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  How can a drug that makes people fall madly in love be a bad thing?


  So thinks Professor Carlos Bacci when he inadvertently unlocks the biochemical key to falling in love, and develops a drug capable of creating emotions indistinguishable from the real thing.


  Determined that the world should benefit from his discovery, he seeks funding and business advice from a private Swiss bank, owned by the secretive Kappel family. Unknown to Bacci, however, Helmut Kappel sees love as a sickness to be exploited, and has his own plan for abusing the drug’s power – a cynical nightmare of breathtaking arrogance far removed from Bacci’s naïve dream of spreading love around the world.
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  Thirty Years Later: 28 July


  Buzz, buzz, buzz.


  The pitch of the entrance buzzer cut through the low hum of air-conditioners, the silky purr of expensive scientific apparatus and the Eagles singing ‘Hotel California’ on the CD deck. The noise startled Professor Carlo Bacci, who was sitting in the office of his small private laboratory in the northern suburbs of Turin. He looked up from his computer screen and reached instinctively for the still-warm vial of white powder on the deck beside him. Its label read: ‘Test Sample. NiL Version #072. Trial #2. Imprint: Self’. He checked his watch. It was almost six o’clock in the afternoon. He had sent his technician home early so he could complete this final trial undisturbed.


  He opened the top drawer of the desk and retrieved a reusable second-generation vaccine gun no bigger than a lipstick holder with PowerDermic embossed into its beige polypropylene shell. He inserted the vial of white powder into its hollow base, then slipped it into the worn cotton jacket hanging over the back of his chair.


  Buzz, buzz, buzz.


  Despite the air-conditioning, beads of sweat formed on his high forehead and his heart beat faster. He was doing nothing wrong: how could bringing happiness to the person you love be wrong? Still, he knew that today’s trial was unethical, and old ethics died hard. He was almost sixty and had spent all his professional life in scientific research in the United States, working for Ivy League academic institutions and the big pharmaceutical companies. Years of dealing with profit-obsessed men in Armani suits, however, had taught him that paying lip-service to ethical guidelines didn’t always mean doing the right thing.


  And it never meant receiving the rewards and recognition he deserved.


  Buzz, buzz, buzz.


  He decided to ignore the buzzer and return to the computer screen to finish what he had started. In late July Italy was always hot, but this week the mercury hovered in the high thirties Celsius. Whoever was standing on the baking Tarmac outside the anonymous rental unit at the rear of the Agnelli business park would return if it was important.


  He smiled, and in the curved chrome of the desk lamp the olive skin around his dark eyes creased into a thousand wrinkles. He looked a little mad in the distorted reflection, but he didn’t care. He glanced at the photograph of his daughter on his desk. Isabella would never approve of what he was doing, but his resolve hardened when he thought of what Leo had done to her. When eventually he revealed his work to the world he was sure she would understand: his discovery meant that no one need ever be unhappy again.


  The screen showed a four-column spreadsheet entitled: ‘NiL Testing Schedule. Version #069’. The first column was labelled ‘Injection Date’; the second, ‘Subject’; the third, ‘Duration’. The fourth, ‘Genetic Facial Imprint’, contained computer-generated images of women’s faces. Fifteen trials had been recorded, not enough for a statistically significant sample but enough for Bacci to know that his drug worked.


  The ‘Injection Date’ column confirmed that the first twelve trials had taken place at weekly intervals over a three-month period. Each woman’s full contact details were noted below the image of her face, although none had been aware of the experiment. Most had never even met Bacci. The ‘Duration’ column showed that each trial had lasted between forty-seven and forty-nine hours. The same entry occurred on each line under ‘Subject’: ‘Self’. The twelfth trial had ended over a year ago, followed by a break of almost three months.


  When the trials had resumed, nine months ago, the pattern changed. The last three entries still occurred at weekly intervals, recorded duration was still around forty-eight hours, and employed the same subject. However, they featured only one ‘Genetic Facial Imprint’: the same woman’s image appeared in each experiment – she had a wide, round face, a button nose, warm hazel eyes and curly chestnut hair. Beneath it was her name, Maria Danza, her age, forty-four, an address and phone number.


  He scrolled down the table and a horizontal red line appeared. Under the line was a new heading: ‘NiL Testing Schedule. Version #072’. There was only one entry, dated three months after the last Version #069 trial, with the same subject, and genetic facial imprint, Maria Danza, but there was one crucial difference: ‘Duration’ contained the word ‘Ongoing’. That was six months ago.


  Bacci felt for the primed PowerDermic vaccine gun in his jacket pocket, then typed a second entry into the Version #072 table. Although he hadn’t yet injected the powder he planned to do it tonight, so he entered today’s date. He left the ‘Duration’ column blank and double-clicked on the fourth, importing an image from the database linked to the Genescope in the adjoining laboratory. The face that appeared under ‘Genetic Facial Imprint’ wasn’t a woman’s but Bacci’s. Beneath it he typed, ‘Self’. Finally he moved his cursor to ‘Subject’ and paused.


  The earlier trials had been unauthorized and unorthodox, but they had only affected himself. Today’s trial was different: he was stepping over an ethical line he had never crossed before. But it will be definitive, he told himself. It will prove beyond doubt that the drug works and guarantee funding. His cousin Marco Trapani had already recommended a private bank. Anyway, he thought, this is bigger than Maria and me, and if it makes us happy in the process, where’s the harm? Anyone else would use the drug if they had the opportunity. He typed Maria Danza’s name into the ‘Subject’ box of today’s trial.


  His shoulders tensed. His cellphone was pulsing. He picked it up and checked the display. ‘Ciao, Maria. I hope you’re not calling to cancel.’


  There was a smile in her voice. ‘Of course not.’


