him.’ 
 
           Weeks. Johnny had not anticipated such a development. He would have to talk to Meggett about finding new lodgings that would be more suited to an extended stay. 
 
           Issa gestured down the corridor. ‘Are you ready to do this?’ 
 
           Johnny looked at the doors he had walked through the night before. He had no particular desire to walk through them again, but he could handle it. ‘Yes, of course. Let’s go.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The room was pretty much as he had left it the night before. Mother and son were still dead. Johnny had no interest in putting on a show of grief for the watching policewoman. Stepping up to each gurney in turn, his hands grasped firmly behind his back, he made each identification with a quick nod of the head before turning on his heel and walking briskly out of the room.  
 
           Heading outside, he stood in the car park, watching as a bus struggled to get past a parked van. It had recently stopped raining and the atmosphere was fresh. As the respective drivers started shouting at each other, Johnny took a succession of deep breaths, drawing the cold air deep into his lungs in an attempt to expel the smell of death. The pain in his heart he dispatched with a baleful shrug.  
 
           Now was not the time for reflection, for grief. 
 
           That would come later. 
 
           Perhaps. 
 
           It was a strange thing to admit but the horror of his daughter’s slaying had left him energised. He had not felt this focused in a long time. A man with a purpose. 
 
           A man reborn. 
 
           After some further shouting, the traffic dispute was resolved by the van reversing down the road at some speed. Reaching for his phone, he called Meggett. 
 
           ‘Hamilton Gorham’s report on Haider Atlas will be ready in a couple of hours. The long and short of it is that the guy is a major-league villain,’ Meggett coughed. ‘Very dangerous. Out of our league, I’d say.’ 
 
           No one’s out of my league, Johnny reflected. 
 
           ‘Gorham says it’ll be easy to pull together the stuff. Most of it can be found on the internet already.’ 
 
           ‘Hm.’ Johnny wasn’t the kind of guy to go surfing. 
 
           ‘Apparently, the guy is into everything. Wanted by half the law enforcement agencies in the world.’ 
 
           ‘But he comes and goes as he likes,’ Johnny mused, ‘and he doesn’t get arrested.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, well, there is that. But you know what it’s like.’ 
 
           ‘He has some kind of protection.’ 
 
           ‘Maybe. According to Gorham, he’s a guy you should leave well alone.’ 
 
           Don’t tell me what to do. ‘Noted,’ said Johnny gruffly. 
 
           ‘That’s just what he said. Don’t shoot the messenger.’ 
 
           ‘No, sorry.’ 
 
           ‘And,’ Meggett added, trying to lighten the tone, ‘he says that this one will be another freebie.’ 
 
           ‘He is getting generous in his old age.’  
 
           ‘Next time though, he’s definitely going to charge you.’ 
 
           ‘That’s perfectly reasonable.’ Johnny kicked at a small stone lying on the tarmac and missed. ‘However, there won’t be a next time.’ 
 
           ‘Let’s hope not,’ was his comrade’s slightly weary response. 
 
           Generosity only stretches so far, Johnny mused. He was a long way from home and there were only so many favours that he could call in from relative strangers. Overall, he was pleased with himself for making the best of his contacts; blundering into London all guns blazing when he didn’t really know who he was aiming to shoot would clearly have been a big mistake. But you could spend too much time assessing the lie of the land. He knew who the guilty parties were, more or less. The time for talking was over. It was time to get things wrapped up as quickly as possible so that he could focus his attention on gaining custody of Stuart. ‘What about everything else?’ 
 
           ‘All under control. The undertakers are on standby. They have dealt with situations like this before. We just need to call them when the time comes.’ There was a pause. ‘I assume you want to go for a cremation?’ 
 
           Johnny hadn’t thought about it. 
 
           ‘Makes everything a lot easier.’ 
 
           ‘Alright.’ Johnny wasn’t sure that he was sold on the idea but he could always change his mind later. 
 
           Meggett mentioned the cost in a tone that made it clear he considered it extortionate. 
 
           ‘That’s fine,’ Johnny said calmly, oblivious to the financial concerns of lesser mortals. ‘Thank you for sorting that out.’ 
 
           Issa appeared, head down, pushing through the doors of the morgue entrance. Seeing that he was on the phone, she came to a halt at a respectful distance.  
 
           ‘I’ve got to go,’ Johnny said hastily. ‘Meet me back at the hotel in a couple of hours.’ Ending the call, he stepped over to the sergeant. ‘The funeral arrangements are in hand.’ 
 
           Issa nodded. ‘It might be a while yet, though, I’m afraid.’ Seeing the irritation in his face, she added quickly: ‘I would do something about it if I could, but it’s the standard protocol. While we have an ongoing investigation it is very difficult to get the release of—’  
 
           Johnny waved away her explanation with a wave of his hand. ‘Why didn’t you tell me about the other murders?’ 
 
           ‘Rodrigo and her boyfriend?’ Issa blushed slightly. ‘It’s not my case.’ 
 
           ‘It’s highly relevant.’ 
 
           ‘It’s certainly a terrible mess.’ Stepping around a dirty puddle, Issa began walking towards the car. ‘But I have to defer to DI Cheeseman. Not to mention Inspector Sellers.’ 
 
           Johnny followed, half a yard behind her. ‘If you want information, it’s a two-way street.’  
 
