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About the Book

Paris, 1937. Luke Hamilton – a junior air intelligence officer at the British Embassy – finds himself the target of an assassination attempt. A clear case of mistaken identity, or so it first appears. As Luke is hunted across a continent sliding towards war, he comes to learn that the answers lie deep in a past that predates his abandonment as a baby on the steps of an orphanage twenty-five years ago.

From the author of the bestselling The Savage Garden and set against a terrific backdrop of Europe on the cusp of the Second World War, this is a compelling novel, rich in adventure, espionage, secrets and lies.


In Memory of Christopher


Yet meet we shall, and part, and meet again

Where dead men meet, on lips of living men.

Samuel Butler


England


Chapter One

HAD SISTER AGNES been less devout, she would have lived to celebrate her forty-eighth birthday.

Not that celebrating such milestones had ever come naturally to her. She had no difficulties with Easter, steeping herself in Christ’s selfless Passion, living His suffering as best she could; but even His birthday seemed trivial by comparison, let alone her own. If she played along, it was purely for the sake of the children, whose small faces lit up like beacons whenever Sister Beatrice produced one of her chocolate cakes from the orphanage’s ancient oven, its sponge as dense as brick (and almost as tasteless).

There had been no birthday cakes at the Carthusian nunnery where Agnes had taken her sacred vows at the age of nineteen. No, there had been seemingly endless hours of prayer and silent meditation within the confines of her tiny cell, and meals handed out through a hatch to limit the distraction of human contact. The devotional rigours of the order had ultimately proved too much for her, and despite the passage of the years, and the gratifying sense of purpose that three decades at St Theresa’s Orphanage had brought her, she had never quite been able to shake off the feeling that she had somehow fallen short in the eyes of the Lord. 

This was the reason she still rose dutifully from her bed at midnight, as she had back at the nunnery, to offer a prayer to Our Lady. It was also the reason she heard the dim but distinct sound of breaking glass – a bright tinkle, not unlike the Angelus bell – cutting through the silence of the sleeping building. 

Nearing the foot of the main staircase, she paused, straining her ears, wondering if perhaps she had imagined the sound, somehow brought it into being. No. Another noise, different to the first, a vague sort of shuffling. Someone was definitely at large on the ground floor. One of the children up to no good? It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.

The light leaking beneath the door to Mother Hilda’s study lay like a silver thread in the deep darkness of the corridor. The floorboards groaned beneath her feet as she approached and pressed her ear to the door. Silence. She thought about knocking, but she had never known Mother Hilda to be up at this hour, so she entered unannounced.

She just had time to take in the filing cabinet that had been forced open, and the scattering of grey folders in the tight pool of light thrown by the desk lamp, when a hand clamped around her mouth. 

The man must have heard her coming and taken up a position behind the door. ‘Ssshhhh,’ he soothed, his lips close to her ear. ‘Don’t make a noise. I don’t want to hurt you. Do you understand?’ 

Trembling, she nodded. The door closed behind her and she found herself being forced towards the overstuffed armchair near the fireplace. ‘Sit down,’ said the man, removing his rough hand from her mouth. She only looked up at him once she had adjusted the woollen shawl around her shoulders against the draught from the broken window.

He was short, with a thin, eager face and lank, sandy-coloured hair receding at the temples. She had seen a pistol before – her grandfather’s service revolver from his time in the Crimea, the one with which he claimed to have dispatched eight Russians in a single afternoon – but she had never had one pointed at her. 

Scared before, she now felt strangely calm, unthreatened. She was under the protection of someone infinitely more powerful than this desperate little man in a gaberdine overcoat. 

‘If it’s money you’re after, you’ve come to the wrong place. We barely have enough to feed ourselves.’

‘How long have you been here?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘The orphanage. How long?’

She detected something in his accent now, a faint foreign clip that she might have been able to identify if she had travelled the world more widely.

‘Almost thirty years.’

‘That’s good,’ he replied. ‘A boy was left here in 1912 … a baby … left on the steps.’

Her heart gave a sudden lurch. ‘So many of them come to us that way.’ The lie tripped off her tongue with an ease that surprised her.

‘It was winter. January.’

‘If you say so.’

She remembered. How could she not? She was the one who had heard the urgent knocking and hurried to the entrance door. There had been a shallow blanket of snow on the ground, and the tracks in it had led her eye to a tall, shadowy figure standing some distance away in the twilit gloom of the driveway. Only when the man turned on his heel and disappeared into the darkness did she notice the small bundle at her feet: her own little Moses, swaddled in a crocheted blanket, asleep, peaceful and untroubled, even then. His gift to her.

‘I need a name,’ said the man.

‘Do you have any idea how many children pass through our hands?’

‘I also need to know where he is.’

She saw the many letters from Luke neatly bundled in the box beneath her bed, and her curiosity finally got the better of her. ‘Why?’

The man hesitated. ‘I have a message from the person who left him here.’