  ‘Good. It’s our anniversary, after all. Three hundred and sixty-five days.’ He detected a sigh. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said quickly. ‘We’ll keep it light, I promise.’ Maria was fiercely independent: she had her own business, had survived a poisonous divorce and couldn’t have children. She had told him on at least three occasions that she didn’t want their relationship to become too serious – she certainly didn’t want to get married again.


  ‘Let’s just have a good time, okay? Where are you?’


  ‘In my lab.’


  ‘You must be busy.’


  ‘Just finishing. I’ll cycle home to get my car and pick you up at seven.’ Maria owned and managed a chain of mid-price jewellery shops in Turin. She lived in an apartment above the flagship store near the Duomo. ‘We can go on to the restaurant.’


  ‘I’ve a better idea. I’ll pick you up in my car.’


  He smiled. ‘Okay, meet me at my house.’


  ‘Not at the lab?’


  He looked through the glass partition dividing his office from the laboratory. Eppendorf tubes, a Petri dish containing two strands of his hair, a pipette and other debris from today’s sample lay scattered on the workbench. He would need to put everything in the autoclave and clear up all trace of what he had done before the technician returned in the morning. ‘I’ve got to change.’


  ‘I’ll drive you home.’


  This wasn’t what he had planned. He checked his watch and put on his jacket. ‘I’d rather meet you there. I’m leaving now.’


  ‘And I’d rather meet you at your laboratory.’


  ‘Why?’


  She laughed. ‘Two reasons. One, I’ve never seen inside it. And, two, I’m already there.’


  Panic rippled through him and his eyes leapt to the computer screen. Her face stared out at him. Calm down, he told himself, quelling a rush of nerves.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘I’ve been standing outside pressing the bell for the last fifteen minutes and it’s hot. Please, hurry up and let me in, Carlo.’


  He took the PowerDermic vaccine gun out of his jacket pocket and held it in his trembling hand. The device was a needle-free, second-generation hypodermic designed for children and patients with needle phobias. It used compressed helium to fire micro-fine powdered drugs at three times the speed of sound through the stratum corneum. Once past this thin but tough surface layer of human skin, the drug dissolved into the bloodstream. The process was silent, painless and left no mark. She would never know what he had done.


  He took a deep breath. I’m doing nothing wrong, he told himself again. Then he walked to the door, careful to conceal the gun in his right palm. ‘Give me a minute, Maria. I’m coming.’
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  A Week Later: 5 August


  Isabella Bacci’s father had left two voicemail messages: one at the neurology department of Milan University Hospital where she worked, and one at Phoebe Davenport’s Milan apartment where she had been staying since Leo ended their engagement exactly twenty-six days ago. In both he had sounded excited and had summoned her to dinner: ‘Bella, there’s something I want to tell you. Something I want you to be the first to know.’


  When she had called back to confirm, she’d got his voicemail. As she steered the small Fiat through the northern outskirts of Turin she wondered what her father wanted to tell her. The drive from Milan took an hour and a half but in the Fiat, which strained on the autostrada like a souped-up lawnmower, it seemed longer. She changed the CD for a mix she had burned on her Mac and turned up the volume. Pink belted out ‘Just Like A Pill’ just loud enough to compete with the whining engine. She had bought the tiny car when she first arrived in Italy, almost a year ago, because it was ideal for parking and driving around congested Milan. For longer trips, though, they had used Leo’s car. But now Leo had pushed her out of his life, and everything had changed.


  She flexed her stiff shoulders and looked down at the solitaire diamond engagement ring, which she had moved to her right hand. She should take it off altogether – but not yet. As long as she continued to wear it there was hope that he might return to her. She hated herself for being weak, but she could remember her joy when Leo had proposed to her back home in the States. He was Italian, studying international law in Baltimore, and when he had asked her to follow him to Milan she had agreed, giving up her life in the States without a thought, including a medical and research career at the prestigious Johns Hopkins University. It had been a romantic leap of faith, but her father was in Turin and her oldest friend Phoebe was based in Milan; Isabella had quickly found a post at Milan University Hospital. She had been so certain and full of hope.


  She turned into the neglected drive that led to her father’s villa. It was a modest, wisteria-clad house in a pleasant residential suburb, and in the soft golden light of early evening it looked almost beautiful. His battered old Lancia stood in the drive and his Cannondale mountain bike, which he rode every day to the Agnelli business park where he rented a laboratory, leaned against the porch. Looking at the ramshackle scene, it was hard to believe that six or seven years ago he had inherited enough money to allow him to wash his hands of big business in the States and set up on his own here in the Old Country.


  The only time he had allowed her into his laboratory, however, she had seen where the money had gone: his equipment was easily as good as what she had access to in the laboratories at the university hospital. But whenever she probed about his work, he always said: ‘When I’m ready, Bella, I’ll show you everything.’ Perhaps that was what he wanted to share with her today.


  She parked the car beside her father’s and checked her face in the mirror. She brushed her shoulder-length black hair off her face – large brown eyes, full lips and a strong nose. At least her eyes weren’t red from crying like the last time she had visited.


  The front door was wide open and the smell of cooking mingled with that of the blossom. She went into the airy hallway, and headed for the kitchen. She stopped in the doorway. Her father stood over the stove, a blue apron tied round his generous girth, stirring a pot of his trademark pasta sauce. All around him there were discarded pans, onion skins, garlic bulbs and herbs. In the light from the window a tall bottle of translucent green olive oil and a bowl of blood-red tomatoes glowed like a still-life painting. Leonard Cohen was singing ‘Suzanne’ on the old Sony sound system in one corner. The scene transported Isabella back to her childhood. Ever since her mother had died, sixteen years ago, a month after Isabella’s seventeenth birthday, Carlo Bacci had been both parents to her. She stepped forward and put her arms round him. ‘Hello, Professor Bacci.’