           ‘Of course,’ Issa said stiffly, ‘but we are the police.’ 
 
           ‘A two-way street,’ Johnny repeated. 
 
           ‘We have been forthcoming. There is basically nothing now that you do not know.’ 
 
           Haider Atlas? Johnny wondered. Do you know about him? Herzog claimed not have given the cops his name but, then again, the woman had lied about everything else. ‘Are you sure about that?’ 
 
           ‘Certainly, you know everything I know.’ Issa kept walking. ‘We all want the same thing. We should be able to help each other.’ 
 
           Cops. They’re the same everywhere. Less than impressed with the sergeant’s pitch, Johnny restricted himself to a banal, ‘I will do whatever I can to make sure that my daughter’s killers are dealt with.’ 
 
           ‘Within the rule of law.’  
 
           Within the rule of the law of the jungle. Johnny looked down at the wet tarmac. 
 
           Approaching her car, Issa pulled out her car keys and pointed them at the vehicle. There was a loud bleep as the door locks clicked open. She turned to face Johnny. ‘We can deal with them, if we get the help and cooperation we need.’ 
 
           ‘So what do you want me to do?’ 
 
           Issa reached for the door handle. ‘Share information, that’s all. It makes sense. Apart from anything else, your cooperation with the police will go some way to helping you when it comes to getting custody of Stuart.’ 
 
           Some way. Johnny headed for the passenger door. ‘I’ve told you all that I know.’ 
 
           ‘What happened to Richard Neary?’ 
 
           ‘He jumped off a hotel balcony.’ Johnny made it almost sound as if it was an everyday occurrence.  
 
           ‘I read the police report. There were gunshots. Someone else was there when he jumped.’ 
 
           ‘It wasn’t me.’ 
 
           Issa’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you sure about that?’ 
 
           ‘If you’ve read all the reports, you’ll have seen that I already had this conversation with the Hong Kong police. Whatever the rumours and conflicting reports, the fact is that the final verdict was suicide. The case was closed in less than forty-eight hours.’ 
 
           ‘How very efficient,’ said Issa drily. 
 
           ‘In my experience, the police there are very efficient.’ Irritated by the impromptu interrogation, Johnny drummed his fingers on the roof of the car. ‘Look, Richard was a very troubled man. Self-destructive in many different ways. He was doing drugs. He used prostitutes. He had financial troubles. Once, he even had an eating disorder. It’s fair to say that he wasn’t exactly the ideal son-in-law. I’m not really that surprised that things turned out the way they did. But I saw him the day before he died and he didn’t really seem much different to usual. Then again, you never really know what’s going on below the surface, do you?’ 
 
           ‘Did he get Jennifer and Paul killed?’ 
 
           Of course he did. Johnny shrugged. ‘Maybe, I don’t know.’ 
 
           Issa fixed him with her best cop stare. ‘Did you kill him?’ 
 
           ‘No.’ Johnny did not blink. ‘Despite everything, he was still family.’ 
 
           ‘I don’t get the impression that you are the kind of guy who would let someone treat your daughter badly.’ 
 
           ‘He was still the father of my grandkids.’ 
 
           ‘But still,’ Issa tried not to smile but couldn’t help herself, ‘you didn’t answer my question. Did you kill him?’ 
 
           ‘No,’ Johnny smiled back. ‘Apart from anything else, I’m retired. Some of the things I might have got up to in my youth, well, I’m simply not capable of doing any of that kind of stuff anymore.’ 
 
      
 
           This time, there was no outing for the red raincoat. Wearing a pair of grey jeans and a black hoodie, Sandra Baig blended in perfectly with the largely gender-fluid locals as she stepped out on to the street. She hovered in front of the apartment building, looking one way and then the next, as if not entirely sure where she wanted to go. 
 
           Might as well get this over with. 
 
           Sprinting across the road to avoid the attentions of a number 8 bus, Hunter slipped between a couple of parked cars and appeared on the pavement directly in front of her. 
 
           ‘Sandra?’ 
 
           They both knew that it wasn’t really a question. Turning away from him, she pulled up her hood and walked right into a woman pushing a pram. 
 
           ‘Sorry.’ 
 
           The woman muttered something, before manoeuvring the buggy around Sandra and continuing on her way. 
 
           Hunter took his quarry by the arm.  
 
           ‘Ow,’ she squealed, ‘you don’t have to grab me so hard.’ 
 
           ‘I think we should go and have a talk. Inside.’ 
 
           ‘Are you a cop?’ 
 
           ‘No. My name’s Daniel Hunter. I’m working for your father.’ Sensing her relax slightly, he released his grip. ‘He’s worried about you.’ 
 
           ‘I’m worried about him.’ As she retraced her steps, Hunter bounced on the balls of his feet, ready to pounce if she made another attempt to flee. 
 
           Punching a code into the keypad by the door, she led him back into the dimly-lit building. Trying to ignore the stale cooking smells in the hallway, Hunter waited patiently while she found her key and opened the door to the flat. 
 
           ‘Come on in.’ 
 
           ‘How long have you been here?’ Hunter followed her inside.  
 
           ‘A while.’ 
 
           They walked down a short corridor, past a living room, largely empty, save for a large yellow plastic bag sitting on the carpet bearing the legend Divine DIY. The ends of a couple of wooden shelves were clearly visible, sticking out of the top.  
 
