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About the Book

Revenger is a classic Tom Cain thriller that rips its story from the headlines of tomorrow’s newspapers. Iran’s nuclear facilities are radioactive rubble. The Euro has fallen apart. Amidst the ruins of a wrecked economy, riots are an everyday occurrence. A populist, far-right leader is out to topple the political establishment.

Sam Carver just wants a quiet drink with an old friend. But there’s no such thing as peace and quiet any more. When a riot breaks out in south London, Carver is caught in an urban battlefield. He fights for his life. He defends the innocent. But when the smoke clears and the bodies are counted he’s the one the media blame for the bloodshed.

The police want him in jail. An old enemy, bent on revenge, wants him dead. And Sam Carver is in for the fight of his life.
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TOM CAIN


To Clare


Author’s Note

I am greatly indebted to William Hunt for his expert advice on this book and Carver before it. Likewise, my thanks go to John Duffy. As with Carver, much of the action involves the use of everyday objects in unusual, not to say lethal, situations. Two things should be noted. First: the ‘recipes’ for explosive devices in both books contain deliberate errors, so there is no point in trying to replicate them. Second: this is fiction. It is intended to entertain, but it is absolutely not, under any circumstances, intended as any kind of do-it-yourself guide. Or to put it another way: don’t try this at home.


 Prologue

It started with a kiss.

Abou-Ali Bakhtiar had always been a quiet, well-behaved schoolboy, much liked by his teachers and never any trouble in class. As a student at the University of Tehran’s faculty of literature and humanities he continued to be a credit to his family, and his grades were consistently excellent. Sex outside marriage is strictly forbidden in Iran, as it is in most Islamic societies, so the fact that Bakhtiar was untroubled by the desperate, frustrated urge for women that plagued his male friends was in many ways a blessing. And then, in his penultimate year at university, that blessing became a curse.

A friendship with another young man called Mehdi deepened over the course of several months and, like a plant that blossoms from a seed into a flower, turned into something new. First came the realization of a love that went beyond mere affection. It was swiftly followed by the exchange of a hesitant kiss that deepened, intensified, set light to Bakhtiar’s heart, sent the blood pulsing through his body and filled him with an exultant joy unlike any he had ever known. The two young men spent a night together. They were the most wonderful hours of Bakhtiar’s life, only to be followed in the morning by a crashing hangover of shame and fear.

Here he was, a law-abiding model of propriety, engaged in an activity that was both a sin against God and a crime punishable by death. But why was it a sin to love like this? And how could one do wrong when one did not have the choice of doing right? From the moment that Bakhtiar discovered his homosexuality, he saw the whole of his life up to that point from an entirely different perspective. So much that he had not understood before was now explained. He had, he was quite certain, been like this all his life. He could no more become a ‘normal’ man now than he could suddenly turn his eyes blue. And if he had been made this way, then that must have been God’s will. In which case, how could it possibly be criminal?

For both their sakes, Bakhtiar ended the relationship with Mehdi and begged him not to find another lover; the risk was just too great. In public Bakhtiar remained the same friendly, popular, studious figure he had always been. But the endless hours he spent in the university library were not all occupied working on his final dissertation. Instead he pored over the theological debates that had taken place on homosexuality over the centuries, concluding that neither the precise degree of its sinfulness nor the rightful severity of its punishment appeared to have been definitively established. There was, he discovered, a long tradition of homoerotic love poetry in both Arabic and Persian literature, and some of the greatest rulers of the Islamic world had displayed homosexual proclivities. Even Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople, was said to have taken beautiful young men to his bed along with his many wives and concubines.

Bakhtiar entered into these researches as a private exercise, an attempt to reconcile his sexuality with his faith and thus soothe his mind and his soul. It never even occurred to him to participate in any protest against the authorities that had demonized him. But then Mehdi, the lover he had cast aside, was caught in bed with a boy of seventeen. Both were arrested. The boy’s father, a senior army officer, insisted that his son had been forced to have sex against his will. The court chose to believe this claim, saving the boy but condemning Mehdi to death.

Two days later, Mehdi was hanged without the knowledge of his lawyer or his family. The first that anyone knew of the execution was when it was announced on the evening news. Bakhtiar sat and watched in anguished despair as pictures were shown on screen of Mehdi blindfold on the gallows, and hanging in mid-air next to thieves and drug-dealers.

It was then that Bakhtiar changed. He saw that it was not enough to hide away. He had to do something to change the society in which he lived. And so the process of radicalization started, as he joined a students’ group involved in pro-democracy campaigns and demonstrations. Shortly after his graduation from the university, he graduated as an activist, too, making contact with emissaries from Mujahedin-e Khalq, or the MEK: an exiled dissident group, denounced by some as terrorists, but lionized by others as courageous freedom fighters against the Iranian regime.

For years there had been rumours that the Israelis used members of the MEK as hitmen to carry out their assassinations of Iranian nuclear scientists. Now the group were planning to escalate their anti-government actions to an entirely new level. The search went out for martyrs willing to take part in suicide bombings.

Bakhtiar was a man in despair. He saw no future for himself. The only man he would ever love was dead. His only hope of joining him was to die himself and pray for a meeting in paradise. He put himself forward for martyrdom, and his application was gratefully accepted. On a balmy evening in late April, with the city still fresh and green from the spring rains, Bakhtiar was ordered to make his way to a nondescript workshop on the outskirts of Tehran to meet with a senior MEK officer.

The man introduced himself as Firouz, and showed Bakhtiar a laptop on whose screen was a satellite picture of an apparently unexceptional patch of landscape. A road ran diagonally across the screen from top left to bottom right. In the middle of the picture, next to the road, an area of ground had been outlined.

‘This is the highway between Gazran and Khandab,’ said Firouz, pointing at the road. His finger tapped on the outline. ‘And this is the IR-40 nuclear complex. See, it looks like a pig’s head!’

Bakhtiar smiled. He was right. The likeness was uncanny.

