
  Author’s Note


  The Accident Man was inspired by real events, the worldwide reaction to them and the ongoing speculation that surrounds them. Wherever relevant, I have endeavoured to respect the facts as they are known. Nevertheless, this is explicitly and unambiguously a work of fiction. I am categorically not claiming to reveal some supposedly genuine conspiracy that has somehow remained undisclosed or suppressed up to this point. An investigative journalist or police detective tries to uncover the answer to the factual question ‘What happened?’ Writing as a novelist, I have tried to use my imagination to devise an answer to a very different, hypothetical enquiry: ‘What if …?’
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  The man smiled to himself as he walked into the walnut-panelled room, relishing the cool of the air-conditioning after the blazing August heat. He pushed his sunglasses off his face, up over the thinning black hair that he kept cropped close to the scalp. The semi-darkness, too, came as a relief. The peoples of the cold, gloomy north might be happy to spend their summer holidays roasting their milky skins to a crimson crisp, but he was a child of the sun, so he respected its power and sought the shade at midday.


  He had only a few minutes to himself. Soon he would be expected back outside, where the servants were laying a table for lunch under a white canvas awning that flapped in the Mediterranean breeze. He walked across the room, feeling the soft thickness of the custom-woven carpet under his bare, olive-brown feet. His jeans and T-shirt were simple but very expensive, Armani rather than Levi. His watch was a Cartier Pasha. He took such things for granted. His entire life had been spent inside the cocoon that money provides for the children of the rich.


  Yet for all its privilege, inherited wealth carries with it the stigma of being unearned. To outsiders, he was a mere playboy, a parasite feeding off his father’s achievements. He planned to change that. Very soon, the whole world would be talking of what he had done. A smile crossed his lips as he anticipated what was to come, pressed a button and speed-dialled a London number.


  ‘We must talk,’ he said to the person on the other end of the line. ‘Be ready on Monday. I have important news, good news about …’ He hesitated, trying to find the right words, knowing that others might be listening. ‘Let’s just say, our mutual friend.’


  The man’s attempt at discretion was futile. His conversation was picked up by the giant radomes scattered across the bleak Yorkshire landscape at Menwith Hill, where Echelon, the global surveillance system run by America’s National Security Agency, intercepted countless telephone and email messages every day. From there, a signal was sent via a satellite, in orbit 19,000 miles above the earth, to the NSA headquarters at Fort Meade, Maryland. Cray YMP super-computers, capable of almost three billion operations per second, sifted through the never-ending multilingual babble. Like a prospector panning for gold, the Crays picked out nuggets from the onrushing stream. They sought key individuals, trigger-words and phrases to be flagged up for further investigation.


  Data gathered by Echelon was also sent to British Government Communications Headquarters, commonly known as GCHQ, on the outskirts of Cheltenham, Gloucestershire. More computers plucked yet more information from the human torrent. That information was passed on to the Ministry of Defence, the Foreign Office and the law enforcement and intelligence agencies.


  Fiona Towthorp, an attractive, freckle-faced woman of forty, worked as a senior intelligence analyst at GCHQ. She had just spotted an item she knew her masters would covet. But when she picked up the phone, the number she dialled had nothing to do with Her Majesty’s Government. The line was encrypted at a level even Echelon could not decode. This call would never be overheard.


  ‘Consortium,’ a man’s voice answered.


  ‘I have a message from the corporate communications department,’ said Towthorp. ‘There’s something the chairman needs to know.’


  Towthorp was put straight through.
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  They came for Carver in the morning. He’d got the call the night before, just as he was turning out the gas lantern that provided the only illumination in his sparsely furnished mountain hut.


  ‘Carver,’ he’d said, not bothering to disguise his irritation as the GSM phone shrieked for his attention.


  There were no formalities or introductions from the voice on the other end of the line, with its flat Thames Estuary accent. ‘Where are ya?’


  ‘On holiday, Max. Not working. I think you know that.’


  ‘I know what you’re doing, Carver. I just dunno where you’re doing it.’


  ‘Guess what, there was a reason I didn’t tell you.’


  ‘Well, I may have a job for you.’


  ‘No.’


  Max ignored him. ‘Listen, I’ll know for sure within the next twelve hours. If it happens, trust me, we’ll make it worth your while interrupting your hols. Three million dollars, US, paid into the usual account. You can have a nice long break after that.’


  ‘I see,’ said Carver, flatly. ‘And if I refuse?’


  ‘Then my advice would be, stay on your holiday. And don’t come back. It’s your choice.’


  Carver wasn’t bothered by the implied physical threat. But he didn’t want to lose his major client. This was his job. It was what he did best. And no matter how often he thought about packing it in, he still didn’t want a competitor taking his work. One day, maybe soon, he would be ready to quit, but it would be on his terms, at a time of his own choosing.


  ‘New Zealand,’ he said.


  He cursed to himself as he turned off the phone and put it back on the bare wooden table that stood next to the steel and canvas bedframe where he’d laid his sleeping bag.


  Samuel Carver had the lean, spare look of a professional fighting man. His dark-brown hair was cut short. A dozen years in the Royal Marines and the Special Boat Service had left his face etched and weatherbeaten. A fierce determination was evident in his strong, dark brow, bisected by a single, deep concentration-line. Yet his clear green eyes suggested that Carver’s physical intensity was always guided by a calm, almost chilly intelligence.


  He tried to rationalize what he did as a form of pest control, unpleasant, but necessary. After the Visar job he’d looked, as he always did, for a place where he could wind down and try to clear his mind of what he knew, but did not want to admit: that every additional killing, no matter how many lives it saved, no matter how logically it could be justified, added a little more corrosion to his soul.


  He’d ended up on the far side of the world, in the Two Thumb Mountains of New Zealand’s South Island. Aeons ago, when all the continents of the earth were one, the Two Thumbs had been part of the same chain as the Peruvian Andes and the California Sierras. The mountains had moved several thousand miles since then, but not much else had changed. There were no nightclubs, restaurants or chalet-girls, no newspapers or TV, no lifts, instructors or nursery slopes. For Carver, that was the whole point.


  He had come in search of absolute solitude and an existence pared down to its simplest elements. He wanted to purge the shadow of death from his mind with raw speed, physical sweat, empty sky, blinding sun, air and snow as cold and pure as vodka straight from the freezer. He hadn’t shaved in a week. He hadn’t washed much, either. He probably stank like a rhino. Why worry? It had been a long time since there’d been anyone to smell good for.