           Looks like some home improvements are on the agenda, Hunter mused. The place could certainly do with some TLC. As things stood, it had the vaguely-depressing feel of a typical rented property. Cheap furniture and no personal touches. At least it was clean and tidy.  
 
           Sandra caught him checking the place out and grinned. ‘You’re lucky. The cleaning lady was here this morning.’ 
 
           ‘You have a cleaning lady?’ 
 
           ‘Why wouldn’t we have cleaning lady?’ she asked, irked. 
 
           ‘No particular reason, I suppose,’ said Hunter defensively. 
 
           At the end of the corridor was a tiny kitchen, barely enough room for two people to stand up in without rubbing up against each other. Standing by the sink, Sandra filled a kettle and put it on to boil. 
 
           ‘Want a cup of tea?’ 
 
           ‘Sure, why not?’ Hunter stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame. 
 
           She pulled a couple of mugs from the dishwasher. ‘So, why are you here?’ 
 
           ‘Your father’s worried about you,’ Hunter repeated. ‘He’s glad that you’re still alive, obviously, but—’  
 
           ‘The others are dead.’ Clutching a London Olympics mug to her breast, Sandra stared dreamily out of the window. Her original companions, the boys she had run off to Syria with, had perished. 
 
           ‘I know.’ Hunter had the distinct impression that she was playing him, but said nothing. For his part, he had no intention of explaining about his own Syrian adventures. ‘You’re very lucky.’ While the kettle built up a head of steam, he contemplated her profile against the window. Compared to the girl he remembered from the family photographs her parents had shown him, her features were sharper and her eyes seemed darker. All the soft edges had been sharpened.  
 
           You’re not a kid anymore, are you? Hunter reminded himself that this was a woman who knew how to use a weapon; a woman who was supposed to have killed a man. Don’t get too relaxed. 
 
           ‘It all seems such a long time ago.’ Breaking from her reverie, she took a teabag from a box and placed it in one of the mugs. ‘But it’s only months.’ 
 
           ‘You’ve had quite an adventure.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, an adventure.’ Something seemed to amuse her.  
 
           ‘But now you’re back.’ Time to get down to business. ‘He had no idea how long her hospitality would last. ‘Your father wants to see you. He also wants you to give yourself up.’ 
 
           The kettle had come to the boil. Half filling the mug with water, she handed it to Hunter. He looked at the bag floating in the darkening water.  
 
           ‘I never know how long to leave it in,’ she explained. ‘If you want milk, there’s some in the fridge. We don’t have any sugar.’ 
 
           ‘Thanks.’ Stepping over to the sink, Hunter fished out the bag and took a cautious sip. 
 
           Awful. 
 
           He gave her a weak smile and resumed his position in the doorway. ‘If you hand yourself in, we can get you into one of the government’s deradicalisation programmes for returning jihadis.’ 
 
           She raised an eyebrow. ‘Who says I’m a returning jihadi? Who says I need to be deradicalised?’ 
 
           ‘Well—’   
 
           ‘What does that even mean, anyway?’ 
 
           ‘Before you left,’ Hunter persisted, trying to play the cheery uncle, ‘you got good exam grades, you could go to university.’ 
 
           Folding her arms, Sandra rested her backside against the sink. ‘You think so?’ A curious smile crossed her lips.  
 
           ‘Sure why not?’ 
 
           ‘And what about me?’ 
 
           ‘Eh?’ Turning, Hunter caught a glimpse of a chubby young man storming towards him with crazed looked on his face and a hammer in his hand. 
 
           Don’t get too relaxed. Hunter threw up a hand, covering himself in tea in the process. The first blow hit him on the shoulder, causing him to sag. 
 
           ‘Radwan!’ Sandra shrieked. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
           Her husband replied by giving their visitor a fearsome crack across the skull.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘There isn’t much blood.’ Sandra’s tone was more curiosity than concern. ‘Have you killed him?’  
 
           ‘Nah.’ Radwan gave the body lying in their hallway a half-hearted kick. ‘I can do, though.’ 
 
           She gave him a smack on the arse. ‘He wasn’t a cop, you idiot. He was working for my dad.’ 
 
           I knew that you shouldn’t have gone looking for your old man. Tossing the hammer onto the carpet, Radwan kept the thought to himself. ‘What shall we do with him?’ 
 
           ‘How the hell should I know?’ Sandra felt a familiar sense of desperation mixed with despair. The boy was hopeless. She had a sudden realisation that he was going to come to a sticky end. And, unless she acted quickly, he would drag her down with him. ‘We can’t exactly carry him out of here and dump him in the street, can we?’ 
 
           ‘I suppose not,’ Radwan conceded. ‘That was one advantage that Raqqa has over London. No one would have batted an eyelid over there. You could dump anything in the street, no problem.’ 
 
           ‘Now is not the time for your crappy jokes.’ Stepping over the body, Sandra headed for the bedroom. ‘We’ve got to get out of here. You need to call your father and tell him what’s happened. He’s really going to be pissed off at this. We were supposed to keep a low profile.’ 
 
           ‘Low profile,’ Radwan scoffed as he followed her into the bedroom, ‘after all the stuff we’ve done for Miriam? How was any of that low profile?’ 
 