There was a shared acknowledgement in the look they traded: that a message carried by a man who came skulking in the night, gun in hand, was not a message worth receiving.

‘Leave it with me,’ she replied. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

The man grunted, then tucked the pistol away in the pocket of his overcoat, and for a moment she thought she had worn him down with her dignified resistance. 

‘I’m sorry, but I don’t have much time.’ 

He produced an object from his other pocket. Shaped like a policeman’s truncheon, it appeared to be made of leather. 

She would have been less afraid if there had been malicious intent in his eyes, but all she detected was an emptiness that spoke of weary resignation, even boredom.

Her last thought before it began was that this was a test, a kind of penance, and that she would show herself equal to the suffering He had endured.


France


Chapter Two

‘LUKE! WHERE’S THAT coffee?’ came the cry through the closed door separating their offices.

‘Coming, sir.’ 

Luke flicked a switch on the intercom console and lowered his voice. ‘Diana, coffee for His Highness, and don’t spare the horses … I forgot to say before.’

‘Tut-tut.’

‘I’ll make it up to you.’

‘Don’t feel you have to,’ came back her lazy drawl of a reply.

Diana appeared in his office a few minutes later carrying a tray. Today, she had her hair pinned back behind her ears, which, like everything else about her, were petite and perfectly formed. She knew what he thought of her ears. There was a time not so long ago when he had been allowed to tell her such things.

‘Shall I do the honours?’ she asked.

‘No, I’ll take it through. I need to go over some papers with him.’

Diana placed the tray on his desk. There was a letter propped between the coffee pot and the sugar bowl. ‘This just came for you.’

He was surprised to see his father’s crabbed handwriting: Luke Hamilton, The British Embassy, Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, Paris, France. 

‘Everything all right?’

‘Yes.’ He tilted his head at the tray. ‘And thank you.’ 

He waited for her to leave before tearing open the envelope.

My dear Luke, 

It is with a heavy heart that I’m writing to you so soon after my last letter, and I’m very sorry to say that you will find nothing dreary or rambling about this one …

Luke knew he was walking, but the ground felt dull beneath his feet, as though the paving stones were made of India rubber. The other pedestrians seemed to flit around him like phantasms. 

Not just dead … murdered … bludgeoned to death. How was it possible? How could anyone …? Sister Agnes, of all people. And for what? Some candlesticks and a handful of other near-worthless trinkets? 

Grief and impotent rage scrambled his thoughts. The first person he had ever known, ever loved – his mentor and guide for the first seven years of his life. She had taught him to read and write, taught him the names of the trees and the birds, taught him right from wrong, scolding him when he strayed and praising him when he excelled. She had wiped blood from his knees, snot from his nose, tears from his eyes; and when the influenza had tried to take him, she had sat at his bedside in the sanatorium and laid cold compresses on his burning body to keep him from slipping away.

Where was the logic? Where was the justice? Where, he asked himself, was her God when she had needed Him? He knew what she would have replied: that the book was already written, and even if we could not see our place in the story, we could be sure that it was a good book with a very fine ending. 

Not such a fine ending for her, though. And very nearly a rotten one for him, too, when crossing Avenue George V. 

Lost in his sombre trance, he looked the wrong way as he stepped off the pavement and was almost struck by a speeding lorry. Shaken by the close call, he found a vacant bench in some welcome shade and fumbled a cigarette between his lips. 

A moment of distraction … a blur of hurtling steel … certain death mere inches from the tip of his nose. What unsettled him most, though, was that for a split second it wouldn’t have mattered. 

Paris had been moving to the beat of the Exposition Internationale since the beginning of the year, when the first pavilions had begun to spring up along the banks of the Seine. The site of the World Fair (as most people called it) lay at the heart of the city, straddling the lazy bend in the river between the Pont de la Concorde and the Pont de Grenelle. 

This was Luke’s third visit. His first had been in late May to attend the official opening of the British Pavilion, a fashionably cuboid building that looked like a large packing case dropped by a passing giant beside the Pont d’Iéna. After the interminable speeches, they had strolled around the exhibits, champagne flutes in hand, cooing politely to those involved while privately pondering the scale of the disaster. 

This was supposed to be a showcase for the very best that Great Britain had to offer the world in 1937, and yet the first display to greet visitors was a selection of suitable clothing to be worn whilst out shooting. Next came a baffling array of squash racquets and cricket bats. And so it continued. There was almost no nod to the country’s rich industrial and technological heritage. Anyone who didn’t know better would have thought that forty million Britons frittered away their time in sport and country pursuits. Bizarrely, and unlike many of the other pavilions, there was no garden – the very thing for which the British were known (and affectionately mocked) by their Continental cousins. 

‘It’s a national bloody disgrace,’ had been Wing Commander Wyeth’s muttered verdict, and for once Luke had found himself agreeing with his boss. ‘I mean, what kind of message are they trying to send to our friends over the way?’