‘Here is the pig’s snout, up against the highway,’ Firouz continued. ‘And this is the line of its mouth, which is the road from the highway into the heart of the complex. Now . . . there is one barrier here, by the highway, and another at the other end of the road, where all the really important buildings are located. That road is approximately one kilometre long. It is absolutely vital for you to get as far up it as you possibly can before you detonate your bomb. The closer you are, the more damage you will do. It is a very powerful device. But it cannot work miracles.

‘So, here are your targets. On the right, in the pig’s cheek, you have a heavy-water production plant. That’s water enriched in a deuterium isotope, often referred to as deuterium oxide . . .’

Firouz caught Bakhtiar’s look of blank incomprehension.

‘Not a scientist, huh? OK . . . Heavy water helps them create plutonium-239, the radioactive material at the heart of a nuclear weapon. Now, observe this structure here, above the heavy-water plant. It looks like the eye of the pig, does it not? Well, this is a nuclear reactor. Here is another picture of the reactor, from the side. See how it has a great round dome, and beside it a thin concrete tower?’

‘Almost like a mosque and minaret,’ Bakhtiar suggested.

‘Yes . . . although here it is not God, the most merciful and compassionate, to whom they pray, but the devil. For this reactor is where the heavy water will be used to create the plutonium. That plutonium will go in an atomic bomb, and then the ayatollahs will stay in power for ever, because no one, anywhere, will dare challenge them.’

‘You say the heavy water will be used. You mean it isn’t yet?’

‘No, the plant is not operational. There have been many, many delays. Some of these, I am proud to say, were due to us. Let’s just say, they had a problem retaining staff.’ Firouz smiled at his witticism and Bakhtiar joined him, though it seemed strange to regard death as a laughing matter.

‘However, it’s finally due to start the process of going operational within weeks – two or three months at the very most,’ Firouz went on. ‘That’s why we have to strike now. But I must ask: are you still with us? Are you willing to sacrifice your life as a martyr for our cause?’

Bakhtiar felt almost physically sick. He thought of his family, whom he loved, and of all the years that still lay before him. And then he thought of the sorrow and deceit that would fill those years and, in little more than a hoarse, dry whisper answered, ‘Yes, I am.’

The following morning, well before dawn, Bakhtiar set off on the five-and-a-half-hour drive from Tehran, south-west along the Saveh Freeway to Arak, the capital of Markazi Province, and then north towards the IR-40 complex. He travelled in an old Toyota Hilux truck. The cargo area of the truck was covered with a tarpaulin, beneath which were some sacks of cement, a bundle of wooden joists and an oil barrel. Within that barrel there was a bomb.

For most of the journey Bakhtiar was a passenger. The target was almost four hundred kilometres away, and the leaders of the MEK felt it was too great a risk to expect anyone to drive that far, with nothing but their own thoughts and fears for company, and then have the energy, or the will, to mount a desperate suicide attack against an armed target. So Bakhtiar sat in the passenger seat while an older, more experienced MEK fighter drove, talked to him when he considered it right, or at other times let him alone with his thoughts.

They passed along a river valley where the local farmers’ lush green fields clustered together in the flatlands between two ranges of dusty brown hills. At Gazran they stopped for cups of sweet mint tea. Then they drove a little out of town till they found a turn-off where they could spend a few minutes undisturbed.

Bakhtiar’s companion helped him screw a metal plate across the inside of the windscreen, precisely shaped to the dimensions of the glass. It had a narrow slit, allowing him to see out. But unless a lucky shot happened to pass precisely through this gap, the front of the truck was effectively bullet-proof. As an additional precaution Bakhtiar put on a motorcycle helmet. It would not fully protect him against a direct shot, but it would keep out any ricochets or flying fragments of metal or glass.

‘I will leave you now,’ his companion said. ‘Would you like me to pray with you before I go?’

‘Yes, I would like that very much,’ Bakhtiar replied.

Together, they turned to Mecca, got down upon their knees, prostrated themselves and said the words of Al-Fatiha, the prayer that is to Muslims what the Lord’s Prayer is to Christians: the most basic, fundamental profession of faith.


In the name of God,

The most compassionate, the most merciful,

Praise to God, Lord of all the worlds,

The most compassionate, the most merciful,

Lord of the Day of Judgement,

You alone do we worship, you alone do we ask for help,

Guide us on the right path,

The path of those in your grace, not of those whom you have cursed, or who have gone astray,

Amen.



When the prayer had been said and his companion had departed, Bakhtiar got back in the truck, in the driver’s seat this time, and turned right on to the road towards the nuclear reactor. He did not have far to go, three kilometres at most, and he was surprised to discover how calm and at peace he felt. It was as though Mehdi was in the passenger seat where he himself had been just a few minutes ago. He was smiling at Bakhtiar, and the thought of his face, his bright eyes and his gentle good humour was like a soothing balm to Bakhtiar’s soul.

He drove the truck to the turn-off that led to the IR-40 complex, and when he saw the first barricade he picked up the small, handheld controller that would activate the bomb, depressed the switch and held it down. From now on, there was no going back. The moment Bakhtiar relaxed his grip on the switch the bomb would detonate.

The switch was in his left hand. The wheel of the truck was in his right. Bakhtiar floored the accelerator and the truck leaped forward.

It took the guards a couple of seconds to realize what was happening, and a couple more to bring their weapons to bear. But by the time the first bullets were hammering into the truck, Bakhtiar had smashed through the barrier and was racing down the dead-straight road that led to the heart of the complex. By now he was under heavy fire from the guards at each checkpoint, in front of him and behind.

Bakhtiar had gone two . . . three . . . four hundred metres down the road.

The glass in the front and rear windows had all been blown out. The metal plate in front of him was clanging like a steel drum to the constant beat of the bullets hitting its surface. His own head was ringing with the deafening noise all around him and the constant patter of debris against his helmet. The engine was smoking like a steam train and screaming in protest at the wounds it was enduring.

Another three hundred metres raced by beneath his wheels, and then the truck slewed wildly as one of the rear tyres blew apart under the relentless fire. Bakhtiar found himself skidding off the road. There were high security fences on either side, and he was heading straight for one of them.

