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For the girl with red hair stlanding in the cold under the bridge at Waterloo and for thelead guitarist with
the Sepuku Chihuahuas. Same asit ever was.

'However many ways there may be of being dive, it is certain that there are vastly more ways of being
dead ...

— Professor Richard Dawkins The Blind Watchmaker
Part One

Chapter One
6th July

The sound of fountains camein stereo. A deep splash from the courtyard below and alighter trickle from
the next room, where open arches cut in awall over-looking the courtyard had marble balustrades
stretched between matching pillars.

It wasthat kind of house.
Old, historic, near-derdlict in places.

'Ambient temp e ghty-one Fahrenheit, humidity sixty-two per cent ..." The American spoke clearly,
reading the data from the face of hiswatch, then glanced through a smashed window to whét little he
could see of the sky outside.

'Passing cloud, no direct sunlight.’

Dropping clumsly onto one knee, Felix Abrinsky touched the marble floor with nicotine-stained fingers,
confirming to himsdlf that this statement was correct. Thetileswere warm but not hot. No latent hest had
been stored up from that morning's sunshine to radiate back into the afternoon air.

Bizarrdly, it took Fdix less effort to stand than it had done to knedl, though he needed to pause to catch
his breath dl the same. And the silver-ringed hand that came up to wipe sweet from his forehead only
succeeded in smearing grease across his scalp and down histhinning ponytail.

Police regulations demanded he wear aface mask, surgical glovesand - in his case - a sweatband to
stop himsdf from accidentaly polluting biologica evidence. But Felix was Chief of Detectives and so far
as he was concerned that meant he could approach the crime scene how he liked, which wasloose,
casua and laterd. Not to mention semi-drunk. All the virtuesthat first got him thrown out of the policein
LosAngeles.

Besides, if you wanted to talk about should have been, then he should have been on holiday. And he
would have managed it, too, if this particular buck hadn't been bumped up theline so fast it practicaly hit



thewad parking itsdf right outside his office door.

The body in the chair was fresh, still warm to histouch. Stiffness had set in to the arms - but then, rigor
happened fast when avictim was borderline anorexic. And even without the woman's thinness there was
North Africa’s hest to add into the equation. Heet always upped the rate at which rigor gripped a corpse.

Onhisarrival Fdlix had considered obtaining an immediate body temperature. But habit made him do the
crime-scene grabs firgt, then work agrid through the victim's office, tweezering up clues. And technicdly,
snce she was obvioudy dead, held aready broken his own regulations by checking under her jaw for a
carotid pulse.

‘Covering the body prior to Site shots!'

Some cities used e ectronic observers, 360 degree fish-eye vids, wired for movement and sound. El
| skandryia used the human kind, when it bothered to use observersat al. The silksuit Felix had selected
stood in the doorway, doing exactly what he'd been told, which was shut up and stay out of the way.

From afoil packet Felix extracted a sheet of tissue-thin gauze designed to protect the woman's modesty
in death, as surely asa scarf round her head would have hidden her hair on the streetsin life. Except
there was no scarf, because the woman had been stabbed in her own house, at her own desk, in her own
office...

‘Starting location shots," said the fat man and lifted an old Speed Graphic. The camerawaslinked to his
even more ancient LAPD-issue chronograph, which would back up each shot asit wastaken, just asthe
camerawould automaticaly samp time, date and orientation across the bottom edge of each new shot.

35.30:
July 6:
SouthSouthWest.

All the same, Fdlix dictated a description of what he was doing, working fast to photograph the little
office from every angle. Only when this was done could he start work on the body.

'Exposure five. Al-Mansur madersa. Updtairs. Interior. West wall and corner of office taken from door.
Speed Graphic Digilux. Fifty-millimetre lens. K400-equivalence!

The dictation did no more than tell the court what camera had been used, what the shot showed and
what the light was like: something the camera readouts told them anyway. But heéd learned his craft back
when Speed Graphics il took acetate and defence attorneys jumped on any conflict of technical
information, no matter how small. And besides, Felix spoke not redlly to his camera or watch but to
himsdlf.

These days defence attorneys weren't an issue. If the Chief of Detectives said someone had committed a
crime that was usualy good enough for ajudge. The suspect went down. Unfortunately it had taken Felix
afew monthsto redlize this and there were three cases from his early daysin El Iskandryiawhich gill
gave him deegpless nights - four cases, if hewas being unusudly hard on himsdlf.

'Exposure deven. Al-Mansur madersa. Upgtairs. Interior. Open door to office, taken from broken
mashrabiyawindow in south wall adjacent to Rue Sherif ...

Mashrabiyas were, originaly, shaded bal conies where water jugs could be lft to cool. But the term had
long since cometo signify both the balcony and the ornately carved screen that hid those in the balcony



from the street below. Marble was commonplace for the screen, aswas gilded or painted wood.

The smashed mashrabiya at the al-Mansur madersa had been carved two hundred years before from a
single dab of aabaster and now lay in shards on the floor, apparently kicked in from outside. That the
bal cony was fifteen feet above atraffic-laden street only made the break-in more unlikely. Unlessone
factored in the Thiergarten who gpparently could move unseen, kill silently and climb walslikeflies...

Fdix sghed. Whatever else Berlin had to buy for its agents abroad, their deadly reputation camefree.

Officidly, of course, Berlinwas El Iskandryiasaly. Merely an equd partner in abigger, three-way
dliance with Stambul and Paris. Unofficidly, French influence kept itself to Morocco, while Berlin's
advisersflooded the rest of thelittoral and Stambul banked its takings from the Suez Cand and did pretty
much what it wastold.

Palitics - now there was one subject Felix spent alot of timetrying to avoid.

Grunting crosdy, the fat man wiped fresh swesat from hisface and grabbed two shots of aridiculousrag
dog, quite out of keeping with the cold elegance of the Khedivian desk on which it sat.

And then, having put off what came next for long enough, Felix turned his camera on the corpse.

'Exposure thirteen. Al-Mansur madersa. Upgtairs. Interior. The body, taken from front of desk ..." Felix
whipped off the modesty cloth and took his second look at the dead woman's wounds. They were no
more pleasant than first time round.

Once gtarted, he worked swiftly on the crime grabs, moving in to get specific shots of the ripped-open
blouse, the nails broken on one hand, the trickle of blood dried to a stark black ribbon down her side.

Thewoman wasin her early forties. Middle height. Brown eyes staring blankly at the celling. Black hair
cut short and expensive - eegant, obvioudy. The very fact her eyes were clear and the cornea unclouded
told Felix that she wasless than six hours dead, but he knew that anyway and put her death at two hours
ago at the most.

One of her elbows was flopped across the arm of her chair and her head had tipped right back, the
muscle relaxation that precedes rigor having smoothed her face until it looked more serene in death than it
ever didinlife infinitely more serene than it did glaring out from that afternoon's Iskandryian open on the
desk in front of her.

'‘Berlin furious as society widow slams RenSchmiss.'

And thosein El Iskandryias German community who believed in the legd right to dash open each other's
facefor the sake of highly-prized duelling scars had dammed right back, from thelook of things...
Punching abutton on the side of his Speed Graphic, Felix reduced the depth of field until it showed only
what he wanted the judge to see. Theinjuriesin sharp focus.

To him thevictim was no longer human: that was where he differed both from his boss and underlings -
and from Madame Millg, the coroner, who would aready be on her way. To them, what dumped in that
chair was gill awoman. Deserving all the respect and modesty that the law alowed.

Which waswhy Felix had put the rest of hisday on hold to makeit to the scene of the crimefirst. Back
in the City of Angelswhere Fdlix had trained, he'd have grabbed afew more corpse shots, lifted dabs,
collected up handleable bio like hair and stashed it in evidence bags and then vacuumed the victim's
clothes, one garment a atime, again putting the dust into separate sachets.



And then, with the victim's original position recorded beyond al possible doubt, he'd have had amedica
technician take the body some place near but non-critical and remove the clothes so Felix could
photograph the naked corpse, wound by wound and bruise by bruise.

But that wasn't theway crime against women was handled in El Iskandryia At lesst, not officialy and
this, regrettably, was unquestionably avery officid crime. The victim had once been married to an
important man, there were rumours that she was badly in debt - to whom nobody seemed to know - and
she'd been outspoken enough to upset the young khedive's German advisors.

Thiswasthekind of crimethat required press conferences, photo opportunities and fancy politica
footwork, al of which would get in theway of actually solving the murder.

Reaching into his pocket, Felix pamed asilver hip flask and opened it by flipping back its spring-loaded
top with asingleflick of the thumb. Like most thingsin hislife, practicewasal it took.

Chapter Two
3rd July

Three days before Chief Felix found his holiday plans suddenly ruined, the silent observer from the
doorway of the d-Mansur madersa had been sitting a a café table, thinking. Of course, back then the
observer hadn't yet met Felix and till mostly thought of himself as ZeeZee.

Though thiswasin the process of changing. Asfor what he would become, he hadn't yet decided. And
he had no good reason to be sat in the sun anyway.

Which took care of who, what and why ...

Where? was smpler. According to the fox, looking down from space reved ed a green wedge of delta
driveninto yellow sand. Nature fighting the eements. Or rather, nature fighting itsdlf ...

"The fox was big on who, what, why and where. That had long been one of its moreirritating functions.
Thefox lived insde ZeeZeeshead. Most of thetime it stayed there.

It used to ask him those kind of questions dl the time when he was achild. But foxeslive faster than
humans and it was old now, tired. Mostly, though, he could gtill senseit lurking behind his eyes, and
occasondly it took over. ZeeZee was fine with the fox. He had been ever since held redlised it was
meant to be there. And sometimes, back in the early days when they used to talk alot, what the fox had
told him was even interesting.’

... looking down from space reveded a green wedge of ddtadriven into yellow sand. Stretching a
hundred miles from south to north, over 125 miles at itstopmost point and far longer than that if
measured aong theinlets and lakes of itsalmost fracta coastline, the delta fought back against a parched
wasteland that dropped 2,000 feet into the desolate Qattara Depression only aday's drive away.

Far to the delta's south-west was the Great Sand Sea, an area so blasted in places by hest that the silica
of some dunes had melted to chunks of clear, green-yellow glass. More than 1400 tonnes of the purest
naturd glassin the world lay strewn across the surface of the Sand Sealike fist-sized jewds. With a
melting point 500 degrees higher than most naturd glass, the sand-sea variety was so tough that a
standard geologica party trick wasto heat alump of the stuff until it was red-hot and then drop it into
cold water. The interest wasin what the glass didn't do ... which was splinter.

Scientific argument raged about whether the glass had been formed when an ancient meteorite had hit the



desert full on or whether a meteorite had cut through Earth's atmosphere at a shalow angleto skim the
surface of the Sand Sea like a stone skipping across water, creating glass from the friction of its contact.

What was known was that a piece of the glass had been taken from the desert and carved into the shape
of asacred scarab, set into gold and given to aking. The scarab had been found by Wilhelm Dorpfeld in
the tomb of Tutankhamen and was now in the Khediva Museum a Umm &-Dunya

The green of the delta spread in asilt-rich patchwork of ricefidds, date pams, villages and towns
opening out like afan from just north of Umm e-Dunyauntil it hit the southern edge of the Mediterranean
where, in winter, waves crashed aong barren, deserted beaches.

Three main roads cut through the delta, supports for the giant fan. And though one route led direct from
the capita to El Iskandryia, few of those who used thisroad journeyed itsfull distance. People either flew
over the delta or took the faster desert highway - along strip of blacktop whaose convict road-gangs
engaged in a ceasdl esswar with the wind-shifted gravel that tried to eat theroad at its edges.

Thefree city faced north, at the westernmost edge of the delta, limited on its northern side by the
Mediterranean and to the south by alake aslong asthe city itself. Necessity had made the inhabitants
build and then build again on their narrow gtrip of land, until 1skandryia stretched over twenty milesfrom
one sdeto the other but was never more than five miles deep at any point.

Looked at from any one of the spy satellites that hourly passed overhead, 1k appeared asalong grey
rectangle bounded top and bottom by blue, with verdant green on the right and arid grit-grey to the lft.

Increasing the magnification produced recognizable didtricts, from El Anfushi's narrow side streets (built
on what had once been an ancient causeway jutting between Western and Eastern harbour) to the ornate
Victorian offices of Place Manshiyaand the stuccoed villas and Moorish fallies lining the Corniche: that
elegant coastal strip which ran east and featured houses so exclusive their owners could afford to keep
them staffed dl year but use them for only six weeksin high summer when the capital became unbearably
hot.

There were two gapsin the grand buildings lining the Corniche. One gap formed Place Orabi, which
stretched from the shore back to a statue of Khedive Mohammed, the point where Place Orabi
intersected with Place Manshiya, adifferent square that ran west to east long Orabi's southern end.

To the east of Orabi was the second gap, which intersected with nothing at al. Place Zaghloul was
named after the nationdist leader who in early 1916 had persondly negotiated the Berlin Accord with
Kaser Wilhdm.

The political descendants of the Zaghloul party stressed that their man's actions had led to Iskandryias
gatus as afree city and Egypt's return to enlightened Idamic government as an autonomous, khediva
province of the Ottoman Empire. Opponents pointed out that - well over acentury later - the Kaiser's
supposedly temporary German advisers were with them till.

The French were a newer addition to the North African cabal. Their placein the dliance cemented fifty
years back by judicious marriages between Bongparte princelings and both the Hohenzollerns and
descendants of Mehmed V Rashid, Sublime Porte at the time of the origind tresty.

South from Place Zaghloul ran Rue Missada, athoroughfare lined with restaurants. And right on the
corner, with entrances on both Zaghloul Square and the rue sat Le Trianon, Iskandryias most famous Art
Nouveau café. Onitswalswere equaly famous paintings, a series of seven increasingly unlikely tableaux
depicting full-breasted dancers, naked save for open shirtsand jewelled dippers.



Thefox didn't like the paintings. But then, the fox was a purist and had problems with Orientaist kitsch.
And thefact that the fox wasinvisible to everyone but ZeeZee didn't makeit any lessred. Though it
wasn't red, of course, not in the way the yellow cabs lurching dlong Rue Missdlawereredl. ZeeZee had
come up with anumber of explanationsfor its existence. Thefox's favourite wasthat it was an
autonomous congtruct of unprocessed dark memory.

In other timesit might have been regarded asaghost ...

Sitting outside Le Trianon in an arearoped off from pedestrians, the thin blond observer with the flowing
beard and tangled dreadl ocks washed down his second croissant with the dregs of histhird capuccino:
and wished that what passed for bregkfast a the madersawhere he was staying would feed morethan a
Stray mouse.

Ashraf d-Mansur - known as ZeeZee to the police, his therapist and a Chinese Triad boss who was
undoubtedly even now searching the world to have him killed - had hated the interior of Le Trianon on
sight. But since held needed to find somewhere to spend his mornings, this café was where held taken to
egting. Now hejust found the interior irritating.

'Another capuccino, your excellency?

Adjusting his Versace shades and brushing pastry flakes from the deeve of hisblack silk suit, the young
man nodded. 'Why not, he said dowly. It wasn't like he had anything else to do.

'Very good, your excellency.' The Itdian waiter bustled away, totaly ignoring two English tourissswho'd
been waiting ten minutes for him to take their order. It was Saturday morning, four days after hed arrived
inthe city, two days after held first met the industridist Hamzah Quitrimalaand one day after held findly
agreed to marry the man's 'difficult’ daughter. And every day, bar the the day held actually arrived, hed
visted the café.

So now he was being treated as aregular. Which made sense, because by treating him as such, the
patron hoped that was what he would become. Besides, once the patron had discovered that the
excdlency with the matted beard and odd hair would be working upgtairs, it became inevitable that
ZeeZee should take his place in amagic group who got tables when they wanted, exactly where they
wanted them.

Situated directly over the café were the offices of the Third Circle of Irrigation, famous as the department
where Iskandryias greatest poet, Constantine Cavafy, once worked. What the Third Circle actudly did
ZeeZee had no idea, despite having arrived on time at the offices every morning for the last three days.
He was beginning to think they did nothing.

Certainly hisassstant had |ooked deeply shocked that first morning when ZeeZee suggested he betold
how the office operated. Politely, spesking English with an immacul ate accent, the older man had made a
firm but smiling counter-suggestion. His excellency might liketo try Le Trianon, which was where many
of the other directors spent their mornings - and their afternoons, too, come to that.

ZeeZee's office occupied a corner site and his excellency had done enough corporate shit in the USto
know the prestige that carried. What was more, it overlooked Zaghloul and Missala, making it prime
red estate. And everyone in the office was polite, way too polite, which meant Hamzah Quitrimaahad a
big mouth. Albeit no bigger than ZeeZee's own, because his had been the throwaway comment that
started arumour-become-certain-fact that he was atraumatized survivor from one of the greatest
fundamentdig atrocitiesin living higory.

'Y our Excellency ..." It wasthe patron himsdlf, rather than the waiter who'd taken the original order.



Putting the capuccino carefully on the table, the patron picked up a crumb-strewn plate and hesitated.
'Did your excellency enjoy breakfast?

ZeeZee nodded, adding, ‘Mumken lehsab," as heingtinctively scrawled an imaginary pen across an
imaginary payment dip in the universal demand for the bill.

'Of course ... Although perhaps his excellency would like to keep atab?
'Perhaps he would.’

Make like a chameleon. Acclimatize, was what the fox said. If you had time, that was, and ZeeZee was
making time. Whether his position with the Third Circle made the difference or the fact that he ranked as
abey, lifein El Iskandryiawas proving easier than held ever dreamed possible when he stepped off the
plane. But then, after prison, dmost anything was going to be an improvement.

Hejust wished he could remember at what point the fox had disappeared. He was pretty sureit had
been thereright up to the point they hit Immigration. And ZeeZee dways hated it when the fox went
invigble on him. It waslike suddenly not being ableto seein the dark.

Chapter Three
29th June

Tiri had definitely been there when ZeeZeefirdt landed in Iskandryia, twisting itself in and out of people's
legs, sometimes so thinned by distance that ZeeZee lost track of everything but the fox's silver tail and
hacking cough.

Too many cigarettes, abiology master had told him years before, when ZeeZee had asked why a cub
stood choking in adistant field, shoulders hunched asit tried to throw up asplinter of bone. The other
men present had laughed and one had rumpled the smdl boy's blond hair.

My own littlewild animd, the visitor called him. That was just before ZeeZee decided to fail dl hisexams

'Read this" Animmigration officer in khaki thrust a green embarkation card into ZeeZee's hand and
waved him towards the end of aqueue. There were severa queues, all moving inexorably towards arow
of desks where smple polygraphs stood waiting, their guts exposed to the air. A golem-featured man
from the line alongside glanced over and ZeeZee thought for amoment he was going to nod or say
something. But he just stared at ZeeZee's matted hair and then looked away .

It was one of those evenings.

Onthecard wasaligt of statementsto be read adoud, in achoice of French, Arabic, German or English

Hewasn't adrug addict.
Hewasn't infectious.
Hedidn't plan to overthrow the khedive ...

So far s0 good. ZeeZee skimmed his eyes down the next three prohibitions againgt entering El
Iskandryia



He wasn't planning to purchase for export any classica or Pharaonic artefacts.
Hedidn't belong to a proscribed fundamentdist group.
Hed never been charged with murder. Except he had ...

It might have been the last prohibition that made ZeeZee swest, or it could have been the lack of
ar-conditioning. Whatever, he was still swesting when he reached the head of his queueto find himsalf
facing amiddle-aged man who wore afez, an oiled moustache, agold lapel pin shaped in the name of
God and arectangular tag that announced he was Sergeant Aziz.

"Where did your journey begin? demanded the sergeant.