He meant the Germans and the Soviets, whose pavilions stood on the other side of the bridge, facing one another across the wide avenue running down to the river from the Palais de Chaillot. No stumpy packing cases for them, but two soaring testaments to self-belief. There was a rumour doing the rounds that Albert Speer, the architect of the German scheme, had somehow laid his hands on the Soviets’ plans, thereby ensuring that the German pavilion stood taller by a good margin, topped by a giant Nazi eagle unfurling its wings. The Soviets had responded by crowning their pavilion with a monumental sculpture of a worker and a peasant woman brandishing a hammer and sickle at their neighbours over the road. 

The visual confrontation of National Socialism and Stalinist communism, the two conflicting ideologies of the time, wasn’t lost on anyone; and when viewed from the Palais de Chaillot, with the Eiffel Tower looming behind, the impression was of two bullies squaring off in the school playground while teacher looked on helplessly. It was a sight to bring a smile to your lips, even as it sent a chill down your spine.

During his second visit to the Fair a few weeks ago, Luke had made a tour of both pavilions and been pleasantly surprised to find nothing more ominous on show than a shared message of peaceful progress through the happy marriage of Science and Art. According to Diana, the same couldn’t be said of the Spanish pavilion – recently opened, almost two months late – which she had dropped in on at the weekend with a friend. ‘Prepare yourself for something a little different,’ she had warned him as he was leaving the embassy earlier.

He had glimpsed the building on his last visit: a flimsy glass and steel structure that looked like it wouldn’t fare too well in a high wind. Tucked away behind the German pavilion, it had been crawling with workmen racing to put the finishing touches to the place. These now included, Luke could see, a large photographic mural high on the facade showing some troops drawn up in serried ranks. Below it was a stark declaration in French that ended with the words: We are fighting for the independence of our homeland and for the right of the Spanish people to determine their own destiny.

An attractive couple passed in front of him, leaving the pavilion, their young son at their heels, absorbedly picking his nose.

‘Disappointing,’ was the man’s verdict. ‘Not at all in the spirit of the Fair.’

The woman pushed a wayward lock of hair from her face. ‘Darling, they are at war with each other.’

‘Do you want to be reminded of that? Because I certainly don’t.’ 

The civil war in Spain was raging more fiercely than ever, with General Franco’s nationalist troops now holding half the country and moving with increased brutality against anyone resisting the military coup. The future of Spain was trembling in the balance, and the republican government clearly saw the Fair as a showcase for highlighting the very serious problems at home.

Luke had some idea of what to expect as he stepped inside the building, because he had skimmed a snooty review in a French newspaper of the vast painting that occupied almost an entire wall of the ground floor entrance area: Mr Picasso’s trademark trickery is not just on full display, it has attained whole new heights of self-importance …

He stood and stared, unable to think straight, although he knew immediately that the art critic in question was a fool. It wasn’t simply the enormous size of the painting, twice the height of a man and well over twenty feet in length; he had never seen another work of art like it. In fact, he had never seen anything quite like it. There was nothing for the eye to settle on more than momentarily, no obvious structure, no shape that allowed you the comfort of recognition. Even the horse’s head wasn’t a horse’s head; it was a howl of pain with some sort of obscene pointed object protruding from the mouth.

The subject was Guernica, the Basque town bombed by General Franco back in April. Luke knew the grim details more intimately than most, for it went with the job. He had scoured the intelligence, pored over the reports from the embassy in Madrid (strangely non-judgemental in their tone). However, the painting had almost nothing in common with the photos he had flipped through of the blasted buildings and the bodies heaped up in the streets and the lucky living standing around in sorry clumps. 

This wasn’t the stilled storm of the aftermath; it was the moment of devastation itself: forms fragmented into facets, shattered then scattered across the canvas in dull monochrome shades of black, white and grey, wilfully un-vivid, which somehow served to heighten the horror. It was hell on earth, a man-made hell that seemed to reach beyond its subject, embracing all of man’s inhumanity to man.

He was unable to drag himself away, and it was a good few minutes before he realised why that was. She was on the left-hand side of the painting, just below the bull’s head, her own head thrown back towards the heavens in a broken-toothed, screaming plea of mercy. 

She had a ponytail, as did Sister Agnes.

‘It’s coming.’

Luke glanced to his right, realising only then that the comment had been addressed to him. ‘Excuse me?’

The man had a full head of stiff silver hair, cropped close at the sides, and his kind, lucid eyes shone with a youthful vigour despite his advanced years. ‘For all of us,’ he continued in French. ‘This is our future.’

‘You think?’

‘You don’t?’ The man turned his attention back to the painting. ‘German and Italian planes doing Franco’s dirty work? The fascists are uniting and they have started practising on women and children. You think they can stop themselves now?’

‘Are you a communist?’ 

It was a stupid question, glib and lazy, but the man smiled, amused by the notion. ‘I’ve had dealings with both, and I can tell you they are not as different from each other as they would like to think.’ He paused before adding, ‘Beware the man who tells you he knows what’s best for you; he usually starts by stealing your rights.’