  The chopper came from the east, in the first faint rays of the rising sun before the last star had gone. Carver saw it away in the distance, caught between the blue-black sky and the icing-sugar snow. He didn’t need to pack. Inside his ski-jacket he wore a black nylon money-belt. Its pouches contained four different passports, each with two matching credit cards. There was also a spare phone and $20,000 cash. Gold cards were all very well, but Carver had yet to go anywhere that didn’t accept US green.


  A little blizzard of snow flurried in the air as the helicopter landed, fifty metres away. Carver watched it touch down. Christ, it was another Bell. An image flashed into his mind of a Jetranger crashing, sounds of screaming, an almost physical impression of terror. He closed his eyes for a second and muttered to himself, ‘Get a grip.’ Then he eased the zipper on his jacket and walked over, loose-limbed but watchful for any sign that he’d been set up.


  ‘G’day,’ the New Zealander co-pilot shouted over the clattering pulse of the rotor-blades. He held out a hand and pulled Carver onboard. ‘They said we either had to pick you up or kill you. Glad you ticked Box A.’


  The smile on the co-pilot’s face was broad. But his eyes were flat and expressionless.


  Carver grinned back, playing the game. ‘I’m glad too,’ he shouted back. ‘You might have got hurt.’


  He slumped into his seat, fastened the safety-belt, put on his headset and sighed. So much for his holiday. He hadn’t even had time for a decent cup of coffee and already he was knee-deep in bullshit. He rubbed his thumb and forefinger back and forth along his forehead. He’d had nothing to do for a week but ski and sleep. He should have been rested and refreshed. Instead he felt tired to the bone.


  Less than two hours later, Carver was on a brand-new Gulfstream V, climbing to 40,000 feet, flying north-east out of Christchurch, en route to Los Angeles, some 5,800 nautical miles away. The GV was the longest-range private jet in the world, but by the time it got to California, the plane would be gliding. It would sit on the tarmac just long enough to refuel and pick up a new air-crew, then take off again for Europe.


  There was a shower onboard. Carver cleaned up, shaved and changed into a soft, shapeless grey tracksuit handed to him by the flight attendant. ‘I hope it’s the right size. They gave me your measurements …’ She paused. ‘But you never really know whether something fits until you try it on.’ She was a pretty brunette with big brown eyes, soft full lips and a glossy ponytail. She spoke in that way girls do Down Under, rising slightly at the end of every sentence, turning each statement into an ingratiating question. Now she stood in front of Carver with her weight shifted to one side, her hips cocked and the dark-blue fabric of her snug, knee-length skirt stretched tight across her thighs. She was looking at him appraisingly, with a smile that suggested she was happy with what she saw. Either she really liked him, or her job description included a fuller range of executive services than your average trolley-dolly. Carver considered the latter option. Both he and the girl worked for people who believed that anything could be paid for. He’d been bought. Presumably she could be too.


  ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.


  ‘Candy,’ she said.


  Carver couldn’t stop himself laughing. The girl even had a stripper name to go with her professional seduction routine. But then she surprised him, by blushing.


  ‘No, really. It’s short for Candace.’


  He realized he’d missed a third possibility, that Candy was a nice kid trying to brighten up her working day with a bit of mild flirtation. The way normal people did. Christ, he was a cynical bastard these days. When had that happened? Stupid question: he knew exactly when. He could time it down to the last minute. It suddenly struck him that his jaw was clenched and his teeth were grinding together with a tension he could not begin to explain. It was far too soon for the nerves that usually preceded any deadly action. This was something else – a message from his subconscious he wasn’t able to decode. Perhaps he just didn’t want to.


  Carver had spent the past few years trying not to look too far inside his head. He told himself it was basic military pragmatism. Concentrate on what’s in front of you, worry about the stuff you can control, forget about everything else. Well, there was a girl in front of him, and he could control his bad attitude. He and Candy were going to be stuck together in a pressurized metal tube for the next twenty-four hours. The least they could do was be polite to each other.


  He gave a quick shake of his head, ridding it of unwanted thoughts.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was out of line.’


  ‘No worries. Can I get you anything, a bit of breakfast, coffee?’


  ‘Sure, that would be great. Thanks a lot.’


  Ten minutes later, the target details were faxed to the plane.


  Subject: Ramzi Hakim Narwaz

  Nationality: Pakistani (French mother)

  Age: 41

  Height: 5 foot 11 inches (182 cm)

  Weight: 190 lb (86.4 kg)


  Subject belongs to one of Pakistan’s wealthiest families, was educated at Le Rosey school, Switzerland, is based in Paris and is completely at home in upper echelons of European society. He is married (wife Yasmina comes from a rich Lebanese family) with one son, Yusuf. Drinks alcohol, but seldom to excess. Some social drug use. Discreet, but regular extra-marital sexual activity, typical of a rich, westernized male.


  This lifestyle is just a cover. Subject, who is highly intelligent and has poor relations with his father, was radicalized by mullahs at various mosques in north and east London, while a student at the London School of Economics. Subject has become an active and increasingly influential player in a growing network of extreme Islamic terrorist cells.


  Monitoring of telephone communications by US intelligence, coordinated through the joint CIA/FBI anti-terrorist unit, codename ‘Alex’, shows regular contact between Subject and suspected associates of terrorist movements. These include Konsojaya founders Wali Khan Amin Shah and Riduan Isamuddin (alias ‘Hambali’); Nairobi, Kenya-based suspect Wadih el-Hage; and several suspects in the Manila, Philippines-based ‘Bojinka’ (Big Bang) plot, which intended to bomb twelve US-bound planes.


  Recent bank transfers to and from Subject’s accounts show much greater than usual activity. Subject is strongly believed to be planning a major terrorist assault in Europe, almost certainly in the UK. This assault is believed to be imminent – days, rather than weeks. Telephone intercepts indicate that he will be leaving his family on holiday in the South of France and returning to Paris within the next twenty-four hours.


  There is a clear danger to both military personnel and civilian lives if Subject is allowed to proceed with activities. He has therefore been selected for immediate action.


