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Weighing Day

Dana wiped the sweat from her brow. She leaned on her scythe and surveyed the golden fields. The air was quivering in the midsummer heat. The bodies of the other mowers all around Dana swayed and twisted to the rhythmic swoosh of their scythes over the sea of waving heads of grain. It’s like a dance, Dana thought, a slow, contemplative dance of life and death – the infinite cycle of nature. Every swipe sent another swathe of grain toppling to the ground, the stalks collapsing like men in front of a firing squad. The reaping made a series of shifting steps in the landscape, and by the end of the day all that remained were dry spears poking randomly out of the soil like stubble on an old man’s wrinkled face. Scattered across the fields like tiny volcanoes stood stacks of sheaves, bundles of the precious grain that would feed Dana and her family through the winter and well into the following year. Until next spring, when the future would sprout from it again, just as it had year after year for generations.

It had been a good year for Dana and her family. The weather had been kind, and the cold winter had blanketed the seeds in the soil and frozen all the pests. The warm spring had then tempted the young shoots forth into the air, and the generous early summer rains had driven them upwards from the fertile soil. Storms, hail and fungal diseases had spared them, and there had been sufficient rain at the right times over the hot summer to endow them with the life force they would pass on to Dana and all the other villagers in the form of porridge and bread and maybe the occasional slice of cake.

She gazed over at Bill’s field in the distance where the heads of grain were dancing too. Dana wondered how he’d fared this year.

Weighing day was here. Once the sheaves had dried in the fields, Dana and her family gathered them together and carried them back to the farm. There, over hours of backbreaking toil, they threshed the grain from the chaff, then put the usual share in their granaries as food for the winter and seed for the following year. The remainder was poured into sacks and driven by ox-cart to the market in the local town. Dana was looking forward to the hive of activity there. She, Ann, Bill, Carl and the other farmers in the village would each sell their crop to the highest bidder and when they returned home that evening they would celebrate as they did every year.

Bill greeted them with a broad grin at the merchant’s scales. A stocky man with blue eyes and thick black hair, he was heaving his own sacks on to the scales under the trader’s beady eye.

‘Bet I brought in more than you this year,’ he said. ‘More than any of you.’

Dana shrugged. She didn’t care if she’d harvested more or less than Bill. She’d be satisfied if they could all make it through the winter and if her crop earned her enough money to send her children to school and make some urgent repairs to the house. She might even be able to afford a new cow.

The merchant weighed her produce too.

‘You had a good year,’ he said with an appreciative nod to Dana. ‘Your yields are much higher than Bill’s.’

‘We both had a good year,’ she answered. ‘No pests, no drought, no hail and no floods.’

She could tell Bill was disappointed and angry though. He’d always been desperate to be the best, even as a child. He would always measure himself against others, issuing challenges, preferring competition to play. He was determined to win every race and stand at the top of the podium. He farmed the same rich soils as Dana and grew the same grain. They had the same amount of land; they lived under the same sky with the same weather conditions. Bill worked just as hard as Dana and was equally good at what he did. He was a nice guy, in fact, and good-looking to boot. Dana was quite attracted to him, but she found his belligerent approach to life tedious, especially because she was more successful than he was.

‘There’s something fishy going on!’ Bill cried. ‘I slaved away all year, I did everything properly, but you still had a better harvest than I did – three years in a row now! How does this keep happening?’

These idiot men and their thin skins! Any minute now, he’ll be accusing me of witchcraft! Might be time to let him know my little secret, Dana thought.
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‘At the beginning of all life, a few self-copying chemical structures obey a mathematical principle that gives them an advantage.’

Will Cantor
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The streets were on fire. Thick clouds of smoke drifted over the asphalt. Molotov cocktails exploded like falling meteorites in balls of flame and acrid smog. Occasional black ghosts darted through the fog, vanishing from one place only to reappear in another.

‘It’s full-scale war out here!’ roared Melanie Amado, ducking.

A dark mass of people emerged from the haze behind her. Heads, shoulders, placards and banners.

‘What do those say?’ Ed Silverstein asked, zooming in on the banners the demonstrators were holding up.

End greed! Homes for people, not property for speculators! Yes to universal basic income! I can’t afford a lobbyist! Peace now! Death to capitalism! Climate action now!

Amado clutched her microphone more tightly. ‘With the bursting of the corporate debt bubble, the risk of a financial crisis has reached a similar level to that of 2008. The climate crisis is escalating. Hundreds of thousands of people have poured into the streets of Berlin to merge with climate activists and protest against a new era of austerity designed to save banks and companies from bankruptcy. Who would’ve imagined a few short months ago that something like this could happen here? Suddenly, Greece is everywhere!’

The camera panned round to show a second force emerging from the smoke.

‘Skinheads in bomber jackets!’ Silverstein yelled into the camera. Some of them were wielding lengths of two-by-four and baseball bats. Foreigners out! Germany first! We are the people! Shaved heads and enraged faces filled the screen.

Alongside the action, Jeanne’s eyes glowed green as she applied mascara to her lower lashes. Parts of the enormous bathroom mirror doubled as a TV screen. The novelty fittings these luxury hotels dreamed up …

Meanwhile, Amado continued her report. ‘We’re receiving reports of similar scenes in cities in the United States …’

As Jeanne redid her upper eyelashes, Bloomberg TV switched to two excitable journalists in New York City. Alongside Jeanne’s reflection, police officers were chasing and beating protesters through billowing waves of smoke. Flares bathed this running battle in a demonic red light.

‘Whole neighbourhoods of a dozen American cities are ablaze after an alt-right sympathizer ploughed his car into a demonstration, killing three African Americans.’