‘Who said that?’

‘I did.’ He offered his hand. ‘Bernard Fautrier.’ 

I doubt it, thought Luke. 

With tensions rising across the Continent, and with Italy and Germany effectively lost to dictators, Paris had become the clearing house of Europe, the place where the real business was done. The city was swarming with agents of all kinds, and the currency of the moment was information. They had received firm instructions at the embassy to rebuff then report any approaches made, but Luke was in a restless, contrary mood.

‘Luke Hamilton,’ he replied.

‘Not French?’

‘English.’

The man released Luke’s hand and switched languages effortlessly. ‘Your French is impeccable. So is the accent.’

‘Madame Vallet will be thrilled to hear it.’

‘Madame Vallet?’

‘My teacher. And we both know my accent is atrocious.’ 

The man ignored this challenge. ‘You don’t look English. You are too …’

‘Dark?’ offered Luke.

‘Yes, and the mouth is too strong. Where are you really from?’

Maybe it was the ghostly presence of Sister Agnes, both in his thoughts and on the giant painting before them, but when Luke finally replied, it was with the sort of honesty one reserved for total strangers. ‘I don’t know. I’m an orphan. I was brought up by nuns.’

The man looked shaken by this news. ‘Your parents?’ he asked tentatively before raising his hand. ‘No, don’t tell me. You never knew them.’

‘No.’

‘You were a baby and it was 1912.’

Luke had had enough; the game had gone too far. ‘Bravo,’ he said tersely. ‘You’ve done your research.’

‘It was a question.’

‘Listen, nothing I know is worth buying.’

‘I’m not buying.’

‘Neither am I,’ replied Luke. ‘So let’s just call it a day, shall we?’

He turned and left, skirting the strange iron fountain that flowed with mercury rather than water. He hadn’t noticed before, but the coins tossed in by visitors were floating on the silvered surface of the round pool.


Chapter Three

BORODIN WAS A cautious man. He had learned his lesson young, just shy of his nineteenth birthday, on a wet and wind-blown night in Ragusa. The scars that had decorated his midriff ever since were an unsightly reminder of the dangers of dropping one’s guard, even for a moment, even when you thought you knew exactly where you stood with people.

He had learned another lesson a few months after the attack: that he drew no satisfaction from the act of ven geance. The thrill lay in the hunt, in the slow decipherment of motives, of shadowy ambitions and betrayals. Watching a man die by your hand in front of you was an altogether different experience. He wasn’t a natural. That first time, he had emptied the contents of his stomach on to the floor beside the cooling corpse, feeling better for it, but only because his revulsion suggested he wasn’t a soulless psychopath, simply a pragmatist looking to stretch out his life as long as possible.

Well, that pragmatism had managed to add a further forty-odd years to that life, and he saw no reason to let up now. It was the reason he poked his head into the concierge’s front room, as he always did when he returned to his building on Rue Brochant.

‘Good evening, Thierry. Did anyone call for me while I was out?’

Thierry’s fat fingers were fiddling with the brass guts of a door lock. ‘One day I’ll say yes, Monsieur Fautrier.’

Maybe, but only if prompted. The concierge was about as quick-witted as a packhorse. It amused Borodin to know that Thierry thought of him as a sad, lonely and deluded old man. He caught the odour of Isabelle’s cooking. ‘Smells like pork tonight.’

‘Belly. Straight from the plate to here.’ Thierry patted his paunch and laughed.

It was a long climb to Borodin’s apartment, and it seemed to have become longer over the year he’d been living here. Really? Another floor? There was no mistaking when you’d arrived, because there was nowhere else to go, only left to his apartment or right to the Chavigniers’. Their young son, Emile, was usually to be found at this time of the evening playing on the landing, because its terrazzo floor offered a perfectly smooth surface for the boy’s marbles. Borodin enjoyed his brief exchanges with Emile. It felt like practice, for the grandson he might one day meet, although not if his daughter had a say in the matter.

Emile’s absence sharpened his senses, but he relaxed when he spotted the small shard of paper, barely visible, tucked low down between the jamb and the door. It told him that no one had entered his apartment while he’d been away.

Closing the door behind him, he dropped his keys into the chipped porcelain bowl on the console table.

‘If you even flinch I’ll kill you,’ came a voice at his shoulder, far too close to risk making a move, not even for the gun taped tantalisingly within reach to the underside of the console table.

A hand searched him – a knowing hand that went straight for the stiletto knife he always wore in a scabbard above his right ankle. That one small act was enough to narrow the field down to his very closest associates, his own people. The hand also discovered the Browning pocket pistol tucked into the back of his waistband. He didn’t draw too much comfort from the fact that he wasn’t dead already – it only meant that they wanted answers first – but at least it offered him a slender lifeline, a chance to stall and confuse the man who was now propelling him towards the sofa with a firm shove between the shoulder blades. 