  He turned, and his dark eyes lit up. ‘Hello, Dr Bacci.’ He dipped the wooden spoon into the bubbling sauce, blew on it and passed it to her.


  The taste sent saliva rushing to her mouth, but something was missing. ‘More lemon, I think.’


  He tasted it. ‘You’re right.’ He squeezed half a lemon into the pan, tasted again and nodded. Then he put down the spoon and wiped his hands on his apron. He went to the fridge, poured a glass of Asti and passed it to her. ‘For my daughter with the sweet tooth.’ Then he helped himself to a glass of Barolo. In the alcove behind him, Isabella saw empty biscuit tins and wine bottles. Her father was an inveterate hoarder. His second bedroom was filled with stacks of yellowing, out-of-date science periodicals and newspapers. She had given up nagging him to clear them out.


  She sipped the Asti. ‘So what’s the news, Papa?’


  He took a gulp of his wine. ‘Let’s wait for Maria. Don’t worry, it’s good.’


  ‘Is it about your project? How’s it going?’


  He tapped his nose and winked, as he always did. ‘I’ll tell you when it’s finished.’


  She smiled. He had let slip once that his project might help her own research into prosopagnosia, but nothing more. She put down his secrecy to his disillusionment with the pharmaceutical companies in the United States: he had never received the recognition she knew he craved, and still believed that the companies he had worked for had stolen his best ideas. Now he trusted nothing and no one with his work. Not even her.


  ‘How’s your work going?’ he asked.


  Isabella was a neurologist at the university hospital, and spent two days a week conducting research into a rare and curious disorder, prosopagnosia. Also known as face-blindness, it was a neurological condition that rendered someone incapable of recognizing human faces, even when they had perfect sight and an excellent memory.


  She tapped her nose and winked. ‘I’ll tell you when it’s finished.’


  ‘Touché.’ He laughed. Then he stroked her back. ‘How are you feeling, Bella? You certainly seem happier than the last time I saw you. Has he come to his senses yet?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘He will.’


  She shrugged and twisted her engagement ring self-conciously to hide the diamond. Her father had been supportive when she had come to see him after the split, which had stiffened her resolve not to run back to the States. He had hugged her, called Leo a fool and said how much he wished her mother was still alive because she had always known what to say. His support had been unconventional, too: he had used his own prodigious knowledge of neurology and genetics to explain clinically why she couldn’t get Leo out of her mind and why she felt compelled to call him at every minute of every day. Even why she had spied on his apartment to watch Giovanna settling into the home from which she had been ejected. Her father’s insights hadn’t eased her pain – knowing why something hurt didn’t stop it hurting – but the earnest way in which he had promised her it would all work out for the best had cheered her. ‘I’m not sure I want him back, Papa.’


  He glanced at her ring. ‘If you decide you do, you’ll get him.’ He sipped his wine. ‘Are you still living with Phoebe?’


  ‘Just till I get a place of my own.’


  ‘She’s been a good friend to you.’


  ‘The best. She’s going to help me move the last of my stuff out of his place over the next week or so. Then we’re going on holiday together.’


  ‘Great. Where?’


  ‘The French Riviera. Antibes. The Hôtel du Cap Eden-Roc.’


  He whistled. ‘Wow!’


  She laughed. ‘We’re not paying. The hotel likes to keep its quota of A-list celebrities and the manager virtually begged Phoebe to take a couple of suites. Her sister and Kathryn Walker are in Europe so they’ll be joining us.’


  ‘Fantastic.’


  The phone on the wall rang. Bacci listened for the message. ‘Carlo, it’s Marco Trapani.’ He picked up the handset.


  ‘Ciao, Marco.’ He took a pen from beside the phone and made notes on the pad. ‘Really? Four days’ time. August the ninth. You sure you don’t mind? It would be great to meet them. Thanks, Cousin.’


  When he put down the receiver, Isabella whistled. ‘Was that the Marco Trapani – as in Uncle Marco Trapani, the Mafia guy?’ Half a century ago her grandfather had fled Italy with his Sicilian bride and young son to restart his medical career in Boston and avoid becoming entangled in the Trapani ‘family business’. He had told her stories about the Trapanis. ‘They may be family, Isabella,’ he would say, ‘but, apart from your grandmother, never trust a Trapani.’


  Bacci frowned and crossed his arms. ‘That’s ancient history, Bella. Marco’s a respectable businessman now. Doing well, too. Anyway, you keep telling me how bad I am with money and he’s only recommending a bank to protect my business interests.’


  She couldn’t argue with that.


  ‘His bankers are having an anniversary party next week and he’s invited me to meet them.’


  A horn sounded twice in the driveway.


  Bacci’s face flushed. ‘That’ll be Maria.’


  Isabella turned to the door, almost as excited as her father. Now, finally, she would learn why he had summoned her to dinner.
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  Maria Danza was in her forties and younger than Isabella’s father, but she had a similar zest for life. Isabella liked her, which had helped bring the couple together; they had met while her father was choosing her a birthday gift in one of Maria’s jewellery stores.


  For a long time Isabella had thought her father would never get over her mother’s death, so she was delighted when Maria had come into his life. However, it was clear from the outset that although Maria was fond of Isabella’s father, she didn’t want to be tied down. But today, as Maria stepped into the kitchen, Isabella noticed something different about her. As usual, her round face was lightly tanned, the hazel eyes beautifully made up, her hair smooth and shining, and she wore a smart red linen suit, which accentuated her full figure. And, also as usual, she was a walking advertisement for her business: she wore a bracelet, an enormous pair of dangling earrings and a pearl necklace. Unusually she looked radiant, and when she embraced Isabella she was glowing.