Jeanne reached for her highlighter as Bloomberg TV showed images of warships, missiles being fired and smirking Asian politicians hurrying into meetings.

‘And there may be worse to come,’ explained the newsreader. ‘Manoeuvres by the Chinese fleet around Asia are riling China’s neighbours to the point of conflict. Saudi Arabia, Iran and Israel are escalating their proxy wars on the Arabian Peninsula, and we’ve heard the first threatening noises about deployment of nuclear weapons. Russia is stoking resentment in Eastern Europe. The global situation is at its most explosive since the end of the Second World War.’

Footage of dust-caked children bleeding among ruined buildings after a bombing raid somewhere in the Middle East.

Jeanne refreshed her lipstick.

Pictures of European and US politicians at lecterns, in wood-panelled rooms or around conference tables. ‘In this febrile climate, a long-planned meeting of foreign ministers in Berlin has been hastily upgraded to a crisis summit, and prominent politicians, central bankers and business leaders are converging on Germany from around the globe.’

Jeanne drew herself up to her full height, checked her hair and smoothed her silk evening dress, which had been tailor-made for her by Sook Dwala’s studio in Los Angeles. She could easily have passed for a model.

Ted Holden appeared in the mirror. Wearing a tuxedo, he was only a little taller than her and a few years older. Jeanne was momentarily confused. Was Ted on the news or genuinely standing behind her?

‘Ready?’ he asked. He was real.

She nodded as he ran his eyes almost imperceptibly over her body.

‘And now back to Mel and Ed in Berlin …’ Flames licked at the gutted carcass of a car.
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In spite of the air conditioning, the stench of burnt material mingled with the aroma of the limousine’s leather upholstery. Will Cantor nearly retched. The car windows muffled the sound of smashing bottles, thunderous detonations and roared slogans outside. But how would they stand up to someone chucking a cobblestone? he wondered, clinging to the safety handle.

The car had slowed to walking pace. A short distance ahead of them a car was blazing at the side of the road. Will’s chauffeur, a stocky moustachioed German man in his mid-fifties, cursed.

Next to Will Cantor on the back seat, Herbert Thompson was holding his phone tightly in one bony old hand. ‘We’re driving through hell on earth, dammit!’ he rasped. ‘We’ll talk again later.’

Like so many elderly people, he seemed to have shrunk until his suit no longer fitted him. The shoulders were too broad and the sleeves hung from his arms in folds. He might have looked altogether lost on the luxurious leather seat were it not for the sense of coiled energy contained in his small frame.

Scraps of what the person on the other end of the line was saying filtered from the phone. ‘… most influential economists of the modern era … sabotaging your own scientific career …’

‘Rubbish!’ snapped Thompson. ‘This is the most important work I’ve ever done.’

The response was lost amid the noise of the demo.

‘My life’s work?’ cried Thompson. ‘This’ll be my first real achievement. These ideas will end the madness out there by creating greater equality and prosperity for everyone. They’ll listen to a Nobel Prize winner.’

‘… laughing stock!’ the voice screamed down the line.

Thompson pressed hard on the button to end the call and slid the notes for his speech back into the briefcase on his lap. ‘What an idiot!’ he barked. ‘He’s scared we’re going to tread on the toes of people like him.’ He squinted through the car window at the banners. ‘What do those say?’

‘“End greed! Death to capitalism!”’ Will said.

‘They’ve no idea what capitalism is, and yet they still blame it for everything that’s gone wrong with the world,’ Thompson said, then continued with a dry laugh, ‘Ha! We’re in just the car for a situation like this. If only they knew who was driving towards them right now …’

Will found the thought rather less amusing. If they had only known, the next Molotov cocktail would be landing right on the roof of their shiny limousine.

Thompson revelled in this kind of disturbance. He’d never been one to shy away from confrontation. Competition, the survival of the fittest as the basis of success, growth and wealth: his economic models illustrating these concepts had earned him the Nobel Prize twelve years previously. He was a living legend and VIPs, the powerful and the rich of this world sat up and took notice when he spoke.

Thompson’s phone display lit up. With an exasperated snort he took the call. ‘What now?’ he yelled. ‘I explained in detail that we have proof. Mathematical proof!’

Will pricked up his ears.

‘… save you from this stupidity …’

Thompson’s face was flushed with rage. ‘A paradigm shift is on its way. You won’t stop me making my speech – no one will.’ He switched off his mobile abruptly and put it in his pocket.

The chauffeur glanced round for guidance. A few cars were stuck in line behind them, the hindmost one swallowed up in an advancing wall of smoke. More figures emerged from the gloom.

Too stiff to turn around in his seat, Thompson asked, ‘Who is it now?’

Will peered out of the back window. ‘The banners say “Foreigners out” and “Germany first”.’ Some of the figures were making the Nazi salute. ‘Nazis!’ he cried.

Thomas shook his head slowly. ‘These neo-nationalist movements shouldn’t really come as any surprise. Dismantle the nation state over decades and soon all you have left is nationalism, and now it’s primed to blow up in our faces – national, international …’

His words were interrupted by something crashing into the rear window. Will recoiled in shock. Shards of glass, held together by the paper label, slid down the window. Not a petrol bomb, just a beer bottle.

Thompson had also flinched, but now he addressed the driver. ‘I’m on my way to make an important speech with the potential to end all this.’ He patted the man’s shoulder. ‘What was it Churchill said? “If you’re going through hell, keep going.” So keep driving, my good man.’
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He was sitting in a hotel room in front of a screen full of lines of code when the message flashed up on the display of the sixth of eight old-fashioned-looking keypad mobiles arranged in two neat rows of four to the left of the computer. He’d drawn the semi-transparent orange-brown Venetian blinds and could therefore see very little of the city below. It could have been a metropolis anywhere in the world, but in this case it was Singapore.

