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  PROLOGUE


  5 June 1968


  The big man sat hunched on the rim of the bath, clutching his belly with both hands, rocking back and forth like a distressed child. As the pain in his stomach blared to a crescendo, he dry- heaved. Acid fizzed in his throat. He caught sight of himself in the mirror over the washbasin. A clown stared back. His permanently florid face had turned purple with the effort of breathing, and his lips were caked with the white calcium solution the doctor had given him to neutralize the acid eating his stomach walls.


  A fresh stab of pain made him twist sideways and suck in his breath.


  Palmer’s guts had been in an uproar since the day Robert Francis Kennedy, the Senator from New York, had announced his intention to run against Lyndon Baines Johnson for the Democratic Party’s Presidential nomination. As Kennedy’s bodyguard, it was Palmer’s job to keep the Senator alive during the campaign, but he knew that if the other side wanted Bobby dead, Bobby would die. They had killed his brother John when he had begun to threaten their interests. Bobby was infinitely more dangerous; he was one of them.


  Palmer’s stomach cramped viciously. He bent almost double, so that only the swell of his stomach prevented his head touching his knees.


  “Sonofabitch!”


  He had tried to persuade Bobby that LBJ couldn’t be defeated, no matter how unpopular the war in Vietnam had made him. Johnson had promptly withdrawn from the contest—Bobby’s doing, of course—and Palmer had headed for the nearest bar to get maudlin drunk on fourteen straight shots of Jim Beam.


  He had suffered his first attack of acute gastritis on 4th April when Martin Luther King had been killed in Memphis by James Earl Ray, some redneck asshole supposedly acting on his own initiative. Yeah, sure! Palmer knew who was behind it; Bobby’s own kind. Palmer also knew why they’d decided to murder Dr. King. The moment LBJ had announced his decision to quit, Bobby had become a serious contender for the Presidency. But to succeed, he needed the Black Vote, all of it. Martin Luther King could deliver that vote. Exit Dr. King.


  From then on, Palmer’s only hope had been that Bobby would fail in the Primaries. Now, eight weeks later in Los Angeles, it had just been announced on television that he had trounced Hubert Humphrey in South Dakota and squeezed past Eugene McCarthy here in California where it really mattered. Senator Robert Kennedy was going to be the next President of the United States. If they let him live; that was something they simply couldn’t afford to do.


  Bobby had headed downstairs to give a victory speech to his campaign workers in the hotel ballroom, protected by two amateur bodyguards and one Ace Agency guard hired for the occasion. Palmer should have been down there, but the announcement of Bobby’s victories had sent him rushing to the can with his worst attack of gastritis so far. It felt as if razor blades were lacerating his insides.


  A knock at the bathroom door.


  “Mr. Palmer? Can I go down now?”


  “No, kid! You wait for me. I’ll be right out.”


  The door opened. James Lord, a tall, skinny, blond fifteen-year-old, had often been mistaken for a member of the Kennedy family since joining the entourage eight months back. Munching a caviare canapé, he slouched against the doorframe and stared at Palmer with disconcertingly washed-out green eyes.


  “You look real ill, Mr. Palmer. Want me to call the doc back?”


  Palmer sat up straight, sucked in his breath. “The pain’s easing.”


  James shrugged, wandered out again. He had been a gap-toothed six-year-old when Robert Kennedy had met him during JFK’s assault on the Presidency in I960. Bobby had been in charge of the campaign, and James’s mother had been one of the campaign organizers in Illinois. James’s father, an expatriate Englishman, had been the Marketing Director at the British Tourist Board’s Chicago office. After an initial meeting at a campaign rally, Bobby had taken pains to see young James as often as possible. One of Palmer’s first jobs after being assigned by the secret service as Bobby’s chief bodyguard when he became Attorney General was to accompany him on a visit to the Lords in Chicago. Even to a relative stranger the bond between Kennedy and the child had been obvious; they shared an indefinable quality. The serious, quiet, little boy compelled attention without doing anything obvious to earn it, the same way Kennedy did. Palmer had later learned the exact nature of that similarity when Bobby had asked him to stay on as his bodyguard in a private capacity after John Kennedy’s assassination. That was the night Bobby had told him everything. God! that had scared him.


  The walkie-talkie on the floor next to Palmer gave a demented squawk; one of the guards informing him that Bobby was wrapping up his speech to the campaign workers in the ballroom and was about to head through to the Colonial Room for a press conference. The guard wanted to know which route they should take. Palmer wanted to warn the guard to avoid passing through the hotel kitchen. He hadn’t liked the feel of it when he’d checked it out that afternoon. Too little security—anyone could wander in there. When he tried to give the order, the handset died on him.


  “James! Come in here!”


  The boy appeared, crunching slush from a Coca-Cola container.


  “Help me up. We gotta get down there.”


  James hurried over, helped Palmer up off the rim of the bath. The boy knew just how dangerous Bobby’s enemies were; they were his enemies as well. His parents’ home in Cicero had been firebombed the previous Fall in what the local police had treated as an act of unmotivated arson. Both his parents had died. James had been at a friend’s house, but the assassins hadn’t known that.