He must have gained access through one of the windows, via the roof. Unless, of course …

Stay focused on the immediate danger, he told himself. All being well, there’ll be time enough to figure out the mechanics later. 

The man remained standing behind the sofa, an unseen enemy. ‘Put your hands on your knees. Move them and I’ll shoot.’

‘Do that and they’ll hear it next door. You should know, he’s a big man with a bad temper.’

‘Was he?’

Borodin felt his shoulders sag under the weight of the past tense. ‘The boy?’ he asked, dreading the reply.

‘The boy put up more of a fight than his father.’

Little Emile, with his ready smile and his jug ears, snuffed out before he had a chance to show what he was really made of. 

‘You didn’t need to do that.’

‘Yes, I did,’ came the voice. ‘You’re obviously getting soft in your old age.’

‘If you’re lucky to live as long as I have in this game, you may find yourself going the same way.’

‘I’m not falling for that. I was warned about your tricks.’

‘Oh? By whom?’

‘It doesn’t matter. What matters is you’ve had three days to finish the job.’

‘I made contact today.’

‘I know. I saw you with him.’

And Borodin recalled the three individuals who had piqued his suspicions in the Spanish pavilion earlier. The slim, nervy woman in the eau de Nil dress could be dismissed, but he was fairly certain that one or other of the men in question was now standing at his shoulder. The younger and taller of the two, he guessed, the one in the fawn twill jacket and the panama hat who had been examining Picasso’s painting of Guernica with an air of almost theatrical indifference.

‘Make contact, win his confidence, wait for instructions. Those were my orders.’ He was pleased with the response, even if it earned him a sharp clip on the back of the head with the butt of a pistol. 

‘Lies,’ hissed the man.

Borodin rubbed his head. More than anything, it was to test just how strict the rules were about the hands remaining on the knees. ‘We’re obviously speaking to different people. I assumed you were here with the instructions.’

‘My instructions are to find out why you haven’t finished the job, and then to finish it myself.’ He didn’t need to add what this meant for Borodin. 

‘Kill him? That’s absurd. Do you have any idea who he is?’

‘Who cares?’

‘Think of the two people you fear most in the world, because that’s who cares, that’s who I answer to … the only people … always directly.’

‘Lies.’ 

True, but there was a new note of uncertainty in the man’s voice, and no accompanying blow to the head this time. Borodin pressed home his advantage. ‘Listen, my friend, I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m pretty sure you’re on the wrong side of it. And believe me, that’s not a place you want to be.’ 

Casting them both as victims of some grander intrigue seemed to have the desired effect. He could almost hear the information being digested, tested. 

‘He said you’d try and mess with my head.’

‘Let me guess … Petrovic.’ 

There was no guesswork involved. If nothing else, Petrovic was the only person within the organisation who knew where he lived.

‘No.’

Not convincing. A feeble effort to throw him off course. He could have challenged it, playing for more time, but he had a sudden vision of Emile, his skinny arm swinging like a metronome as he lined up a shot on the landing. 

‘Then do what you’ve come to do,’ he said. ‘But at least allow me to look you in the eye when you do it.’ Turning slowly, resignedly, he plucked the silenced revolver from its hiding place beneath the sofa cushion and shot the man once in the throat. 

There was a time when he would have leapt over the back of the sofa, but his arthritic hip had long since put paid to such acrobatics. Rounding the sofa, he gathered up the handgun and crouched beside the man. He lay flat on his back, gurgling and twitching grotesquely, both hands clutching his throat, his heels drumming against the wooden floor. The panama hat lay a little distance away. 

Borodin recovered his Browning and the stiletto knife from the man’s jacket pocket. ‘That was your life,’ he said. ‘And this is for Emile.’

As he eased the tip of the blade between the man’s ribs, it struck him for the first time in his long career that revenge could in fact taste very sweet indeed.

He didn’t linger once the body was still; he made straight for the windows, taking care not to place himself in view of anyone who might have the apartment under observation. He had always made a point of checking the window locks before going out, and they were all still intact. Moving on, he found no signs of forced entry in any of the other rooms. This suggested an accomplice, someone on the outside to reset his crude little paper alarm once the front door lock had been picked.

The bedroom offered the best view of the street below, and he finally spotted her at the café on the corner; not all of her, just a pale ankle and the hem of her eau de Nil dress, barely visible beneath the edge of the awning that from this angle masked most of the tables out front.

The leather holdall was ready and waiting behind the false back he had built to the cupboard beside the kitchen sink. It contained everything he required for a swift getaway: a change of clothes, a pair of shoes, a washbag, a substantial quantity of cash in a variety of currencies, along with three passports in different names (impeccably forged by an old Armenian who ran an antiquarian bookshop on the Île Saint-Louis). He gathered together the various weapons he kept secreted around the apartment and then stripped the dead man of his trousers and jacket. His last act before leaving was to pack the novel and the reading spectacles lying on his bedside table. 