The truck smashed into the fence, which gave way under the impact, collapsing all around the truck and wrapping it in chain-linked wire and concrete posts. Bakhtiar heard more shots clattering around him, then the sound of men shouting as they ran down the road towards him.

He looked to his right.

Mehdi was there. He was telling him not to be afraid. They would be together soon. Their love would last forever.

Bakhtiar let go of the switch.

There was one important detail that Firouz had neglected to tell Bakhtiar.

The device in the oil barrel was an updated version of a fifty-year-old US Army weapon with the designation W54 SADM. It was cylindrical in shape: about 60cm tall, with a diameter of 40cm. It weighed around 70 kilos. The designation SADM stood for ‘Special Atomic Demolition Munition’, for this was a 10-kiloton nuclear bomb, and it was the culmination of many years of strategic thinking, war-games and military exercises.

For more than three decades, the Israeli government had made it plain that it would not allow any of the hostile states in the region to possess atomic weapons, nor even the capacity to build them. Nuclear installations in Iraq and Syria were bombed, and Iran was given unequivocal notice that it was next in line. An Iran Command was formed within the Israeli Air Force. Its jets flew up and down the full length of the Mediterranean, sometimes even as far as Gibraltar, practising long-range missions.

Everyone knew what the Israelis were doing, not least the Iranians themselves. That’s why they buried their uranium-enrichment plants at Natanz and Fordow deep underground; impregnably so, they claimed. To most Western analysts, it was a question of when, not if, Israel would mount airstrikes at the dozen or more key installations on which Iran’s nuclear weapons programme depended. But from Israel’s point of view, that was the problem: everyone knew.

Surprise would be impossible. Deniability non-existent.

So Israel boxed clever. It used the MEK as its proxies for this strike, as it had for others before. Because of Iran’s refusal to halt its nuclear weapons programme, it was under a punitive regime of international sanctions. But where there are sanctions, there will also be smugglers. Mossad agents used those smuggling routes to infiltrate four SADM bombs into Iran.

The 10-kiloton bomb Abou-Ali Bakhtiar detonated beside the IR-40 reactor blew a crater seventy-five metres wide by seventeen metres deep. It created a dazzling fireball from which blew a scorching hurricane. At least half the people within a five-hundred-metre radius were killed instantly, and those that survived received fatal doses of radiation. Human bodies and inanimate objects were transformed into lethal missiles. The blast reduced the heavy-water plant to rubble, and caused sufficient damage to the reactor to render it entirely useless.

Above all, the IR-40 complex was so heavily soused in nuclear fallout as to be unapproachable by anyone unless they were wearing full protective gear. Even then, a stay of more than a few minutes could result in a dangerously high dose of radiation. And that, from the strategists’ point of view, was the other great benefit of this form of attack. It was not necessary to destroy Iran’s impregnable underground sites. The ground above or around them just had to be turned into toxic wastelands through which no human could pass, and they were effectively useless. The IR-40 nuclear reactor, the two uranium enrichment plants at Natanz and Fordow, and the Nuclear Technology Centre at Isfahan were all rendered inoperable. The Iranian weapons programme was cut off at the knees.

Meanwhile, not a single Israeli Air Force plane had been involved in any hostile action whatsoever. Deniability was ensured. It was a strategic triumph for Israel . . . and an unmitigated disaster for the rest of the world.

As its nuclear sites lay blanketed in radioactive dust and debris the Iranian government looked for a way to strike back, not just against the Israelis, but also their allies in the West. Iranian naval forces immediately launched a series of missile attacks on the Strait of Hormuz – the shipping lane through which one-fifth of the entire global oil trade passed – hitting several vessels and sinking a massive supertanker. Maritime insurance premiums immediately rose to a level that made any passage through the Strait prohibitively costly, even assuming a ship owner or crew was willing to risk the voyage. With that crucial supply-line cut, the resulting spike in the price of oil had a devastating effect on an already battered global economy, ending any slim hopes of recovery. Meanwhile, conflict spread to the streets of Europe as the Continent’s Muslim populations rose up in outrage at the Jewish assault on their Iranian brothers and sisters.

It was difficult, however, to distinguish these Muslim riots from all the other forms of civil disturbance tearing the EU to pieces. Repeated bailouts of the Mediterranean states had drained the Continent’s treasuries while failing to address any of the fundamental causes of economic failure. Indeed, they had simply made that failure even more acute. The grinding austerity demanded by Berlin as the price for supporting the failed economies of southern Europe had created economic damage that would take decades to repair. As the second Great Depression took hold, once-flourishing businesses collapsed, governments were unable to meet even their people’s most basic needs, and yet more millions of Greeks, Italians, Spaniards and Portuguese were thrown out of work to add to those already on the breadline.

Greeks had long been familiar with the sight of government buildings going up in flames. Now Rome, Madrid and Lisbon were burning too. The French alliance with Germany fractured as the new government in Paris refused to accept the current self-flagellating orthodoxy, and embarked on a policy of spending more government money, not less, risking credit-agency downgrades, rising borrowing costs and even national bankruptcy rather than cutting spending to the bone. And slowly it dawned on the German electorate that by beggaring their neighbours they had destroyed their own most important export markets, harming themselves economically as well as reigniting old anti-German hatreds that the EU had been created to bury for ever.

Little by little the fabric of Europe unravelled. Some of the crises were of minimal significance in any financial or geopolitical sense, but their symbolic weight was crushing. The Champions League, for example, was suspended as the explosive tensions on the streets of Europe’s major cities made it impossible for tens of thousands of supporters from different nations to gather together for a competitive event without the near-certainty of violence. Without that revenue source many of the major clubs collapsed under the crushing debts they had amassed in the pursuit of glory.

Meanwhile Britain’s relative immunity from the crises of the euro counted for less and less. The EU’s implosion acted like an economic black hole, whose gravitational field dragged more and more of its neighbours into the same plunging death-spiral. The first generation of nine-thousand-pounds-a-year students graduated to find that their fees had been wasted: there weren’t any jobs for them to take. Their parents were no better off. As their property values plummeted and their painfully accumulated pensions were rendered worthless, so the respectable middle-classes of suburbia became as angry as the underclasses in the sink estates.