  Bobby Kennedy had become James Lord’s legal guardian six weeks after the bombing, and Palmer had effectively been bodyguard to both of them since then. Bobby had always insisted that the boy’s safety was paramount. “Whatever happens, they mustn’t get James.”


  They left the Royal Suite and made their way down in the lift towards the ballroom. As the lift doors opened they heard Bobby’s amplified voice: “On to Chicago! Let’s win there!” The rallying cry was answered by a roar from the crowd.


  Palmer’s lips formed a circle of pain as he and James entered the ballroom just in time to see Bobby disappear into the corridor leading to the kitchen. Palmer bulldozed his way through the crowd of excited campaign workers, James right behind him.


  When they had managed to squeeze their way along the packed corridor, Bobby was shaking hands with kitchen workers. His three security guards were close behind, sharp-eyed, alert. Palmer took a deep breath, forced himself not to panic. You saw nothing if you panicked. Cursing the TV lights and camera flashes, he sectioned the crowded room with his eyes, blinking rapidly so that he saw the kitchen as a series of freeze-frames.


  It took him ten seconds to spot the potential killer. A slim, dark-skinned, young man crouched on a tray stacker. Blue sweater, white shirt, jeans, clutching what looked like a rolled- up poster. He was smiling as Bobby headed towards him. Next to him on the stacker was a girl wearing a yellow dress with black polka dots. She was smiling as well. It was the smiles that gave them away; malevolent rictus grins.


  Palmer reached for his gun and let out a yell as the young man jumped down from the stacker and ripped aside the wrapping paper from the object in his hand. He was holding a pistol. He aimed it at Bobby Kennedy’s head, fired.


  Palmer had his gun out, but there was no clear field of fire. A volley of shots. Screams. Bobby turned, grasped the Ace Security’s guard’s clip-on bow tie and ripped it away as he slumped to the ground.


  Palmer barged into the crowd towards Bobby, holding his gun pointed at the ceiling. People shrieking, dazzling TV lights, yells, more shots.


  Palmer was ten feet from Bobby when he saw the girl in the polka dot dress edging her way round the perimeter of the crowd. Her eyes were fixed on someone behind Palmer. Still grinning, she was using one hand to push through the crowd.


  The other was held straight down by her side. Palmer couldn’t see what she was holding but he knew it was a gun. People never held anything else in quite the same way they held a gun.


  Palmer turned his head, followed her gaze. She was staring at James, but James was in shock, oblivious of her. And then Palmer realized what was meant to happen. They’d planned a double hit; Bobby and James.


  Palmer tried to draw a bead on the girl. Too much confusion. He crouched low, snaked between the onlookers. He could see her arm rising. She was still moving forward, bringing the gun up, eyes fixed on James. Someone shrieked as they caught sight of her gun, but in the muddle no one else noticed. She halted, both hands clasping the gun, aimed, began to squeeze the trigger …


  Palmer lunged at the girl. She caught sight of him at that moment, tried to jerk her head back. The tips of Palmer’s stiffened fingers rammed straight into her windpipe. She dropped the gun and sagged to her knees, clutching her throat.


  Palmer stood looking down at the girl for a split-second. Should he hold onto her, find out who’d sent her?


  He knew from the range at which Bobby had been shot that he wouldn’t survive. That meant his job now, his only job, was to protect James Lord. And that meant getting him out of the hotel as fast as possible. There might be another assassin lurking nearby.


  He kicked the girl’s gun away across the floor, turned and weaved back through the crowd towards James. He grabbed his arm. James resisted.


  “I want to stay.”


  “Forget it, kid. We’re gone!”


  He hustled the shocked boy back through the ballroom to reception, and out onto the kerb. A line of cabs was waiting out front. He pushed James into the lead cab, jumped in.


  “What’s happenin’ in there, man?” The driver, a young black wearing shades and a brown leather cap, was leaning back nonchalantly in his seat, sucking a match.


  Police sirens wailed in the distance, getting louder.


  “Drive, “ Palmer said.


  The black studied him in the rear-view mirror. “Hey, man, not till I get an answer.”


  Palmer stuck his gun hard into the back of the driver's head.


  “There's your fuckin’ answer. DRIVE!”


  The cab shrieked off, jolting Palmer back into his seat.


  “He's dead,” James said, staring ahead, his voice flat, lifeless. “Isn't he?”


  “Yes.”


  And Palmer realized for the first time since the shooting that it was true. Bobby Kennedy was dead. Suddenly, Palmer was crying. He hunched forward, half-ashamed of himself, but unable to staunch the flow of tears. He felt James's arm around his shoulders.


  “I hate to interrupt,” the driver said. “But where to?”


  James Lord stared out the window of the cab while Cliff Palmer continued to sob.


  “Hey, where to?” the driver repeated.


  “God knows,” James said.


  PART ONE


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  8 September 1968


  The rain needling his face pricked the running boy back to reality. He glanced up. Low clouds the colour of fresh bruises were scudding across the early evening sky, moving inland over North Cornwall, tumbling towards Bodmin Moor.


  The rhythm of David Cauley’s thin legs faltered. For thirty minutes his mind had been a perfect blank as his scuffed running shoes ate the narrow, high-hedged road to Padstow. For half an hour he had escaped. But now, as he tried to pick up his stride again, his mind was roiling with thoughts and images as ugly and threatening as the clouds lowering above.