           ‘That was different,’ Sandra snapped. ‘No one knows who did that. No one knows that we had anything to do with it. Trying to smash someone’s brains out in your own home is rather different. Don’t you get that?’ Sandra began pulling clothes from a small wardrobe. ‘At least we haven’t got much stuff.’ Radwan reached for a pair of jeans but she shooed him away. ‘Go and call your father. Do it now.’ 
 
      
 
           Haider’s verdict was scathing. ‘You are an idiot.’ 
 
           ‘But the guy attacked us!’ Radwan squealed. ‘In the flat.’ 
 
           ‘That’s another thing,’ Haider groaned, ‘the property can be traced back to me.’ With the American in the ground, no one should be looking that closely but you never knew. There had been no repercussions from the killing of Zach Keeble – and the bodies of Keeble and his associates would never be found – but you never knew what material the CIA man had left behind for his colleagues to review. One thing was certain, someone would come knocking, sooner or later. ‘What did I tell you? All you had to do was behave like a normal human being.’ 
 
           ‘A normal human being?’ Radwan spluttered. ‘What would you know about that?’ 
 
           ‘I gave you money. An apartment. Found you work. Miriam Herzog took you under her wing. And what have you done, other than fuck things up?’ 
 
           ‘But, Dad—’  
 
           Haider gripped the phone so tightly it felt like it would implode. ‘Don’t call me Father. You’re such an idiot that I’m not even sure that you’re my son. I have to admit, I’ve always had doubts.’ 
 
           ‘Fuck you,’ the boy sniveled. 
 
           Fuck you, too. Struggling to keep his anger under control, Haider took a deep breath. ‘Speak to Miriam. She will help you. But this is the last time. You have fucked up once too often. After this, you’re on your own. Don’t try and call me again. This number will be deactivated in the next few hours.’ 
 
           Feeling his eyes well up, Radwan wiped his face with the sleeve of his shirt. ‘Call Miriam,’ he muttered. ‘Alright, you old bastard, I’ll call Miriam but you won’t like it.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Where’s Danny?’ Herzog scowled as she realised that her beau was nowhere to be seen. ‘Why didn’t he come and pick me up?’ 
 
           ‘He’s working. He had to do some things for me today. That’s why I sent the car to pick you up.’ Dominic Silver had been nonplussed when his sometime client had turned up at the gallery, looking some way short of her usual composed self. Hunter himself was nowhere to be found, having sloped off to try and find Sandra Baig. For the moment, he wasn’t answering his phone. 
 
           ‘I had to wait more than an hour. In the middle of nowhere.’ Herzog looked like she wanted to smack her rescuer. 
 
           This is your own fault, Silver thought dolefully, for getting involved in a major domestic. He took a carefully-calibrated step backwards, just out of reach of her right hook. 
 
           ‘Anything could have happened to me.’ 
 
           I very much doubt that. Silver had no doubt that Herzog was more than capable of looking after herself.  
 
           ‘Then the bloody taxi driver got lost on the way back.’ 
 
           ‘Well, I’m sorry about that.’  
 
           ‘All these people you book via these damn apps, they don’t have a bloody clue. None of them have done The sodding Knowledge. They couldn’t find their arse with both hands and a flashlight.’ 
 
           ‘Sorry,’ Silver repeated. Why the hell was he apologising? The only woman who could demand an apology of him for no good reason was his wife. It was a rule he didn’t like to break without good reason. 
 
           Hands on hips, Herzog took a deep breath.  
 
           Silver waited patiently for her to compose herself.  
 
           ‘I need your help,’ she said finally. ‘Yours and Danny’s.’ 
 
           ‘Okay.’ Curious now, he invited her to step into his office. ‘Maybe I could get you a glass of something?’ 
 
           Herzog made no objection when he poured her an extremely large glass of fifteen-year-old Dalmore. Taking a more modest measure for himself, Silver settled behind his desk. 
 
           ‘Cheers.’ 
 
           Herzog responded by taking a couple of rapid gulps of whisky. 
 
           ‘So, what is the problem?’ 
 
           ‘Not what,’ Herzog muttered from behind her glass, ‘who? A gentleman called Johnny Law.’ 
 
           Silver contemplated the name for a few moments, coming up blank. ‘Never heard of him.’ 
 
           Between further gulps of Scotch, Herzog gave a carefully-edited explanation of her unpleasant run-in with Richard Neary’s father-in-law. When she got to the bit about the would-be execution in the parking garage, Silver started to laugh. 
 
           ‘What’s so bloody funny?’ she hissed, readying to hurl her glass at his head. ‘The bugger could have killed me.’ 
 
           ‘You really do mix with some interesting people,’ Silver chuckled. ‘This psycho pensioner sounds like he’s really quite something.’ 
 
           Herzog reached for the bottle and helped herself to a refill. ‘You’ve been around. So has Danny, I need you to protect me from this guy.’ 
 
           Silver scratched his head. When it came to business – and crime – his longevity was down, in no small part, to avoiding trouble. He was willing to go the extra mile for Miriam Herzog the client; equally, when it came to Miriam Herzog the shit-magnet, he happily would run a mile the other way. He placed his glass on the desk and adopted a grave expression. ‘Look, I don’t know all of the ins and outs—’  
 
           Herzog started to say something but he signalled for her to let him say his piece. 
 