  A second fax arrived soon afterwards. It notified Carver that $1.5 million had been wired to his numbered account at Banque Wertmuller-Maier de Genève. Whoever his employers were – and Carver had no great desire to find out, any more than he wanted them to know too much about him – they always paid on time, and in full.


  Max called again when the plane was over the western USA.


  ‘So where are you now?’


  ‘Half an hour out of LA,’ Carver replied. ‘The pilot’s putting his foot down. Should be on the ground in a little over ten hours.’


  ‘Right, so that’ll make it seven thirty p.m. Central European Time. We don’t expect much action before midnight, so that’s fine. But there’s something else we need you to sort out first.’


  Carver was several thousand miles away, speaking through a satellite phone. But his anger got through just fine. ‘You’re joking. Two jobs? Both improvised? You must think I’ve lost the will to live.’


  ‘Don’t worry, the second one’s just routine,’ Max said. ‘Back-up in case the first strike doesn’t work out. Our friend has another property he uses for private meetings – personal and professional, if you follow my drift. If he feels under threat, he’ll use it as his safe-house. Except you’ll have made it unsafe, won’t you? Don’t worry, we’ve got the code to the alarm system. It’s a piece of piss.’


  Carver sighed. It didn’t matter what you did for a living. In the end, you took the same crap from the people who paid your wages. He listened as Max described the little love-nest where Ramzi Hakim Narwaz liked to conduct his private business. This was one Islamic terrorist who took his cover as a decadent apostate really seriously. It was an Oscar-winning performance.


  A few minutes later, the floor-plans and wiring schematics of the Narwaz apartment came through on the Gulfstream’s fax. It took Carver half an hour to work out what he was going to do. The next time Max made contact, he had his equipment list ready. He listed the transport, weaponry, explosives, timers, fuses and tactical equipment he’d need, then got down to the finer details.


  ‘I’ll need a small tin of lubricating oil – 3-in-1, something like that. Then get me half a dozen small-size plastic freezer bags, self-sealing; a plain black bin bag; a mechanic’s torch with a head-strap; a pair of scissors, industrial ones with three-inch ceramic blades; a screwdriver, wire-cutters, a roll of gaffer tape, a can of air-freshener spray, a bottle of Jif cleanser, a few pairs of thin latex gloves and a Mars bar.’


  ‘Why the hell do you need a Mars bar?’


  ‘To eat. I’ve got a sweet tooth. And come to mention it, why not get me a takeaway pizza?’


  Max did not bother to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. ‘Whatever you say, mate. Any favourite toppings?’


  ‘I couldn’t care less,’ said Carver. ‘It’s the box I’m interested in. Second thoughts, don’t worry. I’ll get it myself. I’ll be needing a decent meal.’
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  Carver’s plane landed at Le Bourget airport, a few miles north-east of Paris, France, and taxied into a private aviation hangar. When Carver reached the bottom of the steps, a maintenance engineer handed him an envelope and a large carrier bag. Inside the envelope were a parking ticket, with the space-number written on it, a Honda motorbike key and the key to a locker in the terminal building. The carrier bag was filled with clothes. Carver carried it back up into the plane and got changed.


  Max had given him black cargo pants, black T-shirt, black nylon bomber jacket, black trainers, black helmet. The rest of the gear he’d asked for was in a backpack, stowed in the terminal locker. It was just as black as everything else.


  The bike that awaited him in the car park was a debadged Honda XR400. It was a trail-bike, designed for rutted country paths rather than city streets, as skinny and high-stepping as a whippet. But it was ideal for Carver’s purposes. If the operation went wrong and he needed to get away fast, he wanted a machine that could go where police cars and their heavy, powerful bikes would have a hard time following him.


  Five minutes after leaving the airport, Carver stopped at a roadside pizza-parlour and ordered a takeaway. While it was being cooked, he went looking for the bathroom, carrying his pack with him. There were two individual cubicles, each with a toilet and basin, and he made his way into the nearest one. He got out the gun he’d specified, a SIG-Sauer P226 pistol, with a Colt/Browning short-recoil mechanism and no safety-catch. There were twelve Cor-Bon 9mm 115 grain +P Jacketed Hollowpoints in the magazine. The SIG was the British special forces’ pistol of choice for anti-terrorist and undercover work. Carver had used it on countless military operations and had stayed with it ever since. Now, as always, he stripped his gun, checked it and reassembled it. The whole process took him less than a minute. On one level, it was a basic precaution to make sure the weapon functioned; but it was also a ritual that helped him focus on what was to come – like a warm-up for an athlete, moving into the zone, getting his game-face on.


  Next, Carver plugged the washbasin. He reached into his knapsack, took out the can of 3-in-1 and poured its contents into the basin. Then he reached in again, removing a small brick of what looked like grey modelling clay. It was C4 explosive – plastique. He put the C4 into the basin and started kneading it, mixing the oil and plastique together, like a baker working his dough. He ended up with a sticky, pliable putty that by itself was completely safe. It could be moulded into any shape and stuck to any surface. You could shove it in small plastic bags – just as Carver now started to do, having divided it into four equal quantities – hit it, burn it, even shoot it full of bullets and nothing would happen. But put a fuse, a blasting-cap or a timer into it and suddenly you had a bomb.


  Once the bags of explosive putty had been stashed in Carver’s knapsack, he got out the cleanser and poured it all over the basin, removing any traces of oil or C4. He set the taps on full blast to rinse it all away, and binned the bottle. There was still a slight smell of oil and plastique in the air, so Carver sprayed air-freshener around the tiny room then junked that can too. A man was waiting outside as he left. Carver shrugged his shoulders apologetically, held his nose and murmured, ‘Excuse me.’


  He collected his pizza and ate half of it in the car park outside. The rest he threw away in a dumpster. He kept the box, mounted the Honda and headed south into Paris.


  The apartment was on the Ile St Louis, one of the two islands in the middle of the River Seine that sit virtually at the dead centre of the city. The street outside was filled with tourists enjoying the island’s relaxed village atmosphere and the warm, late-summer evening. They wandered along, taking their time, stopping to look in shop windows or to check out the menus of the restaurants and cafés dotted along the pavements.


  Carver parked his bike and got off, still wearing his helmet, carrying the pizza box. Anyone who spared him a passing glance would just see a deliveryman. Only a very sharp eye indeed would spot that he had on a pair of latex gloves as he walked up to the front door of the eighteenth-century building where Ramzi Narwaz entertained his lovers. A few seconds’ work with a set of skeleton keys got him in.