  He wanted to head straight for home. He wanted to run past St Stephen’s School and keep on running till he reached the comforting chaos of London and the sanctuary of his parents’ house. He wanted to sleep in his own bed again, all alone in his own room, surrounded by his books, his comics, and his records. He wanted to hear the familiar sounds his parents made as they moved around the house, preparing for bed, his father brushing his teeth fiercely, his mother shooting the bolt on the back door–as he lay in bed with a transistor radio pressed against one ear listening to a pirate radio station. He wanted not to be surrounded by strangers anymore. Most of all he wanted never to have to meet Vercoe or Hughes again, because they’d expressed a strong desire to kill him.


  Like many boarding schools, St Stephen’s was cold, unfriendly and joyless. What made it different was the air of psychotic menace provided by Hughes and Vercoe.


  When David reached the outskirts of Padstow he took the left fork in the road and headed for the northern end of town where the school, a glum Victorian gothic mansion, cast a doleful shadow over the houses below.


  The thought of Vercoe and Hughes had shot David’s rhythm all to hell. He’d never get it back now. He settled for an ungainly trot, barely faster than walking pace. The rain felt good against his hot skin. He tried to concentrate on how good it felt, but Vercoe and Hughes seemed to have taken out a lease on his imagination.


  Vercoe was scarier than Hughes, because he had some intelligence, because you knew he actually did the things other kids gave themselves gooseflesh describing. When Vercoe told you he’d raped girls, you believed him. When he said he’d injected himself with heroin, you knew it was true. When he claimed he’d lured an old Labrador into one of the empty tourist cottages down by the estuary and skinned it alive, you didn’t doubt him.


  David slowed to a walk and placed his hands on his hips, steam belching from his mouth.


  Two days after the start of term he had been lounging in the window seat of the Junior Common Room, singing along to The Electric Prunes ‘I Had Too Much To Dream Last Night’ and flicking through a Paris Match pictorial on the assassination of Robert Kennedy. The lurid close-up of the Senator lying on the floor open-eyed with blood pooling beneath his wrecked head had chilled him, and he’d slapped the magazine shut.


  Ugliness and evil!


  Gazing through the window of the Junior Common Room, he had seen Old Max, the Labrador, white-muzzled and gentle-eyed, moving slowly up the long driveway towards the school to get his afternoon hand-out of scraps from the cook at the kitchen round the back. David had often wondered who fed the ancient pooch during the holidays. Old Max’s back legs were even more arthritic than when David had last seen him three months back. The dog’s walk was stiff and precise, as if he was stepping over broken glass.


  David saw Vercoe and Hughes heading down the drive towards the old dog. Vercoe’s hair was a black, crinkly mop, as close to an Afro as a White could get. His school uniform looked as if it hadn’t been washed since last term.


  No one else in the school would have got away with it, but Vercoe was the one boy the teachers wouldn’t punish. A maths teacher who’d mounted a campaign against him the previous year had died in a lane near the school when his car brakes had failed. A police investigation had established that the brakes had been tampered with. Everyone at the school knew Vercoe had done it, but there was no way of proving it. Since then he’d pretty much done as he pleased, skipping classes, laying in bed till it suited him to get up, going into town whenever he felt like it, disappearing for a few days now and then.


  Hughes, Vercoe’s creature, was the whitest person David had even seen. Chalk-white skin marred by red blotches of acne, white hair and pink eyes that looked painful and diseased. In contrast to Vercoe, his uniform was spotless, all the creases in place. What made his appearance genuinely bizarre to David was the fact that his small rodent’s head was perched on the body of a young giant. At sixteen, Hughes stood six foot three and had the physique of a heavyweight boxer.


  As the pair came abreast of the dog, it glanced up at them, blinked, and changed course, attempting to veer off the path. Vercoe’s foot was a blur as it lashed out and caught the old dog’s back legs. Max let out a howl as he tumbled clumsily. Vercoe and Hughes sniggered, moved on. The dog got to its feet. The hackles on its back rose and it bared yellow teeth. Vercoe and Hughes halted, turned. Vercoe’s slightly crossed black eyes looked crazier than ever. Old Max padded heavily towards them. Hughes stood his ground, but Vercoe backed away. There was fear on Vercoe’s face. David had never seen that before. The dog shed ten years in the instant it leapt powerfully off the ground straight at Vercoe, aiming for his throat.


  Vercoe raised an arm to defend himself. Old Max sank his teeth into it. Vercoe screamed. David smiled. Boy and dog crashed to the ground. Vercoe shrieked as the heavy old mutt continued gnawing on his arm, muzzle wrinkled, lips flared. Hughes shambled over and aimed a massive kick at Max’s flank. The dog performed a somersault, landed on its back. Vercoe got up, and, clutching his bleeding arm, walked slowly towards the helpless dog. His crossed eyes were murderous. David felt a shout rise to his throat, but before it arrived he heard someone yell outside.


  A tall, slim blond boy was walking down the drive towards Vercoe and Hughes, an American in the year above David, who’d just arrived at the school. David couldn’t remember his name. The Yank probably hadn’t been warned about Vercoe and Hughes. As David watched, the American raised his arm. Vercoe froze, stared at the new boy.