'‘America,’ said ZeeZee and Aziz nodded. Given the bleached dreadlocks, hobo beard and beige
elephants sampeding across an ill-fitting sports shirt it was unlikely the thin man came from anywhere
dse

'Make your declaration,’ the sergeant said. So ZeeZee put hishand on the plate and let Aziz click shut a
wrigt band. Then he swore hisbdliefs away, only ssumbling when he reached thefina prohibition.

'Again,’ demanded the sergeant.

'l have never murdered anybody,' said ZeeZee flatly and every diode on the cheap Matsui lie detector
stayed green. On the far side of the desk the fox grinned like the fox he was and, without thinking,
ZeeZee grinned back.

Drugged or drunk, Aziz decided, his eyesflicking from the passenger's darkened armpitsto his
bead-dicked forehead. Either way, he was suspect.

'ID card? Irritation made the sergeant snap hisfingers.

'I've got this,' ZeeZee said apologeticaly. The document he proffered was unmistakable, its cover pure
white and hand-stitched from Moroccan |esther softer than velvet.

‘Excellency ..." In place of asneering NCO stood aman in shock, career options cashing themselvesin
right in front of his own eyes. The diplomatic pass he now held was registered to a pashazade, the son of
apasha, senior grade. Basic survival ingtinct made Sergeant Aziz forget everything except his need to
make the sweating tourist someone el se's problem.

Not even bothering to stamp the carte blanche, the sergeant clicked hisfingersfor ajelaba-clad orderly
and ordered the underling to escort the important pashato the fast-track desk and quickly.

Eyeslike amaniac, beard like adervish and apair of combats that were way too longintheleg ... plus
the man kept looking round for something he obvioudy couldn't see. Captain Y ousef wasworried. He
had an apartment in ablock off Rue Maamoun that needed repairsto its balcony, hed only just made
Captain and - God be praised - hiswife was pregnant for the third time. He couldn't afford to make a
mistake.

But which would be the mistake? To hold anotable with a carte blanche for questioning or to let
through someone who couldn't look lesslike ared bey? The call wasimpossible to make and the
implications of getting it wrong were horrific -for himself and hiswife, for his children, hishome....

'Sr..." Captain Y ousef's accent was e egantly Cairene. His words those of someone born not in El
Iskandryiabut in the capita. All the same, hisvoice shook as he asked his question. 'Do you have some



secondary form of identity?

The notable in the e ephant shirt and shades said nothing and did nothing except shrug. It was obvious
that his answer was no.

Looking from dumped man to the eegant Ottoman diplomatic passport, Captain Y ousef had red trouble
reconciling the dishevelled messin front of him with the photograph encrypted on the carte's chip thet
gave hisfamily asa-Mansur and his place of birth as Tunis.

The passport was five years old, dmost expired. The encrypted picture showed someone clean-shaven,
nestly dressed, who stared hawk-eyed at the camera. While this man looked like the worst kind of
American, the poor kind.

And yet.
Andyet ...
‘Ashraf Al-Mansur?

ZeeZee began to shrug, caught himsalf and smiled for the first time since held entered the airport. It wasa
rueful, what-the-fuck-am-I-doing-here smile. Not the kind that the Captain had ever seen from ared

bey.

Casudly Captain Y ousef adjusted hisred fez with one hand, while touching a discreet buzzer on the
underside of hisdesk. Trying to enter El 1skandryia on afake passport was a serious crime. Pretending
to be a notable was even worse. And when that passport was a diplomeatic one, then... The Captain
didn't waste time worrying about it further. No point. His decision was agood one and besides, it was no
longer hisbusiness. Orders specifically said to passthiskind of problem straight to the top.

Chapter Four
29th June

'Merde, merde, merde, ..'

The dark-haired girl hit akey and switched search engines. Looking for one that worked. So far sheld
spent twenty highly illega minuteslearning precisely nothing about her future husband, who was probably
even now a the a-Mansur madersa, delivered there from the airport in some smoke-windowed Daimler
dretch.

al-Mansur
Nothing.

Ashraf Bey.
Nothing.
Pashazade Ashraf.
Nothing.

It was enough to set off another litany of swear words. Zara bint-Hamzah spoke Arabic but sworein
perfect Cairene French for the smple reason, established in childhood, that neither of her parents



understood it.

She aso spoke English, asdid her father, though she spoke herswith aNew Y ork twang. Two years
studying at Columbiadid that to you. Only that bit of her life was dead now and she was back home.
And didn't she know it.

Adhraf Bey might aswell not exist for al the record held left of hislifeto date. 'Putain de merde....'
Without thinking, Zaragulped the last of her dimmers biscuit - rolled oats, rolled wholewhest, glyceral,
sorbitol and xenicd - total caoriesfifty-saven - and ruined any caorific benefits by pouring herself
another coffee and mixing the liquid with alarge teaspoon of what looked like dirty diamonds but was
redly raw sugar.

Just looking at the ragged crystals made Zaralong for afew good ol d-fashioned pop rocks of freebase,
something to heighten her courage or stupefy her nerves. because misusing the Library's LuxorEon3
terminal didn't come eadily - not to her, anyway. Only these days she was clean, had been since she was
fifteen, and al she had for courage was a Sony earbead. So she upped the volume on DJ Avatar and
went back to her flat panel.

Thefact that Ashraf couldn't be found on the empire-wide voting list held at the Library of Iskandryia
Zaraput down to hisrank as abey. Sons of emirs were probably too rarefied to be recorded on an
openly accessible database. More puzzling was his complete absence from the Library's proscribed
database and from the web itsalf. Out there Ottoman law meant nothing. So, on the web at least, there
should have been some ghost of arecord.

Thiswas aman who'd spent seven yearsin America That was the point her father had used to sell the
marriage: how much they'd have in common. (By which he meant they'd both been corrupted by the
sameculture)

But according to every credit agency she'd accessed, the bey's rating wasn't so much bad as smply
non-existent. No charge cards, no bank account, no mortgage had ever been issued in his name. More
bizarrdly still, hed never posted to any internet newsgroup, never chatted, never had an e-address - at
least, not under his own name. The man to whom she was days away from becoming very publicly
engaged had |eft no trace of hislife to date, no shadow. Not out there in what Zara now thought of asthe
rea world, and not in the Ottoman world, either.

It wasn't agood fedling.

Her own entry in the city register was brief, short and depressing. Though flesh would be added to its
bleak bones at the end of the week when data was updated to take account of her father's new rank.

Zarahad no illusions about how he'd attained the rank effendi. A bey could not be expected to marry
the granddaughter of a falah. So her ederly, haf-blind grandfather was to be moved from his mud-brick
home in Swato anew house on the outskirts of 1sk. With the new house were promised orange trees he
couldn't seg, irrigated lawns held consider acrimina waste of precious water and the honorific effendi.
Thefact that his father was now effendi made her father effendi, which made her respectable enough to
marry.

Zarawas the price and her dowry wasthe prize. Love didn't enter into it and nor, for once, did
complicated family aliances. The only aliance that interested the bey's aunt was with her father's money.
The ded stank and was morally wrong; but as her mother had angrily explained, thiswas how things
were done. And the very fact that - for once - her mother managed to keep her hands to hersdlf told
Zarajust how worried the woman was that her daughter might do something stupid, like refuse.



Mind you, first off, they'd been worried that if they let her go to Columbia she wouldn't return when her
two yearsin New Y ork were over. Then they'd been worried she might disgrace hersdf while over
there. Now ...

Merde indeed.

A mouthful of now-cold coffee warned Zarathat shed overrun her own safety margin. It wastimefor her
to log off and go pack up her little cubbyhole before Zaras boss redlized what she'd been doing with her
last day in the department. Breaking every regulation she could find, starting with unauthorized use of a
LuxorEon3.

Therewas only one computer matrix in the city: 10L. Available through subterranean snakes of optic that
crawled in conduits beneath the sidewalks to feed everything from cheap edge-of-network devicesin
local schoolsto the complex hierarchy of information appliances used in the Library itsdlf.

The network was wired with optic rather than relying on radio because cable withstood EMP and those
inconvenient, mujahadeen-inspired charged-particle things that scrambled radio sgnasesewherein
North Africa. Thewiring of the city had been donein record time, with roads ruthlessly ripped up, rivers
drained and inconvenient buildings bulldozed. What Ove Amp had indsted would take twelve months
minimum had been finished in 9x and even then Generd Koenig Pasha, the city's governor, hadn't been
happy: hed wanted it donein three.

And though the city streets were an open and fluid mass of architectural styles, crammed with al races
and religions, the network running benegth those streets was anything but... It was utterly hermetic,
completely sealed. Only the room where Zara sat, a cupboard-like alcove of the Library, acted asa
node for those with permission to swim in the wider, wilder waters where information gpparently wanted
to be free but mostly seemed to expect you to buy it.

Zaraclicked her way out of acredit-check site that kept demanding an account number for acharge
card she no longer owned and shut down the connection.

If she was traced then Zara could undoubtedly count for help on the fact she had no previous record.
Besides, the new marble floor of the triangular foyer below came directly out of her father's pocket.
Disgrace her, and the director definitely wouldn't get his new roof.

Money was power. Zarawas about to add Even dirty money, then amended it in her head to
Especially dirty money. Dirty money carried with it the threat of unpredictability. Of course, dirty
money eventudly turned into new money, with al the scrabble for respectability that the term suggested.
And new money lay onitsback and opened itslegs, or did it by proxy.

Zara shuddered.

Somewhere out of sght, beyond the sweep of the Eastern Harbour and beyond where the peninsula of
the old Turko-Arabic quarter jutted into the seato separate the Eastern Harbour's el egance from the
warehouses and squalor of the West, somewhere out there flames|it the gpproaching evening like
dancing devils, sgnature of the Midas Refinery.

A $1.8 billion complex that processed 100,000 barrels aday.

Out there on the edge of the desert, low-value heavy oil got an upgrade to petroleum gas, naphtha,
aviation fuel and diesdl for export to Europe. Though the public face of Midas was aminor Napoleonic
princeling, her father owned 27.3 per cent through a holding company. It was more than enough.



Reaching into her bag, Zara pulled out a page torn from an American student magazine and began to
read it for thefifth time. Thiswas how she had to erase her traces from the network to become a ghost.
Therewas much talk of command lines, Linux and Mozillawhich sheignored, skimming down the page
until she got to aparagraph for users prepared just to do what they were told.

Zaradid exactly what it said. If the article wasright she was now in the clear. If not, well, too bad ... Did
they want anew roof or didn't they?

When shereturned to her job - if her new husband ever alowed her back - it would be to adifferent
department of the Library. None of her mae bosses would talk to her, except to give orders or collect
information. Mogt of them would not even look in her direction in case their glance was seen and
misinterpreted.

Sheld made plenty of mistakesin her nineteen years, but the biggest by far was ever turning up at the
airport in New Y ork. Her parents had been right to be worried, whereas she was just naive for not
wondering why they wanted her home for the summer. Leaving Columbiafor sk because shewas
touched they'd been missing her was about as stupid as anyone could get.

Now shewas stuck with an arranged marriage and Zara could just imagine to what ... Some spailt, prissy
little coke-head dressed in Paul Smith Internationa. She'd watched enough episodes of Rich & Famous
to know what to expect.

Chapter Five
29th June

Firg isolated as a pure chemica in 1820 but sourced from shrubs long before that and spread across the
littoral athousand yearsearlier by the armies of Idam, caffeine was the North African drug of choiceand
something of alocd vice. Which wasfinewith ZeeZee. Hed spent time at both Scottish and Swiss
boarding schools and could think of worse ones ...

Lifting the airport cup to hislips, ZeeZee winced as the scalding black mud burnt hislips. The taste was
of sweetened silt and arabica beansthat hadn't been gently roasted so much as charred to death in their
very own auto-da-fé.

'Best let it cool," announced an elderly, whipcord-thin man who was sat opposite facing him over alow
table.

'Y eah,’ said ZeeZee. Thanksfor warning me.'

Genera Saeed Koenig Pasha smiled and sipped from his own cup. Until thirty minutes ago the Generd
had been bored. And then serendipity had seen him arrive a the airport just as dl the fools on the scene
gtarted to panic about having breached diplomeatic protocol.

Now he had the object of their worriesin front of him, and the General had to admit he could see their
problem. Not that he would ever, under any circumstances admit that to any of them. All thesame, in his
long and detailed experience as Governor of El Iskandryia, beys camein three types.

Old oneswho lived in rambling palaces and wrote to him complaining about the laxity of the young.

Middle-aged ones who were too worried about their expanding bellies and nagging wivesto havetimeto
trouble him.



And young ones who drove too fast, lived hard and had acquired bad habitsin foreign countries, without
acquiring the necessary wisdom to redlize that was where their bad habits should have been left - at leadt,
when it cameto displaying themin public.

Thislast type was what he haf been expecting to meet. Someone eegant and urbane, if somewhat
louche. Instead the young man opposite looked, sounded and smelled like an American hobo. He had
ill-fitting clothes, hishair was twisted into ugly locks and hisface was hidden by along, matted beard.
Luckily the Generd had visited West-Coast America enough to know that this was alook often adopted
by the children of the very rich.

He hadn't introduced himsdlf to the d-Mansur boy and didn't intend to do so. All the same, it would have
been his signature that bounced the boy out of the country, had him sent to jail or even killed; if he'd
followed thefirg ingtinct of acertain Colonel Gasparin, instead of doing what the idiot Colonel should
have doneright at the start. Place acdll to Lady Nafisaat her madersa

Besdes, if his staff redly believed it was coincidence that saw the Generd arrive a the airport at exactly
that point, then they redlly were fools and held be replacing the lot of them. He had his own reasons for
being interested in the family of Lady Jdilad-Mansur.

"Y ou could formaly complain,’ said the Generd. Y ou have that right.' He didn't say anything more, just
cocked his head to one side and waited to see which way the boy would play it.

'Not worth it,' said ZeeZee, stlanding up. He wasin ahastily-cleared VIP lounge at |skandryia airport
where Gasparin had escorted him as soon as the Colonel had been told ZeeZee's passport was genuine.
Themanwasjust playing hispart ... That'sdl any of uscan do.’

He smiled at the older man's sudden sideway's glance.

The area around them was done out in ersatz Rococo Idamic, al mirrored arches, peacock-bluetiles,
white marble dabs and a splashy dabaster fountain that sounded like awoman pissing.

ZeeZee got thefeding that the Generd couldn't wait to get away ether.

Too close, thought ZeeZee as he headed for the exit. Way, way too close. He dipped the carte
blanche into the breast pocket of his pug-ugly sports shirt and headed for agap in the barriers.

Near the front of the barrier stood a chauffeur wearing peaked cap and polished boots, with a printed
board that read Ashraf al-Mansur resting in the crook of his elbow. ZeeZee waked past the man
without even breaking his stride.

Firgt thingsfirst, and that meant hitting the local shops.

ZeeZee's other clotheswere on their way to Zanzibar in an overhead locker, courtesy of Ottoman
Airways. At least he sincerely hoped they were. He'd left his briefcase behind at Cairo aboard the
Seaitle/Zanzibar flight for exactly that purpose.

Everything he stood up in had been bought duty-free on the plane, paid for with a platinum HK S that had
arrived dong with his passport. And yellow shirts with beige e ephants weren't hisfirst or even second
choice of clothing. The garment was what the Boeing's on-board boutique had had in hissize.

Cairo was where held switched planes, to a L ufthansalocal flight. There'd been one momentina
stedl-and-glass corridor between Cairo arrivals and local departures when he'd been tempted to keep
walking and lose himsdlf in the chaos of the capital.



Quite why he hadn't was a question ZeeZee would ask himsdlf later, when hefinally stopped moving long
enough to think. But first he needed new clothes and then he had to find the d-Mansur madersa,
whatever that was ...

Chapter Six
29th June

‘Now the graveyard was haunted by Ifritswho were of the Only True Faith," announced Hani. Her new
unclewaslate. Her aunt was furious about something, as aways. So the smdl child was busy anusing
hersdif.

'And in that night, as Hassan lay deeping with hishead leaning againg hisfather's grave, came an Ifritah
who marvelled at Hassan's loveliness and cried, "Glory to the True God. Thisisa creature from
paradise.” Then the Ifritah spiraled high into the dark firmament aswas her custom and there met aDjinn
on the wing who saluted her and she asked, "Where hast thou come from?”

"'From old Cairo," hereplied.

"'Wilt thou come and look at the loveiness of the boy who degpsin yonder graveyard? For thou wilt see
no boy more beautiful.”

'And the Djinn nodded and said, "1 will ..." And together they descended through the chill night sky to
where Hassan ...

'Stop talking to yoursdlf," demanded Lady Nafisa, as she swept through the door of the haramlek's
nursery and frowned at the sight of apuppy sat in the middle of a spreading puddle.

If there was anything she hated worse than Hani wasting her time on computer gamesit wasthat animdl.

'I'm not talking to mysalf, I'm writing agtory for Ali-Din.' The child's tone was scrupuloudy polite. But her
dark eyes were defiant and she looked at her puppy with pride.

'And I've dready warned you,' said Lady Nafisafirmly, 'not to bring that thing up to the nursery.'

‘But it'smy nursery and | aways mop up after him." At nine Hani already considered hersdlf too old to
beg, so she kept her voice steady, asif sheredly couldn't see why there should be aproblem. Thiswas
an old argument. One that had got her dapped at |east twice and sent up to her room more times than
she could remember.

'Ali-Din belongsin the courtyard and besides ...
'Yes, | know," Hani said heavily, 'Ali-Dinisaboy dog.’

Nothing male was alowed on the third floor of the a-Mansur madersa, Aunt Nafisas house on Rue
Sherif. In the five hundred yearsit had been standing no man had entered the haremlek. Now therewas
no one but Hani or her aunt to use the echoing rooms, where dust gathered in a dry fountain and geckos
died and desiccated, unnoticed and unmourned.

'Disobey meagain and | have him destroyed.'

'What if | change his name? Hani demanded, not even prepared to acknowledge her aunt's threat. Then
can hebefemae?



'No,' Lady Nafisahissed inirritation, ressting the urge to re-check her watch. A Cartier case with Swiss
mechanica movement, it was eegant, tiny and unfailingly accurate. Which hadn't scopped her checking it
every five minutesfor the last hour, ever sncethe driver sheld hired at unnecessary expense had caledin
to report that her nephew was not on the plane.

And when shetold him firmly that Ashraf was very definitely on that flight because sheld had acall from
the Generd himsdlf, the driver had replied tartly that, in that case, perhaps the bey didn't want to be
collected and had put the phone down on her. No doubt hed want paying, too, even if he'd failed in the
job he was hired to do.

'Why can't Ali-Din be femae?

'‘Because | say so,' Lady Nafisa snapped. 'Now take Ali-Din down to the courtyard." And she left before
the child had a chance to defy her openly.

Chapter Seven
29th June

Between Iskandryiaairport and Place Orabi ran a Carey bus. It made stops on theway at Shalaat
Gardens, Masr Station and the Attarine Mosque, but Place Orabi was the terminus and that was where
al the remaining passengers but ZeeZee clambered off.

At least three conflicting varieties of Ral drifted in through the open doorway of the bus, blasting from
cafesin the square. But ZeeZee couldn't even recognize the instruments, never mind the styles. He was
tired, cross and hot. He hadn't dept since he'd snorted hislast line of crystalMeth two days before and
wastrying very hard not to think about the approaching comedown, and that was making him more edgy
gill.

All he knew was that he needed to look his best.

A new identity needed anew look, because personality was a performance put on by the self for the sdif,
or some such shit. ZeeZee felt much too wasted to remember the fox's actud line.

In fact, ZeeZee would happily have stayed on board the bus and shuttled hisway back to the airport.
Only that didn't seem to be an option. A recording in three languages wastdlling him it wastimeto leave.
When that didn't work, the driver took to turning the ingde lights on and off to signd they'd arrived.

'Y eah, yeah,' said ZeeZee and levered himself out of aplastic seat, leaving sweat marks where his back
and buttocks had been. "Where can | buy some decent clothes?