The riots that had seemed like a single, exceptional outburst in the summer of 2011 were now a chronic condition, like a bad cold you just can’t shake off, or a cut that refuses to heal. No one knew where the next bricks and bottle-bombs would be thrown, or which once-peaceful shopping street or housing estate would find itself under siege. But almost every night, something seemed to kick off somewhere, until the festering anarchy became so commonplace that it took an event of exceptional violence – a policeman killed, or a well-known building razed to the ground – for the media even to acknowledge that anything had happened.

National governments were helpless in the face of such unrelenting disorder, and as conventional politics failed to provide any answer to the chaos, siren voices started making themselves heard. They belonged to populists and demagogues promising simple, understandable explanations for the incomprehensible collapse of the old world order. They offered bogeymen to blame and hate; pat solutions to put things right. In their desperation, voters listened to these voices. They longed for strong, decisive leaders who could bring order to the anarchy and make everything work again.

Yet even in the worst of times, whether beset by war, natural disaster or economic collapse, people have to get on with their lives. They strive to find work. They do their best to look after their families. They seek whatever comfort they can in their friends and lovers. And they can always console themselves with the knowledge that the sun still shines, the wind still blows and the world keeps turning, whatever mankind might do . . .


1

AS THE FIRST rays of the morning sun sparkled on the water, the Lady Rosalie made her graceful way between the massive concrete pillars of the Hubert C. Bonner Bridge, left the peace of Currituck Sound and poked her nose out into the dancing whitecaps of the North Atlantic. There was a fresh south-easterly breeze blowing, and as the forty-two-foot sloop left the last shelter of land and felt the full force of the wind, her sails filled, her hull heeled over and she raced away across the water like a racehorse bursting from the starting gate. The four high-powered rigid inflatable boats, crewed by armed men who were keeping watch ahead, behind and on either side of the Lady Rosalie, had to accelerate hard to keep up, as did the US Coastguard cutter keeping station a few hundred yards away and the Marines helicopter overhead.

It was a perfect fall morning, with a cloudless sky and the promise of highs in the mid-seventies, but at eight in the morning there was still a sharp, invigorating chill in the wind that hinted at the colder days of winter to come. The man at the helm was grinning with the sheer joy of being alive on such a day, in such a boat. His name was Lincoln Roberts. He was African–American, well over six feet tall, strongly built, with a hint of silver in the hair beneath his dark-blue baseball cap. He had recently celebrated his sixty-first birthday, yet his vigour was undiminished and his presence and charisma still dominated any room he ever entered.

Roberts gave himself a few minutes to savour the pleasure of playing the yacht that was his most treasured possession against the constantly shifting forces of wind and water. Then he turned to the man standing next to him and shouted over the breeze, ‘Damn, this feels good! Worth dragging your ass out of bed for, right? You want a turn at the wheel?’

Samuel Carver grinned back. ‘Yes, sir!’

‘You don’t have to call me “sir”, Sam. This is the weekend. And I’m not your president.’

‘True . . . but as long as this is your boat, you are my skipper.’

Roberts laughed and gave Carver a friendly pat on the back as they exchanged places. ‘I should’ve said this last night, but it’s good to see you again,’ he said. ‘It’s been too long. I feel bad about that.’

‘Don’t. You’ve had much more important things to worry about.’

‘You saved my life. That’s pretty damn important.’

‘I was just doing my job. Anyway, you send me those personally signed and dedicated Christmas cards every year. You should see people’s faces when they see one of those babies on the mantelpiece.’

‘Yeah, that presidential magic works a treat, doesn’t it? I mean, take a look at this jacket . . .’ Roberts pointed at the embroidered presidential seal decorating the right chest of his windbreaker. ‘Five years I’ve been in this job, and I still get a thrill putting it on.’

‘I heard the presidential jellybeans are pretty special, too,’ said Carver.

‘You know that’s true, they are. I’ll get someone to send you a jar.’

The two men stood in companionable silence for a while, feeling the sun and spray on their faces as they savoured the pleasure of being out on the water. Then the President drew a little closer to Carver and, in a lower voice, bereft of humour or bonhomie, said, ‘You happen to know what happened to all that money Malachi Zorn stole? It’s been more than two years, north of fifty billion’s still missing and I’ve got a whole posse of very angry people – and I’m talking rich, powerful, influential people who could make my life real difficult come election time – wanting to know what happened to their investment.’

‘I’ll bet they’re angry,’ said Carver. ‘They got taken in by the greatest con-man in history. So did two British prime ministers and at least one member of the royal family, come to that. He promised them the earth if they invested in him, then he took the lot. But I don’t know what happened to it all.’

‘Really? I heard you had a lot to do with taking Zorn down. Word is, you were right by him when he died.’

‘He was killed at a reception where there were more than five hundred guests. A lot of people were right by him.’

Roberts put an arm round Carver’s shoulders. It looked like an amicable gesture, but as Roberts clenched his fingers until they were digging into Carver’s skin there was an icy edge to his voice. ‘Don’t bullshit me, Sam. We both know Malachi Zorn didn’t die at that reception.’

Carver looked out towards the horizon, gathering his thoughts for a moment before he replied. ‘I didn’t kill Zorn, you have my word on that. But I was with him just before he died. I even asked him what he’d done with the money – and forget fifty billion: he said it was over a hundred. Zorn wasn’t telling. If you want my opinion, he really didn’t care about having the money himself. He just wanted the people he’d taken it from not to have it. He wanted to hurt them and he knew, with rich bastards like that, nothing hurts more than losing money.’

Roberts caught the note of contempt in Carver’s voice. ‘Sounds like you agree with him.’

‘Not enough to do the things Zorn did.’

Roberts relaxed his grip on Carver’s shoulder, apparently satisfied that he wasn’t holding any information back.

‘You know what? I know this sounds nuts but I worry about you, Sam. You must’ve made a heap of enemies along the way. Sooner or later one of ’em’s gonna come back to bite you.’