  The LP on the record player in the Junior Common Room came to an end. Silence. A strange atmosphere, a buzz, distant but there nonetheless. David pressed his face up against the window. The American was making a big mistake. It was like watching a blind man heading for the edge of a cliff. David’s urgent breath misted the window. He rubbed an arm across the glass to clear it. When he could see again, Old Max had righted himself and was hobbling off in the direction of the kitchen, tail between his legs, head down. The American boy was strolling nonchalantly past Hughes and Vercoe. They were following him with their eyes, frowning, puzzled.


  The eerie, breathy introduction to Donovan’s ‘Hurdy Gurdy Man’ sounded on the record player, making David jump. The magazine on his lap dropped to the floor splayed open at the photograph of Robert Kennedy he’d wished to avoid.


  Ugliness and evil …


  David picked up the magazine and tossed it on a table. When he looked out the window again, there was no one in sight.


  A few days later the story was circulating around the school that Vercoe and Hughes had trapped Old Max and skinned him alive. David believed it, but that hadn’t stopped him making the same mistake as Old Max a week later when he’d been awakened in his dormitory in the middle of the night by a fetid, animal smell. Vercoe had been tugging back his bedclothes. David had opened his mouth to cry out, but Vercoe had clamped his hand across it and crawled into bed beside him, mad eyes glittering.


  David had felt Vercoe’s other hand crawling towards his genitals. As Vercoe’s fingertips had touched his penis, David had sunk his teeth deep into the hand covering his mouth. Vercoe had yelped and slunk off into the darkness, growling like an animal.


  Two days later David had opened his locker to find one of Old Max’s twisted, arthritic back legs nestling on top of his books. He’d found the dog’s dried, shrivelled testicles in his bed the next night. In the week since then, he’d been awaiting Vercoe’s revenge. When the tension got too much for him he sought permission to go running. Without that, he would have gone mad, or run away for good, and he knew that would break his father’s heart. St Stephen’s was his father’s old school, and he cherished an almost mystical belief in its perfection.


  David stopped again a quarter of a mile from the school, halfway down Fentonluna Lane. Through the trees to his left he could see the main school building, spiky and threatening in the rainy twilight. To his right were the school playing fields, with a concrete-walled open-air swimming pool in the distance. He bent over to catch his breath and rid himself of the stitch in his side.


  Then he heard a voice that made him forget his pain.


  “Come on, Old Max. Let’s go walkies.”


  Fear prickled David’s skin like a nettle sting.


  Vercoe and Hughes stepped out from behind a tree a few yards in front of him. Vercoe’s eyes were crazy slits above his gap-toothed grin. He was holding a hefty hunting knife with a curved blade. Rain was washing what looked like rust off it. Dried blood. David’s teeth marks were still visible on Vercoe’s hand.


  “We won’t be interrupted this time,” Vercoe said, conversationally. “I’m going to enjoy you. Then it’ll be Hughes’s turn.”


  Hughes smiled. His teeth looked green against his luridly white skin.


  “He’ll enjoy that,” Vercoe went on, “because he’s so ugly he doesn’t often get the chance. Then I’m going to give you a personal demonstration of what I did to that fucking dog. I just hope you don’t make as much noise.”


  A squirt of urine shot down David’s leg, shockingly hot. Vercoe had been moving towards him all the time he’d been talking, but David hadn’t really noticed. He’d been mesmerized by the evil boy’s singsong voice and his berserk eyes. Now he and Vercoe were a couple of feet apart, and Hughes had moved round behind him. David felt one of Hughes’s big hands on his shoulders.


  He shrieked, dropped his shoulder and ran through the trees to his right, heading across the playing fields.


  Three sounds: his pumping heart, shrieking breath, and the pounding splash of boots on the grass right behind him.


  And he thought Dumb. So dumb. If I’d headed for the school someone might have seen me. I’m going to die because I’m so dumb!


  A crash behind him. He glanced back. Hughes had slid in the mud, and was sprawled face down in the grass. Vercoe, lighter, was just managing to keep his footing, and was a few yards behind David. He still had the knife clutched in one hand. Spittle was spraying down his chin.


  David slid to a halt, using the edges of his running shoes as brakes, turned, lashed a fist at Vercoe, who shrieked and went skidding across the grass, arms windmilling. The knife bounced out of his hand as he hit the ground.


  “Fucker! Stinking fucker!” David yelled, then began running again.


  Two options: run around the swimming pool and head for the open fields beyond, or veer back towards the school. But no, neither course would succeed. The older boys might be clumsier than him, but they’d have more stamina. They hadn’t just completed a five-mile run. Either way they’d catch him. That left the pool itself. He’d have to get inside, pray that he could find a hiding place. It was a lousy plan, but he couldn’t see an alternative.


  The six-foot-high wall round the pool was coming up fast. He daren’t try the entrance door. Probably locked. He judged his leap, got half way over. The top of the wall caught his stomach. Winded, sucking in air like a drowning man, he looked back. Hughes and Vercoe were up and running again, about fifty yards away, spattered with mud. Vercoe was slashing the air with his knife.


  David had to clench his buttocks to stop soiling himself. He hauled himself over the wall, dropped onto the pool’s cement surround. He ran around the pool to the changing rooms on the other side. The water was dirty, covered with leaves. David tried the entrance door to the changing rooms. Locked. He could hear his pursuers yelling as they approached the pool. He looked back at the wall. They’d be over it in seconds.