Thedriver looked up from punching digitsinto alogbook but said nothing.
Wearily, ZeeZee peded a $5 note from the roll in his back pocket. ‘Clothes?

'Rue Faransa," the man said, lifting the note from between ZeeZe€'s fingers and making it disappear asif
by magic. 'Have anice evening.'

"Y ou shouldn't be here,' ZeeZee told the man with the knife. In Iskandryia tourists had more chance of
being run over by ataxi than being mugged. It said soin atravel short on ZeeZee'sinternd flight. Though
maybe that wasn't such acomforting statistic, given that taxi accidents seemed to be aregular
occurrence. And the golem-faced man from the airport certainly seemed to be real enough.

"Just give meyour wallet.



Golem features nodded down to a glass blade he was holding at hisside. A deep groove ran aong both
sdes, put there to help blood flow fredly.

'l don't haveawalet, said ZeeZee, which wasthe truth. He had an iris-specific platinum HKS card in
one back pocket of his combats and his carte blanche in the other. Other than that, nothing. No rings,
not even awatch. Well, only the Omega he/d bought duty-free on the plane and the G-Shock in his
pocket, and he wasn't about to give up either of those. For the average mugger, ZeeZee was abig
disappointment. Actually, asamugger's target he was bad news, full stop.

ZeeZee kept hisvoice soft, unthreatening. For good measure he tried asmall haf-smile. But darkness
visible aready drew an unseen circle around them both and inside his head the fox was amiling asit
memorized the layout of atiny aley, astreet at the back of Rue Faransa, so narrow and inggnificant it
appeared on no maps and the panniers of long-dead donkeys had managed to scratch groovesinto both
wallsat once.

'Wallet, repeated the golem features. There was adogged determination to hisvoice but hissmall eyes
were clean. Whatever need he was feeding it wasn't chemicd. 'Now." Heraised the knife dightly to show
he was serious.

'And I've dready told you,' someone said, using ZeeZe€'s voice, 'he doesn't have one." Most people
would have stepped back, away from the sharp blade. ZeeZee stepped in close, until he could seetiny
broken veins on the man's nose and smell stale garlic on his breath. 1t was definitely the man from the
neighbouring queue at airport, and he was fill staring at ZeeZee's hair.

‘No wallet. No cash. And besides ...' ZeeZee smiled. 'If you need aknife, you're batting in the wrong
league...

The man opened hismouth.
'No,' ZeeZee said firmly.

Golem features shrugged. Too bad, he said. And then his blade whipped up, amed at a point behind
ZeeZee's digphragm - except that ZeeZee was dready some place €l se. Pain blossoming across hisside
as he pivoted sidewaysto let the knife scrape across hisribs. Ugly but not life-threatening. The status
report concerned hiswound, ZeeZee realized, not his opponent.

Dodging the next blow was easier. All ZeeZee had to do was pivot to take the putative knee to the groin
on hiship.

'You're going to die,' said the attacker flatly, seeing ZeeZee's gaze flick round the deserted and darkened
dley.

ZeeZeelaughed.

'l died years ago,’ he said and unravelled in one fluid sweep, asideways twist creating exactly theright
amount of spaceto let him bring his palm up under the man's chin, snapping back his skull so hard the

sound of teeth breaking echoed off both dley walls. Without further hesitation, ZeeZee buried hisforearm
in asuddenly exposed throat and crushed the golem's larynx.

The follow-though, where ZeeZee's elbow swept back to crack a skull and drop the man to the dirt was
unnecessary, but he did it anyway. The old Rasta he'd learnt from had been very strict about dways
completing each sequence.

Indl, it took less than two seconds. And had there been anyone else in that dley to watch, which there



wasn't, they'd have been presented with moves so fluid, so controlled that they could have passed for
some deadly ballet.

'Shit,' said ZeeZee, blinking hard. Two courses of primal therapy, acomplete twelve-point plan and three
years of anger management straight down the drain. Persondly, he blamed the fox.

Under ablue blazer golem features carried anew ceramic Colt in aflashy lesther shoulder holster, the
fancy saddle-stitched kind with achrome buckle just guaranteed to show up under afull body scan. So
maybe he wasn't such aprofessiond after dl.

Apart from that, the idiot was clean, right down to labels cut out of his clothes and no keys of any
description in any of his pockets. The only other thing of interest, was a polaroid in acrumpled manila
envelope. ZeeZee knew exactly what the shot would show even before he examined it. But he was
wrong.

He wasn't the man in the photo staring out at the world through hooded eyes, because hed never worn a
goatee beard like that or had elegant hair swept back behind his ears. And held definitely never worn a
drop pearl earring. But the man in the picture was him. The high cheekbones were his, the heavy nose,
the whole shape of the face was the same, right down to his mouth.

And in the background of the picture, just out of focus behind the man, was a soaring minaret outlined
againg a shockingly blue sky. The mosque to which the minaret was attached was impressive,
heart-breakingly beautiful and undoubtedly famous but ZeeZee could honestly say he didn't recognizeit.

Pocketing the polaroid, ZeeZee rolled the body againgt awall and I€ft it there.

'Head south towards the equestrian statue of Khedive Mohammed Ali, turn right at Place Manshiyaand
walk briskly on. Theroad directly ahead is Rue Faransa...."

ZeeZee thanked the map without thinking, not noticing the glance he got from other tourists waiting their
turn. Taking to machinery was a prison quirk. Even in soft habitats like Huntsville it could be the closest
anyone got to aday's decent conversation.

Walking briskly was out, what with the gash over hisribstaped shut with instant skin from achemist
behind the bus station, but he managed adow stroll through the square towards the waiting statue.

From the Khedive's bronze turban and fierce beard, to his gut bound round with avast cummerbund, and
the ornate horse pistol hanging from his saddle, Mohammed Ali wasimpossible to miss. Though his
mount looked unnaturally square at the corners, asif the sculptor had used up al the roundness available
to replicate the Khedive'simpressive bulk.

ZeeZee stopped rubber-necking M ohammed the moment he realized he was the only person on Place
Mohammed paying Khedive the dightest attention. He didn't want to look the tourist, even when that was
so obvioudy what he was.

The firgt three shopsin Rue Faransa sold bric-a-brac masguerading as antiques. A Bakeliteradio in one
window caught ZeeZee's eye but when he went insde to examine it he discovered that someone had
replaced the original valveswith achegp Somali chipset. So he put the radio back in the window and
retreated under the shopkeeper'swatchful eye.

Two clothes boutiques followed, both in the process of closing for the night and both featuring short
dressesin washed-out Sk by designers ZeeZee had never heard of, though given the prices displayed in
pounds Iskandryian, US dollars and Reichsmarks everyone €l se obvioudy had.



The next shop looked much more promising. It sold mens-wear, was till open and, even better than that,
had an industria-strength air-conditioning unit sticking straight out into the street. ZeeZee couldn't tell
how expensive the suitsin the window were from their price tags because there weren't any such tags -
which probably made the garments concerned serioudly upscale. But since it wasn't redlly his charge card
he could live with that.

Something tastefully restrained was playing on the sound system as he entered. Gorecki probably. One
wall was matt black, the rest sand-blasted brick. All of which left ZeeZee as singularly unimpressed as
the intimidating elegance of the boutique's French manager, the smplicity of her stark granite desk and
the three obsidian-topped work tables.

ZeeZee might hedl unnaturally fast but hewas till in too much pain from hisribs and far too strung out to
take note of the shop's expensively understated detail. All he noticed was a framed page from Esquire,
showing aman wearing ablack tee under aloose lightweight black coat with matching trousers. The
shoes the moded wore had Cuban heel's and doped to apoint at the toes. The outfit looked € egant,
sophigticated and just dightly threatening. But most of al it looked cool. Not fashion-victim cool, just asif
the model wasn't overhesting.

"That,' said ZeeZee, nodding at the cover and putting his card on the counter. 'l want that.'

The glance the woman gave his card was so fleeting ZeeZee dmost missed it. ‘Good choice,' she said.
'Good choice.' Pushing hersdf up off asilver chair, the manager stepped quickly behind ZeeZee and ran
one dim hand across his shoulders and then down his spine from his neck to the small of hisback. And
even as ZeeZee tensed, the manager was across the other side of the boutique, standing next to arack of
jackets, muttering measurements under her bregth.

‘Smart slk,' shetold ZeeZee, returning with acoat. 'Double-gtitched, jet buttons, silk haf-lining. 1deal for
thisweether." She dung the garment across ZeeZee's back, not bothering to get her only customer of the
evening to thread his arms through the deeves. 'If it hangs okay like thisthen thefit isgood. I'll check
deevelength later, but it will befine!

She stepped towards ZeeZee and hesitated as he stepped swiftly back. 'l need to check your waist, she
said. 'If that'sa problem | have atape...."

'No problem." ZeeZee stood as the woman touched her fingers together over his spine and deftly
smoothed the tips around hiswaist until they met dightly below his navel. If she noticed the heavy
cross-hatches of tape coming down from his damaged ribs she didn't mention it.

Thirty, maybe thirty-one. Well try both. Okay, now the length." She skimmed one hand up ZeeZe€'s
insgde leg and nodded. Thirty-three..." A pair of slk trousersjoined the jacket, leaving only ablack
cotton tee that the woman selected from a pile on the obsidian-topped table. Shoes came last.

"The changing room's through there.’

‘There was ablack curtain screening off atiny corner of the boutique, a CCT camerabolted baldly to
the bare brick wall.

'How about shades? ZeeZee asked when he emerged, his duty-free clothes and shoes crumpled into a
bundlein hishands.

She shrugged, the merest hint of an apology. ‘Afraid not, but Versace's acrossthe street ...
ZeeZeeinitidled the dip she handed him without checking the amount, dropped hisold clothesinabin



and took asmall silver-and-red business card the woman was offering. It was only when he felt itsweight
he redlized the card redlly was sl ver, the hdlmarked kind.

'We make hotel cdls,' said the manager. 'If your itinerary istoo crowded to dlow for arevigt. Our
number isin enamd.’

Chapter Eight
29th June

'l don't usudly ...

The boy with the cats-eye contacts nodded like he understood and Zaratook a good look and realized
that he did. Which was just as well, because someone had to understand that she had her reasons for not
wanting to be back.

‘Wherearewe going ... ?'

She knew the answer to that because held already told her, but asking again was easier than trying to
remember, particularly as remembering might bring back something best forgotten.

'My place, said the boy.

Her answering smile was wry, dmogt ironic. There were a dozen reasons why this was an extremely bad
ides,

'Okay,' said Zara and climbed onto the waiting tram.

Where?

The el derly woman who stumbled into ZeeZee from behind when he suddenly stopped dead took one
look at the foreigner's scowling face and decided to keep walking, in another direction. Not that ZeeZee
even noticed: he wastoo busy stripping down his memory, deleting taste, smell and extraneous
movement to find asmple primary colour.

There.

It took ZeeZee a 5plit second to reassure himself that the people on tram weren't staring at him because
he was dripping blood (held dready seded the knife cut with surgicd glue from his complimentary Pan
American medicd kit before taping hisribswith skin from the dl-night pharmacist). And it wasn't his suit
that worried the people on the green tram, even though most of the other men wore flowing jellabas. It
was his beard and dreadlocks. Or maybe it was the shades.

Too bad.

And yes, once they'd been atrademark of his but that had been by accident - and besides, it had beenin
another country. He wore shades from necessity because without them his eyes swallowed too much
light. Just one of thelittle childhood modifications for which he had his mother's friends to thank.

Lately held taken to wearing polarized contacts but his supply was back at Huntsville dong with his stash
of crystadMeth and the rest of hislife. Except it wasn't just life held been doing at Hunstville, it had been
dl day and dl night, lifewith no option of parole. Which was till a pretty good result, given the district
attorney had been going for throwing the big red switch.



'Excuse me.' ZeeZee stepped carefully across some market trader's outstretched boots and did between
two thick-set construction workersin concrete-splashed jellabas.

His brain was headed for what the fox would call afive-car crash and he needed that seat. Besides, that
waswhere the girl sat, the girl held seen hesitate, then get on agreen tram. The one whose sadnesswas
flash-frozen to theindde of hiseyeslikelightning.

Though maybe that was just the meth.

ZeeZee knew immediately why his seat had been left free when the tram braked suddenly and the girl
shot forward, straight into him. No amount of cologne could hide the reek of acohal.

'I'm sorry,' said the boy beside her. He haf stood, then sank back into his seat and turned away with the
embarrassment of the till-young. Fourteen, thought ZeeZee, fifteen at the most. Slver hair, gold tear,
lazer tattoo. Not as hard as he wanted to be.

Politely, ZeeZee put one hand on each of the girl's shoulders and pushed her back into her seet. The
dightest of nodswasdl he got by way of acknowledgement. And it was obviousthat she didn't trust
hersdlf to speak. Asif dtting very still could hide the fact that she was too drunk to stand. A birthday or
leaving do, ZeeZee decided, noting the card clutched loosely in her fingers and the bunch of orchids
wilting on her lap.

Birthday parties gave good access. Hed used them back in Sesttle. Peopl€'s guards came down, making
it easy to get close. Much closer than they mosily wanted: but then that was ZeeZee's specidlity, getting
close to targets who spent time and money keeping people like him at arm's length.

Stylewas akey factor and ZeeZee could do style. Looking right got you through doors that remained
closed to others. Neatness, youth and an ability to blend. There'd been few places he couldn't enter if
needs must ... There was even anamefor it. Negative capability ...

ZeeZee 9miled.

Hewas till smiling when the girl hunched forward and dribbled vomit from her mouth onto the tram floor
between his shoes. She didn't do anything as vulgar as actudly throw up, shejust let the dcohol makeits
own return trip.

‘Sorry.' That wasthe boy again.
ZeeZee shrugged. 'It happens.’

At Rue Sherif, ZeeZee pushed himself up off his seat and paused. He needed to know who she was, but
he aso needed to get off at this stop. Most of dl, he wanted to tell the boy not to worry. But anything he
said would have drawn attention to the girl's plight, so ZeeZee just nodded and kept going. HE'd been
those people, both of them. Just not for along time.

Chapter Nine
29th June

Lodging House & Eating Shop read the old sign at the corner of Abu Dadrda and Rue Cif, though the
building in question showed nothing but empty spaces where windows and door should have been. At
ground level even the floorboards were missing, long wooden joists stretching out over darkness that
dropped to acellar below.



A plank had been nailed crudely across the open doorway as vague warning of the dangersthat hid
ingde. And over by thefar wdl in the darkness something glittered that might have been glassreflected in
the headlights of a car but proved to be afox when ZeeZee removed his shades to take a proper [ook.

‘Later,’ said ZeeZee and the fox grinned toothily, saying nothing.

Theman didn't believein omens and of his many childhood demons only the arctic fox remained
untamed. And Tiriganag was more afraid of him than ZeeZee was of the fox. Because, if necessary,
ZeeZee could stop answering and then it wouldn't matter if the fox called itsdlf Tiriganag, Smoke or
Earl Grey Malkin, it would be aone.

Stll, they'd dways faced trouble together before, so ZeeZee couldn't imagine how he might have thought
thefox would lie low thistime.

Above them both, three storey walls gave way to athin night sky, softened and faded by a sodium glare
that didn't Sretch far enough down to reach the side walk, had there been one.

East of El-Gomruk and south of Manshiya, but way too far north to be Karmus or Moharrem Bey,
ZeeZee wasn't surewhat this district was called. It had been blank of any name on the map at the tram
station, its streets cross-hatched to tell cash-rich tourists that here was where they could find Iskandryias
famous souks.

ZeeZee could see the map clearly in his head, right down to the pink cross-hatching, but that meant
nothing. Therewas very little from hislifethat he couldn't seein his head once held remembered where it
wasfiled.

The entrance ZeeZee wanted turned out to be anarrow arch between two shops, one of which sold
beaten brassware, the other old computers in shades of pastel. Between them was a door without a
knocker. At head height was a pedling sign that read On ne visite pas.

Straightening his shoulders, ZeeZee rapped hard on the ancient door and then regretted it asnoise
crashed like thunder down both sides of the street. So he knocked again, more gently thistime.

'What do you want?

At lesst, ZeeZee imagined that was what the man on the other side of the door said, though he didn't
recognize the language.

'I'mlooking for Lady Nafisa,' said ZeeZee.
Nafisa. Thevoiceturned theword over asif tagting it.
'Yes,' said ZeeZee. 'My aunt.’

'Why didn't you say so? In the space where the door had been stood an old man, the stub of a cheroot
gripped between hisright thumb and skeletd firgt finger. Dark eyes examined ZeeZee's face and then the
man stepped to one sde. 'Our house isyour house.' Thistime round he spoke in French, with avoice
raw from alifetime of chegp cigars.

There were five bolts on that door and the old man secured them all, including one that fixed straight up
into the top of the arch and another that drove into the worn surface of a stained flagstone.

Thisway.'



An arch in the side of the entrance room led | eft, followed by an immediate right turn through a second
arch, which was when ZeeZee redlized the shabby corridor hewasin wasredly the start of asmall, very
smple maze leading to an ugly, obsessively-neat garden immediately beyond.

On either side of the garden stood open-fronted rooms, little more than flat roofs supported by sandstone
pillars over acracked terracottafloor. And at the far end of the garden was an ornate marble arch set in
asmple brick wall. Once the forma garden had been naked to the sky but someone, years back, had
roofed it over with stee and glass, panes of which were now cracked and dirty.

That the glass roof was old was obvious, because the frame supporting it was riveted to crossheams that
were held in place by cast-iron pillars, and a century's worth of paint had crusted round the rivets and
smoothed the Doric decoration on the plinthsto abland ripple.

"Thisway.' The old man vanished through the marble arch into a cavernous, empty room where water
didn't so much fal from afountain as run bubbling down afree-standing dab of marble.

‘Shazarwan," announced the man and ZeeZee guessed he was naming the strange object.

Open arches on the far side of the room led into an open courtyard, smaller than the garden and tiled
with white stone. In the centre sood afountain carved from asingle block of horsehair marble. But what
ZeeZee noticed was the impossibly ornate four-storey house that rose at the far end of the courtyard.

Soft uplights pulled detail from a carved baustrade and threw its huge arches into shadow. If the
al-Mansur madersa was meant to impress, then it succeeded.

Jerking his chin towards airsthat started up the outside of the madersa, then turned in under an arch to
continue ingde, the thin man stood back.

‘Nefisa...' Hesad amply.
ZeeZee went.

'You'relate,' said avoice that ZeeZee tracked to asmal woman angrily pacing near the top of the stairs.
Backlit by wal lights, Lady Nafisalooked thin and birdlike, a neat facel ess shadow but an angry one.

'‘Am |7 ZeeZeesfird reaction wasto apologize, then ins st hisflight was late, even though sheld know
from her driver that thiswas untrue. But he didn't let himsdlf do either. Instead, he shrugged and kept
climbing, asif not caring if he walked straight through her.

'Shit happens,” he said as he reached the top and stared round at a huge room, open to the night through
its arches on one side. Since heights and he didn't agree with each other, he didn't go look at the view.
'And besides, someone wanted aword.'

Lady Nafisa stopped suddenly. 'Y ou saw somebody you knew?
'Other way round,’ said ZeeZee. 'He thought he knew me.'

They spoke French because that was the language Lady Nafisahad first used. Y et when it came, her
switch to English was so fluent ZeeZee wasn't even certain she was aware of making it.

'l sent acar for you. A stretch Daimler-Benz." She was doing her best to smile but there was real anger in
her eyes. Which was fine with ZeeZee because he was pretty sure that, behind the expensive anonymity
of the Versace shades sheld unwittingly bought for him there was red anger in histoo.



Families had that effect on him and no family more strongly than hisown. If sheredly wasfamily, which
remained to be proved.