  Bacci poured her a glass of Barolo and put his arm round her. He was grinning like a schoolboy. ‘Bella, the reason I asked you over tonight is that I want you to be the first to know that I’ve asked Maria to marry me.’


  Maria giggled, blushed, and displayed an ornate engagement ring. ‘And I said yes.’


  Isabella was stunned. She could never have guessed this. Maria wasn’t the marrying kind. ‘Once bitten twice shy’ was how she had put it. But now she was gazing at her fiancé with dove eyes. Isabella was surprised at how emotional she felt. She was delighted for them both – but, if she was honest, a little envious too. ‘That’s fantastic news,’ she said. She admired the proudly displayed diamond and sapphire ring. ‘It’s beautiful.’


  ‘It was my great-grandmother’s.’ Maria smiled as if she was going to burst with happiness.


  Bacci beamed. ‘I’ve always believed that life is meaningless without love and that everyone deserves to experience it at least once in their lifetime. When your mother died, Bella, I told myself I’d had my turn.’ He turned to Maria. ‘But now I realize that true love should be a human right, not just an accident of chance and chemistry.’


  Isabella thought of her mother, and was sure she would have agreed that he deserved another chance at happiness. ‘Have you fixed a date?’


  ‘November the twenty-second,’ her father said.


  ‘Please say you’ll be a bridesmaid,’ said Maria.


  ‘I’d be honoured.’ Isabella kissed them, then raised her glass. ‘To the happy couple.’


  As they drank, Isabella watched how her father and Maria looked at each other. She thought of Leo and felt a stab of sadness. Her father had found true love twice in his life: would she be lucky enough to find it once? She slipped off her engagement ring and put it into the pocket of her trousers.


  As if reading her thoughts, Bacci hugged Isabella, and whispered, ‘If an old buzzard like me can find true love, Bella, anyone can – especially someone as beautiful as you. If you want Leo back, he’ll come, I promise.’


  ‘Sure, Papa.’


  ‘I mean it,’ he said, stroking her hair. ‘It’s a scientific certainty, and one day I’ll prove it to you.’ She smiled at his optimism.


  When she turned away, she didn’t see him take two hairs from her head, check that the follicles were attached and place them carefully on a dish next to the notepad by the phone, which read:


  Marco Trapani.


  Find out more about Kappel Privatbank and


  Comvec.


  Kappel anniversary 9 August.
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  Some hours later and six time zones away, a predator swam through the Caribbean. Its tail fins were almost four feet long and its slick black skin gleamed in the moonlight. As it neared the shore of St Martin in the French West Indies, it raised its head.


  Light from the moon reflected off the crescent of sand and La Samanna, perched high on the bluff overlooking the Baie Longue. The hotel’s exclusive beach cottages lined the palm-fringed bay. It was almost three o’clock in the morning in August, low season in the Caribbean, but lights still shone in a few cottages.


  Reaching the shallows the creature lay still, ensuring that the coast was clear, then rose to its full height. Max Kappel was over six feet five inches tall and covered from head to toe in skin-tight black neoprene. He wore no scuba gear, just the simple equipment of a free diver: a small face-mask and outsized fins. He removed the fins and strapped them to his legs, then pushed the mask on to his forehead and counted the cottages. He headed for the fourth.


  He rinsed his sandy feet in the water-filled shell on the veranda, then glanced through the locked sliding doors that led into the lounge, and crept to the bedroom window. The louvred glass slats were open but a fine mesh prevented mosquitoes entering the room. The air-conditioner was switched off and the ceiling fan whirred noisily. He peered through the slats and smelt a heavy, cloying perfume. A man lay on the bed, eyes closed, mouth open, fat sun-tanned belly rising and falling with each snore. He was naked, save for a thick gold neck chain, gold watch and two gold rings. His stubby penis was still erect. On one bedside table a torn condom wrapper lay beside a smudged white line of cocaine and two blue tablets. On the other, a bottle of Armagnac stood next to three empty glasses. The rims of two were smeared with lipstick. The man’s companions had departed. The party was over.


  He heard distant footsteps and eased into the shadows. The Corsican might be en vacances, but he would have a bodyguard in attendance. He waited until the footsteps receded, then moved to the sliding doors. The sea air had corroded the simple metal catch. He pulled out a wire from one of the waterproof pouches attached to his belt, bent it into a loop, then inserted it into the small gap between the doors and curled it round the catch. He pulled, and heard a small click. As silent as a shadow, he stole into the sleeping cottage.


  The Corsican smiled in his sleep. Since the 1970s, Antoine Chabrol had exploited France’s colonial links to buy into the poppyfields and marijuana plantations of Indochina, the Middle East and North Africa. Now in his sixties, he controlled the production of almost half the heroin supplied to Europe and America.


  Over the years, numerous distributors had tried unsuccessfully to muscle in on his market, and he took great pleasure in squeezing out the latest upstart: the Trapani family. The Sicilians had demanded a partnership deal because their pet scientists had developed a process that would make his product safer and more consistent in quality. But safety wasn’t his or his Corsican brethren’s concern so they had cut off the Sicilians’ supply. Now he had heard that Marco Trapani was briefing his scientists to create a cheaper synthetic heroin. In time Chabrol would control that, too. He grinned in his sleep as he pictured Marco Trapani wearing a Corsican Smile – his throat cut from ear to ear.


  One thing Chabrol no longer controlled was his prostate, and the insistent pressure on his bladder pierced his dreams. He rolled out of bed and padded across the cool terracotta tiles to the bathroom. He remembered the two putains who had serviced him earlier. He had asked his contact in Marigot to supply him with two underage girls prepared to do anything, and both had exceeded his most depraved imaginings.