  He gritted his teeth, concentrated.


  One of the changing rooms’ frosted-glass windows was banging in the wind a few feet away. He wrenched it open, slipped inside, head-first, pulled it shut behind him, latched it.


  Froze in the darkness.


  Outside, he heard Hughes and Vercoe clamber over the wall and drop onto the cement. Then silence. Total. More frightening than any noise. He imagined Vercoe out there, sniffing the air like a beast, picking up his scent.


  Fear leapt up his gullet, and he had to choke back a yell. What was left in his bladder spurted down his legs. He was going to die, he knew it. An image of Bobby Kennedy floated into his head, lying on the floor of that hotel kitchen, eyes open, blood pooling under his head, everyone yelling.


  Evil and ugliness …


  David squeezed his eyes shut, trying to erase the image.


  And then his fear vanished. For an instant, he felt nothing, and then a wave of bleak misery washed through him. It was as acute, as real as a physical pain. It was nothing to do with the thugs outside. It had no cause, as far as he could tell. It was just there, a sensation of loss, of grief, unlike anything he had ever experienced. The force of the anguish washing through him caused his whole body to sag. The pain as his knees hit the floor made his eyes pop open.


  He heard Hughes and Vercoe moving around the side of the pool towards the changing rooms. And he heard something else, something totally unexpected. Crying. Someone sobbing nearby in the darkness.


  David stood and groped his way along the row of cubicles through the gloom towards the source of the sound. The feeling of utter desolation inside him increased with each step.


  He stopped at the fifth cubicle along. A boy was hunched on the floor, head between his knees, hands clasped over his head.


  “Don’t!” David croaked, realizing as he did so that tears were streaming down his own face. “Don’t,” he repeated, lamely, not quite sure what he meant, but aware that, somehow, it was this other boy’s misery he was experiencing, not his own at all.


  The boy looked up. David recognized him. The new boy, the American. Now, David remembered his name; James Lord. The American stared at him for ten seconds without speaking, and David felt the misery inside himself start to ebb.


  “Please,” David said. “We have to—”


  A window broke further down the changing rooms. An object struck the opposite wall, fell to the floor.


  “Come out, you little shit!”


  David flinched. “Vercoe and Hughes,” he explained. “They’re after me. Vercoe’s got a knife.”


  James Lord stood up slowly, sighed. “I’ll get rid of them.”


  “No! They’ll kill us. I know it.”


  James Lord wiped a sleeve across his face and made his way along to the changing room door. He unlocked it, stepped outside.


  David wanted to follow, to prove he wasn’t afraid, but his legs were rooted to the floor. His cheeks burned with shame.


  “You again,” David heard Vercoe say. “Blondy!”


  “Me again,” James Lord said, no fear in his voice. “Why don’t you guys just run along.”


  David remembered how the American had stopped Vercoe and Hughes killing Old Max. Was he going to pull a similar stunt?


  A smack, followed by a ‘whoof’ as air blasted from someone’s lungs.


  David ran to the door.


  James Lord was lying on the ground, clutching his stomach. Hughes was standing over him. Vercoe caught sight of David, grinned.


  He jerked the knife towards David.


  “Your turn, Cauley. Come and get it, shithead!“


  David headed for the nearest wall, but fear had weakened his legs. Vercoe moved swiftly to cut off his escape route. David started backing up towards the diving boards, glanced over at the American. James Lord was sitting up, massaging his stomach. Hughes was towering above him, fists clenched, waiting for him to make a move.


  An unexpected sunray speared through the lowering clouds and made the raindrops along Vercoe’s knifeblade glint like jewels. The sun disappeared, and the world was plunged back into gloom.


  “You should have heard Old Max squeal when I cut his balls off,” Vercoe said, then imitated the dog’s agonized yelps. “Wonder how you’ll sound, bastard!“


  David was backed up against the rusted iron ladder leading to the top diving board. He wanted to cry. He wanted to cringe and beg Vercoe for mercy, but even in his terror he realized that would just spur the mad boy on. He could see Vercoe’s erect penis straining against his trousers.


  Speaking slowly and deliberately, David said, “They say you’ve got a dick like a matchstick.”


  Before Vercoe could react, David scurried up the ladder. It shook as the knife blade clanged against it, inches below his scrambling feet. He was near the top when the whole apparatus lurched, almost throwing him off. He looked down. Between his feet he saw Vercoe climbing towards him, knife clasped pirate-style between his teeth, hair wild, face smeared with mud. In an act of crazy bravura, which he knew he’d pay for, David crossed his eyes in imitation of Vercoe, before hauling himself up onto the top board. He looked down at James Lord. Hughes was sitting astride him, knees pinning the American’s arms to the ground, punching his face. James Lord was barely putting up a struggle.


  Vercoe’s head came into view above the top of the board. David swiped at him halfheartedly with his foot, caught the handle of the knife clasped between Vercoe’s teeth. The knife clattered to the ground forty feet below. Blood welled from a gash at the corner of Vercoe’s mouth, splashed down his chin. He licked the wound with his tongue. His eyes narrowed, became whited-out slits of rage. He dragged himself up onto the board with one surge. David took two steps back along the board, felt it bend under his weight.