'I make my ownway,' said ZeeZee.

Thewoman stared at him. And behind the fashion-plate suit she saw ghosts of her husband backed up
likereflectionsin amirror. 'Later,’ she said hagtily. 'We can ded with thislater...”

Asiron cue, the skeletal porter from the rear entrance strode in clutching abrasstray that he placed on a
three-legged wooden contraption which seemed to be waiting for it.

"Thisis Khartoum,' said Lady Nafisa, asif talking about a dog. 'He's from the Sudan so you can say
anything you likein front of him.’

Meaning he didn't speak English, presumably.

'Unless, of course,' said ZeeZee, 'l say it in French, Arabic or whatever that other language was."
Nafisasighed. 'German,’ she said heavily. 'l can see you're going to be like your father.'

Father? ZeeZee stared at her.

'Preciseto the point of irritation.’

ZeeZee hadn't meant to be precise, merdly glib. And since held never met hisfather and the last time held
seen her, hismother Hill regarded the truth as something so fluid that identical sentences could mean
opposite things on different days, he had no ideaif Lady Nafisaeven knew who hisfather was.
Somehow he doubted it. Some undiscovered theory of chaos seemed to be the only thing that made
sense of hisfamily lifeto date.

Aim to please, shoot to kill. That had been one of Wild Boy's phrases back before Huntsville when he
and Wild were still not quite enemies. 'Weam to please,’ said ZeeZee.

"We?
Yeah, we ... ZeeZee clicked his hedls and bowed dightly, dmost asif he meant it. Me and the fox.

'Stupid that is," the sudden voice behind ZeeZee was cutting in its contempt. ‘Clicking your heels. No one
redly behaveslikethat in Iskandryia. | knew you'd be supid.’

'Hana.'
"Hani,’ corrected the girl.
Lady Nafisasighed.

'Anyway, Hani what? the child asked angrily, walking into the light. She had oil smeared acrossthe
palms of both her hands and bare ankles from where sheld did down an elevator cable.

'Y ou've got the floodlights on,' she said to Lady Nafisaand stalked over to abalustrade to examine the
courtyard below. 'And thefountain ... The small girl turned her head to Stare a ZeeZee. 'Y ou're
honoured.' Her voice was hitter. 'She doesn't turn the lights on for anyone. She wouldn't even turn them
on for my birthday party.'

"They were broken,’ Lady Nafisasaid fiercely.



'And now they're mended.’ It didn't ook like she believed her aunt for aminute.

'I'mRaf,’ said ZeeZee.

‘Ashraf,’ corrected the child, scornfully. ‘Don't | know it. She'stalked of nothing elsefor days..."
'Hani.' Lady Nafisa's voice was hard.

'Yes, | know. Hani, be good. Hani, disappear ..." The small girl turned round and stamped back towards
thelift. "Y ou don't ook like youre worth dl the fuss; she said cuitingly and dammed the grille, leaving
ZeeZee with theimpression of asmall, furious anima glaring through the bars of acage.

Chapter Ten
1st July

Dawn camein low, the sky clear and turquoise blue. And Hamzah Quitrimala knew exactly how it would
look out on the water. The breaking light would catch one wave after another, until aribbon of sun
sretched from the horizon to the glass-sided cockpit of his 15,000bhp VSV. Fifty feet long, maybe ten
at its widest, the boat was ex-police issue, chisal-prowed but flared at the stern. Stealth-sheeted and
proof againgt infrared sensors.

It ran every month, midweek, without fail.

Diamonds carried to a pick-up point south of Iraklion/medica supplies brought back - Hamzah had
captained the run himsalf when he was younger. Of course, in his day the boats had been nothing like as
fast, but they had <till done the job and been back before the second daybreak - which was more than
Hamzah could say for his current crew.

He was going to haveto find himself anew captain. But first he had abey to see ...
‘Ashraf d-Mansur,' repeated ZeeZee. 'Known to hisfriends as Raf.'

ZeeZee emptied hismind and |et the nameroll over him. When he opened his eyesfive minutes later the
change was made and he was someone el se, though boiling fog il filled the hamman, meking it
impossible for whoever he was to see the door.

Infact, so thick wasthe steam that Raf could hardly see his own feet, which might also have had
something to do with the dick of swesat running down hisforehead to drip into his eyes.

He stank, though not as much as when he woke first thing the previous morning, in apool of perspiration
that smelled sweet as blood and sour as dysentery. That was twenty-four hours ago, when his piss had
been black. Now the colour was nearing normal as his body began to adjust to itslack of crystalMeth. It
was hismind that was till addicted.

Raf was naked. In adomed room filled with naked women. Except the women were on thewalls -
pictures only, depicting a dozen dancers, their breasts full and bare, each plump mons hidden behind a
wisp of fabric fashioned from tiny tesserae, marble fragments glued into place more than a century before
by some artist keen to preserve adight air of decency.

In Huntsville, in the days before Dr Millbank, recalcitrant convicts were broken by being locked ina
hot-box and broiled. In El Iskandryia, even firg thing in the morning, people had to book for the

privilege.



Raf wasn't sure he understood why his aunt considered a Turkish bath the ideal place for him to meet Dr
Hamzah Quitrimala Effendi. But here hewas, gill waiting for the man to show.

Swest beads amost bubbled from his ssomach and chest, and dready he felt dehydrated.
"Y our Excdllency?

Raf opened his eyes to see aman whose shoulders would make those of most sumo wrestlerslook puny.
A blue suit hung tent-like from hisframe, itsfabric aready gonelimp in the steam. In one ear wasagold
Sony earbead, the kind you were meant to notice.

'Y our Excdlency?
That was him, Ref redized. He nodded.

"The bosswill be with you in aminute. He apologizes for being late." Job done, the huge Russian took up
position againgt the opposite wall, apparently impervious to the heat that soon had swest rolling down his
pink face.

"You Ashraf? A thickset man strodein, hand already outstretched, gut protruding. '‘Good to meet you.'
He too was unashamedly naked, his uncovered genitas at eye height to where Raf sat on amarble
bench.

Raf stood.
'Dr Hamzah Effendi?

A lightning grin flashed across the man'sface, then vanished, leaving only awry, dmost self-mocking
smile. Lady Nafisahad inssted that Raf should remember to add the honorific to Hamzah's name. It was
anest touch.

The newcomer had the kind of handshake Raf expected. Strong but dightly clumsy, and brief asif hed
findly learned not to grab the hand of every contact and wring it heartily. Heavy gold links circled one
wrigt and on hismiddle finger was ahuge ring set with a cauchabon ruby. Both screamed money but
neither said anything about restraint.

Hamzah was rich and obvioudy enjoyed the fact.

Reading people was one of Raf's kills, like eidetic memory and night sight: he knew that and accepted it.
It camefrom living iningtitutions.... Swiss boarding school from the age of five, a Scottish school after
that, three years working for Hu San in Sesttle and then Huntsville. HEd been insdeinditutions dl hislife
and only one of them had been aprison - the othersjust felt like it. They also felt safe. Raf wasn't stupid
enough to deny that.

'Nasty scar,' said Hamzah.
'Yeah!

'Recent.' Hamzah added. 1t wasn't a question. He examined the cut along Raf's ribs with a practised eye,
taking in the double strip of plagtic skin.

'Sipped and cut myself,’ said Raf. Which was possible. Not true, admittedly, but no less unlikely than
being mugged by golem with aphotograph of him that wasn't. 'My own fault,’ Raf added. 'Should have
been more careful.’



'And that?

Raf's shoulder looked, at first glance, like amap of some capital city of damaged flesh, linesradiating out
from adensely scarred centre. 'Long story,' said Raf. 'Maybe some other time.'

If the steam room was hot, the plunge pool outside was so cold that Raf thought his heart would stop and
hislungs never unfreeze.

‘Lovely isn't it? Hamzah said happily as they both bobbed to the surface. Raf scowled, but only because
he had no breath left to speak.

'Strange,' saild Hamzah as he kicked hisway towards marble steps. ‘I would have thought your father had
adozen Turkish baths..." Helet hiswordstrickleinto asilence that stretched ever longer - until Raf
findly redized the man wasn't just making conversation, he expected an answer.

Which wasfair enough. Hamzah undoubtedly wanted to know what he was getting for his money. Raf's
big problem wasthat he didn't have an easy reply.

'l lived with my mother,’ Raf said, then stopped, because that wasn't gtrictly true either ... For agtart she
waan't redly his mother and he hadn't redlly lived with her. Or maybe she was. Her opinion on that
changed with the wind. And maybe he had ...

'l boarded at various schools. England, Scotland, Switzerland.'
"Y our mawas American?
'English, livingin New York.

Hamzah shrugged asif it was dl the same. Which it probably wasto him. 'I'm told her nameiswell
known ...

‘Not unlessyou're afan of the National Geographic channd,’ said Raf. 'She campaigned for animal
equality and worked on documentaries. Remember that film about meerkats? Hamzah |ooked blank until
Raf put his hands up like paws and swung his head from sde to Side, asif watching for danger.

Hamzah nodded.

'She did the camerawork,' said Raf, clambering out of the water ahead of Hamzah. 'Syndicated in six
continents. Y ou can till get the screen saver. Shetook aflat fee of $1,500 and used it to fly down to
Brazil to film vampire bats. Remember the baby pandatrying to eat bamboo ... ? The young fox playing
in the snow? The white tiger cub with the empty Coke bottle? Well, she did camera on those, too.'

Anima porn, just adifferent kind. Cuddly imagesfor acold planet, used to fund the Stuff that really
interested her, like filming predators. Not that he was bitter or anything. 'She did alot of the work for
love,' said Raf, forcing himself to befair. It had to be for love, because, God knew, thereld been little
enough money init. And it probably wasn't her fault the only way she could cope with adamaged world
was by examining it through alens or the bottom of avodka bottle. But then, nor was her life hisfault
ether, whatever she might have said ...

‘Let's go back to the steam room.’
Hamzah amiled. 'Getting ataste for it, en?

Sitting sde by side and naked in the boiling mist, both men knew the redl interview was beginning. But



Lady Nafisahadn't made clear to Raf who had fina gpprova. All sheld said wasthat he shouldn't commit
to any fact that could be checked, that he should keep answers vague and aways return a question with
aquestion.

She might know that Raf had spent yearslocked in a Seettle jail but there was no reason why Hamzah
had to know too.

'Y ou've been in America? Theindugtridist's voice was studiedly relaxed, amost urbane. He hardly
glanced at an ugly dash of scar tissue above Raf's right hip and when he did it wasfleeting. Raf could
have told him about the operation he'd had at five on akidney but that story was as boring as the month
he'd spent wired to machines.

'Were you working over there?

‘Something like that.' Raf stood and stretched, twisting his head to one side like aman with abad crick in
his neck. It fooled neither of them.

‘Lady Nafisamentioned that you were an honorary attache.’

Did she? Reluctant to lie outright, Raf retreated into something close to the truth. To be honest,' he said,
'most of my time was spent on adoctorate.’

Behind bars, with limited web access and no on-campus visits.
"Finance? Hamzah asked, looking suddenly interested.

'No, said Raf. "Alternative timelines. They've very big inthe USright now.' That, at least, wastrue. ‘It'sa
way of understanding what happened by looking a what didn't but quite easily might have done... You
know, say Americahad actualy joined the Third Balkan War ..."

"They stayed neutrdl. So did we.'

'Not the 1966-75 conflict,’ said Raf, The Third Balkan, 1914-15. Say Woodrow Wilson hadn't cut a
dedl between Berlin and London but had sent in troops on Britain's Side. London might have been
victorious. The Kaiser might have been fataly weakened ..."

The Kaiser was dways going to win, Hamzah said flatly. 'History iswhat God writes.'

Raf sghed. 'Just imagine,’ he said. 'The Prussian empire breaks up in 1923, just asthe
Austro-Hungarians dmost did. Might the Ottomans have fallen? What would have happened to Egypt's
Khedive?

"The Khedive ..." Hamzah knew better than to accuse abey of treason. Especidly not one who was
about to marry his daughter. And no doubt, al this what if was merely some sophigticated game played
by people without real jobs. But it sounded like treason to him.

Besides, Hamzah knew what had happened. Every schoolboy across North Africaknew that ISam had
trampled colonidism into the ground. On Suvliaplain, the English king's own servants from Sandringham
had been killed to the last man. The daughter at Gallipoli broke the warmongers spirit.

Fatally weakened, the British were driven from Egypt by General Saad Zaghloul. Having stolen Libyain
1911, Italy wasforced to give it back six yearslater, and the French relinquished Tunis.

Fifteen years of smouldering unrest followed. Nationalists, fundamentdists, Bolsheviks ... but money from



the Arabian ailfields bought them dl off in the end. M osques were built, hospitals erected and school s set
up to educate the children of the poor. His grandfather had been one of them. The child of a felah who
sharecropped asingle strip of Nile mud far to the south of Iskandryiaand resented bitterly the
interference of effendi who demanded his child attend class when there was bersim to gather and
irrigation channelsto be kept open with a broad-bladed hoe.

From felah to effendi in three generations. That was worth something. And Hamzah's doctorate wasin
engineering. Which was worth something too. Theindustridist nodded to his bodyguard and stood up to
go. He had bribesto pay, building contracts to negotiate, a new captain to find for the Iraklion run.

Olga, hisPA, would bewaiting at the officewith along list of people to see and calls he should make.
Most of which hewould ignore.

'Where were you an attache? Thefina question was asked from politeness done. Beys were obvioudy
different and Ham-zah made no pretence of seeing any valuein the theories expounded by hisfuture
sor-in-law.

'Sedttle,’ said Ref .

Hamzah sat down again. Thistime when his gaze flicked to the dash across Raf's ribs they stayed there.
And when he looked back again there was something in his eyes that looked very like guilt.

One heavy hand came up to rest briefly on Raf's shoulder. 'I| had no idea. No one told me!'

Raf said nothing because that was what someone who'd worked unofficialy at the Sesttle consulate
would have said.

That's confidentia, obvioudy, Raf muttered finaly. 'So please don't mention it to anyone.’
‘But | havetotdl

'No, sad Raf, looking Hamzah straight in the eyes. 'What | did wasingignificant. An honorary attacheis
just someone's unpaid assistant.'

'And the person you worked for isdead.' It wasn't a question. Hamzah had watched the official
broadcasts. And even if he hadn't, the bombing of the consulate in Sesattle by Sword of God
fundamentaists had filled the world's newsfeeds, swvamped the radio stations and briefly turned even
pirate TV into rolling 24-hour news channds.

Image after image had been bounced round the planet. Bodies being pulled from the wreckage of a
concrete building with heavy baconies. Viewers only knew the consulate once had ba conies because
CNN researchers had found 'before’ shots to emphasize the horror of what came after.

One car bomb alone would have caused structural damage. But the consulate had main streets on three
of itssdes and the ddlivery trucks had been perfectly synchronized, their driversin constant
communication. The police deduced that the suicide bombers had been in regular radio contact from
severa charred fragments of circuit-board and the say-so of athirteen-year-old band scanner, who'd
been irritated to find crypted static where he was expecting juicy neighbourhood gossip.

Chapter Eleven
3rd July

Thefree city was not just built on the rubble of itsown history, it used that rubble in the rebuilding. Greek



columns reshaped by Roman artisans now formed part of mosgue doorways, having been ripped from an
earlier Byzantine church. So, too, the cultures had mixed. Until the rich mix becameits own culture.

Berlin thought El 1skandryia barbarous, the White House feared it and Baghdad dismissed the metropolis
as decadent and forgotten by God. But realpolitik demanded a M editerranean free port where oil,
cotton and particularly information could be traded. And El Isk got the job.

Roman, Byzantine, Coptic, Mudim ... If ancient Babylon was the whore, then El Iskandryia had long
been the courtesan: though for Idam'’s conquering army she was a Sister to be brought back into the
family. Napoleon called the city five shacks built over adung heap. Nelson, being British, couldn't even
get the sex right and dismissed the city asacrippled dog. But the insults meant nothing to 1k ...

For Isk was hermaphrodite, ageless. A vampire of acity. Venerable and elegant, with ataste for fresh
blood - ataste that it kept hidden behind stately boulevards and impeccable manners, in daylight at leest.
Night-time found the city stretching itself and yawning to reved ancient fangs. Though the haf-amile never
left itsface and the dark glint never left itseye.

And to assume Ik had asingleidentity was to misunderstand the Gordian complexity of its persondlity.
The vampire existed pardld to the blonde innocent-eyed victim, the virgin insde the whore. There never
had been only one city at any timein El 1skandryias history. And for dl itsancient glory, there were days
when Isk was afraid of its own shadow, of the tarnished side of the mirror it held up to the world.

Days like now, when dl that showed inside on Le Trianon's bar screen was arerun of that morning's
executionsin Riyadh. A Saudi paedophile and a Sudanese found guilty of sorcery, both losing their heads
inthe flash of asword blade, then losing them again in dow mation.

Family.

Adhraf d-Mansur, who was doing his best not to think of himself as ZeeZee, rolled the word round his
mouth and spat it out. HE'd never had one and wasn't sure why he'd want to start now. Asachild, in
Zurich, hed known boys a the Academy with families. Seen the strange effect it had on them. They cried
from homesickness at the sart of term and then no longer felt at home when they went back for the
holidays. Their parents were worse. The kind of people who talked about roots and forgot those were
what kept vegetablesin the ground.

Besides, Raf didn't need roots. He came with a8000-line guarantee that promised his genetic
heritability would ways outweigh social calibration. Whatever the fuck that meant.

At firdt, given the number of zeros after the first number in the price, Raf thought that his mother must
redly lovehim ... But later, when he looked at her accountsfor the year of hisbirth, he found that
ninety-five per cent of the cost of the genetic manipulation had been met by Bayer-Rochelle and the rest
sheld written off over five years againgt tax.

Oh, and the pharmaceutical company had totally funded her next three expeditions and made aSizeable
one-off donation to a pressure group for which shewas officia photographer. It was around thet time
sheld stopped campaigning against non-transparent genome research.

On the evening he arrived Lady Nafisa had made clear the payment she intended to collect for digging
him out of Huntsville. Though what she talked about was the need for family membersto help each other,
to accept their respongibilities.

'l don't have afamily,’ Raf had said. 'l had amother. And when | wanted to talk to her I'd call her agent.’



Lady Nafisahad looked at him. 'Y our father ismy brother-in-law. That makes usfamily.’

Her brother inlaw ... 'My father was a backpacker,’ said Raf. 'From Goteborg. My mother didn't even
get hisname.' The man had apparently been hired for aweek to drive his mother across the Sahel when
she was filming the Lybian striped weasd, probably because she was too wasted to steer the vehicle
hersdf.

'No.' Lady Nafisashook her head. 'Y ou must listen to me. The Emir of Tunisisyour father.'
'Y eah, right,' said Raf. That well-known Swede.!

'Blue eyes, white hair, high cheekbones. Y ou're Berber,' Lady Nafisatold him crosdy. ‘Look it up ...
And whileyoureat it, take agood look at this." Only Raf didn't need to take a good |ook because hed
seen the picture before - the padm trees, the minaret, the man with the drop-pearl earring.

'Y our father,' said Lady Nafisa

Raf wanted to say that she was talking to the wrong man: but then suddenly redlised he was the one
who'd got it wrong. It wasn't his responsibilities they were discussing - or not just his- it was her
responsibilitiesto him. An odd and uncomfortable thought.

'l knew he had abrat by an American,’ Lady Nafisasaid. 'And that he paid your mother asmall
alowance, but he doesthat for al his bastards, he can afford it. But he also told me you were illegitimate.
And helied.

She handed Raf aletter.

Beneath the words Isaac and Sons. Commissioners of Oaths, arush of Arabic flowed right to left
across expengve paper likeiny waves. Raf could no moreread it than fly. 'What does it say? Raf asked,
handing it back.