           ‘—and I most certainly don’t want to know it all. Ignorance is bliss and all that. But it certainly seems like things have gotten completely out of control. The best thing you can do is go to the police – with your lawyer – and tell them the full story, whatever that is. Otherwise, things are going to end badly.’ 
 
           ‘You’re not going to help me? 
 
           ‘This is me helping you. And I’m sure that Danny would say the same thing.’ 
 
           At mention of her lover, Herzog’s face darkened.  
 
           ‘It’s good to see you two getting on so, erm, well, but you really need to sort this thing out. Right now, if not sooner.’ 
 
           ‘Okay,’ Herzog took another hearty drink, ‘I’ll think about it.’  
 
           The time for thinking about it is over, sweetheart. Before Silver could articulate the thought, the sound of an upbeat ringtone came from his client’s bag.  
 
           Pulling out her phone Herzog looked at the screen. ‘Sorry, I’ve got to take this.’  
 
           ‘Sure thing,’ he said wearily. 
 
           ‘Won’t take long.’ Rising from her chair, she slipped out of the office and into the gallery proper. 
 
           ‘Yes?’ 
 
           ‘You’ve got a deal.’ 
 
           Some good news at last. Herzog smiled. ‘Very good. Let’s get together. There’s something else you can do for me at the same time. And, don’t worry, I will make it worth your while.’ 
 
      
 
           Sandra tossed a small backpack full of clothes at Radwan. ‘Did you make the call?’ 
 
           Letting the bag fall at his feet, the boy scratched his crotch. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
           ‘And? What did Haider say?’ 
 
           ‘He is going to get Miriam to sort us out. I’m going to see her now.’ 
 
           Sandra’s face lightened slightly. At least Herzog was reliable. ‘We’ll go together.’ 
 
           ‘No,’ Radwan said hastily. ‘My mistake, I’ll do it.’ 
 
           Sandra looked at him suspiciously.  
 
           Picking up the bag, he pulled it over his shoulder. ‘It’s getting late. You go and get us a hotel room for tonight. I’ll go and find out what the plan is.’ 
 
           Sandra thought about it for a minute. Was Radwan thinking of dumping her, the same way that she was thinking of dumping him? It didn’t matter: he couldn’t go very far; she had both their passports. ‘Okay,’ she said finally, ‘but no more fuck-ups.’ 
 
           ‘That goes for both of us.’ Taking a flat key from the front of his jeans, Radwan dropped it on the bed; no need for that anymore, given that they wouldn’t be coming back. ‘Choose a hotel a decent distance away. Not somewhere round here.’ 
 
           ‘Obviously.’ Shaking her head, Sandra pushed her trolley case towards the door, hesitating when she realised that there was still a body lying in the hallway. ‘How’s he doing?’ 
 
           ‘Still sleeping.’ 
 
           ‘Is he dead?’ 
 
           ‘Does it matter?’ 
 
           Sandra tentatively stepped out of the bedroom. There was more blood, but still not enough to reach the hammer which lay only a few inches from the guy’s head. What was his name? She couldn’t bring it to mind; their conversation in the kitchen already seemed like it had taken place years ago. The man wasn’t moving but she could see that he was still breathing. She felt an unfamiliar stab of guilt. The guy had been trying to help her father. Should she call 999? Or was it too late already? If Radwan’s turned him into a vegetable, she thought sadly, would he even want to wake up? 
 
           Turning, she pulled the case towards the front door. ‘I’m out of here,’ she shouted over her shoulder. ‘I’ll give you a call later. Make sure you take the sodding hammer when you go.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Striding into the reception of HDP’s offices, Johnny approached the mousey blonde who was sitting behind the reception desk.  
 
           Looking up from her computer, the girl gave him her best smile. ‘Good morning. How may I help you?’ 
 
           ‘Good morning.’ Johnny gestured at the seat in which she was sitting. ‘What happened to the other girl?’ 
 
           ‘Dunno,’ the receptionist shrugged. ‘Maybe she got another job. The agency sent me yesterday. This is my second day here.’ 
 
           ‘Good luck. I hope it goes well.’  
 
           ‘Thank you,’ the girl smiled some more. 
 
           ‘I’m here to see Miriam Herzog.’ 
 
           The girl’s face fell. ‘She’s not here at the moment.’ 
 
           Not in very often, is she? ‘I’ve got an appointment.’ Johnny lied. 
 
           ‘You have?’ Frowning, the girl began tapping at her keyboard. ‘I’m afraid IT hasn’t given me access to her diary yet and—’  
 
           ‘Don’t worry about it.’ Turning on his heel, Johnny headed back to the lifts. ‘We can reschedule.’ 
 
           ‘Do you want me to tell her you were here?’ the girl called after him. 
 
           ‘Don’t worry,’ Johnny replied, ‘I’ll get hold of her directly.’ 
 
           On the ground floor he bought a double espresso from a spotty guy selling coffee from a cart in the foyer. Downing it in a single gulp, he crushed the paper cup in his hand and dropped it into a waste bin. Starting for the exit, his phone started vibrating in his pocket. 
 
           It was a message from Meggett. 
 
           MH at home.  
 
           Squinting at the screen, he noted that the text had been sent almost an hour ago. How the hell could that have taken so long to come through? Complaining to himself, he called his comrade. 
 
           ‘Is she still there?’ 
 
           ‘Yes. And she’s got a visitor. A young lad.’ 
 
           Radwan Atlas. Johnny smiled. 
 