  Vercoe bounced gently up and down. David had to crouch and hold his arms out from his sides to maintain his balance.


  “You’re going in for a swim,” Vercoe singsonged, jumping harder on the board, making the whole apparatus judder. “Then I’m going to fuck you. Then I’m going to kill you.”


  David overbalanced and fell on his back. His head was over the end of the board. He could see the dirty water below him. He threshed out with his legs, trying to right himself, strained to get a grip on the board with his hands, but Vercoe’s bouncing motion made it impossible. The board bent further at David’s end. He looked up, arching his neck. Vercoe was standing at his feet. Blood from the gash in his mouth splattered onto David’s legs.


  “Dead,” Vercoe said.


  He drew back his foot, getting ready to boot David off the board.


  “ENOUGH!”


  Vercoe blinked. The command had come from below. David looked down. James Lord was still lying on the concrete, but Hughes had got off him and was backing away, his big body suddenly awkward. The American stood up slowly, ignoring Hughes. His face was badly bruised and one eye was rapidly closing as he stared up at Vercoe.


  Vercoe returned his stare.


  “You’re next, blondy!”


  Vercoe drew back his foot once more. In the small section of David Cauley’s mind not paralysed by terror he thought What a stupid way to die. He should have run away from St Stephen’s when he’d had the chance, no matter how much pain it would have caused his father.


  As Vercoe’s foot arced down towards his side David again heard the command ‘Enough!”, but this time he seemed to hear it inside his head. It was accompanied by a buzzing sensation, like a mild electric current passing through his body. It was similar to the sensation he’d experienced when James Lord had stopped Hughes and Vercoe attacking Old Max.


  Then a miracle happened.


  Vercoe’s foot went too high, missing David altogether. For an instant Vercoe was standing on one leg, his face registering amazement, then the momentum of his kick overbalanced him and sent him toppling into the pool below.


  David heard the kind of smacking sound a diver makes when he does a bellyflop. Water sprayed against the back of his head. With Vercoe’s abrupt departure, the diving board vibrated violently and David felt sure he was going to fall off it. He managed to get a grip on both edges and pulled himself upright. When he looked down, Vercoe was thrashing about in the murky water.


  Hughes had circled around the back of James, and now made a rush at him, muscular arms outstretched.


  David shouted a warning.


  James wheeled round on one leg, lashed his foot into Hughes’s crutch. The giant albino screamed and fell to the ground, clutching himself.


  Vercoe had reached the edge of the pool. He started to haul himself out. Electricity hummed inside David’s head again, a pulse of energy … and it was as if a hand had been placed on Vercoe’s head, and was pushing it back under the leaf-covered water. Vercoe broke the surface again, foliage sprouting from his hair, spluttering. David sensed the electric throb once more, and the invisible hand shoved Vercoe back under.


  Hughes, curled up in a foetal position by the side of the pool, clutching his balls, let out a girlish shriek.


  A laugh kicked at David’s throat. James was standing at the edge of the pool, expressionless. He backed away as Vercoe bobbed up again, coughing and choking. Vercoe thrashed the water with his arms, got back to the side of the pool, hauled himself out. James Lord halted a yard in front of the changing room wall. Vercoe was bent double, wheezing, his frizzy black hair now plastered over his face. He put his hands on his knees, stared at James. A feral snarl came from the back of his throat. He stood up straight, clenching and unclenching his fists. The snarl turned to a growl, became a roar, and he was running straight at the American.


  “Get him!” Hughes moaned.


  “No!” David shouted.


  A split second before impact, James Lord stepped easily aside. Vercoe went charging past, ran smack into the changing room wall. As he crumpled to the ground, unconscious, he left a smear of blood on the whitewashed wall. He rolled over onto his back. His nose was smashed into his face, his lips were torn, and there was a bloody gap where his front teeth had been.


  Hughes let out a bleat, crawled to the swimming pool wall, dragged himself over.


  David was grinning as he stood up on the board and watched the big boy run away across the playing fields.


  James turned, without saying anything, and walked out of the swimming pool. David scrambled down the ladder, ran after him, caught up.


  “How did you do that?” David asked. James said nothing. They walked towards the school in silence for five minutes. James was evidently tired, David too excited and confused to know what to say, boogying around his protector in jerky little adrenalin swirls of motion. It was dark now, cold and dark.


  Finally, David broke the silence. “Come on, tell me how you did it! I felt it. Like electricity. From you! Controlling them! And you did it before, didn’t you? That day Vercoe went for Old Max. You stopped him then, didn’t you?”


  James halted, turned to him. One eye had closed completely. The iris of his other eye was such a subtle shade of pale green it hardly showed at all. There was a grazed bruise on his forehead and his jaw was swollen on one side.


  “You mustn’t tell anyone,” James said.


  “But we have to!” David said. “It was fantastic.”


  “No!” James said. “It wasn’t fantastic. It was stupid. I weakened, that’s all. I shouldn’t have wasted myself on them. Childish.” He shook his head wearily, stared at the ground. “We don’t tell.” He looked up. “Okay?”


  “But we’ve got to!”


  “No!”


  David wanted to argue, but sensed James was in no mood for it.