'On 30 April ... Pashazade Zari d-Mansur, only son of the Emir of Tunis, married Sdly Welham at a
private ceremony in an annex of the Great a-ZaytunaMosque,' Lady Nafisarecited from memory. 'She
was histhird wife. He divorced her five days|ater.’

'My mother was aready married.'

Lady Nafisamade no pretence of scanning the paper. 'My informant saysnot ... Your real nameis
Adhraf al-Mansur. Under Ottoman law you hold the rank of bey, which entitles you to asenior postin
the Public Service.' She glanced up. 'Well talk about that later. Y ou have carte blanche anywherein
Ottoman North Africafrom Tunisto Stambul and you have diplomatic immunity everywhere esein the
world, for any crime except murder ...

Raf pushed his empty coffee cup aside and prepared to stand, but the moment he began to ease back his
chair awaiter materidized at his sde and shifted it for him. Seconds later the patron himsdlf gppeared.

'Will we be seeing Y our Excdllency soon?
'Monday morning, | would imagine, sad Raf and the smal man amiled.

'I'll reserve your table." He glanced at the English-language newspaper Ashraf had downloaded from a
gal.'And I'll have acopy of The Alexandrian waiting ...

A duggish breezeralling lazily off the seafaded as Raf headed inland. Away from the Corniche the hot



midday air was muggy, with humidity high enough to merit awarning on the local newsfeed. Common
sense said grab the nearest air-conditioned taxi, but Raf ignored the sweset beginning to build under his
thick beard and headed south on foot towards Lady Nafisa's house.

Between Le Trianon and Rue Abu Dadrda, Raf found one boulevard, four rues and aquiet tree-lined
place named d-Mansur, historical detritus of the family to which he now belonged.

And Raf was more than hadfway acrossthe place before hefindly redlized why Nafisas roofed-over
garden inspired in him such hatred.

Chapter Twelve
Seattle

Out at Huntsville the rain did more than merely drumon glass: it fell like buckshot. But before
there could be Huntsville, the city of Seattle had to exist - and the fox blamed that on a man
called Asa Mercer.

On 16 January 1866, Mercer left New York with thirty-four unmarried girls bound for a new
settlement at Puget Sound on the Pacific coast. He'd hoped to bring more than 700 but, all the
same, it was an improvement on his first expedition to collect marriageable women. Then he had
persuaded only eleven to make the dangerous trip. Maybe it had been the rumours of rain that put
them off, maybe it had been the distance, or the fact that the war was only recently over ...
Whatever, that had been then and this was later.

It still rained though, because in Seattle this was what the weather did - even ZeeZee knew that.
And the rain drummed off city sidewalks, or beat on sun canopies raised in hope over empty
tables outside cafes.

But out at Huntsville the rain did more than merely drum, its buckshot fell on the glass roof of the
jail, twenty-four/seven. At least, that was what it felt like to ZeeZee those first few months he was
there. Until the snow came and with it silence.

A master piece of nineteenth-century iron and glass, built twenty-five years after Paxton first led
the way by using prefabricated sections for London's famous Crystal Palace, Huntsville
Penitentiary was a monument to man's ingenuity - and stupidity.

Not the stupidity of the convicts who ended up there but of the architects, philanthropists and
politicians of Washington State. Men who wanted their names immortalized in a correctional glass
cathedral that turned out, in practice, to function as little more than an ice house.

Two riotsin three winters went some way towar ds convincing the governor that the design was
not as humane as he'd been led to believe. But since five identical penitentiaries had already been
built in other statesto the same plan, and all had been unsuccessful, this didn't come as a surprise
to hiscritics.

By 1930, nearly sixty years later, all were ruins except Huntsville. In 1979 Huntsville was finally
decommissioned. And then, in the final year of the twentieth century, Californian therapist Dr
Anthony Millbank published his revolutionary work on lux therapy.

Crime, said Dr Millbank, wasn't merely a matter of incorrect socialization, food allergy or genetic
malfunction, which in animals was called bad blood. Therefore social therapy, healthy meals and
carefully selected drugs were not the complete answer.



Most crime was urban. What most urban dwellers lacked was natural light. It was therefore
obvious that light-deprivation was a contributory factor in crime. Since most of middle America
believed that original sin rather than genetics, allergies or lack of breastfeeding led to crime, they
paid little attention to the latest addition to the list of contributory causes. Though a teenage
serial killer who drained, labelled and later drank the chilled blood of his victims mixed with
Solichnaya gained brief notoriety by claiming his murder ous tendencies were caused by an
aversion to food, shopping malls and daylight.

But Dr Millbank persisted, helped both by appearances on Oprah and data-showing that the gene
cFos (a marker for the human internal clock) peaked only once - under artificial light, at dawn,
but expressed at dawn and dusk in natural light.

Therewas, in Dr Millbank's opinion, a distinct and irrefutable correlation between artificial light
and crime.

The gradual shiftsin light-intensity and wavelength that caused humans to adjust peacefully to
the transition between night and day were missing in urban society. And basic research showed
that under the artificial conditions imposed by electric light, even lab rats and gerbils became
restless and unsettled.

How much better, then, for naturally unsettled people - like prisoners - to benefit from lux therapy
rather than live under a regime governed by harmful artificial light ...

No state in the USwould fund a new penitentiary based on the ideas of Dr Millbank so he applied
for a private licence and founded his own prison, buying Huntsville cheap from the city of Seattle
which was delighted to offload its responsibility for a decaying Victorian master piece.

Dr Millbank's price was that five miles of forest and scrub around Huntsville should officially be
declared a dark-sky preserve, with light-pollution strictly controlled within this perimeter. Heating
was ingtalled, lifts, carpets ... a gym, a weights room, an Olympic-size swimming pool.

Huntsville wasn't just unique in being run according to the theories of Dr Anthony Millbank. It
was the only penitentiary in the US allowed to charge its inmates hotel fees. To be incarcerated at
Huntsville cost money: about the same as sending a child to a good Ivy League University.
Everyone loved the place, except the police. The state saved money on prisoners, those
incarcerated mixed with a better class of criminal and there was none of the gang violence
endemic in most other American prisons.

The kind of people who belonged in gangs couldn 't afford the fees. It wasn't that the inmates
were all white, all Anglo-Saxon or all Protestant. From the very start, right from the turn of the
century, there was a rich mix of embezzers, capi di capi and drug barons of every ethnic origin.
The only thing they had in common was that they were all very definitely not poor.

Justifying the existence of Huntsville, however, proved a politician’'s nightmare. Democrats hated
the prison's dlitist credentials, Republicans |oathed the softness of its regime: but when a senator
from one party was caught bribing a congressman from another, Huntsville was where both
elected to serve their sentences.

Satistics put inmate violence at almost zero and for once they were accurate. Violence happened,
but not often, and violence between prisoners and staff was literally unknown. Which was why
ZeeZee Welham's unprovoked attack on the elderly, white-haired Dr Millbank sent shock waves
through every elegant Huntsville walkway.



Merely punching any member of staff would have been horrifying enough. But to grip Dr Millbank
himself by his scraggy throat and drag him across his own desk to plant a blow that split hislip as
if it had been a ripe plumwas beyond belief. So far beyond belief that Dr Millbank announced on
the spot that what ZeeZee needed was not punishment but psychiatric help. Hiswords left a fine
spray of blood across his attacker's tangled beard and broad chest, but even then he handed
ZeeZee a Kleenex from a box by his desk.

It made ZeeZee want to punch himall over again.

All of which explained how ZeeZee found himself in the passenger seat of a Lincoln Continental
coming off the 522 onto Interstate 5, with Lake Washington on one side and Puget Sound on the
other, on hisway to psychiatric assessment at a hospital in Takona.

The man driving him to Mount Olive Hospital was Clem Burke, a bull from a downstate prison
who was undergoing compulsory rehabilitation at Huntsville after taking a nightstick to the skull
of aninmate at his old jail. Making Clem Burke work as a warder at Huntsville was probably
congtitutionally illegal: he certainly regarded it as cruel and unusual.

"You know what 1'd do with you?'

ZeeZee looked across as Clem swung the heavy Lincoln out into the fast lane and overtook an old
Beetle, nudging so close the VW got almost buffeted off the freeway.

‘Let meguess...'

'Nah," said Clem. '‘Don't bother. You couldn't begin to imagine. ' He shifted down a gear and dlid
past a truck on its nearside, angrily flicking it the finger when the Mack hit its brakes and flashed
itslights.

"This Shitville do-gooding crap. It'sjust toss. You don't just hit the Governor and get away with it.’
The Lincoln lurched forward, closing up a gap before anyone could pull into it.

'‘Rehabilitation not working, then?' ZeeZee asked innocently.

He enjoyed watching the veins stand out on Clem's fat neck and his face turn an even deeper
shade of purple.

'‘Solitary,’ snarled Clem. 'That's what you need. Stripped naked in a sweatbox; till you as pink and
pretty as a baby. Then I'd give your assto some Boss Nigra ... That's what. That's the way any real
prison would do it.'

Areal prison probably would, too. But then, someone was paying ZeeZee's fees precisely to ensure
stuff like that didn't happen. And ZeeZee had a pretty good idea where that money came from. A
Chinese woman who knew who redly put a .22 through the back of Micky O'Brian's head and
watched him crumple as the sub-sonic sug ricocheted around the inside of his skull, scrambling
what was left of Micky's brains after a $15,000-a-month crack habit had magimixed its share.
And Hu San wasn't someone ZeeZee wanted to upset. Not now, not ever ...

Mentioning her name in public would have been a quicker way of committing suicide than
standing up in court to claim he'd killed Micky, he'd meant to kill Micky and, given half a chance,
he'd kill Micky again. And which way should he go for the electric chair?

All of which would have been alie.



ZeeZee kept his eyes on the inter state. Watching the approach

signs for SeaTac Airport and the other cars. Which was more than Clem Burke did. "What do you
think of that, then?' Clem asked. He was chewing the inside of hislip at the thought of ZeeZee
pegged out in some sweatbox or on his knees tossing salad for a war daddy.

'Wel?' Clem demanded.

'It's not going to happen,’ said ZeeZee. At least, not now. He'd spent a lot of time in the remand
centre worrying about what came next. Wondering what the rippers inside might have in mind for
a polite blond boy with a nice English accent.

So he did his own attitude adjustment, before anyone else got the chance. Within a month his
prissy accent was gone - still obviously English, but flatter and harder. He took up exercisein his
cell. And then, when his shoulders had devel oped and his arms had grown stronger, he braved the
gym. In the weeks that followed he let his hair grow, gave up shaving and stopped washing until
his skin finally found its balance.

Hislife was a xerox, a copy. And the original wasn't his. Never had been. He wasa mirror, in
which people saw what they wanted to see; and in him they soon saw a J-Cat, ready for the Ding
Wing, walking the very edge of psychosis.

He took up tai chi - minus the sword, obviously. Volunteered to act as kick bag to a hard-ass
elderly rasta with a thing for Capoeira. He learned ginga, rabo de arraia and queixada as well as
esguiva and a few other basic defensive moves, but mostly he learned blade technique, though to
the badges and white-shirtsit just looked like dance. But then that was the whole point of a
martial art which had survived by disguising itself as something else.

‘Do your own time," warned the rasta and ZeeZee did. He kept himself to himself, didn't pry, didn't
boast, lost the fights he couldn't win or absolutely couldn't avoid, until one week he won, then won
again, earning himself space. And when the rasta nicknamed him after some hick redneck band,
ZeeZee took it as a compliment and waxed his own matted hair into embryo dreadlocks.

But as age nineteen dlid into twenty and a date still wasn't set for histrial, ZeeZee kept on fretting,
right up to the morning a suited lawyer turned up in his holding cell at Remand3 and put the basis
of a cast-iron insanity pleain front of him.

It was elegant, it was sweet and all ZeeZee had to do was agree: but it was only when the lawyer
mentioned 'ville that ZeeZee nodded and reached for a pen.

'l didn't kill anyone," he told Clem suddenly.

"Yeah,' Clem hawked out his window, just missing the windscreen of a passing saloon. 'That's
something else I'd kick out of you cons at Shitville, All that "Poor me, I'm innocent™ shit. If you
weren't guilty you wouldn't be there. How fucking simple do you want it?'

ZeeZee silently shook his head. In his case guilty didn 't come into it. He was either innocent or
mad, not that Dr Millbank used such words. Hystericadly amnesiac was what had made it onto
ZeeZee'sfiles. He knew: the doctor had powered up a screen just to show him.

The insanity plea on offer was simple. ZeeZee couldn't be convicted of murdering Micky O'Brian
because he didn't know he'd done it. His fingerprints might be on the Wilson Combat thrown down
by Micky's body, they might also be on a couple of .22LR in its magazine and all over the



conversion unit that had replaced the Wilson's usual .45 barrel, but ZeeZee genuinely didn't know
he'd fired the shot.

Even though the police had found himin O'Brian's house overlooking Puget Sound, standing in
the hallway with Micky dead in the gallery at the top of the stairs.

Every lie-detector test ZeeZee took came up clean, and he'd taken five, three of themin sterile-lab
conditions. He'd had CT and MRI and, according to the expert witness lined up for histrial, the
scans revealed fear and anxiety but absolutely no guilt. At the demand of the police, he'd
undergone full hypnotic memory-recall. He recalled nothing.

The defence was simple.

ZeeZee believed he was not guilty, except all the evidence said he was. Ergo, to use hislawyer's
phrase, he was innocent through insanity. Except that ZeeZee knew the lawyer realized that
wasn't how it went. ZeeZee might not be guilty but he wasn't insane. Insanity would involve
naming Hu San.

'Hey!" ZeeZee nodded at a black pick-up only inches from the front of Clem's Lincoln. "What
gives?

'Asshole won't pull over.'

'Look," said ZeeZee, drawing his knees up into the brace position. "We're in the slow lane, Chief.
Wher€'s he going to move?'

"That's not my problem,” Clem announced, but he edged back slightly. And just as ZeeZee was
about to sigh with relief, Clem hit the gas again, lurching the Lincoln straight into the back of the
pick-up. Metal shrieked and locked, and then the Lincoln twisted sideways, did half a revolution
and came to a halt on the hard shoulder fifty yards later. Fifty yards in which ZeeZee sat in the
passenger seat aware he was going down the inter state, backwards ...

Very sensibly, the pick-up truck kept going, dragging the ripped-off remains of a Lincoln's bumper
behind it in a flashy display of sparks.

Jesus,' said ZeeZee when he could say anything at all. "You trying to kill me?'

'No," said Clem. 'Nothing that simple." He fished in the car's glove compartment and came out
with a matt black Para Ordnance .45 - the 15-round, police-issue model.

ZeeZee didn't register the make, finish or calibre. He was too busy looking at the void of its
muzze, which pointed straight at his head.

‘Thisis where you escape,’ announced Clem. 'And over there's where you run, towards that nice
big sign saying Flight Departures.'

'‘And just about here's where you shoot me in the back,' said ZeeZee, nodding to a spot ten paces
fromthe car.

'No," Clem shook his head as he leaned across and shoved open ZeeZee's door. 'I'mretiring and
you're my pension plan.' Reaching under his seat, Clem yanked out a briefcase. 'The combination's
your DOB." He grinned sourly. 'l don't want to know what's in here. Just make sure you open it
well away frommy car ...



"Who's paying you?
Clem didn't know, but he had no intention of admitting that to ZeeZee.

‘Tell me,' ZeeZee insisted. What with remand, taking the plea and devel oping his designer
mad-fuck persona, he'd put a lot of effort into staying alive.

Clem pulled back the slide on the Para Ordnance.

Say and get shot, run and ditto. It had been aday full of shit choices. But what really scared
ZeeZee was that the whole wired-out scenario had Wild Boy stamped all over it and ZeeZee didn't
trust Hu Sun's deputy. The Boss - now, she'd have done it differently, smoothly.

'I'm not going unless you tell me," ZeeZee said, lamming shut his door. No one tried to escape
from Huntsville because no one could afford to. A bond was posted prior to arrival. Any attempt
to escape automatically forfeited the bond, which was a multiple of the number of yearsin the
sentence times a sliding scale according to the severity of the crime and the perp's previous ...
Killing a police informant - ZeeZee didn't even want to think what his bond would have been set
at.

Unlessit really was Hu San organizing this, busting out of Huntsville was just a quick way to
commit suicide. Marginally less dramatic than standing up in court to name the woman. But only
marginally ...

"Your choice,’ said Clem, raising the automatic. He was smiling.

The briefcase was retro Alessi, with a numerical lock and little purple LCDs that glowed through
black glass: Fooler loops were built into its sides and the handle housed a semi-Al whose sole job
was to inform airport scanners that the contents were covered by diplomatic protocol.

Holding his breath, ZeeZee started counting to ten in his head and lifted the lid. He reached
seventeen before he realized he could stop now. His initial haul from the case was a plane ticket, a
white passport and a strip of photos from one of those Kodak booths found at stations. The
smiling girl in the shots was young, dark-skinned, middle Eastern. Four different poses, but each
frame showed the same wide-eyed teenager.

ZeeZee flicked open the ticket and scanned the details. All the real data was encoded in a strip

running along the outer edge of the front cover: the printout inside was just a reminder. It was
made out to Ashraf a-Mansur, OA-273 flight to Cairo, with a connecting flight to El Iskandryia,
taking off—

In about fifteen minutes, according to ZeeZee's watch. He checked the passport and blinked as his
own face stared up at him, only shaved and without the dreadlocks, surrounded by a sea of
unreadable foreign type. That the photograph had himwearing a suit and tie he'd never seen
before was weird, but what really weirded him out was the simple English phrase across the top of
each page.

Everyone had heard of diplomaticimmunity.

In a small pocket in the lining of the lid was a platinum HKS, with a holo of his face on the
reverse, stamped over with a mesh of laser thread. Finding the card was enough to make ZeeZee
ransack every slot, pocket and zipped compartment in the case but he discovered nothing else,
except a crumpled Mexican quality-control sip and a torn sachet of silica gel.



The check-in desk for the flight had already closed but ZeeZee stared round in such obvious
distressthat a girl two desks down trotted off to get an Ottoman Airways official.

'I'mon flight OA-273.'

'I'msorry, Sir, your gate's closed.'
‘But | have....

"It shut twenty minutes ago.'

Mutely, ZeeZee thrust histicket at the American woman who took it with a frown, asif actually
touching the thing might commit her to something. She flicked back the cover to glance at the
counterfoil, then looked at ZeeZee: taking in the blond biker beard and beeswaxed dreadlocks,
the pale blue Huntsville jumpsuit and tatty trainers.

‘Something wrong?' ZeeZee had trouble keeping anxiety out of his voice.

Yes, there was, but not in the way he meant. Counterfoils were discreetly colour-coded for
priority, to avoid bouncing the wrong people off over-booked flights. The scale ran green up
though red. ZeeZee's ticket was coded gold.

'‘Can | seeyour passport, please, sir? Her face was white with hogtility.

She didn't even bother to take the small booklet ZeeZee tried to hand over. Instead, she made sure
her fingers didn't touch his as she handed ZeeZee back his ticket.

'I'll see what we can do about stopping the plane.’

He was waved through Security, which was probably just as well. And then a black kid with three
gold nose rings hurled ZeeZee through the crowds filling Departures, horn beeping as ZeeZee
gripped tight to arail that ran around the back seat of the little electric buggy.

'Man, | love that," announced the kid as he sammed to a halt.
‘Someride,’ agreed ZeeZee, clambering off.

'"Yeah.' The driver did as near to a skid turn as he could manage with an electric cart on the
carpeted floor of an embarkation tunnel. 'A rock god in a hurry. It's the only thing makes my life
worth living.'

Once aboard the Alle Volante, ZeeZee was shown to his cabin. A tiny cubicle with a shower stall,
chair and the kind of double bed that might just fit two people if both were fashionably thin and
intended to spend most of the flight on top of each other. For one person it was ideal.