           ‘Maybe they’re at it.’ Meggett sounded quite excited by the prospect. ‘Want me to go in and surprise them?’ 
 
           ‘Wait for me to get there,’ Johnny said firmly. ‘Let me know if anyone leaves.’ 
 
      
 
           Sitting on the sofa, Radwan half-heartedly sipped at a bottle of Polish beer while trying not to stare at the impressive stash of porn DVDs lying next to the TV.  
 
           Following his line of vision, Herzog bent down and picked one up. ‘Want to watch?’ she asked, waving a Collector’s Edition copy of Billie does Bradford lazily in the air. For some reason, the movie had been one of Hadley’s favourites. Her late girlfriend had a particular interest in gonzo British smut that Herzog had never shared. 
 
           Just another reason why we were never that compatible.  
 
           ‘Er, no,’ Radwan blushed. ‘I was just, I mean—’ 
 
           ‘Don’t you like watching?’ she teased. 
 
           ‘No,’ the boy blushed harder, ‘it’s all so old school, you know? No one uses DVDs anymore, do they?’ 
 
           You care about the technology? Herzog decided that there was no way she was going to bestow any of her sexual favours on such a nerd. 
 
           ‘It’s all just downloads and stuff these days, innit.’ 
 
           Innit? The boy might not be very forward in the sex department but he was clearly picking up the local vernacular. Herzog tossed Billie back on the pile. ‘I had a call from your father.’ 
 
           ‘Oh?’ Radwan visibly stiffened. 
 
           ‘He’s says you’ve gotten into some kind of difficulty.’ 
 
           ‘Someone found us.’ 
 
           ‘Who.’ 
 
           ‘I dunno. Some bloke Sandra’s dad sent looking for her. I had to smack him about a bit. We had to, erm, like evacuate the flat, you know?’ Exhausted by having to provide such an extensive explanation, he took another swig of Tyskie.  
 
           Herzog nodded. It was clear that the boy was going to crash and burn. That was no bad thing, however, as long as he took care of Haider – and Johnny Law – first. ‘Where’s Sandra?’ 
 
           ‘She went to get us a place for tonight. Haider said you would sort us out, longer-term.’ 
 
           Longer-term as in a couple of weeks. This was no time for beating about the bush. ‘When are you going to kill him?’ 
 
           ‘Whenever you like. I can go to France tomorrow, if you like.’ A thought suddenly hit him. ‘If Sandra’s packed the passports.’ 
 
           What a fucking amateur.  
 
           Sensing her annoyance, he gave an apologetic shrug. ‘I’m sure she has. She’s very good at that kind of thing.’ 
 
           And you’re good at killing people. They were a team of sorts. Herzog took a deep breath. ‘Okay, let’s assume she’s got your passport. If she hasn’t we can always get another one, although it might take a week or so. Either way, there is something – someone – I need you take care of first.’ 
 
           The boy finished his beer. ‘You have a lot of enemies, don’t you?’ 
 
           ‘Occupational hazard. But this guy is no big deal, just a pensioner who once worked for my father. And feels I somehow owe him a living.’ A nice, simple cover story, more than enough for the purposes of this conversation. 
 
           Radwan nodded. ‘Did you get on with your dad?’ 
 
           ‘Well, yes.’ Herzog was taken aback by the rather personal question. ‘We were close. I still miss him.’ 
 
           ‘Haider’s a bastard. I won’t miss him.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, well, under the proposed circumstances, I should hope not.’ She gestured at the empty bottle. ‘Want another beer?’ 
 
           ‘Sure,’ Radwan smiled, ‘why not?’ 
 
      
 
           By the time she returned from the kitchen, her guest had managed to switch on the DVD player. On the screen, Billie was in the middle of vigorously entertaining a trio of elderly gentlemen in a Yorkshire old folk’s home. With one hand stuck down his trousers, Radwan seemed quite taken with the storyline. 
 
           Urgh. Pressing the bottle into his free hand, Herzog grabbed a box of tissues from a nearby shelf and tossed them onto the sofa before beating a hasty retreat. ‘I’ve got to make a few calls. If you need anything else, just help yourself.’  
 
           Radwan grunted his appreciation of her hospitality.  
 
           Back in the kitchen, Billie’s rising excitement was clearly audible. Closing the door, Herzog poured herself a large gin. ‘If I ever get out of this mess,’ she muttered to herself between gulps, ‘I’m gonna become a nun. Or a teacher or something. Certainly no more playing hostess to masturbating mass murderers.’ The pile of erotic DVDs would go straight into the recycling as well. It was time to move on to a new chapter in her life, a classier chapter. Picking her phone off the granite worktop, she called Hunter, groaning as the call went to voicemail.  
 
           ‘Danny this is me. Look, I know you’re working at the moment but give me a call when you get the chance. It would be good to hook up.’ She paused, unsure how best to sign off, before ending with a hasty, ‘Bye.’ 
 
           Was she falling for Hunter? Not really but the relationship was getting comfortable. Surprisingly, that didn’t seem to be a problem. He didn’t really want anything from her – apart from the sex, of course – which made everything so much easier. Herzog took another mouthful of gin. 
 
           Definitely not a nun. Maybe just a middle-aged woman with a steady boyfriend. Dropping the phone back on the worktop, she let out an embarrassed titter. Maybe she would end up turning into a normal person after all. What would her father have made of it? 
 