  “All right.” Disappointed. To himself, he sounded like a whining six-year-old. “Of course,” he said, trying to be adult.


  They walked on in silence again for a while, till they reached the drive leading up to the school. Smoky light drizzled into the darkness from the jagged building’s peaked gothic windows. David had to have some answers.


  “Why were you crying?” he asked.


  “For Bobby.”


  “Who?”


  “Bobby Kennedy. They shot him.” When James added, “I was there,” his voice cracked.


  “Who are ‘they’?”


  James gave a wan smile. “Oh, boy, what a question! You know way too much already.” He slung an arm around David’s shoulder. David shrank a little. He was English; he wasn’t used to being touched.


  James halted instantly, grabbed one of David’s hands, peered at his palm. Frightened, David tried to jerk it away, but James’s grip was too strong.


  “Can’t see!” James muttered. He grabbed David’s wrist and dragged him, running, towards the school, halted in a shaft of light coming from the school dining hall. He brought David’s palm right up to his unbruised eye.


  The American’s eagerness vanished suddenly. He let go of David’s hand.


  “What was that for?” David asked, spooked. It had been a strange day.


  “When I touched you then, I thought‒I thought you were one of us. I really did.” James shook his head, puzzled. “But you’re not.”


  “What do you mean? What are you talking about?”


  James ignored the question. “What’s your name?”


  “Cauley.”


  “First name, dummy!”


  “David.”


  As boys passed them, heading for dinner, James took a deep breath.


  “I’m probably making a big mistake, but …” He paused. “What the hell. You seem okay.”


  The rain that had been pattering gently for the last hour burst from the sky with a tropical ferocity that made David gasp. James grabbed him by the arm and dragged him away from the dining hall towards the school chapel.


  James shouldered open the heavy oak door and pushed David inside. They sat on a pew at the back. Strange-angled beams of light dissected the long, high room. It smelled of dust and cold earth and the sweat of boys. The air was icy. David shivered violently, hugged himself.


  “I’m probably going to have to leave here soon,” James began. “First, there are some things you should know.”


  “Leave? When?”


  “I don’t know. Any time now. I’m just waiting for the signal.”


  “But you’ve only just arrived.”


  “They’re bound to find out I’m here. When they do, they’ll try to kill me.” James’s harsh whispers echoed sibilantly off the walls and shivered up to the vaulted ceiling above, where gargoyles mocked them.


  “Who are ‘they’?” David asked again.


  “Enemies.”


  “I’d gathered that. But why should anyone want to kill you?”


  “Same reason they killed Martin and Bobby.”


  “Martin who?” David demanded, his voice querulous with confusion.


  “Martin Luther King. There’s a war going on most people don’t know about. My enemies killed Martin and Bobby. I’m next on their list. They want me bad. They’ve tried twice already this year.” He smiled grimly. “Must be getting kinda pissed.”


  “Off,” David said. “Pissed off. ‘Pissed’ means drunk.”


  “Dave, I’m talking big stuff here.”


  David knew that, and he didn’t want to hear it. They were kids, and kids did not get involved in assassination plots involving world leaders. Full stop.


  “Dave, you know I’m different, right?”


  “Yes,” David said. “You’re different.” And maybe, he thought, just a little crazy.


  James seemed to sense his doubts. “I’m not bullshitting you, Dave. You’re getting the truth.”


  David nodded. “Go on.”


  “I’m different, but I’m not unique. There are others like me. I thought, for a moment, you might be one of us. When I touched you just now I felt something in you, some sort of kinship. I looked at your hand and that proved you’re not one us, Dave, but there’s something in you, some sort of potential.”


  David’s eyes filled with tears.


  “I’m scaring you,” James said.


  “Yes.” David’s chin puckered. “I’m frightened.”


  “Shh!” James reached out a hand to David’s face, laid it against his cheek. David felt a burst of warmth inside him, a healing energy buzzing strong and healthy through his whole being, and he experienced a dizzying sensation of confidence and strength and wholeness. He felt good. He felt right.


  James, smiling, slid his hand round and wiped away David’s tears.


  “Blow your nose, Dave.”


  ”Kay.” David scrunched up his rain-sodden running vest and wiped his face. The surge of joy was receding.


  “Concentrate!” James said. He raised his hand again, held it up in front of David’s face. He shifted it so that a shaft of light piercing the darkness just above their heads caught his fingers.


  There was something odd about the tips, but at first David couldn’t see what it was.


  “Look closely, and you’ll see my fingertips are straight.” James said. “See? They run parallel. Yours are all looped and whorled, like most people’s. Got that?”


  “Yes,” David said. “What does it mean?”


  “Don’t ask, just remember. You ever see anyone else with prints like these, you let me know. At once.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it might be important. Will you promise to contact me if you ever meet someone with prints like mine?”


  “I will.” He wondered how often he was likely to get a chance to study other people’s fingertips. “How do I find you?”


  “Write or wire a guy named Palmer at the following Washington DC post office box number.” He gave the number. “And remember, that’s Washington DC not Wash—”


  “I know. I’m not an idiot.”


  “Says you. Repeat that number.”


  David did so.


  “Dave, you ever come across anyone else like me, don’t mess with them. We’re not all good guys. Some of us make Vercoe and Hughes look like boy scouts.”