  He stepped into a puddle and frowned. He had told the girls not to use the shower. He rubbed his eyes and glanced at the luminous dial on his gold Rolex: 3:11. Not bothering to switch on the bathroom light, he shuffled past the bath to the lavatory and groaned. That was the problem with Viagra: it got you up but it kept you up for hours. Concentrating hard, he relaxed and emptied his bladder. As happened often now, when he thought he had finished he felt a pressing need to carry on. After the third false stop, a sound snapped him fully awake. The bathroom door had closed behind him.


  The lock clicked and he swivelled round. When he saw the towering black figure in the gloom his first instinct was to call out, but before he could open his mouth something cold and metallic pressed against his lips. Then a huge hand gripped his right shoulder and turned him back to the lavatory. The gun barrel moved to his neck. When he looked down his erection had gone and the sporadic flow had become an unstoppable stream.


  ‘Après que vous ayez finit, Monsieur,’ someone whispered in his ear.
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  As Max Kappel stood in the gloom, pressing the silencer of his Glock against Chabrol’s tanned, flabby flesh, he felt nothing. No excitement, no disgust, no fear and certainly no pity. He was simply doing a job for his father and the family business. It was no different from any other job he had done in the past. When Chabrol had finished, Max passed him a towel to cover his nakedness. ‘Lower the seat and sit down.’


  The Corsican’s tanned face was pale. ‘Who are you? What do you want?’


  Max watched him with detached interest. Even the toughest men find it difficult to control their fear in the early hours, particularly when an armed stranger surprises them buck-naked while taking a piss. He sighed and sat on the side of the bath. ‘You’ve been making life difficult for one of our clients.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Marco Trapani.’


  Recognition flickered in the Corsican’s eyes. ‘I know you. You’re with Kappel Privatbank.’ He recovered some of his composure. ‘You came to my offices in Ajaccio.’


  Max nodded. ‘To negotiate an agreement on behalf of our client. I pleaded with you to be reasonable. Do you remember your parting words?’


  A malevolent grin flashed across Chabrol’s features. ‘Trapani’s going to be a dead client soon so why don’t you fuck off back to Zurich?’


  ‘You have an excellent memory, Monsieur.’ Max reached into one of the waterproof pouches on his rubber belt. He retrieved a glass vial of snow-white powder and a PowerDermic vaccine gun. ‘But when you threaten the life or livelihood of one of our clients you threaten the Kappels.’ He inserted the vial into the base of the gun with the deft precision of a marksman.


  Sweat sheened Chabrol’s forehead. ‘What’s that?’


  ‘Your passport to oblivion.’


  ‘Surely we can come to an agreement,’ Chabrol said. ‘You’re a banker.’


  ‘It’s too late. You should feel honoured, Monsieur. If you were going to have a simple accident we might have used Stein and his ex-Stasi agents. They’re very good – the East Germans trained their secret police well. However, when we use one of our proprietary poisons we prefer to keep it in the family.’


  Max tapped the glass vial and the white powder flurried like snow. ‘This is a genetic poison developed by my brother at our Comvec laboratory. It’s a gene-therapy viral vector that targets and accelerates any inherited mutation in your DNA, bringing forward your natural death. This version focuses on the heart. Since we know you’re a user, Monsieur, we’ve blended it with grade-A cocaine to make your heart attack more credible.’ Holding the Glock in his left hand and the primed vaccine gun in his right, he moved closer. ‘It’s a good way to die. One of the best.’


  Chabrol, white as the powder, stared first at the vaccine gun and then at Max’s impassive face. When he realized he would find no mercy there, his eyes darted to the window above the lavatory.


  ‘Don’t shout for help,’ Max said calmly, and levelled the Glock at Chabrol’s groin.


  ‘But—’


  ‘Ssh. Everyone should die like this.’ He placed the vaccine gun near Chabrol’s shoulder. ‘Don’t be afraid. I’ll stay with you till the end.’


  Looking directly into Chabrol’s terrified eyes, Max activated the gun. There was a barely audible ssh and the vial emptied. Otherwise there was no sign that the white powder was exploding into the Corsican’s bloodstream.


  For a second nothing happened. Then Chabrol’s body went rigid and he began to tremble. The drug paralysed him, then stopped his heart. Max held him, supporting his bulk.


  In Chabrol’s eyes he saw the man’s confusion, hatred, fear laid bare. Not much affected Max any more, but it still touched him to watch someone die. It was as though their final spark jumped across his emotional void and fleetingly ignited the vestigial embers of his own humanity. The instant Chabrol’s pupils dilated, Max released a deep sigh.


  After he had laid Chabrol’s body on the floor he left the cottage. On the beach he glanced at the global positioning system strapped to his wrist and confirmed the whereabouts of the yacht. Then he put on his fins and mask, and disappeared into the Caribbean, cutting through the water with slow, powerful strokes.


  It took fifteen minutes to return to the yacht. He pulled himself up the ladder and rolled on to the deck, stripped off his wetsuit and stood naked in the warm night breeze. He stretched his muscles, taut after the swim, and checked his watch. He had been gone fifty-seven minutes. He opened the fridge in the galley, drank a small bottle of Evian and studied himself in the mirror. He remembered his first kill, staring afterwards at his reflection, searching for some change in his face. He hadn’t found one then and he couldn’t see one now. For an instant, though, a different pair of blue eyes stared out of the mirror. His mother’s. He blinked and the image vanished.


  He descended to the main cabin. Delphine lay asleep in bed, her face framed by ash-blonde hair, the sheet revealing more of her naked form than it concealed. He was still pumped with adrenaline, and the sight aroused him. He pulled up the sheet and slipped in beside her. She stirred and reached for him. ‘Been up, Max?’


  ‘Just to get a drink.’