The catalogue of duty-free goods was the same as it ever was - full of overpriced and ugly items
that probably seemed a good idea at the time. ZeeZee skimmed through a dozen screens, adding
to his basket a shirt, combats, new shoes, a silver Omega, a black G-Shock and hair clippers,
along with a choice of complimentary medical kit that came free because he'd racked up more
than $2500. He chose number three, which claimed it was for essential in tropical emergencies
and came with malaria patches, surgical glue, unbreakable condoms and a generalized
snake-venom antidote.

When the screen asked for payment ZeeZee fed it the number on hisnew card and in reply got a



smiling cartoon valet who assured him all the goods would be delivered within five minutes.

Halfway across the Atlantic, ZeeZee turned up the screen again and found a local Seattle
newsfeed. Any reference to his own escape had been relegated to non-news by the murder in
Kabul of the mujahadeen general Sheikh el-Halana.

ZeeZee knew all about Sheikh el-Halana: the whole world knew. Two weeks back,
fundamentalists had bombed the Ottoman consulate in Seattle, killing thirty-five and destroying
the consulate, its computers, its listening centre and most of its records. The FBI had spent twelve
days saying nothing, then announced there was little likelihood of getting enough evidence to
convict. And now, two days after that announcement, the man widely suspected of being behind
the bombing was dead.

Somewhere on the outer edges of ZeeZee'stired brain a plan began to gel. Reaching for the
complimentary in-flight notebook, he scrawled seven words on the first page, crossed one word
out, added another two and circled them all individually before joining them together with a rapid
flurry of lines. His next identity now had a little flesh on its bones.

Chapter Thirteen
3rd July

When Ali-Din was bored he peed on thetiles. Hani didn't have that option. She wasn't even dlowed to
vigit the lavatory when Aunt Nafisa had company. She wasn't alowed books and she certainly wasn't
alowed her Nintendo gamepad.

Wiping up Ali-Din's puddle with her shawl, Hani screwed the sodden cloth into abundle and stuffed it
under her chair for Khartoum to find. Hani was bored, too, and lunch hadn't even started. To make
thingsworsg, it looked asif lunch might not start for ages. Ashraf was late and everyone was pretending
they didnt mind.

Well, she did mind, she minded alot ... Aunt Nafisa had forced her into adress and kept at the knotsin
her hair until Hani's scalp hurt.

The woman Ashraf was going to marry didn't look that happy, either. She was prettier than Hani had
expected - dark, though, with black hair cut so short it probably didn't need to be brushed at dl. She
wasn't wearing aproper dress, either ... just along scarlet coat with baggy trousers underneath. There
were three holesin one of her ears but no earringsin any of the holes.

Zara caught Hani staring and forced asmile. Ingtantly the child snatched away her glance, then looked
back. When Hani married it was going to be to a pasha, rich and handsome, Aunt Nafisa had promised.
Ashraf was abey, which was dmost as good, but he looked weird. Aunt Nafisa said that was because
he'd been doing secret work for the government. And no, Hani wasn't dlowed to ask him about it.

Everyonein the gaa was Stting on slver chairs, except for the big man leaning againgt apillar. Probably
he wasworried he might bresk hisif he sat on it. The chairswere classically French, made a hundred and
fifty years earlier when Third Empire was what familieslike theirs had wanted, so Aunt Nafisa had told
her.

But instead of the cabinet maker covering each chair-back with walnut veneer, held finished the entire
frame - legs, back and sides - with atissue-like sheet of beaten silver. And the matching chest of
drawers, divan and semi-circular occasiond tables had their own share of Smilar ornamentation. All of
the madersafurniture on display in the public roomswas haute Third Empire, refracted through Ottoman



eyes. It looked ugly to Hani but she'd learnt to keep that opinion to hersdlf.

'Sorry ..." Stepsrang on the marble sairsleading up to the gaa and Hani forgot furniture at the same
moment as she stopped being bored.

‘Ashraf!" Lady Nafisa's voice hovered between fury and thinly disguised relief that held shown at dl.
Smoke had been twisting up from the kitchensfor at least an hour. And while Nafisa's cook Donna might
have been pit-roasting a goat over an open fire of juniper twigs, Hani's money was on something in an
oven beginning to burn.

'I'm sorry,’ said Raf, looking round the gaa. 'l wasa my office,

'On a Saturday!" Hani snorted, not bothering to disguise the disbdief in her voice. Even shecould lie
better than that.

'He went to his office." She hooked Ali-Din up onto her lap and nibbed her nosein hisfur, ignoring her
aunt's scowl. It said something about how determined Aunt Nafisawras that things should go smoothly
that she didn't immediately order Hani to take the puppy outside.

'Yes,' said Raf. 'And then | walked home.'

'Doesn't look far on amap,’ growled avoice he knew. 'Rather different against the crowds." Hamzah
Effendi left his place at the balustrade, wrung Raf's hand heartily and retreated back to his pillar.

‘Lady N doesn't likeit," he said, waving afat cigar. 'Nor does my wife. Don't blame you going to the
office. Probably the only place you can get some peace. Still,' he said, 'you're here now and that's what
counts.' Dropping hiscigar to the floor, Hamzah ground the butt under hedl.

Lady Nafisatried not to wince.

'My nephew, Pashazade a-Mansur, Ashraf Bey,' she said to ashort thickset woman loaded down with
more gold than the federal reserve. 'Hisfather isthe Emir of Tunis." Lady Nafisa sounded asif shewas
sling ahorse at auction.

'‘Ashraf, thisis Madame Rahina..." It was obvious from the shock on the fat woman's face that her
husbhand hadn't warned her about Raf's beard or dreadlocks.

"... And you know Dr Hamzah Quitrimala Effendi, who ownsHZ Qil ...

'Bloody hard work,' said Hamzah, tapping a fresh cigar from aleather case that looked like it should
contain shotgun shells. 'Pity you took that job at the Third Circle. Could have done with agood man on
board. God knows, Kamil's never going to be up to —'

Both Lady Nafisaand Hamzah's wife suddenly found something else to talk about, so Raf never heard
who Kamil was or what he wasn't up to. But from the frown on the face of Federal Reserve and the
quarredlsome expression of Hamzah Effendi himself, Raf guessed that, whoever he was, they argued about
himalot.

'‘And thisismy daughter,' said Madame Rahina hagtily. 'She has avery good job at the New Alexandrian
Library.

'‘Weve met,' said Raf.
Madame Rahinalooked at him in shock.



'Four days ago,’ said Raf, talking to the girl. ‘'On agreen tram. Going south, heading for Rue Derida. Y ou
were carrying flowers.'

'It can't have been Zara," Madame Rahinasaid firmly. 'She stayed over with afriend in Abukir. They both
caught the most terrible food poisoning.’

"Then | must bewrong.' Raf peeled off his glasses and dropped them in his pocket. 'Still..." he shrugged,
'I'm surprised there are two such attractive girlsin El Iskandryia.'

Zarashot him alook that mixed relief with outrage and her mother smirked. But it was Hamzah Effendi
who spoke. ‘Nasty stuff, food poisoning,’ he said, looking & Zara.

'It'sdisgraceful,’ said Lady Nafisafirmly from her end of the table. 'Completely disgraceful that we let
immigrants mutilate each other in the name of RenSchmiss. I've written to General Saeed himsdlf and
asked him to complain to the Khedive ...

She glanced to her right, asif daring Hamzah to argue. There was no fear the person sat to her left would
disagree. So far, Madame Rahina had nodded fiercely every time Lady Nafisa opened her mouth.

The big man just shrugged, though from his position at the other end of the table Raf couldn't tell if this
was because Hamzah couldn't be bothered to argue or because he genuinely didn't concern himself with
Germans.

'What's RenSchmiss? Hani asked.
Thetable went very ill.
I'll tell you later,’ Lady Nafisasaid, in avoice that meant she wouldn't.

'l want to know now," Hani demanded. She dipped sticky fingersinto abowl of warm water and rose
petds, shook them dry and sat back. Everything about her said she wasn't going to rest easy until
someone had answered.

'Hani,' said her aunt.

'Wel? The smdl girl tugged Raf's deeve and when he shrugged she turned to Zara. Hani could put up
with Ali-Din being banished while they ate but didn't see why she had to put up with not understanding
what everybody else wastalking about aswell.

Youtdl me'

Zarasmiled as she dipped her own fingersin arose bowl and shook them. 'Have you seen those gashes
German boys have on their cheeks?

Hani shook her head.
'Wethink it looks ugly but it'stradition for them,’ said Zara.

'Renommer schmiss, the scars prove their bravery. When boys like that get to about fifteen, they goto a
gymnasium, put on specia jackets, helmets and metal goggles. And then they stand absolutely till, while
an opponent dashes open their face ...

‘Zarawrote apaper on it a Colombia,’ Madame Rahinasaid hadtily.
'Not to be encouraged,’ Lady Nafisa said. She might have been talking about RenSchmiss but, equaly,



her comment could apply to letting girls go abroad to college. 'Cousin Jdilaand | have also sent aletter
to El Iskandryia demanding the practice be banned.'

'We dso have our traditions,’ Zara said quietly, ‘'oneswhich they could call—'

Lady Nafisaset her mouth into astraight line. 'No,' she said. There is a difference between barbarism
and the medicd demandsfor ahedlthy life!

Hani giggled. The mention of hedthy living having brought asmirk on her face. "Y ou know where my
Aunt Jalilagoes? she whigpered to Raf when he bent to listen.

He shook his head.
It involved hoses and bottoms.

Lunchwasinthe gaa, & an ovd table cast from marble dust and inlaid along the top with swirling
Pergan-blue tesserae arranged as a peacock displaying itstail. Matching benches curved down both
sdesof thetable. Only Lady Nafisahad achair.

The main part of the meal was goat, split open and spit-roasted until the flesh was so tender no knife was
necessary and hot mouthfuls could be pinched off between finger and thumb. Two French waitersfrom a
locdl café carried the dishes from the kitchens, Lady Nafisa having promised to pay whet they
demanded, provided they wore their uniforms from the café and the uniforms were clean.

Food as politics and food as blackmail: both theories had been regurgitated more times than anyone
could remember. But food as an el aborate dance, somewhere between etiquette and preening display,
that was new to Raf. Though not to Ik, where the conspicuous consumption - not of rich or rare
ingredients, though both were there - but of time itself was as ancient as the elaborate laws governing

hospitdlity.
Time given was what was on display.

Inlsk, just asin Tunis, Marrakesh or Fez, ceremonid food required preparation: the more preparation,
the greater the respect being offered to guests. Tradition also demanded that ingredients be divided into
small portions, wrapped in filo or hidden benegath pastry in pies, rolled in crushed nuts or suffed into
vegetables that had been lovingly hollowed out or cored. Food bought at astall or fast-food joint was
different. No one expected Burger King to be anything other than cheap, swift and anodyne. But in the
home, it was dmost an insult to offer guests food that looked asif preparing it took anything lessthan
total commitment.

Served with the roast kid was asilver-edged clay bowl of saffron rice, plusadish of red couscous, a
chicken tgjine where the juices had been sweetened with honey and reduced to asticky syrup, fried red
mullet with marjoram, and fresh matlou bread, which Lady Nafisaasked Raf to break and portion out in
order of precedence. Hani got her chunk last, being both femae and a child.

All the recipes chosen were classicaly Tunisian: which wasto say that they wereredly from Andausia,
carried to North Africawhen the defeated M oorsfindly retreated from Spain in the fifteenth century.
Except that Andalusian cookery had originated in North Africain thefirgt place, having been taken to
Spain severd centuries earlier by thearmies of Idam. Its complexity of flavour aresponse by Idamic
cooksto the new ingredients they suddenly found surrounding them.

Lady Nafisahad decreed the cuisine be Megrib to remind everyone of Ashraf's heritage. And every dish
relentlesdy reinforced the fact. Even thefried brieks, small paper-thin pastries stuffed with vegetables,



eggs or chicken, werea Tunisan staple. Raf's aunt was making sure Hamzah gppreciated exactly what he
was getting. A genuine Berber princeling, ared bey.

If Hamzah hadn't decided to talk up his own end of the bargain, then disaster wouldn't have struck; but
he did and so it began, with acompliment from the girl's father.

‘She'sagood kid,' Hamzah said firmly.
'Dad

'She doesn't make afuss. Doesn't cry over stupid things.' He paused. ‘Actually, she doesn't cry at dll.
Getswound up occasiondly, like girlsdo. Usudly over animas or children. Stuff that can't be changed ...

Zarasnorted.

'Y ou don't agree? Raf asked. 'That things can't be changed? He only meant to make conversation but it
was obvious from Madame Rahina's sudden silence that she didn't think he'd like Zara's answer.

'What'sto agree? said Zara. Her date-grey eyes came up to meet hisand for thefirst time that afternoon
shedidn't blink or look away. 'And what does it matter if | believe things can be changed or not? In
Iskandryia, daughters don't have opinions.... Or rights.’

"Zara.' Her father sounded more concerned than angry.
'No rights? Raf's voice was gentle. "Why not?

Tradition, said Zara bitterly. She stood up from the table. 'Y ou see Dad's case over there? The
briefcase was Calvin Klein, black crocodile skin. "That contains ten per cent of my dowry. You get a
further fifty per cent when we marry, minus whatever your aunt's already had for expenses. The
remainder you don't get for twelve months!'

From the surprise on Raf's face it was obvious he hadn't known money was involved at all.
Twelve months... 7

'Apparently that's meant to stop you besating me.' Zara stepped away from the bench. 'Well, for the first
year, a least ... Sheturned to her father. 'I'm sorry. | need to get someair.'

'Go after her,'" Raf'saunt hissed as Raf stood watching Zara go.
'And say what?

'Anything you like. Lady Nafisawas dmost shaking with fury. 'All girls get nervous before their wedding.
Make something up. Tell her whatever she wantsto hear.'

Raf nodded, 'Okay," he said. So he did.

As soon as Raf saw Monday morning's newsfeeds, hetried to ring Zara. But she wouldn't take his cdlls.
Raf knew shewas at VillaHamzah because the butler who answered made no pretence of her being
anywheredse. Thegirl just didn't want to talk to him.

Hekept calling and by that evening the butler could recognize Raf's voice without him having to give his
name. But she dill wasn't taking hiscdls.

'No luck,' said Raf and tapped hiswatch strap, breaking the connection. He wasin the gaa, hisback to a



wall. And it was obvious from the anger twisting Lady Nafisas face that she'd dearly have loved to have
him lifted bodily, carried to the edge and tossed to the flagstones below. Hani had been dapped and sent
to the haremlek for nothing more than being there when Lady Naflsafinally and completely lost her
temper. So far, Lady Nafisahad tried ordering and begging, now she was trying moral blackmail.

'Y ou've ruined her. Y ou know that, don't you? Fury and three arguments had worn Nafisals voiceto an
ugly rasp. The first had begun as Madame Rahina stormed out, dragging Zara behind her. The second
took place thefollowing day, when Raf angrily told his aunt there were no circumstances under which he
would marry the girl. And findly there had been today's, the third and worgt.

Raf skimmed the evening paper she'd just handed him. The compul sory box-out on page two featured
Generd Koenig Pashas new crackdown on smuggling, with separate pix showing the young Khedive,
the Generd and sunrise over Western Harbour. General Koenig Pasha's was the biggest picture by far.
The rest of the paper wasfilled with what interested Lady Nafisa

'Oil heiressjilted ..." The story wasn't going to go away. That morning's Zaghloulist tabloid had been
more upfront, less pleasant. Dumped dumpy read the kindest comment. Aboveit an unflattering and
outdated grab showed Zarain avoluminous swimming costume, aged about fifteen, al expanding chest
and puppy fat. Thefact she no longer looked anything like that was nowhere mentioned.

'Do you redlize what you've done? Lady Nafisaasked furioudy.

Raf sighed. Her question was entirely rhetorical. Hed tried severd timesto explain himsdf but Lady
Nafisawouldn't even let him reach the end of a sentence.

‘She'sdisgraced,’ said hisaunt. 'Unmarriable. Y ou think anyonein El 1skandryiawants your cast-offs?
'She's hardly a cast-off," Raf said angrily. 'Besides, her father's worth millions!'

‘Billions" Lady Nafisa corrected him without even thinking about it. That's not the point. No one who
matterswill marry her now.'

'Maybe she doesn't want to marry someone who matters..." Raf said between gritted teeth. He put as
much scorn into the words as possible. ‘Maybe she doesn't want to get married at dl.’

"That's not how lifeworks,' said Lady Nafisa. 'Y ou know nothing abouit it.'

'No."' Raf tossed the paper onto the marble floor. 'Y ou'reright, | don't. But | don't like what I've seen so
far.

'‘And | suppose you prefer prison?
Tothis? said Raf. 'Yes, | do.'

That wasn't entirely accurate. There were brief moments when Raf looked out along the heat-hazed
sweep of the Corniche and El I1skandryiafet bizarrely like home. But liking or not liking sk wasn't Raf's
big problem. His problem was Hu San and Wild Boy. They would be looking for him and when those
two went looking, they found ... All Raf had going for him was they didn't yet know where he was or
who he'd become.

Which meant Raf needed to keep on being Ashraf al-Mansur the way he needed to keep breathing. And,
unfortunately, it looked like the two states were inextricably linked.

Disgppear into the night?



That was adefinite possihility. 1sk wasfull of foreigners running bars, brothels and dubious businesses,
doing the work pure-born Iski regarded as beneath them. The only flaw there was that Lady Nafisa
would undoubtedly call the police. It didn't matter what version of the truth she told them. She was
someone who mattered: they'd find him.

Killing her or staying close were his safest options, maybe his only options. Either way, he kept ahead.
‘Ashraf? The question was awhisper.
He spun, fast. 'How thefuck did you ...

Wide-eyed, Hani held up her hands so he could examine the grease smeared across her pams, then lifted
her armsto show the oil smeared down the front of her flannd pyjamas. 'It'sabit dippery, she said
serioudy. It gets easier when you've doneit afew times:!

Likeusing theglasssword in Dragon's Bane 11 or writing your own leve for Imperial Assassin. Hani
didn't redly distinguish between what she did on screenin her nursery and what she did inlife, it wasall
red. Sort of ...

Raf said nothing. Telling the child that climbing wires was dangerous wasn't his job and besides, judging
by the stubborn gleein her eyesit would have been pointless anyway. The danger was precisely why she
didit.

'Y ou off to feed Ali-Din? he asked eventudly.
Hani looked at him with anew respect. 'That too," she admitted. ‘But | also cameto seeyou.'
'Wdll, here| am,' said Raf.

"They work like speaking tubes,' Hani said, pointing towards the lifts. 'Stand at the top and you can hear
everything ..." She paused to consider what she'd just said. 'That'swhy we should whisper ...

'I'm whispering," mouthed Raf and Hani giggled.

'Stupid.’

'Yep,' Raf glanced round the silent gaa. 'Y ou're probably right.’
'Why wereyou in prison?

To answer or not to answer. 'For killing someone!’

Hani looked gppalled, shock swallowing her small face as she struggled for something to say. And then
shereaxed dightly. They must have done something very bad.'

'No," said Raf. They just talked too much.’

'And you killed them?

Raf shook hishead. 'At least, | don't think so. But | got the blame.”
‘That's not fair.'

'No, it isn't." Raf smiled. He could remember when he too used to believe in ‘fair', right up to the day he'd
been driven, aged five, through the gates of a Swiss boarding school. And he'd kept wanting to believe.



Making excusesfor the arbitrary beatings, cold baths, 9y hands, the randomness of lesser punishments...
He was seven thefirgt time heran away. Thelast time was the day before his deventh birthday, but that
was from adifferent school. Out of five attempts, three were briefly successful.