He opened the message and immediately recognized who’d sent it. As usual, he didn’t know the sender’s real name – he was writing under a standard pseudonym. They had met on a regular Darknet platform where all kinds of specialists offered their anonymous services for hire. He was a hacker.

The message consisted of a single word: Icarus.

He booted up a second laptop. His fingers darted over the keys and within seconds he’d dispatched the order. Seven windows popped up on the screen so he could verify that his instructions were being executed correctly. The pop-ups showed folders with documents from a variety of email programs and servers via which his software had monitored every update in the months since his client had first made contact. It had also installed little time bombs in all the files in expectation of a simple command that would delete every single one, should that prove necessary.

He’d just given that order.

In a flash, individual files began to vanish from all the folders as if by magic. He reviewed the folders one last time and then broke off the mobile connection. The windows melted from the screen. He closed the laptop before typing a single word into his own mobile: Done.

He removed the SIM card, snapped it in half – a nonsensical ritual he nevertheless followed out of superstition – and went into the bathroom where he wrapped the pieces in toilet paper and flushed the little parcel away. He hurled the phone several times against the stone floor of the bathroom until it shattered. A few stamps of his foot reduced the larger fragments to a size that would also fit down the toilet. This too was an excessive precaution, but he preferred to play it safe and do things the old-fashioned way.

He returned to his desk and resumed work on the code on the other screen.
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Through the windscreen of the Range Rover, Eldridge had a direct view of the rear of Thompson and Cantor’s Mercedes. The demonstrations outside the castle must have spilled over from their authorized route. The police barriers meant to contain them were obviously leaking like an old garden hose, and here they were, trapped in the overflow. The first tattooed skinheads and bearded rockers caught up with the vehicles behind them. They didn’t scare Eldridge – he and the other four men in the car were accustomed to far worse.

Next to Eldridge, Jack sat at the wheel, awaiting instructions. His dark green combat trousers moulded around his powerful thighs, his massive arms and shoulders taut under the grey shirt, and his eyes narrowed to slits in his broad, scarred face. His head almost touched the car ceiling, and had his crew cut not been so short, his hair would have brushed the headliner.

Eldridge’s earpiece announced an incoming call. There was only one person it could be. ‘Accept.’

‘Plan Icarus,’ said the voice in his ear.

‘Copy that,’ Eldridge said. ‘Plan Icarus.’

‘Roger that.’ The caller hung up.

Eldridge – El to his crew – tapped the tablet on his lap and it lit up. The outline of a car viewed from above appeared on the screen, its interior and all of its systems made visible: seats, dashboard, engine … The power and steering systems – engine, steering wheel, gears and pedals – were illuminated in blue. Above the engine a speedometer read 2 mph. In the top right-hand corner of the screen was a red box marked ‘Enter’. One tap and ‘Enter’ changed from red to green.

El again laid the tip of his long, notched index finger with its clipped nail on the tablet, right over the blue accelerator on the picture of the transparent car. He looked up at the back of the limousine ahead of them with the remains of a beer bottle dribbling down its rear window and gently began to press the button.
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Will was forced back in his seat by the car’s sudden acceleration. The vehicle was heading straight for the crowd. Demonstrators were screaming, some diving headlong out of the way while others along the route shook their fists in rage.

‘Be careful, man!’ barked Thompson. ‘I said going through hell, not raising it.’

‘Something wrong,’ the chauffeur shouted in broken English. Will detected disbelief in the man’s voice.

‘What’s going on?’

‘The car drives itself.’ The chauffeur stamped desperately on the brake while his hand jabbed at the horn. The blaring Mercedes ploughed through the smoke and the scattering shadows, gaining speed all the time.

‘The brakes don’t work!’ cried the driver in panic as he waggled the gearstick. ‘No gears, nothing.’ He took his hands off the wheel. ‘Look!’

‘Put your hands back on that wheel!’ Thompson ordered. The driver obeyed.

Will glimpsed wide-eyed, open-mouthed faces through the windows of the car. A banner slapped against the windscreen, momentarily blocking their view before being whisked away again.

The driver spun the steering wheel in vain.

‘My God,’ Will stammered. ‘Our car’s been hacked.’ He fumbled for his phone in his jacket pocket, but despite his desperate tapping the display stayed black.

Outside, the smoke was thinning. People were fleeing in all directions, conscious that their skin, flesh and bones, indeed their lives, could not withstand the impact of a hunk of metal travelling at thirty miles per hour.

‘Have you got a phone?’ Will asked the driver.

‘Here.’

Will turned on the phone as the man rattled the steering wheel and the gearstick. No response from this device either. He glanced at Thompson, who was cowering on his seat, shoulders hunched, clutching his briefcase to his chest, his face as pale as a ghost as he observed Will’s frantic efforts.

As the limousine continued to accelerate, the street grew emptier, with fewer and fewer demonstrators and no traffic as yet. Will had to blink twice before he could believe his eyes – the road ahead of them looked completely normal. He glanced back. The scene receding into the distance still looked as though it had been hit by a tornado. Only a dark SUV had followed them through the breach they had opened.

They crossed a junction and turned past a no entry sign on to a multi-lane highway. Will spotted the Victory Column up ahead. They were driving through the Tiergarten!

‘Give me your phone,’ he said, stretching out his hand, palm up, to Thompson.