‘Hasn’t happened yet.’

‘So? You think that’ll stop it happening some other time? You’ve hurt a lot of people and you know things that could hurt a lot more. That’s a dangerous combination . . . I guess what I’m saying is, “Watch yourself.”’

‘I will, Mr President. You can count on it. So . . . you want the wheel back now, or what?’
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DANNY CROPPER WORKED in the hazy no-man’s-land between security and crime, where tough men who once served their country, men with shaven heads and pumped-up muscles slowly turning to fat, do dirty work for the rich and powerful who want to keep their own hands clean.

When he wasn’t working, Cropper had two main interests: getting wrecked and getting laid. It had been a long Saturday night, and he woke at half two on Sunday afternoon with a sore head, a lurching gut and a mouth that tasted like a fishmonger’s dustbin. He heaved himself out of bed, wincing at the backache that always seemed to hit him worst first thing, then sat bleary-eyed on the edge of the mattress with one hand in his well-worn underpants. As he gave his package a ruminative scratch he wondered whether to wake up the girl snoring softly on the other side of the bed. No, why bother? She hadn’t been that good a fuck last night, and she looked a lot rougher now than she’d done when he’d had his beer-goggles on.

She farted in her sleep, and that made Cropper’s mind up for sure.

There was a packet of fags on the bedside table. The tobacco companies weren’t allowed to put their colours or logos on the packs any more, only the health warning and a brand-name in plain black text. Cropper thought it just demonstrated the stupidity of politicians. The economy was in the shitter. The streets were a battleground. The electricity kept cutting out because the Greens wouldn’t let anyone build power stations that actually worked, and if the dustmen or the tube drivers weren’t on strike then it was the nurses and the cops. The whole world was falling apart, and all the twats in Westminster could worry about was lung cancer.

Cropper pulled on his jeans and a T-shirt and lit his first cig of the day, stuffing the pack into his trouser pocket as he shuffled out of the room. He made a cup of tea – so strong it was darker than coffee, with a shot of condensed milk and three sugars – then took the cup to the kitchen table where his laptop was lying. He logged in and scanned the headlines. A rocket attack on Tel Aviv had killed forty-five Israelis, including a dozen children. Barclays Bank had just been bought by a Brazilian corporation. As net immigration to the UK reached record levels – ‘Fuck knows why they want to come here,’ Cropper muttered to himself – the government was denying, for the umpteenth time, that it had lost control of Britain’s borders. With another half-dozen clubs facing financial oblivion, the football authorities were considering merging the former Premiership and Championship divisions to create a single league, with no promotion or relegation. And some royal tart had stood next to a celebrity tart Cropper had never heard of, but they’d both been wearing the same dress, so that was a big fucking deal, apparently.

He checked his emails. Amidst all the spam, promising cheap drugs and a bigger penis, there was one message that interested him. It purported to come from a girl called Veronika, and the subject line was, ‘Baby, I want to meet you.’ The message read, ‘Hi, Baby, I am looking for new friends. I am cute and I love big men who can make me feel good deep inside. I would really like to meet you, and if you really want to know how much fun we will have together, just open up the video I have sent you and look at my hot, wet pussy. It is waiting here for you.’

Cropper moved the video to a digital editing application, and watched four minutes of tacky Romanian porn until the image faded to black. Three seconds passed with a blank, silent screen, and there was a brief burst of static interference and white noise. Cropper cut and deleted everything apart from this burst, which was less than half a second long. Then he played it again through another app, which mimicked the function of a super high-speed tape recorder, allowing Cropper to replay the message in real time. He heard a voice, itself distorted to the point where it was un-recognizable, saying, ‘Got another job if you want it. Wednesday night, starting at eight-fifteen precisely. Three locations: Netherton Street, London SW4; Cleveway Road, Bristol BS13; Dunstone Lane, Leicester LE3. The aim is maximum devastation of property. Theft and arson would be good. Moderate levels of human collateral damage are acceptable. But we don’t want bodies everywhere. And arrange for maximum social media coverage at all locations: we want this viral across YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram – the works. Signal acceptance by usual means. First payment will be transferred on receipt of acceptance.’

Cropper replied to the email: ‘Hi, Veronika . . . I want your hot, wet pussy. Let’s meet . . . Big D.’

He jotted down a note to himself, reminding him to sort out the two key personnel at each location: someone local who’d get the scum together to do the actual damage, and one of his own lads to keep a discreet eye on things and make sure everything ran to plan. Then he sat back and finished the rest of his cold, sweet tea. This was the third time he’d got one of these jobs, and the first two had been the most lucrative gigs he’d ever been given. But they’d not been so specific about timing. Usually he was given a two- or three-day window, but this was timed to the minute. What was that about?

Cropper went back online. He looked for anything else that would be happening at the same time as the riots. And then he saw the same name popping up again in countless different news stories, previews and links. And suddenly it all made perfect sense.
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A LITTLE FURTHER forward in the boat two women were sitting on padded vinyl banquettes. One was Rosalie Roberts, the President’s wife, after whom his boat had been named, and whose willowy figure and beautifully sculptured features made her a suitably regal-looking consort for her man. With her was Alexandra Petrova Vermulen, otherwise known as Alix, the love of Sam Carver’s life. She had blonde hair, a wide mouth, full lips and cool blue eyes. One lid was slightly heavier than the other, one pupil fractionally out of line, and that barely perceptible imperfection was the difference between banal prettiness and intriguing, mesmerizing beauty. The two women were sitting close together, their knees almost touching, watching one another with a searching, very feminine intimacy.

They’d been chatting for half an hour or so, swapping titbits of Washington gossip, laughing as they exchanged the stories Rosalie Roberts had heard in the White House for the ones that Alix had picked up in her job as the head of a political lobbying firm. Then Roberts said. ‘Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?’

‘How can I say no to my First Lady?’ Alix replied, with a polite little giggle.

‘Trust me, sweetie, people say no to me all the time. They do it real politely and there’s always a long explanation, but it’s still no.’