In the end, his brain had to admit what his gut already knew: therewas no justice, no fairness, only rules.
Those who used, twisted or kept to the rules got by, those that didn't were marked down as enemies of
order. It was avery thorough training. 'Emotiond ingtitutiondization' was how Dr Millbank described it.

And in hisown fashion Raf had been keeping to rules ever snce. What was histaking thefall for Micky
OBrian but playing to the rules of the world in which hefound himsef?

‘Aunt Nafisasaid you wereapy,’ Hani said, tugging hisdeeve. 'Spieskill people. It'stheir job.’

'Assassins kill people,' said Raf. 'Spies collect secrets.” But Hani wasn't listening. She was dready
working out another justification in her head.

'If it was your job that would make everything dl right."

Chapter Fourteen
6th July

Lady Jdilarolled sideways off the couch and wrapped her gown tightly round hersdf. Her somach was
cramping and she wore the tension in her neck and shoulders like aheavy body cast. It hadn't been an
essy find haf-hour.

'Y ou know where ...

She nodded abruptly at the dim Greek woman and walked hurriedly from the consulting room to the
lavatory next door, squatting just ahead of aspasm that emptied her bowelsin along squirt of amost
clear water. That find ritual was as much ardlief asit was undignified. Lady Jdilacould put up with the
ana speculum and lying on her side with her knees pulled up and buttocks exposed as gravity forced
water into her colon and out again, emptying her lower gut of faecal matter. She could even stand those
five minutes of intolerable pressure towards the end, when awarm herba infusion replaced cool water
and Madame Sosostris locked a crocodile clip round the tube to keep the infusion inside.

It was the uncontrollable gripein her gut immediately afterwards that upset her. Those few seconds
between the couch and the lavatory pan when she feared she might disgrace hersdlf.

Asfor therest of it, Lady Jdilamade apoint of never considering how she looked when she was on that
couch or what the Greek woman thought of her endless vidits. The beneficid effects of cleansng were
too vauableto give up. And though she knew her husband the Minister didn't redlly approvefor a
number of reasons, none of which included the substantia cost of her frequent visits - she could handle
him. Literdly, if that waswhat it took.

Better.

Sighing, Lady Jdilasquatted again, double-checking that her gut redlly was empty. It was. Asempty as
her abdomen wasflat and her somach just dightly, attractively curved. Even her hipslooked thinner now
that her colon was no longer a sausage stuffed full of poisonous waste.

If only dl lifé's complications could be flushed out thet essily.

Wrapping the paper gown tight about her, Lady Jdilareturned to the consulting room of the relentlesdy



old-fashioned third-floor clinic set between Nokrashi and Rue Tatvig, in anot-at-al-sdubrious area of El
Anfushi.

Sheld been the firgt to discover Madame Sosostris, back when the herbalist was pulled in for questioning.
In those days Lady Jdilahad been just plain Jdila, auniformed recruit in the morales. Recognizing
someone useful, shed amended the arrest sheet from performing abortion to practisng unlicensed femae
circumcision and kicked Sosodtris free with awarning. Two months later, she'd gone looking for the
woman with a search warrant in one hand and abusiness proposa in the other.

Now everyone Lady Jdilaknew cameto the clinic - even Coroner Mila, the new City Magistrate for
Women, who usualy regarded matters faeca as being beyond mention, like sex.

Lady Jdlilasmiled sourly. Everybody fucked. The coroner-magistrate just withheld her gpprova because
Lady Jdiladidn't bother to hide the fact.

'All done, then? asked the Greek woman, looking up. Tall, hipless and small-breasted to the point of
clinical androgyny, Madame Sosostris had the body most of her clients secretly craved, whether or not
they redlized it. Her very shape gave them atarget a which to am. A reason to kegp coming.

‘Then I'll let you dress ...

Madame Sosodtris dways waited for the client to return before leaving them to change back into their
clothes. Of course, Lady Jdilawas more than just aclient. Sheld quickly become Madame Sosostris's
dear friend and aly, an invaluable patron for awoman practising therapies not entirely approved of by
Idamic mullahs. Her hushand was Mushin Bey, |skandryias Minister for Police, respected deputy of
Genera Koenig Pashahimsdlf.

Madame Sosostris|eft the room at an elegant glide.

Next Tuesday, decided Lady Jdilaclimbing into awhite CK thong that no longer felt tight round the

hips. That was when sheld visit next. She shuffled her full breastsinto a sports braand looked round for a
mirror, forgetting there wasn't one. Though it didn't matter: she'd till be thin enough to check her shapein
the glass when she got home for lunch, after she'd dropped in to check on Nafisa

All indl, agood morning'swork. Her white jacket now clung in the right placeswithout bulging in the
wrong ones and the matching Slk skirt hugged her hipswithout wrinkling. Lady Jdilawore white because
white went with her siwept-up blonde hair and her husband liked clothes that emphasized the differencein
their age. Thirty-one might be old enough for al of her friendsto have large families but to the
sixty-five-year-old Minigter of Policeit seemed positively childish. But then, Mushin Bey till thought of
her as the seventeen-year-old she'd been when she first joined the women's police force. All blonde hair,
blue eyes and innocence.

Lady Jdilapushed her feet into apair of Manolos, then picked up the Dior bag that contained her credit
cards and smiled.

Long may it remain so.

Lady Jilalet hersdf into her cousin's madersa, frowning at the door Khartoum had |eft unguarded.
Nafisaaways had been dack with her house boy.

The glassed-over knot garden was hot as a steam bath, bringing Lady Jdilaout in an ingant flush. She
knew her cousin claimed not to be able to afford air-conditioning except in her own little office. But what
wasthe point of owning afamous garden if it was uninhabitable for most of the summer?



'Nas? Lady Jdilaused her pet namefor Nafisa
Nothing.

Passing the liwan with its cooling marble dab now dusty and dry, she stepped out into the open
courtyard and stopped to breathe deeply. Early July in El 1skandryiawas often humid and hot, but
nothing like as crud asthat covered garden.

'‘Nas?
The silence was complete. Made deeper by the absence of running water in the courtyard in front of her.

Lady Jdilagtarted to climb the gaa steps, hearing her hedlsring on the stone dabs. Cousin Nafisadidn't
approve of Lady Jdilaskitten heds: they made scarsin the marble. At the top of the stairs, she hesitated.
To her |eft was the large tiled expanse of the gaa proper. While straight ahead was the cubicle of Lady
Nafisas office, cool and air-conditioned, created by filling space between arches with sheets of smoked
glass

That waswhere Lady Jilawent first ...

'l don't carewho he'swith. Tell him I'm at the d-Mansur madersaand | need to talk to him now." For
once Lady Jdiladidn't haveto raise her voice. The urgency in her tone was obvious even to hisidiot PA
and, seconds later, her husband's worried face flashed up on her tiny slver Nokia Asever, he looked
just likeasmall startled rat.

'What's ...

'Wait,' said Lady Jdila suddenly, snapping off the camera option on her mobile. Something silver and
sickening had just caught her eye. Let him read about it or look at the crime-scene photographs later if he
must. Nafisa dead with her blouse ripped open - there were some things she didn't think her husband
needed to see.

'Nafisa's been murdered,’ said Lady Jdila

'‘Nafisa?' Hishorror was absolute, obvious. There were severd thingsthe Minister immediately wanted
to say. But he said none of them, contenting himself with asmple'l'm so sorry." He glanced beyond the
edge of her screen to agroup of people she couldn't see and waved his hand, dismissing them. A muted
guestion filtered into her earbead and she heard her husband's grunt of irritation. Tomorrow," he said
crosdy. ‘It can wait." And then she had hisfull attention again.

'How did she die?
'She was stabbed ... with her pen.’

Lady Jdilaheard him punch buttons on his desk. 'Don't touch anything.' That was the policeman in him
speaking. 'I'll get my best man onto it now.’

‘Mushin.’
The anger in her voice stopped him dead.

"You redly don't get it, do you? Shedidn't careif adl hiscalswere taped or not. Or what his PA thought
when the little tramp typed up that day's transcripts. 'Nafisa was stabbed with her pen, understand? She
wrote that |etter and someone stabbed her.’



He understood now. She could see that from the sudden tightening of hisjaw.
"Y ou know who else signed that letter,’ said Lady Jdila 'Don't you?

Hedid. He knew only too well.

She had.

'l want you to put Madame Milaonthiscase,' Lady Jdilasaid fiercdly. 'It'san attack on our vaues.' By
‘our’, she meant women's.

The Minigter'slips screwed into atiny moue of irritation but he nodded. Til do it now," he promised.

'Good,' said Lady Jdlilaand punched a button on her Nokia, consigning her husband'srat-like feauresto
aflicker, then darkness.

Chapter Fifteen
New York

It was ZeeZe€'s childhood therapist who first suggested that, since the small boy had hated his
time in Switzerland and New York obviously didn 't suit him, the best answer might be to find him
a place at a specialist boarding school in Scotland.

So, four months after hefirst arrived in New York, the child who would become ZeeZee left again,
at the suggestion of a therapist that ZeeZee knew, even then, he didn't need. And the boy knew
why he was being sent away too. He kept fusing the man's neural-wave feedback machines ...

The next time ZeeZee arrived in America he was eleven. The Boeing had come in low over Long
Island and sank onto the runway at Idlewild in a simulation-perfect landing. It was the first time
ZeeZee had ever flown in an Alle Volante. He travelled executive-class with his own tiny room,
and though the cubicle walls were veneered from a single peel of Canadian maple and his bed had
a frame made from the same extruded magnesium alloy found in Japanese racing bikes, the
cubicle was still no bigger than the inside of a small van.

ZeeZee hadn't minded about the size at all. After a termin a dorm with nine other boys - the
largest of whom thought Welham sounded enough like wanker to be interchangeable -the privacy
and silence of his cabin was enough to make him drunk with the luxury of it all.

There was a stewardess who arrived every time he pushed the button, and who smiled and didn't
mind because he was travelling on his own and looked just like she thought English children were
meant to look - blond and blue-eyed, the way they did in films.

The fact he wore grey flannel trousers and a cotton shirt with a striped tie helped fix the imagein
her mind. Asdid his thick tweed jacket, which he called my coat. His shirt even had links at the
cuff made from Thai silver, with tiny dancers embossed on their black domed surface,

The stewardess | et the boy be first off the plane, passing himinto the care of a second attendant,
who smelled strongly of roses and took him straight to baggage reclaim.

'Isthat all you've got?' she'd asked, examining the single case he pulled from the executive-class
carousdl.

He nodded. There was no point telling her the case was almost empty and he'd only brought the



thing because leaving it behind would have been rude. The case was a leaving present from his
tutor's wife.

'‘Over there,' he'd said suddenly as they walked into the Arrivals hall. Beyond a vast wall of glass
stood a line of white Cadillacs on the slip road outside, their drivers standing by open doors while
inside the hall excited families waved frantically. ZeeZee waved back.

'I'll be fine now," he said firmly and thrust out his hand.

Any fleeting doubt the attendant might have had lost out to the novelty of shaking hands with a
serious, immaculately polite eleven-year-old boy. 'If you're sure,’ she said.

'Of course.’ ZeeZee sketched her the slightest bow.

The woman with the warm scent smiled and shook her own head in disbelief. ‘Okay," she said,
‘enjoy your stay.'

'It'snot a stay,' ZeeZee said serioudly. "Thisiswherel live now...'

Chapter Sixteen
6th July

Felix felt likeacandle mdting.

Hewastired, hed had his holiday cancelled and held been at the al-Mansur murder scene just long
enough to confirm that awoman was dead, there was atraumatized child sat wide-eyed in one corner of
the gaa and the Minister'swife, who'd gpparently called in the crime, was missing from the sceneitself ...
And just when it looked like his afternoon couldn't get worse, some dreadlocked trustafarian in shades
and agtupid suit came hammering up the gaa steps, puffing likealundic.

'Hold it," Felix barked.

'l live here," announced Raf, stopping to glance at the fat man blocking hisway. From the rye on the
man's breath to histhinning hair gone grey and tied back in alanky ponytail, the fat man had 'American
cop' written al over him. Which wasweird, given thiswas North Africa

'Proveit ...'

Raf had left his office a arun, over-tipped a cab to jump two lights and pounded straight through
Nafisas knot garden, leaving shredded shrubs behind him. Hed made it from officeto stepsin fiveand a
haf minutes. Obstruction wasn't what he needed right now. Instead of stopping, he began to squeeze
between the fat man and the door frame.

A finger jabbed his chest. 'Identity papers,’ the man demanded. Even speaking bad French he had an air
of authority - derived from more than just age or experience.

Raf hated him on sight. So he made quite sure he got in the first move.

Faced with having his knuckle rupture or stepping backwards, Felix retreated with Raf still twisting the
offending finger. Some of the moves Raf had learned on remand were so smple achild couldn't screw
them up. That wasthe idea, anyway.

'Ashraf..." Hani's shout meshed with ablur of movement, the cold click of metal and the touch of a



police-issue revolver to Raf's head. Very dowly, Raf let go of the fat man's finger and stepped back.

"Y ou know this person? the fat man asked Hani, sounding disappointed. Asif that somehow meant he
wasn't alowed to beat histarget to pulp.

Hani nodded, eyeswide. That's my new uncle.’

'Identity papers,’ Felix said. Hisleft hand kept the Colt pushed against Raf's skull while hisright reached
for the card Raf extracted from hisinside jacket pocket.

'Fucking terrific.'

Definitely American, Raf decided, watching the fat man return hisrevolver to its hip holster. First
language Brooklyn, second Arabic, third very bad French. Which was one better than him.

'Colond Pashazade Ashraf al-Mansur ... Pashazade? Y our dad's afucking Pasha?
Your dad. Now there was a concept with which to conjure.

'No, said Raf, grabbing back his Third Circle laminate. 'He's the Emir of fucking Tunis." Stepping round
thefat man asif he wasn't there, Raf kndlt beside Hani.

Youdl right?
'No." She nodded towards an open door. 'Aunt N&fisa..."

'Dont let thekid go in there,' said Felix heavily. 'Don't touch anything. And don't even think of gettingin
my fucking face." With that he stamped his way downstairs to tape off the crime-scene entrances before
anyone el se decided to appear.

It took Raf nearly aminute to spot the platinum pen rammed hard between her ribs, its metal end
protruding beneath one breast like awitch's third nipple; but then he was stood in an open doorway, on
the other sde of arustling strip of police tape that had been hagtily strung across the door.

'Shit." There didn't seem much elseto say. And besides, it was hardly thefirst corpse held seen. All the
same, it was his aunt, supposedly, and he was surprised a how unmoved he felt. The wound was ugly,
the smdl office wasamess. That wasit.

"They murdered her,' whispered avoice behind him and when Raf looked back Hani was there, eyesvast
asshestared up a him.

'Who did?
"Theforeigners!

Somewhere inside Nafisas office alavatory flushed, alock clicked open and before Raf could react an
amost-eegant blonde stepped into the tiny room, still wiping her mouth. The door sheld used was hidden
behind a Persian rug that hung on thewall from awooden pole. Except the pole wasn't redlly attached to
Nafisas officewal: but to the top of adoor. Behind her came the sound of acisternfilling.

‘Lady Jila' said the woman, introducing hersdf.
I'mRaf.

Yes, | know ..."



They stared at each other in slence. She'd done agood job of cleaning hersalf up but the scrub marks on
the front of her white jacket didn't quite hide vomit stains. And she very carefully avoided stepping
anywhere near the desk as she crossed the dead woman's office.

Her composure held for aslong asit took the child behind Raf to turn on her hedl and clatter away down
the gaa steps. Lady Jdlilalooked startled.

'Y ou let Hani see this? The woman's voice was suddenly brittle, her hands shaking. To Raf it looked like
the onset of shock.

'No," said Raf. 'That wasyou.'
Lady Jdilashot him apuzzled look.
'Y ou were obvioudy herefirst, Raf added.

'l imaginethat | wasin Nafisa's|oo being sick when Hani appeared.’ Whatever ese Lady Jdilaintended
to say waslost in asudden tread of heavy feet below.

'Up here,' she barked. But Felix had got therefirst. The two uniformed police officers were hated in the
courtyard, listening intently to whatever it was the fat man wanted to say.

'Hey, Boss,' said the younger, when Fdix finaly stopped talking. ‘Control said to tell you you're showing
up asoffline....

'His Excdlency?
Both uniformed officers nodded as one.

'Felix here,' the fat man announced, flicking a switch on hiswatch and then punching a button. Other than
that, he said nothing for the next few minutes, just turned a deeper shade of red. 'Y es, air,' he said when
the call wasfinishing. 'I'll make sure she gets every courtesy extended. And, yes, I'll remember it'seasier
for youif I don't turn off my connection.’

'My Lady." When Felix |ooked up to where Lady Jdlilastood staring down into the courtyard, the
politenessin his voice was a odds with the contempt in hiseyes. The Minister thinksit might be best if
you went sraight home.”

'‘Doesheindeed ..." Lady Jdlila headed for the gaa steps, nodding for Raf to follow.
'Presumably he's sending acar?

'No," said Fdlix. 'He's sure one of these officerswill be delighted to drive you. That is, if you don't mind
travelling in asquad car?

Lady Hilasghed heavily. 'If | mugt.'
'So dl | need now,' said Felix, 'isto know when it would be convenient for meto cal onyou ... ?

'On me? Thewoman stopped in her tracks. Her voice madeit sound asif Felix had suggested they
book into the nearest Ramada for a quick afternoon of bestidity and child abuse.

"There has been amurder.’ Felix glanced from Raf to Lady Jdlilaand then at Hani who was coming out
of the kitchenswith Donnain tow. What he thought about having his crime scene littered with abey,
children, cooks and the wife of hisbosswas obvious, if unprintable.



Chapter Seventeen
Seattle/ New York

The third time ZeeZee arrived in America he was almost sixteen and his previous trip was a
memory he didn't take out of the box and dust down too often ...

There'd been no waiting stretch limo that earlier time, no one to meet him, not that he'd expected
either and not that he minded. And besides, he'd proved quite capable of catching a Carey Bus
and unloading his almost empty case outside Grand Central. He ditched the case in a gash bin on
42nd. There was nothing inside except a school coat and he didn't need that any more.

The yellow cab he stopped to take him to the apartment his mother was borrowing on the Upper
East Sde parked up illegally while he ran inside to get the fare. And when he discovered his
mother wasn't home, he borrowed the $10 from a uniformed doorman and was vaguely surprised
when the elderly black man assured him that his Setko automatic wasn't needed as security for the
loan.

It seemed she'd remembered to tell the front desk that her son would be sharing the apartment,
even if she hadn 't remembered to meet him at the airport.

By the time his mother came home, he'd found a room he assumed was his - from an almost-new
copy of VampyreBlade Il and an old Sony console - and had a long shower, eaten a slice of cold
pizza from the fridge and slept right through to the following morning.

She camein as he was cooking toast under a grill he could hardly reach because whichever
designer her latest friend had employed hadn't factored el even-year-oldsinto his equation.

But then, the apartment wasn't designed as living space, more as a public statement of identity.
And even the kitchen was bigger than his old dorm and it was only a fifth of the size of the new
living room, where one complete corner had been ripped right out and replaced with glass to look
down on Central Park. ZeeZee figured that when she borrowed the flat, she must have forgotten
he hated heights.

The living-room fireplace was machine-cut from some grey stone he didn't recognize and along
both of its sides stretched elegant steel shelves packed untidily with master disks of her trips and
large, tattered books full of her photographs. Other disks and books were crammed sideways into
the narrow gaps above.

Rugs, oil paintings and an antique leopard skin completely covered the other walls, but those
didn't belong to her. On the floor itself, newspapers competed for space with empty plates,
glasses, and half a dozen camera bags that did ...

'‘Darling. How good to see you.'

She held a pair of shades and wore a crimson scarf tied over hair that needed washing. Her black
jeans and jersey looked like they'd been slept in, except that one look at her eyes told him she was
too wired to have dlept in days.