The Nobel laureate searched his jacket pockets for what felt like an age. They were now heading along a broad, empty avenue through the park.

‘Where is everyone?’ Will cried.

‘They’ve blocked the road already for tomorrow’s march,’ the chauffeur explained. Drops of sweat stood out on his forehead.

Will finally got hold of Thompson’s phone, but it was as dead as the other two. He tossed it on to the seat in frustration.

‘We’re being kidnapped,’ he cried. ‘We have to attract someone’s attention!’

‘Who?’ roared the chauffeur. ‘There’s no one out there!’

The car was flung to the left before swerving back to the right with a squeal of tyres. Too far, though – it was heading straight for the woods. The front right wheel hit the kerb. The passenger side of the limousine reared up and twisted over as the vehicle soared through the air towards the trees.




6

Jan saw only a huge shadow before a ton of metal thundered over the cycle path from the road. He instinctively ducked as the vehicle flew over his head before deflecting off one tree trunk, slamming into a second and crashing to the ground. He jammed on his brakes and nearly lost control of the bike.

The vehicle was resting on its roof eight or nine yards into the woods. Smoke was beginning to rise from the bodywork near the front wheels.

Jan dropped his bike. It was one of those moments when all thought ceases and the body becomes pure muscle and movement. He started to run, dug his phone out of the front pocket of his jeans, made an emergency call. Sprinted towards the battered heap of scrap.

A black luxury car in a sea of broken glass. The driver’s seat was closest to him. It was the place where the roof had best withstood the crash. A middle-aged man was hanging there motionless. Dark suit. Moustache. Deflated airbags around him. Jan heard a voice in his ear.

‘My name’s Jan Wutte,’ he said. ‘There’s been a serious car accident in the Tiergarten between the Victory Column and the Brandenburg Gate.’

He pushed the phone back in his pocket. Jan, you’re a nurse. You know the human body. He put his hand on the man’s neck. No pulse. He tugged at the car door without success. Behind the driver an old man in a dark suit lay upside down, strangely slumped, on the ceiling of the car. No seat belt. Soaked in blood. His arm was dangling through the car window. No pulse either. Beside the old man, another figure was hanging from the back seat by his strap. A young man. His lips were moving. Jan rushed to the opposite side of the car and tried to push his head through the narrow gap that had recently been a window.

‘Are you all right?’ he heard himself shout. ‘An ambulance is on its way.’

Eyes shut. Whispering. The expression on an upside-down face is impossible to read because all its features are the wrong way around.

‘Are you in pain?’

Beside the man’s head lay an open briefcase on what was really the ceiling of the vehicle, a sheaf of unbound sheets of paper spilling out of it. A mobile and other items lay scattered near by.

The man was whispering too quietly. Jan wriggled a little closer to his lips and tried to calm him. His eyelids were fluttering, but he now looked straight at Jan. His eyes gleamed white at their lower – now upper – edges.

‘Elemen …’ he groaned. ‘Shan … dal …’

Elements? Chantal? It didn’t make any sense.

‘Sorry, I don’t understand. But keep calm – help is on its way.’

The man didn’t seem to hear Jan. ‘Fitzroi piel … a … gold … bar …’

‘Fitzroi what?’

Jan couldn’t do much on his own. Even if he managed to unbuckle the guy’s seat belt, he’d fall and possibly injure himself even more.

‘Fitz … roi piel,’ he wheezed. ‘Shan … dal … ee …’

‘Chantal E.? Is that someone’s name?’ He peered at the man out of the corner of his eye. No sign of life. ‘Fitzroi – is that a name too?’ He’d never heard it before.

The man closed his eyes – did that mean yes? – and whispered, ‘Golden … bar …’

Jack had pulled the Range Rover to a halt a few yards from the scene of the accident. The Mercedes had literally used the kerb as a take-off ramp. Eldridge and Sam had leaped out and were staring at the wreckage among the trees. At this time of the night, there wasn’t a soul on the path that ran parallel to the closed road. There was a bike lying there though. El soon caught sight of the man – or rather his backside poking out of the rear passenger window.

‘Come on!’ El shouted to the others. ‘We’ve got to get to the car. Jack, get ours out of the exclusion zone.’

Rob and Bell jumped out of the SUV. Athletic hulks like El and Sam, they too were decked out in dark jeans and jackets.

The guy had now retracted his upper body from inside the limousine and was straining to open the door. A tall, gawky kid, dark brown hair with an undercut, dark hoodie, faded jeans. He almost fell over backwards when the door suddenly came unstuck and flew open. He arched his upper body inside again, rummaged around and reappeared. They had almost reached him.

A second later he spotted them. ‘Thank God!’ the Samaritan cried. ‘At least one of them’s alive. He can talk. We’ve got to get them out before the whole thing goes sky-high.’ He pointed to the swirls of smoke rising from the car’s engine.

But it wasn’t going to explode. Not on its own, anyway.

The four men advanced towards Jan and the wreck like a SWAT team. Tall, muscular guys in dark casual wear. Practised movements. So much the better: some strong pairs of hands would come in useful right now.

The newcomers split up, two heading for the far side of the car where the lifeless bodies were hanging, and two towards Jan. Why were they wearing gloves on a summer evening? They crouched down beside him and peered into the car.

‘What happened?’ asked a man with a chin like an anvil. Jan didn’t recognize his accent. American maybe? He was wearing an earpiece on the right-hand side.

‘He said something just now,’ Jan said. ‘Maybe together we can drag him free.’

Anvil Chin grabbed the back of Jan’s neck and smashed his head against the side of the car. Jan’s vision went black. Dazed, he toppled to one side and banged his head hard on the ground. What the …?