  Her hand brushed his groin and she opened her eyes. ‘You have been up.’


  He smiled. ‘Must be the warm night air.’


  ‘Really?’ She was stroking him now. ‘Nothing to do with me?’


  ‘Never even crossed my mind. You’re far too much of a lady.’


  She straddled him. ‘Oh, yeah?’


  He smiled. Delphine was the daughter of Henri Chevalier, the head of one of Geneva’s oldest and most respected independent banks. ‘I might have misjudged you.’


  As he entered her, she gasped. ‘I love you, Max.’


  The pleasure pulsed through him, but he frowned.


  ‘I love you, Max,’ she said again.


  He rolled her on to her back and responded to the rhythm of her body. Her declaration elicited only regret. Why, when it was going so well, did they always have to fall in love with him?


  6


  Four Days Later: 9 August


  Today should have been a proud celebration but as Helmut Kappel stared through the tinted, soundproofed windows of his study and watched his guests on the lawn he felt only impotent rage.


  Schloss Kappel was an austere stone mansion set in twenty acres of grounds south of Zurich. A large marquee stood between the crenellated towers and a band played on a floating island in the lake. Etched against the blue sky, white banners proclaimed: Kappel Privatbank – 200 Jahre Jubiläum.


  He had invited every major client, the legitimate who brought respectability, and the criminal who brought profit – although in his experience the only real distinction between them lay in how long each had possessed their wealth. A few were famous. His third wife, Eva, was talking to the fashion designer Odin. The flamboyant Norwegian’s distinctive strawberry-blond hair hung down to his shoulders and he wore the trademark furs and leathers that had made his Viking style so popular. Helmut had once thought his wife decorative, but she no longer pleased him. She hadn’t borne him an heir – both his first and second wives had managed that.


  Behind them a minor member of the Monégasque royal family was deep in conversation with a Swiss investor. Don Marco Trapani, one of Kappel Privatbank’s long-standing clients, was speaking with Joachim, Helmut’s younger son, and a large man he didn’t recognize. He remembered then that Trapani had wanted to introduce his cousin, a scientist, to the bank. Helmut looked at the man’s ill-fitting suit and frowned. By the lake, his elder son, Max, was holding court. He looked tanned and confident after his productive Caribbean vacation, Delphine Chevalier at his side. They made a pleasing couple.


  Helmut shifted focus to his reflection in the window and brushed back his white hair till every strand was in place. He never tired of admiring himself: he looked good for a sixty-five-year-old. He was over six feet tall and lean, with an erect Prussian bearing. He wore a dark suit, a pale blue shirt, which matched his eyes, and a bright silk cravat that covered the purple scar tissue where a tumour had been removed from his throat. The disease had reminded him that time wouldn’t wait for him to fulfil his destiny. Despite the doctors’ advice, though, he had made only one concession to the cancer: he occasionally substituted cigars for his beloved handmade cigarettes.


  Today he took another black Sobranie cigarette from the silver box in the top drawer of his desk, placed the gold filter in his mouth and lit it.


  His brother cleared his throat. ‘I told you it was pointless holding such an extravagant celebration. Not only does it draw attention to us, it costs us money we can ill afford.’


  Helmut didn’t respond. His brother’s caution had its place but Klaus had no sense of occasion. ‘I can’t believe that not one of them is coming,’ he said. The surgery made it impossible for him to speak in anything louder than a rasping whisper.


  His brother tugged at his beard. ‘Hudsucker, Corbasson, Lysenko and Nadolny have all declined the invitation.’


  ‘You think they really will close their accounts?’


  Klaus shrugged. ‘Apparently we’re no longer respectable enough for their aspirations.’


  Helmut ground his teeth.


  Klaus continued, ‘They are our biggest clients, Helmut. Not one is worth less than a billion dollars. This won’t be like losing the others. If they all leave at the same time and withdraw their funds, it could be critical. Particularly with Comvec draining our resources.’


  Comvec was Kappel Privatbank’s wholly owned biotech consultancy, set up by Joachim to service the swell of small genetic-engineering and gene-therapy start-ups seeking technical, regulatory, legal and commercial advice before launching on the market.


  Comvec’s potential for reducing the Kappels’ dependence on its banking interests was huge, but so far the venture had cost the bank money. ‘How critical would it be if all four clients pulled out?’


  ‘We should survive. Just.’


  Helmut looked up at the past leaders of the Kappel dynasty, whose portraits lined the walls of his study and the hall outside. All were male and sported the family’s trademark pale blue eyes and shock of white-blond hair. All had expanded the business during their leadership, leaving it stronger. ‘Survival isn’t good enough.’


  ‘But we have to face facts, Helmut. In the last decade the number of independent private banks in Switzerland has fallen by forty per cent. The country’s secrecy laws may still be strong, but the new anti-terrorism measures mean that the Federal Banking Commission’s regulations are tighter than ever. It’s become increasingly perilous for us to launder suspect money, and banks in the Caymans can provide those services cheaper. More and more clients are turning to the bigger banks. Our reserves are at an all-time low and the economy is in recession. If we lose our four biggest clients we’ll be forced to liquefy investments at the bottom of the market. We’ll be fortunate to survive.’


  Helmut paced the room. ‘Do you think I don’t know that, Klaus? We made the bastards rich. When they came to us they had nothing. How dare they tell us they need a more respectable bank? They were grateful for our skills when we pushed them up the greasy pole. So what if Warren Hudsucker’s become a US senator. I don’t care if he’s the Queen of England. We made him.’


  ‘I know,’ Klaus said soothingly. ‘We could wind up Comvec. You know what Max thinks of Joachim’s brainchild, and he’s got a point. It’s haemorrhaging millions of Swiss francs each year with no realistic prospect of a return for at least five years.’