           From down the corridor, the doorbell rang, snapping her from her reverie. 
 
           ‘Mrs bloody Cruikshank that’s all I need.’ 
 
           Her neighbor, a retired doctor who had buried her husband the year before, had a very low tolerance to noise, especially the sounds of other people enjoying themselves. 
 
           The bell rang for a second time, slightly longer this time. 
 
           Herzog knew that not answering wasn’t an option. Mrs Cruikshank wasn’t shy about calling the police. One time the stupid buggers had even turned up. She had been in the middle of giving Richard Neary a prostate massage at the time. It had all been very embarrassing, not to mention messy.  
 
           A third ring. 
 
           ‘Alright,’ she muttered, ‘I’m coming.’ Taking a final slurp of the gin, she weaved out of the kitchen, shouting at Radwan to turn down the TV before padding down the hallway and pulling open the door. 
 
           ‘Sorry, Mrs C, I—’ 
 
           A hand reached out and pushed her back inside. 
 
           Oh shit. Herzog stumbled backwards. So much for ‘Plan B’.  
 
           Johnny law stepped over the threshold and carefully closed the door behind him.  
 
           ‘I thought you were going to call me.’ 
 
           Herzog saw the gun in Johnny’s hand. This time, a silencer had been attached to the end of the barrel. Christ, this time he is going to kill me. She started to say something but the bile rising in her throat stopped the words from getting out. 
 
           From down the corridor, Billie showed no sign of piping down. 
 
           Johnny glanced towards the living room. ‘Is he here?’ 
 
           Nodding, Herzog felt warm tears running down her cheeks.  
 
           ‘Is he on his own in there?’ 
 
           ‘Yes,’ sliding down the wall, she sat on the floor with a bump. ‘He’s watching a DVD.’  
 
           ‘Good.’ 
 
           ‘Radwan was the one who did it,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘He shot Jennifer and your grandson. Actually pulled the trigger. I had nothing to do with it.’ 
 
           ‘I rather doubt that.’ Taking two steps past the sobbing woman, Johnny turned and shot her between the eyes. Without pausing to contemplate his handiwork, he strode into the living room to be confronted by the sight of a fat kid, sitting on the sofa, his trousers pushed around his knees.  
 
           ‘What a way to go.’ Johnny put the first shot in the TV and the second in Radwan’s abdomen. As the kid started to scream, he put a second into the centre of his chest. 
 
           ‘Your father will be next.’ 
 
           For a moment, he enjoyed the silence. Unscrewing the silencer, he placed it in his pocket along with the gun and headed for the door. 
 
      
 
           As he stepped out onto the landing, Johnny was accosted by a stern-looking silver-haired woman.  
 
           ‘Is Ms Herzog in?’ 
 
           ‘Er, not at the moment.’ Pulling the door closed, he edged towards the stairs. 
 
           The woman eyed him suspiciously from behind a pair of metal-framed glasses. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
           ‘I’m a friend of hers,’ Johnny said, giving her a smile. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
           The woman pointed towards an open door on the far side of the landing. ‘I’m Susannah Cruikshank, I live next door.’ 
 
           Hovering at the top of the stairs, Johnny buttoned up his coat. 
 
           ‘I have terrible trouble with the noise. The walls are so thin, you see.’ 
 
           ‘I know exactly what you mean. I hate it when my peace and quiet gets disturbed. It’s so inconsiderate, isn’t it? I mean noise pollution can be so intrusive, can’t it?’ 
 
           ‘Yes,’ the woman agreed, happy to have found a kindred spirit. ‘Especially when you have sensitive hearing, like me.’ 
 
           ‘Sensitive hearing is a real problem.’ Johnny moved down one step and then another, so that he was looking her straight in the eye. ‘But you don’t need to worry, it was just the TV. It’s stopped now.’ 
 
           ‘All those terrible noises,’ the woman tutted. ‘It’s a regular occurrence. I’ve had to call the police out before now, you know.’ 
 
           ‘Well, I think this time it will be fine.’ Giving her a gentle wave, Johnny continued on his way. ‘There won’t be a problem anymore.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All that remained of the victim’s presence in the room was a blood-soaked sofa and a box of extra-strength tissues. Stan Cheeseman scratched his head in an attempt to control his glee. Herzog was dead. So too was a young adult male, yet to be identified, who was now the prime suspect in both the Rodrigo and Neary killings, on account of the pair of semi-automatics found in his bag at the scene. Four murders! In one go! It was a far better outcome than he could have ever dared dream of. There were a few loose ends – notably Herzog’s boyfriend, Danny Hunter, who had ended up in hospital after a vicious beating – but someone else could deal with those. As things stood, this was the biggest result of his career. By a million miles. ‘Case closed’, he trilled, ‘case bloody closed.’  
 
           As he did a little jig, Sergeant Issa appeared in the doorway. ‘What?’ 
 
           ‘Huh? Nothing.’ Embarrassed, the detective inspector stopped dancing and pointed at the sofa. ‘They’re going to have real trouble getting that cleaned.’ 
 
           ‘It’ll have to be tossed,’ was Issa’s verdict. ‘What a way to go die.’  
 
           ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Cheeseman pulled out his phone. ‘I can think of worse ways to go.’ 
 