It was a long while since he had thought of anywhere as home, and he felt little sense of sorrow as he pulled the front door shut behind him. Besides, he only had himself to blame. Petrovic had instructed him to kill the Englishman, and he had hesitated, detecting something in Luke Hamilton’s face, his bearing, that chimed with dim, disturbing memories from long ago. Answering to curiosity, he had then broken the cardinal rule and made contact with the target. 

That Petrovic had taken out insurance against such a possibility reeked of more than his reputation for efficiency. There were other factors at play, shadows shifting at the back of the stage. If Petrovic had known the truth about Hamilton’s identity, he would never have assigned Borodin to the job in the first place. No, a mistake had been made, recognised as such, and now it was being rectified. The order to kill him could only have come from one place: the top. 

He felt a cold hand clutch at his heart. He might have cheated death upstairs just now, but he was as good as dead, destined to see out his days glancing over his shoulder. He pictured a simple life of honest toil on his cousin’s sheep station in Australia … and he saw a car approaching in the shimmering distance, throwing up a plume of dust in its wake. No, they would hunt him down, search him out. It would be a point of both pride and principle for the Karaman brothers, men known for never leaving a loose end.

The solution came to him as he was crossing the darkened courtyard, and it stopped him momentarily in his tracks. He saw what he had to do; he saw with absolute certainty that Luke Hamilton, alive and well, was the only bargaining chip available to him. There might even be some money in it, a lot of money if he played his hand correctly. The plan taking shape in his head left no place for the nostalgic sentiments that had given him pause before and almost got him killed just now.

‘Eating out, Monsieur Fautrier?’

Thierry stepped jauntily from the shadows, swinging a bunch of keys in his hand. Borodin would have replied in the affirmative if it weren’t for the leather holdall he was carrying. ‘Dropping some old clothes off with a friend who needs them more than I do.’

Thierry frowned. ‘Is that blood on your jacket?’

Borodin couldn’t resist leaving the concierge with a line on which he could dine out for the rest of his days. ‘Not my jacket – the jacket of the man I just killed.’

Thierry laughed. ‘Oh dear, I suppose I should call the cops.’

The speed and wit of the response surprised Borodin. Maybe he had underestimated Thierry all this time. ‘Tell them it was self-defence.’

‘Don’t you worry, Monsieur Fautrier, I’ll even stand as a character witness at your trial.’

‘There isn’t going to be a trial. I’m fleeing the country.’

Thierry was still laughing as Borodin heaved open the wooden door and stepped outside on to the pavement. 

He thought about pulling the brim of the panama hat down over his eyes, but the night had drawn in enough by now for it not to be necessary. Judging from the reaction of the woman seated at the table in front of the Café Metropole, she took his appearance at face value: the hat, the jacket, the grey flannel trousers, discernible in the gloaming, but only just.

Nodding for her to follow him, he set off at a brisk pace towards Square des Batignolles. A quick glance saw the woman settling her account with Gustave, the cadaverous waiter who served Borodin his coffee and croissant most mornings. Another glance established that she was in pursuit and had him firmly in her sights as he entered the small park at the end of the street.

The timing was fortuitous. The dog walkers were long gone, driven off by the thickening dusk, and it would be a good while yet before the drinkers, lovers and other reprobates began to make an appearance. He picked a hiding spot beside the gravelled pathway, and when she finally appeared – slowing to a hesitant walk and hissing a name he couldn’t quite make out – he stepped silently from the bushes and punched her in the side of the head. 

Not too hard. Just enough to knock the fight out of her. He needed to know exactly who and what he was up against.


Chapter Four

LUKE HAD HEARD the anecdote before, and it had changed with every telling, shifting shape under Fernando’s embellishments. Somewhat improbably, a rabbi had now been added to the cast of characters.

Fernando claimed to have got the story straight from the horse’s mouth: a society lady who was woken one night in her bed by the intimate kisses of a man. She knew it couldn’t be her husband because he was away in Lyon on business, but she wasn’t sure at first just which of her many lovers it might be. She soon rejected the Romanian sculptor. Where was the rasp of his thick stubble between her thighs? As for the young Polish composer, well, it wasn’t impossible, but he had always been a bit squeamish about that sort of thing. And the rabbi (who wasn’t at all squeamish about that sort of thing) seemed an unlikely candidate, what with it being a Saturday night. Stumped, she was about to slide her hands beneath the covers in search of clues, but it was so good, so very good, that in the end she just lay there and allowed herself to be transported to a place she had never been before. When she finally awoke, she was alone, and none the wiser.

The next morning, after breakfast, she telephoned each of her lovers in turn and established in discreet, roundabout ways that none of them had been the mysterious visitor. This left the only other two people present in the apartment at the time: her seventeen-year-old stepson and the maid. Cornering the stepson in his bedroom, she asked, ‘Did you enjoy yourself last night?’

The boy blushed with embarrassment before finally blurting out, ‘You won’t tell Father, will you?’

‘Of course not,’ she replied.

‘I’ve never done it before.’

‘You don’t expect me to believe that, do you?’