‘Oh, I know that feeling. Years ago, in Russia, I used to know a very powerful man. Nobody wanted to upset me, in case I told him and got them into trouble. But I was still just his mistress, so I had no real power . . . In the end, I could not stop them saying no to me, too. So, what was your question?’

‘It was about Russia, actually. Is it true that . . .’ Rosalie paused, trying to find the right way to phrase what she wanted to ask.

‘That I was recruited by the KGB?’ said Alix, helping her out.

‘Yes,’ said the First Lady, a little uncertainly, not sure if she might have offended her guest.

‘And is there any truth to all those rumours that I used to be a honeytrap spy, trained to seduce Western men and extract their most intimate secrets?’

‘Yes . . .’

Alix had known from the start that this was what the question would be about. She’d been debating what to say in reply, but Rosalie Roberts was obviously a good, kind, compassionate woman, and so Alix decided to trust her with a full, honest answer.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m a US citizen, I’ve sworn the oath of allegiance and I can absolutely promise you that I don’t have any relationship whatever with any arm of Russian intelligence. Not any more. But those rumours are true.’

‘But how—’

‘How could I do it? I was an eighteen-year-old girl, recruited to serve my country – how could I not? All my life I’d been taught that my duty was to serve and obey the Soviet state. And there was a woman called Olga Zhukovskaya. She spotted me and trained me. She was like a second mother to all us girls. She told us that we would be doing work that was vital for the security of the state. And we shouldn’t worry if it seemed like we were having to do dirty, wicked things – you know, the things that bad girls did – because we were doing them for the Motherland, and that made everything different.’

‘Did that really help?’

‘For a time, yes, it did. And in some ways our lives were fantastic. I was wearing Paris fashions, shopping for Western cosmetics at the party stores, dining at the best restaurants. Compared to what I’d known before it was paradise. Then I found out that all the male officers used the videotapes of my assignments as pornography. To them, I was just a whore . . . and when I realized that, it was . . .’ Alix broke eye-contact with Rosalie Roberts and lowered her head, peering intently at the wooden deck before she took a deep breath, sighed, and looked up. ‘Well, it was hard for me not to think that I was a whore, too.’

‘Aw, sweetie, come here,’ said Rosalie Roberts, holding out her arms and grasping Alix in a hug. And just like her husband, it was when she had her friend in her arms that Rosalie Roberts asked the most telling question of all: ‘Does Sam know yet?’

‘Does he know what?’ asked Alix coyly, pulling away from the First Lady’s grasp.

‘You know exactly what I mean.’

‘How could you tell? Don’t say I’m looking fat!’

Rosalie Roberts laughed. ‘You? Fat? Never! No . . . It was the way you said no to coffee this morning . . . The way you hid the fact that you were feeling sick, even though you were obviously at home on a yacht and we’d hardly even left shore . . . Little things that kind of added together. Don’t worry, though, I won’t say a word to anyone.’

‘Thank you . . . It’s just that I only found out last week, and my doctor wants me to take a few tests . . . I just want to be a little more sure that it’s going to be OK before I tell Sam.’

‘Well, don’t wait too long. He may be a guy, but he’s not stupid. He’ll pick up the signs, and if you haven’t told him he’ll start wondering why.’

‘You’re right . . . As soon as I know the test results I’ll tell him.’

‘Good plan . . .’ Rosalie Roberts got to her feet. ‘Now, let’s see if those men of ours want some coffee. I may be the First Lady everywhere else in the world, but on this boat I’m just the cabin-girl . . .’

Ten minutes later, all four of them were standing by the wheel. Alix was leaning back, her head on Carver’s shoulder, his arms wrapped around her. Rosalie Roberts was at the wheel, belying her cabin-girl status, and Alix saw the loving pride in her husband’s eyes as he watched the skill and confidence with which she handled the boat. Alix hated to break the mood, but there was something she needed to mention. ‘Excuse me, Mr President, but may I talk business for a moment?’

He frowned. ‘This is meant to be my day off, but I asked Sam a couple of business questions, so I guess it’s only fair. You got two minutes, starting now.’

‘Thank you, sir . . . I’ll cut straight to the chase. I’ve been asked to go to London to meet Mark Adams. I don’t know if you’ve heard of him . . .’

‘Sure I have. He was a minister in the last Labour administration. Now he’s setting up his own party, running as a kind of populist alternative to the establishment.’

‘That’s the one.’

‘Interesting guy. Last time I spoke to the Prime Minister he mentioned Adams. Dismissed him as a racist, neo-fascist rabble-rouser, but I got the sense he was plenty worried about his popular appeal. So what’s your connection to this guy, Alix?’

‘He wants to establish himself as a credible international statesman, someone the electorate can trust to represent them abroad. And . . .’ Alix began, almost wincing as she thought of what was coming next.

‘And more than anything else he wants his picture taken with the President.’

‘Yes, sir, that’s exactly it.’

‘You’ve not told him that we know each other socially, I hope.’

‘No, sir, I’d never do that.’

Roberts nodded, accepting her word. ‘Good, because I don’t want to be within a million miles of some guy who bases his politics on racism. I might just find myself beating the crap out of him, and that wouldn’t exactly befit the dignity of my office.’

‘We don’t know for sure that he is a racist,’ Alix pointed out. ‘Adams strongly denies it. His people told me that’s just propaganda put out by his opponents. They said he’s spent years doing voluntary work for a housing association, finding homes for low-income, minority families. It’s really hard to get a take on him, to be honest. Depending on who you talk to, he’s the saviour of Britain or a Nazi dictator-in-waiting.’

‘He could be Winston, or he could be Adolf,’ mused Roberts. ‘Look, I can’t give Adams a one-to-one meeting. But there’s no reason why I can’t meet a senior British politician at some kind of event, and if there’s a photographer present, well, I can’t stop them doing their job. But before that happens I have to know that this guy is for real. I don’t want that picture coming back to haunt me if he ends up wearing jackboots and sticking people in camps for having the wrong colour skin or worshipping the wrong god.’