The earth was lurching to and fro before him. His head was pounding and his eyes watered. The man who’d attacked him squeezed his powerful torso through the car window. Behind the front wheel on the other side, one of the men was attending to the spot from which smoke was rising. Jan tried to scramble to his feet, but crumpled helplessly back to the ground. Someone issued curt orders in a foreign language. English. Another guy was also scouring the inside of the vehicle, while a third fiddled around at the rear of the car. He was opening the fuel cap … Petrol gushed out. Sirens started to blare somewhere in the middle distance and Jan tried for a second time to push himself upright.

Anvil Chin re-emerged from the car, holding the briefcase. He turned to Jan, grabbed his ankle and dragged him towards a pool of petrol that had formed on the ground. Jan tried to shake him off, but the man’s anvil chin was matched by a vice-like grip. Jan’s hands flailed around, searching desperately for a hold until they came across part of the car that felt sharp and pointed. Mustering all his strength, he rammed this makeshift skewer into the hand clutching his ankle. The man grunted and let go. Jan scrambled to his feet. Petrol was now seeping all around the car. The man beside the fuel cap screwed it shut again. The two guys on the far side stepped back from the car. Anvil Chin jumped up, glaring at the deep stab wound in his gloved hand, which was dripping blood.

Jan heard the hiss of a match, and at the same time spotted the sudden uppercut out of the corner of his eye. Evading it by a whisker, he threw himself into a desperate sprint just as the petrol caught light, the resulting blast of heat adding impetus to his flight. With the flames licking at his heels, he risked a glance over his shoulder. Two onrushing hulks were silhouetted against the ball of flame. His legs had never carried him so fast … Jan heard his pursuers’ pounding feet, then sirens, but drowning out everything else was the sound of his own breathing. His head felt as though it was about to explode.

There were people in that car! One was still alive, and they went and set him on fire!

Two men were running towards him from the Victory Column in the fading light. Dark trousers and shirts. Were they with the other lot? One of them was fiddling with his waistband. Did he have a gun?

Jan looked around. Fire, no one pursuing him, but the two men ahead were still running towards him.

‘Stop! Police! Where are you going? Stay right where you are!’

Jan’s breathing was even faster than his pulse. Through the flames and thick smoke he could now make out flashing blue lights at the accident scene. Several cars. The men in dark clothing had vanished. Something inside the burning wreck exploded, sending a shower of sparks into the night sky. Nearby trees caught fire. There was nothing more Jan could do. The thought of the three men in the car made his stomach churn, and nausea spread to the tips of his fingers and toes, the roots of his hair, and his loins, convulsing his whole body with spasms.

‘Why are you running away?’ one of the police officers asked.

There’s no way you’ll believe me …

Jan’s lips were unable to form a single word.

‘You’re coming with us.’
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The noise of rotor blades in Jeanne’s head. Silk on her skin. The thrum of the helicopter’s engine coursing through her body. Sitting to her left was Ted and to her right was Ted’s security chief, Mitch McConnell. His head lobbyist, George Lamarck, had taken a seat on the other side of Ted, and opposite them were the United States Secretary of the Treasury in a tuxedo and his wife in an evening gown, flanked by their minders.

The secretary was gesticulating furiously. ‘What? Again?’

They were forced to raise their voices despite the soundproof cabin.

‘I have it from a reliable source,’ Ted said, ‘that General Motors can no longer service all its debt and BLA is on the brink of collapse.’

‘The Chinese conglomerate?’ George Lamarck asked in disbelief.

‘The very same.’ Ted looked the secretary straight in the eye. ‘You do realize what this means?’ He probably didn’t, but this was Ted’s way of making people feel his equals. ‘If the markets start to doubt GM’s ability to pay, Volkswagen and other car manufacturers will be next in line. And within a matter of hours so will every single company that has run up exorbitant levels of cheap debt to finance costly takeovers or drive up their share prices via buybacks. That’s one hell of a lot of companies, not to mention millions of jobs in many different countries.’

Ted knew how to get a politician’s attention.

‘Wow, look at that!’ cried George, his face pressed to the glass. ‘What is it?’

The wavering lights of night-time Berlin rose towards them. On one side of the dark park stood the brightly illuminated Charlottenburg Palace, with a glittering web of street lamps on the other.

‘Demonstrators?’ asked the treasury secretary.

‘Six hundred thousand of them, or so the organizers claim,’ noted Mitch. ‘Four hundred thousand according to the police.’

‘And we’re supposed to land down there?’ George cried, his voice anxious.

‘What’s that glow?’ the secretary’s wife asked.

‘Smartphone screens,’ Jeanne said. ‘The modern equivalent of waving your lighter.’

‘Like at pop concerts?’

‘Demos are parties too.’

On a square next to the Berlin Palace, the fairy lights coalesced into a single gigantic glowing image of a round golden cake. A small slice had been carved out at the bottom. The figure on it – ‘99%’ – didn’t stand for a birthday though. Written on the larger upper piece was ‘1%’.

‘Tidy design,’ Jeanne said with a sideways glance at Ted. ‘The vast majority have to share one tiny piece of the cake.’

‘Soon they won’t get anything at all,’ Ted retorted. ‘BLA will sell off its stakes in foreign companies. Their market price will fall, putting their bonds and share values under even greater stress. Other Chinese firms will follow in getting rid of their Western stocks. Without investment, those companies will go bust and fire all their employees.’

The lines on either side of the piece of cake began to move upwards like the hands of a crazed clock, highlighting two new narrow slices to the left and right of the 1%.