           Stepping over to the TV, Issa picked up an open DVD box. ‘Billie does Bradford?’ 
 
           ‘Does what it says on the tin,’ Cheeseman grinned, before quickly adding, ‘by the looks of things.’  
 
           ‘Hm.’ Issa placed the box on top of a pile of similar titles. ‘Looks like Miriam Herzog was quite the connoisseur.’ 
 
           ‘What about the neighbor?’ Cheeseman asked, tiring of the porn talk. ‘Anything there?’ 
 
           ‘One neighbor,’ Issa sighed. ‘A retired doctor called Susannah Cruikshank. I think she’s a bit loopy. She spent twenty minutes telling me about her sensitive hearing. She hopes that whoever takes over this place is a lot quieter than Miriam Herzog.’ 
 
           ‘Was she home when it happened?’ 
 
           ‘Yeah, but she says she didn’t notice anything.’ 
 
           ‘What about her sensitive hearing? Surely she must have heard something?’ 
 
           ‘Only, quote, a succession of animalistic grunts and squeals, unquote.’ Issa pointed at the DVD player. ‘It was turned up loud for a while. She was going to come round and complain but then they stopped.’ 
 
           Cheeseman contemplated the destroyed flat screen. ‘Someone couldn’t be bothered to use the remote.’ 
 
           ‘The canvas of the building has been completed,’ Issa added, ‘a lot of people are out, but it doesn’t look like we’ve got any witnesses.’ 
 
           ‘It is what it is.’ Cheeseman fought to stop his glee bubbling back up to the surface. It gets better and better. As long as he had his man, the DI couldn’t care less who had splattered him all over the living room. That was a separate case that had been caught by a dour inspector called Dan Johnson. Best of all, Johnson had just come back from three weeks’ holiday in South Africa; there was no way on God’s earth he could guilt trip Cheeseman into abandoning his plans to revive his Irish fishing trip. Skipping from the room, he pulled up Mrs Castle’s number on his mobile. If his room was still available, he vowed that he would treat himself to a new rod.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Do the police usually come with you to the airport?’  
 
           Issa lifted the paper cup to her lips. Four quid for a cup of coffee. It was a total outrage. ‘That depends.’ 
 
           ‘Depends on what?’ 
 
           Johnny shoved his ticket into the back pocket of his jeans. The departures board showed that his flight to Nice was currently thirty minutes late. It was no big deal; there was no rush. Haider Atlas would be dead soon enough.  
 
           Vengeance complete. 
 
           No loose ends. 
 
           ‘Depends on whether they are involved in one of our investigations or not.’ 
 
           ‘I thought you had sewn everything up,’ he said equably. ‘You didn’t need me after all.’ 
 
           ‘There are still a few loose ends—’ 
 
           ‘There are always loose ends.’ In the mood for some duty-free shopping, he began walking towards passport control. ‘People like everything to be sealed off, completed, neatly finished and tied up in—’ he waved his arm in the air, searching for the word. 
 
           ‘Tied up with ribbon,’ Issa suggested. 
 
           ‘Yes, tied up with ribbon. Maybe things happen like that in a book, or on TV, but life is different. It’s messy. There’s always unfinished business.’ 
 
           Jogging to catch up, Issa fell in stride beside him. ‘Have you got unfinished business?’  
 
           ‘Me? No. I wanted to see Jen’s killers dealt with. That has happened. Thank you.’ 
 
           ‘We didn’t have much to do with it,’ Issa pointed out. 
 
           ‘You matched the weapons found on that boy—’ he paused again, as if struggling to recall the name. 
 
           Issa took the bait. ‘Radwan Atlas.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, thank you. You would have thought I would remember that. Anyway, he has been dealt with.’ 
 
           ‘Yes, but by who?’ 
 
           ‘I don’t care, particularly. If the man who did it presented himself in front of me now, I would shake his hand but I have no particular need to seek him out.’ 
 
           ‘Unlike the police,’ Issa said ruefully.  
 
           ‘Unlike the police,’ Johnny agreed. ‘But I’m sure you’ll get your man, sooner or later.’ 
 
           ‘Hm.’ 
 
           ‘Not so sure?’ He stopped and placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘You should be more of an optimist, Sergeant. Your job is too hard otherwise.’ 
 
           Issa’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you an optimist, Mr Law?’ 
 
           ‘Johnny, always Johnny. And yes, I think I am. Most of the time.’ He gestured at the line of people waiting to have their passports checked. ‘Now, unless you are planning on accompanying me airside, I think this is where we say goodbye.’ 
 
           ‘It’s a strange time to be leaving town,’ Issa mused. 
 
           ‘Strange? No. Why? You won’t let me bury my daughter. We are still waiting for the body to be released. You won’t let me take care of my grandson. We are still waiting for the report into my good character to be completed.’  
 
           ‘These things take time,’ said Issa lamely. 
 
           ‘So you keep telling me! So, why should I sit in dreary London, waiting, waiting, waiting for you all to make up your minds about things? A few days in the south of France visiting some old friends will do me good. Hopefully when I get back, we can have the funeral. Hopefully, your colleague will decide I am a fit and proper person to have custody of my grandson. Hopefully, life will go on.’ 
 
           ‘Hopefully.’ Issa smiled weakly. 
 
           ‘Like I said,’ Johnny chuckled as he strode away from her, ‘it always pays to be an optimist.’ 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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