‘I promise. It’s the first time I’ve slipped out at night, and I was back before sunrise.’

‘It was the maid?’ gasped Amélie.

Fernando spread his hands. ‘Who else? The boy was out on the town, living it up.’ He caught their elderly waiter’s eye and signalled for another bottle of wine. 

‘What did your friend do?’

‘She fired the maid, of course.’

‘Fired her?’

‘She’s a respectable lady.’ 

The big laugh from the two girls was swallowed up in the lively buzz filling the restaurant. L’Hirondelle attracted a mixed crowd, everything from ancient widows with painted faces through to skinny young men with beards chasing the bohemian dream. Its lofty stuccoed ceilings, crystal chandeliers and plum-coloured velvet banquettes oozed a shabby fin de siècle grandeur that flew in the face of its more modish rivals in the quartier. A five-minute stroll from Luke’s apartment, it had effectively become his canteen over the past few months.

‘It doesn’t seem fair,’ said Amélie’s friend. She had a resolutely cheery countenance and a name he had made a point of remembering. He was fairly certain it began with a V. 

‘Don’t worry about the maid,’ said Fernando. ‘She now lives in an apartment in Montparnasse, all expenses paid.’ He threw in a stage pause. ‘And once or twice a week she receives a visitor.’

More laughter, then a challenge from Amélie’s friend. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘It’s as true as those sweet little dimples in your cheeks, my dear Véronique. Ask Luke, he’ll tell you.’

‘I’ve never known Fernando to lie. Cheat, deceive, betray – yes – but never lie.’

It was another of Fernando’s set-ups, although by this stage of the evening Luke usually knew which of the girls his friend had set his sights on. He had assumed it was Amélie, but the compliment paid to Véronique’s dimples had thrown the field wide open again. Seen from the other side, the truth was the same as always: both girls wanted Fernando; Luke was the consolation prize. He didn’t mind. Who could blame them? How many men combined the brooding looks of a young Valentino with intelligence, wit, a ribald sense of fun and a genuine devotion to women? 

‘The truth is, I much prefer women to men,’ Fernando had once told him. ‘If they ruled the world I would happily serve under them.’ He hadn’t intended it as a joke.

‘Maybe they will one day.’

‘Not in our lifetimes. But we can help them get there.’

The money and the status didn’t count against Fernando. Born into a family of wealthy landowners who had backed General Trujillo in his bid for the presidency, he now held down some hazy diplomatic post at the embassy of the Dominican Republic. Luke had heard it said by a shifty little attaché at the American Embassy that Fernando was making a small fortune peddling immigration visas to Jews looking to relocate from Chancellor Hitler’s new Germany. To Luke, it sounded like money made in a good cause, certainly if the stories coming out of Germany were anything to go by. Jews were being obliged to hand over their businesses to the government for a fraction of their real worth. Cut and run? Why not? And why not the Dominican Republic? There were far worse places to start over than the Caribbean.

No, it wasn’t the sort of thing Luke could get exercised about. Besides, Fernando was the best of friends, attentive, energetic and loyal, so much so that one might have felt slightly oppressed by his devotion if he hadn’t been just as quick to heap ridicule upon you. It was only four months since they had first met, through a mutual acquaintance at a mediocre production of Molière’s Le Malade Imaginaire, but Luke already sensed that Fernando would drop everything for him should the situation ever demand it. He also knew that the reverse was true, even if he couldn’t conceive of a scenario in which Fernando would require his assistance. For all the clowning and frivolity, there was a shrewd and hard-nosed quality to Fernando that brought to mind something his mother had once said of her flamboyant and dissolute older brother, Uncle Leo: ‘Don’t be fooled. Peacocks have claws too.’

Well, right now, this peacock was fanning his tail feathers at the two Belgian girls he had met at an embassy function earlier in the week, and Luke was wishing he felt more in the mood. He wanted it for himself, to help him forget. Thoughts of Sister Agnes had been haunting him all day. 

At almost this exact hour tomorrow evening, he would be pulling out of the Gare du Nord on the boat train to London. The funeral was on Friday. He could picture the yew-trimmed graveyard beside the orphanage chapel, the resting place of nuns and children; and he could see the hole in the ground, the soil heaped up around it, the same soil that already held Michael’s bones. Michael, his protector, three years his elder, ungainly and rough-hewn even as a young boy, unwanted by the couples who had trooped through the place in search of other people’s children. Michael, carried off by scarlet fever a month before Luke was plucked out of the crowd by the Hamiltons. It was the one consolation: Michael had never lived to witness it. 

He forced himself back to the present and topped up his wine glass. Self-restraint clearly wasn’t working, so maybe excess was the way to go. It had worked well enough in the past. 

Fernando sensed the shift in him and asked, ‘Changed your mind? Want to come with us to the Bal Tabarin?’

‘Why not?’

Fernanado turned to the girls. ‘I told you, he’s not as innocent as he looks.’