An illuminated slogan appeared below the cake in alternating languages: We want our share! Wir wollen unseren Anteil! Nous …

‘These pictures will be shown around the world,’ Jeanne muttered as the chopper slowly descended.

The helicopter landed in a circle of light on the lawn behind the palace. Attendants in livery put up umbrellas to shield the ladies’ hair from the turbulence, and electric lanterns flanked the path to the orangery’s picturesquely illuminated baroque arches. Jeanne noted a large number of dinner jackets and evening dresses, both inside and outside the building. The noise and blast from the rotor blades diminished with increasing distance. Some first strains of classical music drifted towards them – Bach, if Jeanne’s ears didn’t deceive her. Conversation was possible once more.

‘If the story about GM and BLA gets out,’ Ted said quietly, ‘then the global corporate bond market will collapse tomorrow morning, taking the CLO market with it.’

Jeanne knew this stood for collateralized loan obligations, similarly opaque investment vehicles to the CDOs that had narrowly failed to destroy the global economy during the 2008 subprime crisis. The famous billionaire investor Warren Buffett had called these assets ‘financial weapons of mass destruction’.

‘The same goes for the stock markets, followed by virtually every major bank, insurance company, asset management firm, shadow bank …’ Ted continued.

‘Who else knows about this?’ asked the treasury secretary.

How come he didn’t know about this before Ted? Jeanne wondered.

‘A few of the people here, I expect,’ said Ted, running an eye over the gathering, ‘but let’s keep the circle as small as possible.’

More guests appeared beside them, heading for the reception in the orangery. The fading buzz of the helicopter grew increasingly inaudible over the roar of the demonstrators on the other side of the staterooms and police barricades. Jeanne’s gaze alighted on the welcome banner in a dozen languages and, alongside it, the small posters announcing the evening’s speakers.


Herbert Thompson, winner of the 2007 Nobel Prize in Economics

Ofalu Nkebi, Secretary-General of the United Nations

Leymah Gbowee, winner of the 2011 Nobel Peace Prize



Thompson would be at their table. How uninspiring – an old man who’d been presenting the same ideas for the past fifty years, his sole claim to fame being that he’d once won a Nobel Prize for them.

They had almost now reached the orangery where the other guests were already assembled. The 2015 Paris Climate Agreement negotiations had ushered in a new era in the international community’s discussions of issues of global importance. Summits were no longer restricted to politicians and diplomats but had been opened up to representatives from NGOs, the business world and other stakeholders. It was still debatable how representative this collection of lobbyists really was though.

Here they all were, meeting and parading. An air kiss here, a handshake there, a photo alone or in a group. The gentlemen wore dark suits, tuxedos or traditional costume, the ladies evening attire and jewellery. Only the occasional small cluster of guests was engaged in anxious whispered conversation.

Some of them had noticed Jeanne’s group arrive and came towards them. Jeanne recognized the CEO of a large French bank, the German minister for economic affairs and the white-haired billionaire investor Kemp Gellund.

‘You’ve heard the news?’ Gellund asked.

Jeanne had a flashback. She’d first noticed this tone in people’s voices back in 2008. She’d experienced the financial crisis first-hand as an intern for a New York investment bank. Days of agitation had eventually given way to naked panic among people she’d imagined had nothing to fear due to their eight-figure salaries and far larger nest eggs. They had barely managed to conceal their terror behind a polished veneer. Dread in their voices, their eyes, their every movement.

‘You mustn’t let this happen,’ Gellund said to the politicians. ‘You have to do something before the public finds out.’

‘If it’s true, then the state bailouts are going to be even larger than in 2008,’ the senior banker said, his face pale.

‘Except that no state can afford it this time,’ was Ted’s response.

‘Exactly!’ Gellund interjected. ‘That’s why it’ll be followed by a collapse in government bonds.’ His tone was shrill now. ‘The emerging economies are already broke. It would be the sovereign debt crisis all over again, only worse.’

‘Oh God!’ the German minister groaned. ‘Italy wants to leave the euro as it is.’

‘It would be forced to,’ Ted said. ‘So would Spain, Greece and maybe others too.’

‘The low interest rates mean the central banks wouldn’t have any effective instruments to curb the losses either,’ the German minister said.

Opinions flew back and forth.

‘The euro and the EU will implode.’

‘Many people would welcome that.’

‘They haven’t considered the consequences though.’

‘It’ll just pour more fuel on the fire.’

‘2008 will look like a cakewalk in comparison.’

‘A hellish spiral.’

‘The plebs will finally take up their pitchforks and come after us!’

‘You’ve got to speak to the others quick!’

‘The Chinese first. The Asian markets open in a few hours.’

Ted leaned towards Jeanne and whispered in her ear, ‘Take note: fortunes will be made tonight.’
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Jörn Schesta looked on as firemen in breathing equipment inspected the smoking carcass of the car and the charred remains of its occupants. Behind him his colleagues were making sure that the sixty or so bystanders stayed outside the police tape.

Not far away, an emergency doctor was closing his bag. The gawping onlookers were holding their smartphones as high in the air as they could as if they were at a pop concert. Bastards!

A column of twelve different emergency vehicles stretched back along the road. It included two fire tenders, a smaller fire engine, three ambulances and patrol cars of varying sizes from units around the city.

‘We could have done without this, eh?’ Jörn said to the head of the fire crew. The man’s face and his impressive moustache were black with soot. He looked like Super Mario, which endeared him to Jörn, but instead of blue dungarees, this guy was wearing thick red overalls. ‘As if we didn’t have enough on our plate already.’