  He looked around the ground-floor lobby, familiarizing himself with its layout, then walked down it to a back door that led into a bare courtyard with a row of rubbish bins down one wall. Directly opposite him an archway opened out on to the street at the back of the building. Relieved to see that there was more than one way out, Carver got rid of the pizza box and went back into the building.


  The apartment was on the top floor, up several flights of stairs. Once again the locks were no barrier. Carver stepped into a central hallway, with a floor-to-ceiling window at its far end. It was almost dark outside, but the streetlights gave off enough illumination to enable Carver to see his way around.


  The moment the door was opened the burglar alarm warning had started beeping, set off by a standard magnetic door contact. Carver had thirty seconds before the alarm went off. A small control-pad was fixed to the wall immediately to the left of the door, just as the plans he’d been sent had promised. The code, too, was exactly as Max had said. The beeping stopped.


  Ahead of him, leading off the hall, was a short passage, lined with cupboards. The left-hand side was broken by a door, which opened on to a tiny kitchenette. Carver turned the other way and opened the cupboard on the right-hand side of the passage. There were a couple of winter coats hanging up. Behind them was the white metal box that contained the heart and brain of the apartment’s alarm system. He gave a satisfied nod, then closed the cupboard door.


  At the far end of the passage was a large, open-plan living-room. The place was classier than Carver had been expecting, given the kind of man who owned it and what he used it for. There were no flashy glass-and-chrome tables, no mirrored ceilings or semi-pornographic nudes. Instead, the room had pale walls, with an antique wooden dining table at one end, decorated with a vase of fresh flowers. Beyond it, three large, creamy sofas were ranged around a Persian rug. Other than that, the floors were bare wood, echoed in the massive, black wooden beams that supported the ceiling. A fireplace was set into the far wall, next to bookshelves that housed a mini hi-fi system, a couple of rows of books and a small collection of crystal vases, small pots and miniature sculptures. Two infra-red motion detectors blinked at him from opposite corners of the room, there to catch intruders coming in through the windows.


  Carver put his pack down in the middle of the floor, extracted the torch, strapped it around his head so that both his hands were free and took a long, detailed look at the hi-fi. He banged his hand against the wall behind it, checking to see that it was a solid, load-bearing structure. Satisfied that it was, he returned to the pack and removed the screwdriver, the wire-cutters and three small, oblong plastic cases, each roughly the size and depth of a paperback book but very slightly curved along their longer sides. These were M-18 Claymore anti-personnel mines, configured for remote detonation. Each consisted of a kilogram slab of C4 explosive, around which were wrapped seven hundred tiny steel ball-bearings, encased in a polystyrene and fibreglass outer shell.


  He lifted down the mini hi-fi, unscrewed the back of the speaker cabinets, opened them up and cut away the speaker units themselves. Then he placed a Claymore inside each of the empty cabinets, closed them up again and replaced them exactly as they had been, complete with leads from the amplifier. When they went off, the deadly pellets would be fired in an arc across the room and through the flimsy partition walls that separated it from the kitchenette and the hall. Anyone in their way would be shredded into bite-size chunks. Carver tucked his screwdriver and wire-cutters away in his outside thigh-pocket and took another look at the finished job. The switch was undetectable. If Narwaz turned on his hi-fi within a minute of walking into the apartment, he might be suspicious when no sound came from the speakers. But then, if Narwaz came back to the apartment that night, he’d just have survived an assassination attempt. He wouldn’t be in the mood for music.


  Carver was working without undue haste, settling into a steady rhythm that would get him out of the apartment as quickly as possible without rushing into careless mistakes. He picked up the pack and walked from the room, down the passage and across the hall to the bedroom. Again, the walls were pale, the floors wooden, the window and curtains full length. This time there was just one motion sensor. The bed was the one extravagance in the place, a magnificent piece of Victorian brass, its gleaming rails topped by extravagant swirls of twisted metal.


  Carver was about to move on when something caught his eye at the end of the bed. When he shone his torch on it he realized it was an overnight bag. The pattern on the fabric was Louis Vuitton. It was open, and half filled with women’s clothes. Nearby was a small, shiny Chanel carrier bag. A pair of white jeans had been thrown on the bedcover next to a short denim jacket. Two slip-on Keds sneakers, in matching white, were lying on the floor next to the bed. Carver walked around the bed and over to another door that led into the en-suite bathroom. On the shelf above the basin there were a couple of bags, one filled with make-up, the other, bigger one stuffed with shampoo, body lotions and other bathtime paraphernalia.


  The discovery jolted Carver out of his smooth, complacent routine. Max hadn’t told him that Narwaz had a girlfriend in town. She’d obviously arrived, changed and then gone out again. If she was with Narwaz now, she was going to die with him tonight. Carver pulled out his phone and dialled a UK-based mobile line.


  ‘You didn’t tell me about the woman.’


  ‘Why would I? Makes no difference to the mission.’


  ‘It makes a difference to me. I came here to eliminate a serious terrorist. The girlfriend’s a civilian. You know I don’t hit civilians, Max.’


  Carver heard a laugh come down the line.


  ‘Course you do. You just don’t like to admit it. That Albanian – you think his helicopter flew itself? He had a pilot, Carver.’


  ‘The pilot knew what he was doing. He was getting paid.’


  ‘Oh, what, and the bird isn’t? Look, it doesn’t matter if the target has a girlfriend, a driver, a bodyguard or his entire family with him. I don’t care if he invites the Dagenham Diamonds drum majorettes round to his gaff for a party and we blow them all to smithereens. This mad bastard wants to start a holy war. There could be millions of lives at risk. So he has to go. The collateral damage is not our problem.’


  Carver said nothing. He’d spent his military service fighting blood-soaked dictators who lost wars but stayed in power. He’d gone after psychopathic terrorists who somehow morphed into peace-loving politicians, greeted with handshakes at Number 10 and smiles on the White House lawn. He and his men had seized countless old freighters and fishing-boats filled with drugs or guns. But it never made a damn bit of difference. No one ever paid for what they’d done. No government ever stopped them doing it in the first place. Now he was able to trade with the bad guys in their own currency. He believed he made the world a better, safer place. Sometimes people got caught in the crossfire. That was the price of doing business. He forced his doubts out of his conscious mind, locking them up in the same mental dungeon where so many of his scruples, fears and emotions had been shut away.