‘I don’t want that either, Mr President. I grew up in one totalitarian system. I have no desire to help someone start another.’

‘Good. Then here’s what we’ll do: I’ll get our people doing some due diligence on Adams. We’ve got to do that anyway if there’s even an outside chance of him becoming the British Prime Minister. Meantime, you get close to him. Keep your eyes and ears open. Use your brain, but use your gut, too. Trust your instincts. Then let me know if he’s a man that you want to work with and I want to meet.’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you, Mr President.’

‘You’re welcome . . . and now, can I get back to sailing my boat?’

The Lady Rosalie was tied up in the dock at Lusterleaf, the Roberts family compound on Knotts Island, North Carolina. Carver and Alix had sat down for a quick brunch with Lincoln and Rosalie Roberts. Now the President needed to get back to work, and Carver and Alix were settled in the back seat of the black Cadillac Escalade that was taking them up to Norfolk for the one-hour flight to Washington. Their hosts were just about to wave them off when Roberts held up a hand and said, ‘Wait a second.’ He walked across to the limo and tapped on the Escalade’s passenger window, on Carver’s side of the car.

Carver lowered the window and the President leaned into the car. ‘I meant what I said. Keep your eyes open and stay out of trouble. Y’hear?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Good . . .’ Roberts looked up at Alix, relaxing his face into a smile. ‘And you be sure to tell me what you think of Adams.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘OK . . . so it was great seeing you both. We’ll do it again sometime soon.’

Roberts straightened up, tapped his hand twice against the body of the car, and it rolled away down the drive.

‘What was that about?’ Alix asked as they drove towards the compound gates. ‘The President looked worried when he was talking to you.’

‘He’s concerned I’ve made too many enemies over the years. He thinks they might come after me, or something.’

‘God . . . that’s a little scary.’

‘Well, there was something I couldn’t really tell him about my enemies.’

‘Which was?’

‘They’re dead. And if I didn’t kill them personally then I damn sure saw the corpse.’

Alix gave an involuntary shudder. ‘I’m not sure I wanted to hear that. Tell me that those days are over.’

‘Come here,’ he said. Alix wriggled across the seat and nestled next to him. ‘Yes, I promise,’ he murmured, soothing her with the deep, calm tone of his voice. ‘Those days are over and I never want to go back.’
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SAMUEL CARVER HAD indeed killed a lot of people. His victims had died in cars, planes, helicopters and powerboats. He had dispatched them with bullets, bombs, knives, poisons and nooses. He had even stood and watched in stomach-churning disgust as one had been eaten alive.

But not all of those who had reason to wish Carver harm had paid for their enmity with their lives. And one who had survived against all the odds was at that moment running hard around the lower lake in the Bois de Boulogne – a striking female figure in skintight black training pants and a lightweight turquoise jacket that set off the mane of flaming red hair, gathered into a ponytail, that bounced and swished behind her as she sped through the gathering November dusk.

Her real name was Celina Novak, though she’d called herself Ginger Sternberg when she’d first attracted Carver’s attention at the start of the Malachi Zorn business. Carver had been on holiday at the time, a single man in a beat-up Jeep, taking ferries between the Greek islands with no big plan in mind other than enjoying himself. Ginger had been behind the wheel of a Porsche Boxter in the line for the ferry at Piraeus, the port of Athens. She’d been tanned, carefree, laughing at some private joke when he saw her; mostly she was laughing at how easy it was to catch a man’s eye. She wouldn’t have laughed so much if she’d known how it would all end.

But that was more than two years ago. Now she was in Paris, running at the very limit of her speed and endurance because her fitness at least was something she could control. Then she slowed as an object caught her eye, lying on the ground amidst the brown and russet of the fallen leaves. She stopped and bent down to find a small stuffed monkey in a bright-red jacket – a much-loved toy, to judge by the way its fur had been rubbed almost bare from all the hugs, sucks and kisses it had received.

Novak looked up and saw the monkey’s likely owner a little further up ahead, a girl of five or six walking hand-in-hand with her mother.

‘Excuse me, madam!’ she called out, holding up the monkey so that the mother could see. She added, ‘Your daughter dropped her little monkey!’

The mother smiled and shooed her girl in the direction of Novak, who was crouching down on her haunches, so as to be at the child’s level. The girl gave a shriek of delight when she saw the monkey held out towards her, and hurried back to her favourite toy as fast as her little legs would carry her, her face wreathed in undiluted joy. She grabbed the monkey and held it to her heart. Then she looked at Celina Novak and all the happiness drained from her face. For a second the girl’s eyes seemed uncertain, as if she did not quite know what she was seeing, and then her expression turned to one of fear and revulsion. She shrieked and ran back to her mother in floods of tears, her pleasure at reclaiming her monkey entirely forgotten.

Novak could hear quite clearly as the mother asked, ‘What’s the matter, darling?’

The girl sniffed a couple of times, pouted her lips as she thought, wiped her hand across her nose and then said, ‘That lady is strange, Mummy. I think she’s a wicked witch.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly. Of course she isn’t.’

‘She is! She is! Look!’

Novak found that she could not turn away. Something made her keep looking at the mother and daughter as the girl pointed towards her and the woman gently scoffed at her until she herself caught Novak’s eye and fell completely silent for a second. An instant later, the mother snapped back into life and almost pulled her daughter off her feet as she dragged her away down the path, calling out over frantic squeals of protest, ‘Come on! Come on! We must get back home or we’ll be late for your dinner.’

Celina Novak had never been given to crying – not unless she was doing it deliberately as a means of manipulating someone else. But now she found that there were tears forming in her eyes, and she had to dab her face with the sleeve of her jacket to keep them at bay. For she knew exactly what had made that little girl look at her the way she had. She understood precisely why the girl had run to her mother. And as she thought about that, her pain and humiliation gave way to a rage that drove her to run even harder and push herself even closer to the limit. And as she did so she thought of the people who had made her the kind of person whose face scares small children: that vicious bitch Alexandra Petrova and her bastard lover-boy Samuel Carver.
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CARVER AND ALIX flew into London on Tuesday morning. They queued for three hours to present their passports to untrained temporary personnel in dirty polyester uniforms, brought in to cover the regular Border Agency staff, who were protesting at the under-manning of their posts by simply not manning them at all. Or perhaps they had joined the widespread strikes against the scrapping of all earnings-related pensions for state employees, a move forced on the government by the IMF as a condition of their latest loan. Or maybe they were just bunking off. It was hard to tell these days.