‘Oh, I don’t think he looks innocent at all,’ said Amélie. ‘I don’t think either of you do.’

‘I can’t speak for myself, but I can tell you that Luke is anything but.’

‘Not now, Fernando,’ groaned Luke, guessing what was coming.

Fernando held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. ‘Okay,’ he conceded.

‘You have to tell us now!’

‘You can’t not tell us now!’

‘No, no,’ came Fernando’s grave reply. ‘If Luke doesn’t want you to know about the affair he had with a fellow officer’s wife in India, then who am I to go against his wishes?’

‘You didn’t?’

‘Did you?’

‘He’s lucky to have a job.’ 

Luke caught the look in Fernando’s eye. It said: Trust me, this is the way to play it with these two. 

‘What was she like?’

‘Did you love her?’

Luke had to smile. Whenever the subject came up in male company, the first question tended to be: how did you get found out? He replied to each of them in turn. ‘She was unhappy. And yes, I did love her.’

A slight frown corrugated Fernando’s brow. ‘You never told me that before.’

‘Well, maybe I didn’t want the whole of Paris to hear it.’

The girls laughed, then begged for more details.

‘That’s all you’re getting. Anyway, there’s not much to tell. It didn’t end well.’

Inevitably, they extracted the story from him. It wasn’t in his nature to share the details of a scandalous incident that cast him in a shameful light, but Fernando was right – Amélie and Véronique lapped it up. He sensed them warming to him, especially Véronique, who held him fast in her large dark eyes until she and Amélie excused themselves to go and powder their noses.

Fernando lit a cigarette and smiled. 

‘Enjoy yourself. It’s your last night. They won’t even be here when you get back from England.’

Luke didn’t need persuading. He could muddle his way through work tomorrow, dressing up his exhaustion as grief, and then sleep on the train. 

‘Just so you know, Amélie is already taken.’ 

‘Says who?’ demanded Luke.

‘She does.’ Fernando fired a smoke ring into the air. ‘Her hand has been on my thigh for the last ten minutes.’

Luke was refilling their glasses when Pascal, the maître d’, appeared at his elbow and handed him a folded note. ‘A message for you, Monsieur Hamilton.’

‘From whom?’

‘The gentleman over there.’ Pascal swivelled towards the bar and frowned. ‘Well, he was there just a moment ago.’

The note was in English, handwritten, in capitals:

DO NOT REACT. DO NOT SHOW THIS TO YOUR FRIENDS. 

TWO MEN IN THIS ROOM HAVE BEEN ORDERED TO KILL YOU. I AM ONE OF THEM. THE OTHER ONE IS READING A BOOK AT THE TABLE NEAR THE DOOR TO THE KITCHEN. DO NOT LOOK AT HIM.

IF YOU WANT TO LIVE, MAKE AN EXCUSE AND MEET ME OUTSDE.

GUERNICA

‘A billet-doux from your boyfriend?’ enquired Fernando.

Luke almost passed the note straight over – it was so utterly preposterous – and yet some small splinter of doubt stayed his hand. ‘How did you guess?’

‘Come on, what is it?’

‘Nothing.’

‘So why have you turned white?’

Under the guise of reaching for his wine glass, Fernando lunged and snatched the note away. His look of amused triumph quickly faded. ‘Who is Guernica?’ he asked. 

‘The man I told you about. Fautrier. The one at the Spanish pavilion.’

‘The spy?’

‘I don’t know if he was a spy.’

‘Not just a spy, a hired assassin too.’

‘You believe him?’ asked Luke.

Fernando gave a dismissive snort. ‘Oh for God’s sake, don’t be ridiculous. Can you think of one person who wants you dead?’

‘No.’ He remembered the drunken threat spat out for all to hear by Alice’s husband in the officers’ mess in Risalpur. ‘Yes.’

‘Rubbish. Someone’s messing with you. Here, I’ll prove it to you.’

Before Luke could react, Fernando was on his feet, heading for the back of the restaurant, leaving him little choice but to follow.

The man eating alone and reading a book looked like an accountant, though not quite as threatening. His lank brown hair was parted at the side, and the moustache only served to point up his weak mouth. He looked mildly startled when Fernando deposited himself in the chair opposite.

‘Good evening, sir. My apologies for the intrusion. You do speak French, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ replied the man timidly, removing his spectacles.

‘And several other languages too, I imagine, given your line of work.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘My friend here has a question for you. He’s curious to know why you would want to kill him. He can’t think of a single reason why.’

The man glanced up at Luke. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Oh, I think you do.’ Fernando placed his elbows on the table and leaned closer. ‘You see, my good fellow, the cat is well and truly out of the bag. We know everything.’

Fernando’s persistence was verging on cruelty, and Luke was about to speak up when the man struck like a snake: a flashing fist that caught Fernando hard on the jaw, snapping his head round.

Had he been more of a fighter by instinct, Luke would have exacted a swift revenge while the man was still seated, at a disadvantage. Instead, he found himself reaching to catch Fernando
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