  Max broke the silence. ‘You still with me there, mate? Cause if you’re not up for this job, just tell me now. I can’t have anyone screwing this up.’


  ‘Tell you what, Max. Why don’t you come down here? Walk through the front door and wait sixty seconds. Find out if I’m up for it yourself.’


  ‘That’s more like it. For a moment there, I thought you might have lost it. You’re not losing it, are you, Carver? I’m starting to worry about you.’


  ‘Piss off, Max.’


  Carver’s tone was aggressively self-confident. Inside, though, he asked himself whether Max might be right. Was he losing it? In terms of straightforward competence, he was certain the answer was no. He kept himself in good shape; he didn’t throw away his money on drugs or divorces; he wasn’t one of those military relics who hung around the pubs of Hereford and Poole telling pathetically exaggerated war-stories to other old soldiers as lost and purposeless as themselves. So no, he hadn’t lost his ability to do the job. But maybe he was losing the taste for it. He’d long ago concluded that his strength had nothing to do with muscles, guns or explosives. It lay in his mind and his eyes, in the force of his will and the certainty of his purpose. Somewhere inside him, there was a well of barely acknowledged anger and loss that had always driven him on. But if that well ran dry, if that strength of will should ever be diminished, well, what then?


  This really might be his last contract, after all. So he’d better make it a good one. And come out of it alive.


  The third mine went in the bedroom, taped to the wall at the head of the bed and covered up with pillows. The woman’s bag was right next to Carver as he worked. He caught a faint trace of her scent, rising from her clothes. He wondered whether she knew the truth about her lover. Did she follow the same cause? Or was she just a pretty girl about to die because she let a wealthy man seduce her?


  ‘For Chrissakes,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Focus.’


  He still had another three devices to put in place – the freezer bags filled with explosive putty. He taped one inside the cistern of the toilet, then stuck a tiny radio-detonator into it. A second bag and another detonator went inside one of the eye-level kitchen units. The Claymores should penetrate the room, but he wasn’t going to count on it. Too many targets had survived assassination attempts because bombs turned out to be less deadly than their users had planned. You needed to kill them twice, just to make sure. A final bag with detonator was secured beneath a console table in the hall. Every room in the apartment had been turned into a killing field. Now he just had to make all his bombs go off.


  He returned to the sack and removed a small plastic box the size of a mini radio. Two wires protruded from the bottom of the box, and on the top were an extendable aerial, an on–off switch and a tiny red power-light. He went back to the coat cupboard, opened up the main alarm-system box and wired his little box into the same terminals as the door sensor. Then he switched it on. The red light at the top of the box began to pulse. The unit was on standby.


  When the apartment’s alarm system was activated, the unit would be fully switched on. Any break in the alarm circuit, such as the opening of a door, would trigger a switch inside it, setting off a sixty-second timer. But unlike the alarm, it couldn’t be turned off. Tapping the code into the control panel made no difference. The timer just kept counting down the seconds till it reached zero and sent its deadly signal to the explosives hidden around the apartment.


  The trap was set. Carver took off the torch and put it back in the pack, along with the rest of his equipment. He retraced his steps around the apartment, making sure that everything was exactly as he had found it and nothing had been left behind, then he moved back out the way he had come in, resetting the alarm as he went. The next time anyone came in through the front door, the whole place would blow.


  At the bottom of the stairs, Carver turned towards the back door and went out into the courtyard. He took off his pack and extracted everything he’d need for the rest of the operation, along with the black bin bag. He opened it up and put the pack and its remaining contents inside, then walked down the street to an alley beside a local bistro and slung it into a huge metal bin, burying it beneath a layer of restaurant rubbish.


  As Carver made his way back to his bike, he called Max.


  ‘The apartment’s fixed. Where do you want me now?’


  He received his instructions, making sure that he was absolutely clear about every stage of the operation. For now, at any rate, those moments of weakness in the apartment had passed.


  4


  Less than a mile from the apartment Carver had booby-trapped, two men with false names were going about their work in a building with bogus ownership papers. One of them was known to Carver as Max. His face had the deep-lined, half-starved look of a jockey or a Rolling Stone. His steely hair was cropped tight to his skull. He wore rimless glasses, a charcoal suit, a white linen shirt and a pale-mushroom knitted tie.


  His stark modernity looked out of place in his immediate surroundings. He had just walked into the drawing-room of an eighteenth-century townhouse, decorated with lavish extravagance. It had 12-foot ceilings, a marble fireplace, antique furniture, ancestral portraits with heavy gilt frames, and oversize picture books and glossy magazines artfully piled on inlaid coffee tables. Whoever chose the decorations had been trying to evoke the grandeur of a bygone age. There wasn’t a curtain, a lampshade or a seat-cover in the entire place that didn’t have a fringe or tassel dangling from it somewhere.


  Max looked around in distaste. The place looked like a bloody museum. He turned his attention to the middle-aged man in beige cords, green sweater and pale-blue button-down shirt standing by the unlit fire, holding a glass of whisky. The man was stocky, powerfully built, just starting to run to fat as time, gravity and lack of exercise took their toll.


  ‘I got news from Carver, sir.’


  The other man’s job title was operations director. Some of his staff referred to him as ‘OD’. When he wanted to give an impression of friendship, he told people, ‘Call me Charlie.’ But Max preferred ‘sir’. He never liked getting chummy with his bosses. They started taking liberties if you did. Keep it nice and formal, then everyone knew where they stood.


  ‘How’s he getting on?’ asked the operations director.


  His voice sounded tired. He ran a hand through his hair and down the back of his neck. He’d had less than three hours’ sleep in the past forty-eight. They’d been working fast, under pressure, cutting too many corners. Max wondered whether the old man was any longer up to it.


  ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Just one thing, though. Looks like he’s had a sudden attack of conscience.’


  ‘Really? How so?’


  ‘He’s worried innocent people might get killed.’


  The operations director laughed, composing himself when he saw the disapproval on Max’s face. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Tension must be getting to me. But you see the irony, surely.’


  ‘Oh yes, I see that.’