  Helmut shook his head. ‘Now isn’t the time to kill Comvec, not when Joachim’s just had a breakthrough.’ Klaus was loyal and he managed the bank’s administrative affairs with meticulous care, but he had no courage or vision. ‘As for our errant clients, in the old days I’d have ordered Stein and his men to punish them, but until we find a way to shore up the bank we need their business. Look at the figures, Klaus. Offer them the most favourable rates we can afford. Call it a loyalty bonus. Just make sure they understand it’s more attractive to stay than to leave – at least in the short term.’


  Again he looked up at the portraits lining the wall and wondered what they would have done. Inevitably his eyes settled on the painting opposite his desk of Dieter Kappel, who had saved the family two hundred years ago.


  The four original Kappel brothers had been mercenaries who had taken their name from the Swiss village of Ebnat-Kappel in the German-speaking canton of Graubünden. In the mid-seventeenth century, after moving south to fight for the warring Italian states, they had settled in Florence where they embarked on a more lucrative career as paid assassins. Specializing in ‘natural’ kills, using discreet poisons, they passed down their skills to the only people they could trust: their family. As the Kappel family’s reputation grew, so did their fees and influence. Their descendants had served popes and kings.


  At the dawn of the nineteenth century, though, a powerful Florentine count had avoided paying for their services by attempting to have them arrested for the assassination he had authorized. The Kappels’ poison had made him convulse so violently that his spine broke before he died – and they had to flee Italy. Dieter Kappel had led the family back to Switzerland when it was becoming the world centre for private banking.


  With the family’s accumulated funds, the Kappel Privatbank was established in Zurich in 1804. It found a profitable niche safeguarding the ill-gotten gains of those wary of the scrutiny of conventional banks. The bank paid them low interest rates for this privilege, then lent their money to smaller clients at much higher interest.


  Dieter Kappel ensured the family never forgot its core skills: he believed it was far easier to make a financial killing if you could make a real one. The bank began to invest in clients whose businesses had only one or two key rivals. Then, without the clients’ knowledge, the Kappels would ensure that the rivals met with unfortunate accidents. Some clients suspected that the Kappels were responsible for their subsequent good fortune, but Dieter Kappel made it policy never to confirm this, let alone charge for it. The Kappels’ reward came from the clients’ success: their wealth fed the bank’s. And, with time, Kappel Privatbank grew in status and respectability. During the Second World War, when clients sought to protect their wealth in neutral Switzerland, its growth surged. It also became the bank of choice for leading Mafia families, and extended its influence to the lucrative American market. A cadre of professional employees handled a wide range of day-to-day services, including private and institutional asset management, financial analysis, securities brokerage, administration of deposits, business consultancy and accounting assistance. It remained small and secretive, controlled by the family.


  But now Kappel Privatbank was in decline for the first time in its history. Helmut knew they couldn’t go back to being paid assassins. There was too little money in it. Professionals from the old Eastern Europe and the Russian Mafia killed for next to nothing. Clients no longer demanded finesse, just results.


  Like his ancestor Dieter, Helmut had to take the business to another level. With Comvec he hoped that the promised biotech boom would prove to be the new market within which the family could exploit its unique range of skills – an offshoot had already yielded a covert dividend by developing a new generation of undetectable poisons. But his cancer had warned him that if he wanted to secure the family’s future before he died, the business had to evolve faster.


  ‘What’s the latest on Banque Chevalier of Geneva?’ Klaus asked.


  Helmut spotted Henri Chevalier by the lake, and Delphine was still with Max, talking to a Japanese client. ‘Chevalier’s keen. He still believes that the only way to keep out the American conglomerates is to merge with a small private bank like ours. But I won’t merge unless I can guarantee we’ll be in control.’ Helmut watched Delphine Chevalier gaze adoringly at his elder son and a thin smile curled his lips. He took a long drag on his cigarette and whispered. ‘Klaus, please tell Max I need to see him.’
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  Even as Max entered the study Helmut Kappel found himself glancing through the window at his younger son, who was talking with Trapani and Trapani’s cousin. Joachim wore a formal suit with a bright bow-tie. He was full of ideas and enthusiasm and he was committed to realizing Helmut’s vision of taking the family into new areas. Joachim was not as commercially astute as Max but he was competitive, studious and desperate for his father’s approval. He had a Ph.D. in biochemistry and, as well as running the bank’s offshoot, Comvec, he continued the family’s proud tradition of creating new and ever subtler methods of traceless assassination. Apart from his circular rimless glasses, he looked uncannily like Kappel’s younger self.


  Max had inherited more of his American mother’s genes. His eyes were a warmer blue, his skin more tanned than those of a typical Kappel. He was taller, athletic and more socially confident than his half-sibling. Clients loved him. Helmut took particular pride in his elder son because, despite his mother’s contaminating influence, he had personally moulded him into the man he was.


  ‘What do you want, Vater? Everyone’s asking for you. We need to be out there with our clients.’


  ‘We will be soon enough.’ He pushed a copy of the French Le Figaro across the desk. He had ringed in red the article recounting Chabrol’s apparently natural heart attack. ‘I hear you made the most of your vacation in the Caribbean with Delphine. Of course, Trapani will never know it was our work but he’ll be delighted. You did well.’


  Max shrugged modestly. ‘It was Joachim’s drug.’


  Helmut allowed himself a small smile. ‘So Comvec has its uses?’


  Max ignored the jibe. ‘Trapani’s one of the guests asking for you. He wants to introduce his cousin.’