Fireman Mario pushed his helmet back on his head. ‘Always a fire to put out somewhere,’ he said laconically.

‘Did you have to deal with the demos?’ asked Jörn in an attempt to strike up a rapport between the emergency services.

The fire service incident commander nodded. ‘Nothing too bad so far.’

Jörn cast an eye over the man’s shoulder at the wreckage. It looked nasty. ‘Any idea what happened here?’

‘Looks pretty run of the mill. Driver loses control, crashes into trees, game over.’

Jörn could barely see the corpses among the twisted metal coated with patches of filthy foam. ‘Did they die on impact?’

‘Only the coroner’s report will tell us.’

‘That car was the latest model. They really burn that easily?’

Fireman Mario shrugged. ‘Not usually, but this one flew quite a distance. It must have been travelling at quite a lick for the city. Particular forces come into play. The tank can burst, the metal of the vehicle’s bodywork strikes a few sparks on landing, and boom … It can happen if you’re out of luck.’ He turned to look at the wreck and contemplated it in silence, as if it were a work of art. ‘Now you mention it … The burnt area would look a bit different if it had exploded on impact. Less regular. Unless …’

Jörn controlled his curiosity and said nothing, allowing Fireman Mario to study the scene, reflect and draw his conclusions.

‘Unless it lay there for a while first and the petrol leaked out of the tank before the whole thing went up. And this,’ he said, taking a few steps forward and pointing to bits of glass, ‘isn’t from a car, it’s from a bottle.’

‘A Molotov cocktail, you mean?’

‘Were there any demonstrators around when the accident happened?’

‘A few hundred yards away,’ Jörn said.

‘Then the glass must just be litter.’

‘What could’ve ignited the petrol if it wasn’t sparks? What if the car was already at a standstill?’ His eyes wandered to the alleged witness making his statement to Jörn’s fellow police officers.

‘We’ll soon find out,’ Fireman Mario said.

‘When?’

‘Today? Tomorrow? In a week? Anyway, as you said, we should probably be somewhere else right now.’

‘As always.’

‘Too true.’

Jörn heard hurried steps behind him. Two police officers were walking over quickly, one of them holding up a glowing smartphone. ‘They’ve traced the number plate,’ he told Jörn.

‘See you later then,’ Jörn said to the incident commander, turning to his colleagues.

‘The car belonged to a limousine service,’ the policeman explained.

They all groaned.

‘I do hope it’s no one important,’ Jörn said.

‘Someone called Herbert Thompson,’ his colleague said. ‘Nobel Prize winner for economics.’

Oh shit!

Jack had driven off in the Range Rover and was waiting in a side road near the Brandenburg Gate. El and Sam were keeping a low profile at the scene of the accident, making absolutely certain they weren’t inadvertently caught in some bystander’s snapshot. Just in case, they had pulled the peaks of their baseball caps right down over their eyes.

El was keeping a careful watch on the Samaritan, who’d picked up his bike and wheeled it away. For the past few minutes, it had been propped up on its stand beside him as he talked to two police officers, pointing and gesticulating to illustrate his descriptions. His movements were very expressive. His arm was currently tracing an arc through the air from the street to the trees. The car flew like that. El could imagine every single word. He must be describing how he’d tried to help, how the bad guys had arrived to deal with him and then set fire to the car. El saw the police officers nodding, their facial expressions telling him more than the Samaritan realized in his agitation. Suspicious looks. Furrowed brows.

Good.

‘The briefcase?’ asked El.

Bell was carrying it as though it belonged to him. Wedged under his vast muscly bicep, it looked like a little toy. He’d provisionally patched up his wounded hand with a couple of heavy-duty plasters.

Bell opened the bag and El hunted through the contents. He found a slim wallet, two pens, Thompson’s hotel key card and a notepad, which he flicked through. It was empty. There was also a folder containing a loose bunch of A5 filing cards, each pasted on to thin cardboard. The topmost one said in English, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, your excellencies …’ followed by further titles. A greeting. This had to be it. He rifled through a few more cards. Yup, it was. A glance at the Samaritan. He was still busy chatting to the police. Back to the briefcase. A fat pile of bound A4 sheets and a cover with the title ‘Wealth Economics’ by Herbert Thompson and Will Cantor. A memory stick. What kind of dinosaur still used these things? A loose A4 sheet, filled from top to bottom with tiny scrawled handwriting that El had trouble deciphering.

Quickly checking the Samaritan’s whereabouts, he held out a hand to Bell like a surgeon in the middle of an operation.

‘Envelope.’

Bell passed him a prepared envelope. El stuffed the folder containing the filing cards into it, along with the bound papers, the scribbled sheet of paper and the memory stick, pulled off the protective strip and stuck the tab down. He handed the package to Sam. ‘You know what to do.’

Sam walked away.

‘Ring A-G,’ El ordered via his headset, his eyes once more on the Samaritan.

His client’s voice came on to the other end of the line. El could hear a jumble of voices in the background.

‘Targets disabled,’ El reported. ‘Package on its way.’

‘Everything go to plan?’

‘Pretty much. One small matter still to take care of.’

‘Anything for me to worry about?’

‘Nope.’

El ended the call and focused all his attention on the scene with the police officers again. They appeared to be asking the Samaritan something.

What did the men look like? they would want to know. Eloquent gestures in response. A palm held up horizontally about a head above the Samaritan’s own. This tall. Elbows out, arms bent like a gorilla’s, to suggest big, muscular. The police officers conscientiously took everything down, exchanged glances, asked more questions. The Samaritan looked around, pointed in the direction in which he’d been running and shrugged. No idea where they went.