  ‘Right then, are the Russians in place?’ He gave a sharp, frustrated sigh. ‘I don’t like using new people on a job like this. Still, the chairman assures me they’re top-notch. He must know what he’s talking about.’


  ‘They’re in position,’ said Max. ‘And the observation teams are ready. Once there’s a sighting, we’ll be ready to move at once.’


  ‘Excellent,’ said the operations director. ‘Let’s wait for the show to begin.’
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  The time was a quarter past midnight. Samuel Carver stood astride the Honda, waiting to go into action. He glanced down at the black metal tube clipped to the bike behind his right leg. It looked like a regular long-barrelled torch, the kind police or security guards use. It was, in fact, a portable diode pump laser, otherwise known as a dazzler. Developed as a non-fatal weapon for US police forces, but taken up with deadly enthusiasm by special forces around the world, it emitted a green-light beam at a frequency of 532 nanometres. Its nickname, though, was misleading. When this light shone in somebody’s eyes, they weren’t just dazzled. A green-laser beam left anyone who looked at it disoriented, confused and temporarily immobile. The human brain couldn’t process the sheer amount of light data flooding through the optic nerves, so it acted like any other overloaded computer, and crashed.


  Night or day, rain or shine, a dazzler was an accident’s best friend.


  It would only be a matter of seconds now. Carver was positioned by the exit of an underpass that ran beneath an embankment on the northern side of the Seine. If he turned his head fractionally to the right, he could look across the river at the glittering spire of the Eiffel Tower darting up into the night sky. It was past midnight, but there were still a few pleasure-boats out on the water. If Carver had been the slightest bit interested, he’d have seen the lovers standing arm in arm by the rails, looking out at the City of Light. But Carver had other things to think about. He was looking towards the far side of the underpass. All he cared about was the traffic.


  The time had come. He took a deep breath, then let the air out slowly, dropping his shoulders, easing the muscles, twisting his neck and rotating his head to loosen the top of his spinal cord. Then he looked back at the road.


  Several hundred metres away, beyond the entrance of the underpass, he saw a black Mercedes. It was travelling fast. Way too fast.


  Behind the Merc was the reason for its desperate speed. A motorbike was chasing it, buzzing around the big black car like a wasp around a buffalo. There was a passenger riding pillion, carrying a camera, leaning away from his seat and firing his flashgun, apparently oblivious to his own safety. He looked for all the world like a paparazzo, risking his neck for an exclusive shot.


  ‘Nice job,’ thought Carver, watching the speed team. He started his bike and got ready to move.


  For a second, he imagined the passengers in the car, urging their driver to pull away from the relentless pursuit of the bike.


  Everything was going to plan. Carver rolled downhill, towards the road leading from the underpass. As he reached the junction with the main road, a grey Citroën BX hatchback emerged from the underpass. Carver let it go, noting the two Arab men in the driver’s and passenger’s seats. Another car went by, a Ford Ka. Then Carver rode his bike out into the middle of the road.


  He crossed to the far side of the carriageway, then turned the Honda into the flow of the oncoming traffic and dashed forward about a hundred metres to the mouth of the underpass. There was a line of pillars down the middle of the road. They supported the tunnel roof and separated the two flows of traffic. He stopped by the last pillar and reached down to unclip his dazzler.


  Something caught Carver’s eye. At the mouth of the underpass, coming towards him, was a battered white Fiat Uno. It was doing the legal speed, 50 kilometres per hour, and therefore going less than half as fast as the car and bike racing towards its tail.


  Carver’s eyes narrowed as he pulled out the laser. His mouth gave a quick twitch of silent irritation. This wasn’t part of the plan.


  The Mercedes and the motorbike were closing on the little white car at breakneck speed. There were a hundred metres between them. Fifty. Twenty.


  The Merc came roaring up behind the Fiat in the right-hand lane, then swung left, trying to overtake it. The bike-rider had no option. He had to go round the other way, squeezing between the right-hand side of the Fiat and the tunnel wall. Somehow, he shot through without a scratch, rocketing out the far side of the Fiat. The Merc wasn’t so lucky. The front of the car, on the passenger’s side, caught the Fiat from behind. The Merc smashed through the Fiat’s rear lights and crumpled the thin metal of the Fiat’s rear panels.


  The tunnel walls echoed to the cacophony of screaming engines, smashing plastic and tortured metal. But inside his helmet, Carver felt isolated, unaffected by the chaos that was rushing towards him. He could see the driver of the Mercedes struggling to regain control as his vehicle careered across the road. The guy was good. Somehow the car straightened out. Now it was coming straight towards Carver.


  Carver stood as immobile as a matador facing a charging black bull. He raised the laser, aimed at the windscreen of the car and pressed the switch.


  The blast of light was instantaneous. A beam of pure energy exploded across the ever-narrowing gap between Carver and the onrushing Merc. It took only a fraction of a second, then the beam was gone.


  The Mercedes lurched to the left. Somewhere, deep in the unconscious, animal part of the driver’s brain, some sort of alarm signal must have registered. He slammed his foot on the brakes, desperately trying to stop the car.


  He had no chance. The two-ton Mercedes smashed into one of the central pillars, instantly decelerating from crazy speed to total immobility. Its bonnet crumpled, exactly as it was supposed to, absorbing some of the force of the impact. But there was just too much speed, too much weight, too much momentum. The shattered car bounced off the pillar and slewed across the road, spinning round as it went. It finally came to a halt in the middle of the road, facing back the way it had just come.


  The front of the Merc looked like a Dinky toy hit by a baseball bat, with a gigantic U-shaped depression where the bonnet and engine-bay had been. The windscreen was shattered, as was every other window. The driver’s-side front wheel was splayed outwards, and on the other side the wheel had been jammed into the bodywork. The roof had been ripped from the passenger side, thrust down into the passenger compartment and shifted two feet to the left. The pressure from front and top had forced all four doors open.


  There was no sign of movement from the passenger compartment. Carver knew that the chances of anyone surviving that kind of an impact were minimal. In the corner of his eye he saw a car drive past him, on the other side of the road, going into the tunnel, past the Mercedes.


  Meanwhile, the Fiat was completing its journey out of the tunnel. Carver caught a glimpse of shock and terror on the driver’s face. Then he noticed something else. There was a dog in the front seat.


  It had its tongue out, panting happily, oblivious to the destruction disappearing behind it.