  ‘We’ll join him and the others shortly. There’s something I need to ask you first.’ Helmut paused, considering his words, confident that although Max would argue with him he would do his duty. As a boy Max had been wild and passionate, but he had tamed his son, taught him to follow the Kappel way. Helmut could still remember the time after Max’s mother’s death when the boy had gone a little mad. During his first winter back in Zurich, Max had donned a wetsuit, broken the ice on Schloss Kappel’s lake and dived obsessively into its freezing depths, believing that if he went deep enough he could somehow turn back time and save his mother.


  His son had hated him then, but over time Helmut had convinced Max that his mother’s death was not only necessary but bonded them in some dark way. Short of suicide, or avenging her death by killing his father, Helmut knew there was only one way in which a nine-year-old boy in Max’s situation could survive: by embracing his father’s view of the world.


  Shortly after his return from Hawaii, he sent his son to boarding-school in England. It gave Max time and space away from him, and the English boarding-school system was still the ideal environment within which he could learn to control his emotions. Max went to a preparatory school in Kent until he was thirteen and then to the King’s School, Canterbury, where tradition and duty were valued. Every holiday, Max returned to Zurich, and Helmut would lead his son around the grounds and corridors of the ancestral home, impressing on him the weight of his responsibility and destiny. He never let him forget that one day he would lead the family and his portrait would adorn a wall of Schloss Kappel.


  Max excelled at King’s, then returned to Switzerland, where he read economics at university. He completed his obligatory national service with the Swiss Army, and a professional banking qualification, then a master’s in business administration at Insead near Paris.


  Eventually, Helmut had enabled Max not only to come to terms with his mother’s death but also to understand why it had been unavoidable: she had threatened the Kappel dynasty. Once Helmut had conditioned his son to align himself with the family’s interests, the boy’s grief, rage and guilt receded to the point at which he felt no emotion at all. And, with manhood, Max had evolved into something exceptional, beyond human: a true Kappel.


  Now, as he looked at his son, Helmut felt proud of his creation. ‘How are things with Delphine?’ he asked.


  Max’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’


  ‘I’ve been thinking about Henri Chevalier’s merger proposal.’ A pause. ‘You should marry her.’


  Max laughed. ‘But I don’t want to marry Delphine Chevalier. I don’t want to get married at all.’


  This was another difference between his sons: Joachim flattered and coaxed Helmut but never openly challenged him. ‘Marriage has a purpose, Max.’


  Max laughed again. He couldn’t help it. His father collected and upgraded beautiful wives as he did the Ferraris in his garage. Max also knew that twice a month he visited Madame Lefarge’s exclusive establishment in Paris’s second arrondissement, famed for its broad range of exotic sexual services. ‘With all due respect, Vater, you haven’t set an encouraging example.’


  ‘I married Joachim’s mother to produce another legitimate heir, should anything happen to you. I married a third time because Eva is more outgoing and better at entertaining clients.’


  ‘Isn’t she also younger and more attractive?’


  His father glared at him. ‘Marriage is an ideal way to gain control of Banque Chevalier. Anyway, Delphine dotes on you. The family needs you to do this, Max. You’re aware of the position with Lysenko, Nadolny, Hudsucker and Corbasson?’


  ‘We’d be better off selling Comvec, which is losing millions, and sticking to what we know. We’re bankers, Vater, not a biotech company.’


  ‘We weren’t always bankers, Max. And I’m not selling Comvec just when Joachim has made a breakthrough with his airborne Tag Vector.’


  Max frowned. He was tired of arguing about this. ‘Comvec wasn’t set up to create costly breakthroughs. It was set up to enable other people’s breakthroughs to reach the market quickly and profitably. It was about supplying the picks and shovels to those involved in the gold rush, not about us getting sucked into it.’


  Joachim had sold the idea of Comvec to their father by appealing to his vanity: he had presented it as an opportunity to lead the family business into a revolutionary new field that would permanently secure its future. The original pitch, to which Max had reluctantly agreed, was that Comvec would use Joachim’s Ph.D. in viral vectors, and the bank’s legal, commercial and regulatory experience – plus, of course, its funds – to help embryonic biotechnology outfits specializing in gene therapy to bring their discoveries to market.


  Gene therapy was apparently the future of medicine. Rather than treating the effects of disease, it promised to correct the instructions encoded within the DNA coiled inside the chromosomes of each rogue cell. It promised to cure genetic diseases like cancer and cystic fibrosis by rewriting the mistakes in the base software, so that cancer cells died when they should and the human body produced the correct proteins in the correct amounts, ensuring it a long, healthy life.


  Max was no scientist but he understood gene therapy in terms of sending a parcel. It involved two key elements: the contents to be sent and the package – including the address and delivery mechanism – that was employed to despatch them.


  Developing the contents involved engineering a DNA patch of healthy genes to correct a damaged sequence of faulty ones. Creating the delivery mechanism involved the use of genetically engineered viruses – the so-called viral vectors that Comvec developed. Joachim summarized Comvec’s commercial and technical role as helping small biotech businesses perfect the most appropriate package for delivering their gene-therapy products to the correct cells and markets.


  It was originally agreed that Comvec would develop a range of stock viral vectors and focus on getting the therapies to market as soon as possible. But Joachim had spent time and money engineering ever more complex viruses, resulting in his much vaunted breakthrough, the Tag Vector, which allowed a gene-therapy cure to be delivered to one individual, then spread, like a game of tag, to others via a secondary flu-based airborne vector. It also targeted the sex cells of the patient, which meant the cure could be passed down to subsequent generations. One proposed application was the vaccination of the Aids-ravaged third world.


  ‘Vater, Joachim’s Tag Vector might be technically brilliant, but it won’t be commercially viable for years. It’ll take decades to get the relevant approvals from the European authorities and the FDA.’


  ‘That’s your opinion, not Joachim’s. I want the Chevalier merger to go ahead.’


  Max sighed. ‘I
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