  They heard the chapel door creak open. Weak light illuminated the statues of saints standing in alcoves set in the walls. The room was filled with the sound of rain. David and James ducked their heads.


  Someone lurched, snuffling, along the aisle towards the altar. David and James slowly raised their heads.


  Vercoe was on his knees at the altar, head bent, crying. In front of him, on a table covered by a white cloth, stood a silver cross.


  David glanced at James. There was something hard and vengeful in his expression.


  “See you around, Dave,” he whispered, then slipped away.


  A roar from the altar. David looked up to see Vercoe powering up off the floor. He grabbed the edge of the table, upended it. Still roaring, he picked up the overturned cross and ran to the nearest alcove, swung the cross at the statue of the saint standing inside it. The statue crashed to the floor, shattered. As Vercoe ran to the next alcove, David caught sight of his mad, smashed face, and shuddered.


  David headed for the door, keeping low.


  He stood for a while in the rain, listening to the sounds of mindless rage and destruction coming from inside the chapel.


  His whole body gave a massive shiver.


  Who could be worse than Vercoe?


  The police came and took Vercoe away later that evening. Hughes left the school the next day. Two weeks later, over breakfast in the dining hall, David heard a rumour about James. One of the boys from his dormitory claimed he’d slipped away during the night, and hadn’t been seen since. David got up right away and went to check the story. James Lord’s possessions were gone from the locker beside his bed. In the two weeks since they’d first spoken, they had become friends. At lunchtime, on the day he learned of James’s departure, David went to the deserted swimming pool and cried himself dry.


  CHAPTER TWO


  2 June 1991


  The three of them gasped in unison as they stepped out of the coolness of Andy’s Kebab House into the hot summer afternoon. Sweat stippled David Cauley’s forehead, and he found himself wishing he hadn’t ordered a glass of raki after the meal. A man of 37 should know sunshine and spirits don’t mix. He made an effort to ignore the queasy feeling in his stomach, determined not to spoil a special day.


  His wife and daughter each took one of his arms as they strolled like tourists down Turnham Green Terrace towards Chiswick High Road. For once, passers-by weren’t giving him quizzical ‘don’t I know you from somewhere?’ looks. They were too busy studying Anna and Lauris, and that pleased him. He knew they were a good-looking family. Lauris, at 34, was slim and petite, with a round gamine face, short-cut reddish hair and delicate, slightly-freckled fair skin. Her huge, startled-looking hazel eyes made her look at least ten years younger than she was. In contrast, Anna looked older than fourteen. Several inches taller than her mother, her shoulder-length auburn hair framed a longish olive-skinned face. Misty, grey-green eyes gave her a distant, grave air. A friend of the family, a photographer, had suggested that she’d have the looks to become a model in a few years’ time. Anna had evinced some interest in the prospect, but Lauris and David had considered it too high-profile a profession. They had to keep Anna out of the public eye.


  “Can I choose my present now?” Anna asked as they turned into Chiswick High Road.


  David grinned. “That’s what today’s all about.”


  “Have you made up your mind?” Lauris asked.


  Anna nodded. “A holiday in Portugal for the three of us, as soon as possible.”


  “But the cottage“” Lauris said.


  “We always go there,” Anna protested. “And it’s bound to rain all the time. I want to go somewhere where it’ll be just like this every day.”


  “All right,” Lauris sighed. “A promise is a promise. But you know what the sun’ll do to my skin. I’ll come back like a lobster.”


  Anna grinned. “But I’ll look great!”


  Lauris looked up at David. “Can we afford it?”


  He shrugged. “No, but we deserve it.” That was true. This was his first day off work from Capital Television News for six months; he was beginning to get stale. Besides, no one seemed to appreciate the effort he was making. He’d been passed over for the last correspondent’s job he’d applied for. It still rankled. Lauris had been hard at it as well, putting in ten hour days to fulfil all her silversmithing orders. She’d become so well established in the last few years, a break wouldn’t do her career any harm at all. And Anna has spent weeks slaving over her textbooks before taking the entrance exam for the Patterson School. She’d passed with flying colours; hence the celebration lunch and the choice of a present. Hell, yes, they all deserved a treat.


  Lauris smiled. “You go to the travel agent and pick up some brochures. I have to visit the bank. I’d better get some money out while we still have any.”


  “We’ll meet you outside,” David said. He watched his wife pick her way delicately through the people throwing harsh shadows on the pavement, then took Anna’s hand and headed for the SunFun Travel Agency on the other side of the road. They had to sprint to avoid a car. The sudden movement made his left knee twinge. As always, the sensation brought back bad memories.


  He blotted them out. This wasn’t the day for dark thoughts.


  As Anna eyed the brochure rack, David studied her. Her face was a trifle gaunt. The Patterson School exams had been a strain, he knew, and she hadn’t been that keen on gaining a place there anyway. She’d made the effort for him, and for Lauris, because she realized it mattered to them.


  They were hardly aware of her being different anymore. He guessed the next few years might prove difficult, with boys on the horizon, but altogether there had only been a handful of embarrassing incidents so far. The last one had convinced them to take her away from her school. The headmistress, alerted by shrieks of laughter, had walked into Anna’s classroom to discover her teacher
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