  Carver strapped the laser back on the petrol-tank of his bike. He was tempted to go down and check the wreckage to make sure the target was dead, but there was little point. In the unlikely event that anyone had survived such a devastating impact, there was nothing Carver could do about it without leaving some sort of forensic trace. And even if Ramzi Hakim Narwaz was still alive, he wasn’t going to be plotting terrorist activities any time soon.


  It was time to go. At the far end of the tunnel, Carver could see a couple of pedestrians, standing and watching, unable to decide whether to walk any further towards the scene of the accident. In the distance he could hear the mosquito whine of motorbike engines. People were coming. They would have cameras. They would be followed by cops, ambulances, fire engines.


  Carver didn’t want to be around when they got there. He needed to get away before anyone figured out that this wasn’t just an unfortunate accident. He swung the tail of his bike round 180 degrees and headed back up the exit ramp of the Alma Tunnel.
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  The other motorbike pulled up two hundred metres further up the road, on the Avenue de New York, just beyond the vast neo-classical expanse of the Palais de Tokyo, home of the Paris Museum of Modern Art.


  Grigori Kursk placed his feet on the ground astride his Ducati M900 Monster, sat upright and raised his visor. There was a predatory smirk on his face and his eyes burned with the rapacious hunger of a man for whom killing was not just a job, but a compulsion – one that he would gratify whether he was paid to do so or not. He turned to look at his passenger, who was just stowing the camera in a pannier on the side of the bike.


  ‘Did you see that?’ he crowed, speaking in Russian. ‘Did you see the look on that driver’s face? The poor bastard didn’t know what to do. Well, he’s just French pâté now!’ He paused for a second, then continued more calmly, getting back to business. ‘OK, that was just as easy as I promised. Now, let’s pick up the other half of the money.’


  ‘Just pick it up fast, I’m in agony back here,’ his passenger replied. ‘My knees are up around my ears.’


  Kursk laughed. ‘Ha! I thought you liked it like that!’


  He drove on another few metres till he found a gap in the parked cars just big enough for the bike. He positioned himself facing outwards from the curve, giving himself just enough clearance to see the exit of the tunnel. He then took a night-scope from the chest pocket of his biker-jacket and held it up to his right eye, through the gap in his helmet. He was looking for the man who’d been astride the bike at the far end of the tunnel.


  Kursk knew two things about this man. He was ex-British special forces. And he was their next target.
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  Carver’s route out of town was simple. He planned to follow the river till he reached the périphérique, the autoroute that ringed Paris, then to circle the city anti-clockwise before hitting the A5 autoroute, away from the city to the south-east. He’d be over the Swiss border before dawn.


  He was just about to open the throttle when a flash of light caught his eye, no more than a hundred metres ahead, a reflection off a glass lens. It was only there for a fraction of a second, but that was long enough to draw Carver’s attention and alert him to the curve of a bike-wheel protruding from behind a parked car.


  Someone was watching him. And he was riding straight towards them.


  Carver needed to get off the road. He looked to his right. There was a turning. No good – a dead end. There was only one option now. He swung the Honda on to the broad expanse of pavement and raced past a line of trees and a low, black-painted iron railing that provided some sort of barrier between himself and whoever was waiting for him.


  To his right loomed the grey-white bulk of the Palais de Tokyo, its wings wrapped around a vast expanse of open plaza that rose uphill on four levels, separated by flights of shallow steps that stretched the full width of the building. At the very back ran two rows of tall classical columns, raised on a high pediment between the two wings. Behind them was the Avenue du Président Wilson, which would give him another route out of town.


  Carver swerved towards the giant building, aiming the bike at the pediment. He hugged the curved wings of the plaza, racing past a knot of skateboarders huddled round a glowing joint, who looked at him in stoned bafflement. As he hit the first line of five steps, he rose in his saddle, letting his legs and arms act as shock-absorbers as the Honda juddered up and over the obstruction.


  With his helmet on and the engine screaming, Carver didn’t hear the gunfire. He just saw a spark of light in the corner of his eye, followed instantaneously by the impact of bullets smashing into the back of the bike, punching holes in the rear mud-flap and blasting through the exhaust pipe. Behind him, the skateboarders were woken from their trance. A couple threw themselves to the ground. The rest just ran, screaming in panic across the expanse of open stone.


  Carver crouched over the handlebars, pressing his head down as low as possible as the wall next to him erupted in a spattering of miniature explosions, little puffs of stone fragments and dust. He had nowhere to go but straight ahead. Jinking his bike from side to side, he raced across the paving, then hit the next set of steps.


  He was in a muck sweat now, almost pulling the machine beneath him over the steps through sheer physical effort and bloody-minded determination. But as his body rocked back and forth in the saddle, his mind was working on another problem. Who was shooting at him? The obvious answer was someone working with or for Ramzi Narwaz. But if he had protection, why hadn’t they defended his car? It had to be someone else. And unless the assassination party had an uninvited guest, that left only one alternative.


  ‘Shit!’


  Kursk shook his head in disgust and shoved his Mini Uzi sub-machine gun back in his jacket. He had been forced to shoot twisted round in the saddle of his bike, which was pointing in the wrong direction, away from the plaza where the Englishman was making his desperate attempt at escape. There were trees in the way, and he was aiming at a moving target. He was just wasting ammunition.


  Then he looked again. The Englishman seemed to be riding into a dead end, trapping himself at the far end of the inverted U-shaped plaza, beneath a wall at least four metres high. Kursk saw that there were more steps rising, much more steeply this time, diagonally up the side of the wall. Mother of God, was the man planning to ride up those as well?


  If he did, Kursk would not be able to follow him. His bike wasn’t built for that kind of stunt. Not with a passenger onboard. Of course, he’d have time to get off the bike, set the gun to fire single-shot and aim at leisure as his target struggled upwards. But the range would be well over a hundred metres. At that distance his gun, designed for close-quarter work, had greatly reduced stopping-power.


  There was another issue. Suppose he put enough shots into the Englishman to kill him. Kursk would still be left with a body on the steps of a public building, with witnesses to the shooting, less than four hundred metres from the initial crash. Even for the guys who’d hired him, that would be hard to cover up.


  He swore under his breath. Things were getting ragged. Kursk had to get one move ahead of his opponent.


  ‘Hang on,’ he said to his passenger.