We’re over here. Closer than you’d like to think. Extremely close. We’ve got you in our sights.

The firemen were retrieving the three charred corpses from the limousine behind Jan. The ozone smell from the metal-cutting torch joined the odour of burnt flesh and a whiff of rubbish from the woods. Insects were swarming around the street lamps. He could hardly bring himself to look round.

Dazzling spotlights made the scene look inappropriately garish. Jan barely recognized the smashed-up car around which the firemen were milling. He once again felt an urge to retch, but couldn’t take his eyes off the grotesquely blackened bodies.

‘Jan Wutte?’

The policeman was wiry, the kind of man who works out at the local boxing gym – or at least tries to. He was accompanied by five colleagues, including the two who’d apprehended Jan.

‘I’m Jörn Schesta,’ the new man said. The head of this lot, apparently. He squinted at Jan, then looked down at his mobile. ‘So, eighteen years old, a trainee nurse, first offence at fourteen, several arrests for disturbing the peace …’

‘A couple of parties …’

‘Repeated arrests for illegal drug-taking …’

‘Oh come on, man, it was only a few joints …’

‘Suspicion of causing actual bodily harm …’

‘That’s not true!’ Jan objected. ‘It was exactly the opposite: I was keeping out of that brawl in the pub when I got hit by a flying chair. Witnesses confirmed my account. Why’s it still on my record?’

‘And now three people are dead.’

What do you mean, ‘And now’?

‘What is this? I made a full statement to your colleagues.’

‘Sounds pretty far-fetched to me,’ the policeman remarked. ‘Why were you running away?’

‘I’ve already explained that! Because those guys knocked me down and tried to burn me. Look – here!’ Jan tapped his forehead, the right side of which was still smarting from its involuntary encounter with the bodywork of the car.

The police officer’s eyes didn’t linger on it for long. He sniffed. ‘You smell of petrol.’

‘Of course I do.’

‘Because you were fooling around with it?’

‘No! Listen …’ Keep calm.

‘Where were you coming from? The demos? Or is that where you were heading?’

‘I’ve got better things to do. I’d just come off a twelve-hour shift at the hospital. Check if you like. All I want is to go home, shower, eat and get some sleep.’

The policeman nodded. ‘Know who was in the car?’

‘How would I know that?’

‘You told my colleague you’d managed to speak to one of the men.’

‘He stammered something. Names, perhaps. I couldn’t understand him very well. I told all this to your colleague.’

‘If those other men were there, as you claim—’

‘I’m not claiming anything …’ Jan retorted.

‘Then why were you the only one my colleagues came across?’ the police officer continued impassively. ‘More likely, you were on the run …’

‘I …’

‘… and the others don’t exist.’

‘I don’t know. Maybe they didn’t look properly.’

Wrong answer. Jan knew it straight away. This guy was a real arsehole, that put-on smile on his face and ruefully shaking his head. The police officer walked away. His colleagues followed and gave him their views. Jan pricked up his ears.

‘As soon as … find out who might have died … on our backs,’ the policeman hissed. ‘The mayor, politicians, the media … a nightmare.’

‘On the other hand,’ another man said, ‘the summit will be a distraction …’

‘Not if rumours … triple murder … victims … Nobel Prize winner Herbert Thompson.’

Was he talking about the smoking heap behind them? A Nobel Prize winner? As inconspicuously as possible, Jan took a few steps closer.

‘… only witness …’

‘If he’s a …’

If? What was that supposed to mean? Were they talking about him? What else might he be?

‘Radical …’

‘Molotov cocktail …’

‘Cover-up …’

‘Set fire …’

They surely didn’t think … They must be discussing something other than the wild fantasies he was piecing together from the fragments of their conversation – they had to be. He’d called the emergency services. He …

The police chief tapped on his phone and raised it to his ear.

‘… murder, why run away? … need results … suspects …’

‘Bring him in … tell him it’s as a witness …’

‘What the hell’s that?’

A policeman was staring up, mesmerized, into the now dark sky. The others followed his example and, one after the other, they moved towards the road to get a better view, their eyes glued to the heavens. The focus of the bystanders’ attention had shifted too. They were no longer pointing their phones at the wreckage but off into the distance.

Jan looked round. Further west, beyond the Victory Column, sparks were soaring into the blue-black sky. Hundreds of them. Thousands. As if there were a fire, a gigantic conflagration, over Berlin-Charlottenburg.
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The champagne glasses in people’s hands and the cheerful smiles on their faces were not enough to hide the tense atmosphere in the orangery from Jeanne’s perceptive eye. Waiters wended their way through the crowd, balancing trays of hors d’oeuvres on their fingertips, but hardly anyone helped themselves to the food. Jeanne’s small group made its way unobtrusively towards the Chinese trade minister and his entourage.

‘Whatever you do, don’t mention the BLA affair directly,’ Kemp Gellund warned them. ‘The Chinese would take it as an affront and immediately clam up. Approach the subject cautiously, allude to it obliquely and let them take the initiative.’

‘How do we solve the problem of the Western investments they’re going to sell off?’ the treasury secretary asked.

Jeanne allowed herself to be swept along by the others. She was now the only woman, as the treasury secretary’s wife had stopped to talk with a different group. No one paid any attention to Jeanne – she was invisible among the political leaders and billionaires. Although she’d completed her studies in record time with top grades, enjoyed a successful career as an investment banker and worked for a hedge fund, right now, in the inner circle around the man to whom she might perhaps mean more if she was inclined to be, for a brief moment in the centre of the parquet floor she was – or at least felt like – Cinderella.

She pulled back her shoulders to cover
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