There were no luxury stores to be seen any more in Terminal 5. The number of air passengers was down by more than fifty per cent, and most of those that remained had a hard enough time affording their tickets, let alone a six-hundred-pound purse from Smythson or a spontaneous four-figure jewellery purchase at Tiffany & Co. Carver walked along unswept corridors, past ‘Out of Order’ signs and shabby staff who were going about their work with a kind of surly, resentful indifference to their customers’ wellbeing. Passport control had become a lottery. Some days passengers were held up for hours, others they were waved through without more than a casual glance at their passports. This was one of the slow days, the queues at the immigration desks compounded by the long lines outside the few functioning, but filthy, toilets.

Carver was a man who was always more interested in solutions than problems. But now he could sense himself becoming infected by the negativity he could feel all around him. He’d come to London with Alix because it had seemed like a good opportunity to visit the land where he was born and for which he had gone to war. He still planned to stick it out for the few days it would take Alix to conduct her business. But once that was done, he’d be leaving on the first flight he could find.

‘I wouldn’t even wait that long, if I were you,’ said his old sparring-partner Jack Grantham, when they met up for an early supper on Tuesday evening. ‘I’d be off like a shot, if I had the chance.’

‘You’re the head of MI6,’ Alix pointed out. ‘If you made a run for it, everyone would think you were defecting.’

‘But defecting to where? That’s the question,’ Grantham replied, with his usual bone-dry, cynical sense of humour. ‘Clearly I’m not going to take the Philby road to Moscow, but I don’t need to tell you that, do I, dear? You got out as fast as your lovely legs would carry you.’

Alix smiled, knowing that this was as close as Grantham would ever get to a compliment. ‘How about Beijing?’ she suggested, playing the game. ‘I’m sure the Chinese would welcome you and your secrets with open arms.’

‘I’m sure they would, too. But have you ever been to China? There’s no way they’re going to rule the world. They’ll all choke to death on their pollution long before that happens.’

‘The Dordogne?’ suggested Carver. ‘Or a spot of Spanish sunshine, perhaps?’

‘You must be joking . . . and don’t even suggest Switzerland. I know you’ve wasted half your life away in some poky little flat in Geneva, but—’

‘Don’t be rude about Sam’s flat,’ Alix interrupted. ‘I happen to adore it.’

‘That can only be for purely sentimental reasons.’ Grantham sighed, waving for another bottle of wine. That, at least, was as good as ever. He waited till their glasses were refilled and then said, ‘I hate to break the atmosphere of jollity. There’s not much of that around, after all, so I’m all for anything that even remotely resembles happiness.’

‘Ha!’ Carver exclaimed. ‘You wouldn’t know happiness if it got up on its hind legs and bit you.’

‘Possibly not,’ Grantham admitted. ‘But indulge me, anyway. It’s about Mark Adams. I gather you intend to see him, Alix.’

‘Yes, I’m a political lobbyist. He’s a politician. It’s my job to meet people like him.’

‘And work for them?’

‘That depends on what he expects my company to do for him, what he is willing to pay, and whether I think he is the kind of client we want to work for.’

‘He isn’t,’ said Grantham. ‘Take it from me.’ He looked at Carver. ‘So are you going to Adams’s night rally, too?’

‘No, Alix has got work to do. I’d only get in her way. I’m having a drink with an old mate instead.’

‘Very sensible. Anyone I know?’

‘Snoopy Schultz.’

‘Ah yes . . . the one that helped you carry out the hit-that-wasn’t.’

‘That’s him . . . So, what’s your problem with Mark Adams?’

‘It’s not a problem. It’s a simple observation of fact. He’s an exceptionally nasty, dangerous piece of work. As foolish, incompetent, corrupt and generally useless as ninety-nine per cent of our politicians undoubtedly are, they’re still a thousand times better than Mark Adams.’

‘You sure about that?’ Carver asked. ‘Have you seen the state they’ve reduced this place to? Maybe you haven’t noticed, living here. But coming back after a couple of years away, it’s a real shock. Those politicians you’re talking about did that.’

‘Them and the bankers, the regulators, the euro-fanatics, the Iranians, the Israelis and, if we really want to point the finger, all the voters in all the countries who thought they were entitled to health and welfare systems, and pensions, and new cars, and foreign holidays, and bigger houses and God knows what else – all without ever paying the bill,’ Grantham countered.

‘So maybe that’s why you need someone new, with a different attitude, to come in and knock some sense into people,’ Carver suggested.

‘Someone, maybe . . . just not this one.’

Alix knew that the two men had a complicated, highly combustible relationship: they were two alpha males who couldn’t resist butting heads, challenging one another, constantly trying to do the other down. And yet beneath it all they had a fundamental trust in one another that came from working together under extreme pressure, when lives were on the line and the fate of nations was at stake. Neither man had ever broken his word, or disappointed the other, and though they would never even have considered, let alone admitted it, Alix felt certain that neither had a better friend in the world.

‘Look,’ she said, wanting to resolve the situation. ‘I’m sure you have very good reasons for saying all this, Jack. And I know that you have access to information that we certainly don’t have. But I’ve told Mark Adams that I will meet him, and I’m going to keep that appointment. I don’t know what will happen after that, but I can absolutely assure you that I have no intention of working with anyone who is, as you say, a nasty piece of work. I have my own reputation to protect. And I certainly don’t want to be opening doors in Washington, just so an evil man can walk through them.’ She reached across, laid her hand on Grantham’s wrist, looked him in the eye and said, ‘Can we agree on that?’

Grantham sighed. ‘If you insist, yes, we can. But I’m
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