  The Ducati roared back to life as Kursk pulled out on to the Avenue de New York. He drove another few metres down the road, then made a right into a side street and roared uphill, beside the Palais de Tokyo. Now he was running parallel to Carver, separated by the bulk of the building, heading away from the river. But he’d be closing on his quarry soon enough.


  * * *


  At the far side of the plaza, Carver had got to the foot of the pediment steps. He revved the bike, prayed that its low-gear grunt was as good as advertised, then hurled himself at the steps, heaving the handlebars and pushing with his thighs, as if forcing an exhausted horse over a series of fences. The engine screamed in complaint at its mistreatment. But it kept going up. Finally, with one last howl of protest, it made it to the top, spun its rear wheel for a second on the slick marble surface, then raced forward, between the columns, out on to the tiny semi-circle of the Place de Tokyo, which led directly to the Avenue du Président Wilson and—


  ‘Damn!’


  Carver needed to turn left, across the oncoming traffic, into the far, right-hand lane of the road. That was the way to the périphérique. But there were two solid lines of parked cars, backed by trees, running down the middle of the road, blocking his way.


  Then, emerging from a side street about fifty metres to his left he saw the same bike that had been chasing the Mercedes. It was a big, powerful machine but it looked like a scooter beneath the massive bulk of its rider, who dwarfed the passenger riding pillion. Their two heads scanned from side to side, then the smaller man tapped the rider on the shoulder and nodded down the road in Carver’s direction. The rider responded immediately, turning right and gunning it downhill.


  By then Carver was already blazing down the road. He’d answered his own question. Max had set his people after him. But why would he want him dead? Carver ran through the alternatives in his mind as he sent the Honda’s engine back into the red zone, ignoring traffic lights, and swerving in and out of traffic coming out of the cross-streets.


  Was it the money? Three million bucks was a lot to splash out on one job. If Max got him out of the way, he could keep the unpaid half of the cash for himself.


  Parisian drivers don’t give a damn, but even they hit their brakes at the sight of a motorbike racing across their front fenders. Carver weaved between cars as they skidded to a halt, rear-ending one another in a cacophony of shrieking brakes, squealing tyres and furious French insults. That suited him fine. Every stopped car was just one more obstruction slowing down the men on his tail.


  Had Carver outlived his usefulness? It had been pretty clear from their conversation that this was the last job he’d be doing for a while. Max might want to tie up all the loose ends.


  At the bottom of the road, the avenue opened on to the Place de l’Alma. That, in turn, led past the Alma-Marceau metro station to the Pont de l’Alma, or Alma Bridge. The Alma Tunnel ran crossways underneath. In Paris, when they found a name they liked, they stuck with it.


  Or was there some other reason Max needed him out of the way, something to do with this operation? But what made this operation so different from the rest?


  He bore right across the Place de l’Alma, passing right over the car-smash he’d caused just a few minutes earlier. As yet there were no ambulances, no police cars’ flashing lights. At ground level, there seemed no sign at all of any accident.


  Carver hit the bridge a hundred metres, maybe a little more, ahead of the Ducati, heading across the River Seine. He was going to make a right and get on to the autoroute that ran along the south bank of the river, making for the périphérique, just like before. But he realized that would be crazy. The Ducati was a much bigger, more powerful bike. Even with two onboard it would soon run him down on the open road. He needed a battleground where he could fight his attackers and win.


  And then he saw it.


  On the far side of the bridge, across the other side of the road, stood a small white kiosk surrounded by low hedges. It looked like a giant geometric mushroom: a short, squat tower topped by a wide, gently sloping octagonal roof. Just in front of it stood a blue sign that read VISITE DES ÉGOUTS DE PARIS.


  Carver grinned. He knew what that was. And it would do just fine.


  Ahead of him he could see a long articulated bus, its two halves held together by a rubber concertina. It was about to turn left, off the main road that ran along the Left Bank, on to the Alma Bridge, going back the way Carver had just come. He needed to get across the road. The bus would cut right across his path. He played one last game of chicken, turning his bike hard left, skidding across the path of the oncoming bus, sensing its bulk loom above him, seeing the look of horror on the driver’s face.


  The bus screeched to a halt in mid-turn. Or at least its front half did. The rear end kept going, fish-tailing as the link between its two halves acted as a hinge, slewing the bus around to the right. Somehow, the driver brought the bus under control before the momentum of the spin flung it on to its side. But now it was sprawled across the bridge, with traffic piling up around it. A perfect roadblock.


  Carver brought his bike to a halt beside the kiosk. He jumped off, pulled off his helmet and grabbed the laser-torch.


  Next to the kiosk, a low, white metal gate guarded a stone stairway that spiralled underground. A sign on the gate said ACCÈS INTERDIT – entry forbidden. He kicked open the gate then headed down the stairs.
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    When British and American intelligence learn of a major Al Qaeda operation in the works their only option is to plant someone in Al Qaeda to find out more.


    The Afghan is Izmat Khan, a five-year prisoner of Guantanamo Bay and a former senior commander of the Taliban. The Afghan is also Colonel Mike Martin, a 25-year veteran of war zones around the world, a dark, lean man born and raised in Iraq. In an attempt to stave off disaster, the intelligence agencies will try to do what no one has ever done before – pass off a Westerner as an Arab among Arabs – pass off Martin as the trusted Khan.


    It will require extraordinary preparation, and then extraordinary luck, for nothing can truly prepare Martin for the dark and shifting world he is about to enter. Or for the terrible things he will find there …
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    by Lee Child


    Jack Reacher.

    Soldier. Loner.

    Hero. Lover.


    ‘The invincible Reacher is as irresistible as ever’

    Sunday Telegraph


    Late at night, a New York café. Jack Reacher orders coffee in a cup made of foam, not china. So he can move on at a moment’s notice. He owns nothing, carries less. He has never met a woman who said no. Or a case he couldn’t solve.


    But now Reacher faces a new case so disturbing that the truth eludes him. He has to sweat the details and work the clues. Doing it the hard way. Until what started on a busy New York street explodes three thousand miles away, in the sleepy English countryside. With Reacher striding alone in the shadows. Armed and dangerous.


    ‘The rough, tough Superman of the crime-busting genre, as smart and charismatic as he is unbeatable’

    New York Times


    ‘Possibly the British author’s best yet’

    Daily Mirror
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