They had both smiled, slightly tentatively.
"You found it, then?"

ZeeZee nodded, then went back to cooking his toast, leaving her to make conversation.



'I've booked you into a school,’ she said. 'It's over on the other side of the Park. There'sa
prospectus around here somewhere.' Her black-nailed hands fluttered at a clutter of papers
covering the sand-blasted steel kitchen table. "You can start when you want. | hope it will do ...

He looked at her then.
She shrugged. 'They took a year's fees up front.’

While his mother took a shower and then fixed herself a line, ZeeZee set up the reconditioned
Sony console. He got as far as skimming the 'read me' before he realized there wasn't atelevision
in hisroomto plug the console into. Moving the huge TV from the living room into his bedroom
seemed impractical. As did moving himself and his bed into the living room, so he decided to
worry about it all later and instead took a lift down to the foyer to see the doorman.

What ZeeZee remembered most about that year with his mother was watching screens with Max
the doorman. Inside Max's office was a bank of video monitors linked to hidden CCTV camerasin
the foyer, lifts, corridors and parking bay. The cameras were chipped for sound but Max liked to
watch them with the volume turned down. Creating stories for the people he saw.

By the end of the first month, ZeeZee's mother was just one of a dozen characters ZeeZee and
Max watched lock up their doors, then promptly check their hair, cleavage, teeth or waistlinesin
corridor mirrors. ZeeZee learned which men were going into flats they shouldn't be going into. He
saw elegant women kiss men who weren't their partners. He watched an Italian girl who didn't
even know he existed hurriedly change her tampon in a lift, secreting the old one neatly in a
tissue. And he stayed glued to a monitor as two drunks screwed on the hood of a black Cadillac in
a corner of the underground garage, even though one of them was his mother and the other the
man who lent her the flat.

ZeeZee made it to the end of the year and then did what he'd always said he wouldn't do, went
back to Rodlin in Scotland. Neither he nor his mother really discussed it. Life just happened that
way, asif all the necessary conversations had already been had and all that remained was to fix
the ticket. It was hard to know which of them found his leaving the greatest release.

Chapter Eighteen
6th July

The crime perimeter was secure, no press were present and ajunior detective was out on the sidewalk,
trying to determine the perpetrator's entry and exit routes. So far without success. Lady Jdilahad gone
and Felix was busy trying to persuade Raf to do the same.

Below them, guarding the bottom of the gaa stepswas atal young man with the flawless skin of a
Nubian and the upset eyes of arecruit not yet grown used to death. The young uniformed officer had
given alength of tape to Hani, who wastwisting it endlesdy so that sunlight caught a holostrip of lettering
which read EIPD - do not cross. And as she flipped the tape back and forwards, making it sparklein
the hot sun, the child looked dmost happy.

Felix shrugged. Kidsweren't his areaand the ideawouldn't have occurred to him. True enough, hehad a
daughter in SantaFé. Only Trudi lived with her girlfriend, three tabby cats and agun under her pillow;
and the last time held seen hiskid sheld probably been younger than the one Sitting by the fountain playing
with the tape.

These days his daughter had cropped hair, arazor-wire tattoo that wound up her arm from elbow to



shoulder and nipples pierced with slver spikes, onetiny spike going across and the other down ... He
knew about those because her last but one Christmas card had a picture of her and Barbara on the front,
taken at a Gay Pride barbecue in San Francisco. They were stripped to the waist and holding bottles of
Bud. Only the bottles were closer to their button-flied groins than they were to their mouths and Barbara
had pierced nipplestoo, linked together by achain.

Trudi looked hot and tired, so he'd written back saying he hoped she was taking vitamins and that if she
had to go out like that in public he hoped she was wearing lots of sun cream. That earned him a postcard
of atram. Only three scrawled lines on the back but one of them was her new e-address. They wroteto
each other now, not often but a couple of brief paragraphs once every few months. And she sent him
more photographs of hersdlf, fully clothed thistime, with one of the cats Sitting on her |ap.

Thered been atime of no photographsat al, when Trudi wasin her early teens and her mother was
going through ardigious phasg, if that waswhat you could call moving state and announcing to her new
neighbours that no, she wasn't divorced, her husband was dead. It had taken the ghost cancelling her
aimony for five monthsto start the pictures flowing again. Before they did, he got a tiff letter from her
attorney to which he'd had his own reply in Arabic. The photographs had restarted pretty soon after that.

‘It would be best ...

'No,' said Raf. Not waiting for Fdlix to finish the sentence. There were anumber of reasonswhy he didn't
want to leave the crime scene and go back to his office, only one of which he could tell Fdlix.

'l can'tjust leave Hani.'

That, at least, was true. Without Lady Nafisathe girl was ascrawny nothing. She wasn't pretty, she was
way too young to be married off and, anyway, the kid was without a dowry. She had to be: Idamic law
sad girls couldn't inherit in their own right. So unless Lady Nafisa had |eft everything to afavourite charity
someone other then Hani was going to inherit and the chances were it was him. And that wasn't what Raf
wanted either.

A murder, money, the recent appearance of an unknown heir. Arrange into awinning combination ...

Before the murder, RenSchmiss was just one middle-aged woman's obsession. Now it would be
debated in drawing rooms and cafes across North Africa

If the fat man wanted to keep talking about Thiergarten killers, that wasfine with Raf but he knew what
conclusion most people would draw from the evidence. And that was before he factored the pressinto
account. The press were there to service the newsfeeds, which meant pictures, syndicated to local feeds
al round the world, including Sesitle.

Raf sighed.

The beard, hair and any thought of polarized contacts would have to go and the shades make along-term
regppearance. It wasjust apity he didn't have time for acompletely new face to go with his new name
and nationdity.

'l stay ..." He held up one hand, stopping Fdlix in histracks. ‘Lady Nafisawas my aunt ..." He was about
to say something crass, like duty demands it, when the fat man's mobile started beeping.

It kept beeping while Felix searched histrouser pockets and findly tracked the watch down to hisjacket,
which was upgtairsin the gaa, dung over asiver chair.

'What? Felix demanded. He made no attempt to keep theirritation out of hisvoice.



The Minister was on the other end again. Raf knew that from the way the Chief of Detectives suddenly
straightened up, pausing mid-stride. One hand came up to smooth his hair, thick fingers once again
dicking swest across his scap.

'Yes, gr. I'm glad your wife got home safely. | sent one of my best men with her ..." If the Minister
noticed the criticiam implicit in the fat man'swordsit didn't stop hislist of questions.

‘Exactly when did it happen?' Ripping aside the tape that closed off the study door, Felix walked over
to the dead woman's desk and half closed her paper, making sure the sticky pages didn't actually touch.
It was the midday edition. 'So far dl | can say isthat it happened after twelve noon,’ said Felix. 'Yes,' he
said, 'l can gatethat categoricaly.' Felix listened to the next request and ingtinctively shook his head,
sending swet trickling down the bridge of hisnose.

'No, Your Excdlency. | don't think we should turn the Site investigation over to Madame Mila'
'Yes, | know the Generd is...

‘No, I'mnot ..."

Ifl canjust ...

'Yes, he's il here...'

It was aone-way conversation after that, Felix's protests fading into silence, broken only towards the end
when he nodded abruptly.

'Whatever you want, Sir ..." Felix tapped a button to end the cal, scowled balefully at hiswatch and
stabbed a switch that put it back on standby.

"Y ou should have got out when you had the chance,' he told Raf. 'The Minister wants you as my officia
witness.’

'Which meanswhat? Raf asked, pushing back hisown hair. The wind that seeped in through the
smashed mashrabiya was hot and sticky, and Nafisa's precious air-conditioning unit would probably have
been reaching meltdown, if someone hadn't already ripped its thermostat from the wall, leaving wires
traling.

It might have been Raf'simagination but he was sure her body had aready begun to smell.

'What doesit mean? It means you stand in that doorway and watch me commit professiona suicide. You
don't comein the room, you don't interfere and you definitely don't talk while I'm working. Understand?

No, hedidnt. 'What am | witnessng? Raf demanded.
'Me. Whilel dothis!

On the marble table where Lady Nafisahad given her lunch for the parents of Zara bint-Hamzah, Felix
dumped a battered leather case with reinforced corners and awebbing strap to hold the top tight shut.
The words on the strap read Property of the LAPD - do not remove without authorization. Yanking
off the strap, Felix waved hishand in front of something that might have been ahuman head, had it not
been made of clear perspex and filled with jumbled e ectronics. Chunks of crystal memory had been
crudely glued to the back.

Itseyes briefly lit red.



'Meet Dr Dee," said Felix. From the other side of the case Felix pulled a battered camera, a Speed
Graphic digiLux so old it had a separate flash unit and came minus aremovable memory dump, which
was where Dr Dee camein ...

"Firgt off, I'm going to sweep the scene, do crime-scene shots, then body shots. And findly I'm going to
examinethe body ... Your jobisto seel don't plant or remove evidence and that | don't molest or defile
the woman's corpse. Y ou got any problems with that?

Slence

'Good, then let's get started ..." Felix did out his hip flask, flipped itslid and downed the flask in one.
‘Beats holding your nose or saying prayers every time," he added sourly, noting Raf's undisguised shock.

Only when Felix was certain that thetiles directly in front of him were clear of cluesdid helieflat and
sweep the floor with the beam of atiny maglite. Two blouse buttons showed up immediately, both near
thewall. Other than that, there was only debris from the mashrabiya. Lady Nafisa had been asfanatica
about outer cleanliness as she had been about the inner kind.

'Why aren't | surprised? Felix asked, but he wastalking to himself. Lifting both buttons using tweezers,
he dropped them straight into separate evidence bags, carefully dating and labelling each bag.

It took him no more than fifteen minutes to take positioning shots, with another ten for body shots and
fivefor close-ups of the wound itsdlf. In that time he stopped twice to drink from a second flask and
when that ran out he camly switched to athird and used that instead.

Perspiration rolled from the fat man's face as he worked, and the air around him stank of whisky and
sour sweat. But never once did he stumble or even look drunk. He just snapped off each shot, checked
the quaity on the little screen at the back of the Speed Graphic and moved on, looking for the next angle,
his next shot. He had a professiond's tolerance for the drug of his choice. Raf had seen it before, up
close and way too persond, every single day of the year he had spent in New Y ork with his mother.

Chapter Nineteen
Seattle

Hitting America aged fifteen was different. So different as to be unforgettable in a life where
everything was unforgettable. No flight attendant held his hand on the trip out and he travelled
regular, legs cramped into a tiny gap between the edge of his seat and the sloped chair-back of
the passenger in front.

Next to him sat a black-eyed girl wired into a Sony Dance-Master, the thud of Hold Me Down
hissing from earbeads as her long fingers danced over the touchpad of a Nintendo to an entirely
different beat. She smelled of toothpaste and a cheap powdery scent. Beyond her was a window
seat, empty except for a Tibetan bag with an untouched magazine poking out of the top.

ZeeZee desperately wanted to ask if she'd mind if he took the window seat but didn't know the
words ... It wasn't that she didn't speak English. She did. Confidence was his problem. His school
outside Edinburgh was strictly single-sex. Which meant tarting the smaller boys was a regular
pastime for most of hisyear: talking to girls wasn't.

PanAmerican called the seats regular but most of the regular passengers were further forward,
drinking free vodka shots and eating complimentary cashews while watching Hollywood's finest
on the screen in the wall of their bunks.



The seats at the rear of the Boeing were for students, casual workers, girls hoping to find work as
nannies. the kind of people who didn't travel often, bought their own tickets and couldn't believe
just how few USdollars they got in exchange at the bureau de change. Not that ZeeZee had
forked out for his own seat.

Providence had paid for it.

Providence in the form of a man in the Lyons Coffee Lounge at Heathrow who walked away from
his table and forgot a leather pouch he'd put on the chair beside him. Until then ZeeZee had been
running away to Paristo find bar work. By the time the man hurried back to where he'd been
sitting. ZeeZee's plans had changed and Seattle was on the cards, almost literally.

While the man filled out a formto reclaim his pouch from Lost Property, where ZeeZee had left it,
ZeeZee was off buying dollars from a FirstVirtual auto-teller in Arrivals, using a deposit card he'd
extracted. Selling half those dollars back to a different machine in Departures took him a minute
and gave ZeeZee enough paper money to buy a cheap, one-way ticket to Seattle-Tacoma. He had
to show the girl at PanAmerican his permanent USvisa. But once she'd swiped his passport
through a reader and the visa came up valid she was all smiles, even when he bought the cheapest
stand-by she had.

The deposit card he flushed away in a men's room on the way to his gate. Some kind of warped
morality made him buy a cut-price ticket. And it was only after take off that he realized the owner
would just claim a full card against insurance and ZeeZee could have travelled first if he wanted.

"You wanna borrow this? The girl was holding out her magazine, one hissing earbead carefully
cupped in her hand where she'd half unplugged herself from the music. He didn't recognize the
accent.

'Hold Me Down," ZeeZee said, nodding at the bead, 'the ice-hot FP remix ...

She looked at him then. Glanced, without realizing it, at his white shirt and grey trousers. He'd
ditched the jacket and striped tie but nothing could make what he was wearing anything other
than what it was, half a school uniform.

He didn't mention that he only recognized the mix because some jerk in his common room had
downloaded the Bdlize Seez compilation and had played it to death.

'End of term?' she asked.

ZeeZee shook his head. 'Just had enough.' He took the offered magazine and was surprised she
didn't immediately pull away when his fingers accidentally brushed her hand.

"‘What about you?' ZeeZee tried to make it sound like he always talked to strange girls on planes.

She smiled and named some city he didn't recognize, except to realize it was probably in the
neutrality corridor between the Soviets and the Berlin alliance. 'l've got a student visa," she added,
'but | intend to find work in Seattle. You don't know anywhere?"

Hedidn't, but she still told him her name and lent him a spare set of earbeads, toggling the
DanceMaster onto split so they both got the full mix. Twenty minutes later, when thelights
dimmed and an attendant came round with covers and all the couchettes tipped back, ZeeZee and
Katia ended up under the same blanket.

The blanket was PanAmerican blue, logo-laden along all edges, with holes all over to trap air. It



came vacuum-wrapped in foil and it was only after they had both struggled to rip open her packet
that Katia discovered the easy-release tab.

'Dumb,’ said Katia and ZeeZee smiled dightly nervously. He kept on smiling as he pulled the single
blanket over both of them. And if Katia noticed his fingers shaking she didn't let him know.
Instead she just rolled onto her side, facing away from him, and curled up with her head rested on
her arm.

'Listen," she whispered.
SO ZeeZee did.

The new track was like nothing he'd heard before. A young boy's voice soared in a language he
didn't recognize above a famine-sparse synth line that bled into a gull's cry and ended with a
softly-building loop of whale song. BaghavadGhya. Not his taste, but it went with the ying/yang
tattoo on her wrist and the grey titanium stud piercing the bridge of her nose.

Settling down, the girl shuffled herself backward until her bare heel just touched ZeeZe€e's ankle.
And it seemed natural, somehow, for himto rest one hand on her leg and gently stroke the
brushed surface of her chinos, feeling her warmth beneath as he moved his hand in time to the
music.

When she didn't complain he kept going. And the next time she shifted, he suddenly found it easier
to reach the seam that his finger had been tracing along the inside of her knee.

'"That's neat

He wasn't sure that was what she actually said, but he muttered agreement anyway and shifted his
fingers higher. He didn't quite have the nerve to trace the seam all the way to the top, so he
settled for smoothing his hand gently up over her hip.

'No." She tensed as his fingers reached the softness of her very slight stomach, only to breathe out
again as ZeeZee hurriedly moved his hand, finding instead the swell of one breast through her thin
green T-shirt.

Sheworeno bra.

She didn't move and nor did he, seemingly flash-frozen to the spot. Then, infinitely slowly, she
moved his hand softly, letting her suddenly erect nipple write a line of fire across his palm.

ZeeZee started to breathe again.

Gently he reached under the cloth of her T-shirt to find a breast that was was full and warm,
smooth to the touch. Close to, her long dark hair smelled of resin and oil, unwashed and almost
animal.

'God.' ZeeZee sucked in his breath as he found her nipple with his thumb and first finger.

'Softly,' she said over her shoulder and he nodded, even though he knew she couldn't really see
him.

Much later, when the Boeing was halfway across the Atlantic and most of the other cabin
passengers wer e sleeping, ZeeZee smoothed his hand back across her hip and ran hisfingers
gently up that seam. And only the fact she opened her knees dlightly told him that she wasn't also



adeep.

One button fastened the band of her cheap chinos and the fly was a simple nylon zip, nothing
fancy or expensive like tiny straps, toggles or invisible velcro. Katia couldn't afford designer
clothes, even if they'd been available in whichever unpronounceable city it was she came from.

Terrified she'd say no, ZeeZee began to ease the zip, as if undoing it extra slowly meant she might
not notice. Then he popped the single button at her waist. When she still didn't protest, he let his
fingertips creep gently down her abdomen, reaching for the waistband of her knickers. What he
found was tight body hair, then dampness and finally heat.

Katia wore nothing underneath, not even a basic thong ...

She wouldn 't look at him when the cabin lights came up. Her jeans were already buttoned and
zipped, her T-shirt smoothed down. She'd rearranged both herself about an hour earlier, just
before she drifted into sleep.

ZeeZee was more relieved than hurt by her sudden distance and put the earbead he'd borrowed
politely but silently into her hand. Despite himself, he was grinning as he |eft the Boeing.

He was fifteen. HE'd never yet kissed a girl - but he'd had one tighten frantically around his fingers
and then, when her gasps wer e safely swallowed, push her hand back into the waistband of his
trousers to squeeze until her wrist was sticky with hisrelease.

Seattle was definitely the right place for himto be.

Chapter Twenty
6th July

‘Guard the door for me," Felix told Raf, resting his Speed Graphic on Lady Nafisa's desk and pulling a
foil packet from his hip pocket. Ripping open thefail, he pulled out what looked like alarge condom,
shaking it between firgt finger and thumb until atissue-thin glove was reveded.

‘Surgical,’ Felix told Raf, ripping open a second packet. 'Nanopore latex, anti-static. | get them from the
hospita. The standard-issue stuff round hereis crap.’ Felix shrugged. 'l could always change
manufacturers, but they're probably paying kickback to the Khedive's second cousin

'What am | guarding againgt thistime? Raf asked as he watched the fat man struggle to force histhick
fingersinto thetight gloves.

The coroner,’ said Felix cryptically and knelt beside the seated body. With his fingers out straight, he ran
hisright hand over Nafisa, never quite letting hisfingertips get close enough to touch ether flesh or
clothes. It was asif hewasfeding for something that wasn't there.

Taking histiny maglite, the fat man swept its beam across Nafisa's skin as she sat in the chair. 'No fibres,
no anima hair...' He wastaking to hiswatch, to Raf and to the weird back-up device in the room
outside, but mostly he wastalking to himsdf. Getting himsdlf ready for the bit the coroner wouldn't like.

The leather case Felix took from his pocket contained a Saez scalpdl, the ol d-fashioned titanium-edged
kind, ahandful of glassthermometers, tiny combs, surgica swabs and glass holding tubesthat could
freeze themselves. He only planned to use thefirst two.

Lifting the edge of Lady Nafisa's skirt, Felix checked the dark bruises on her buttocks and lower thigh.



‘Obvious|ividity ...

He pushed the bruising and watched the skin go pale benegth his fingers asthe blood that gravity had
pooled in the tissue moved aside. Within another couple of hoursthat would be fixed in place.

... lividity gill blanches." That confirmed histime frame.

All he needed now, for thoroughness, was a core temperature reading. The Smplest way of getting that
was use arectal thermometer, but Felix knew better than to even consider theidea. Instead he reached
for his Seez scalpd, moved the skirt higher still and punched his scapel through the skin of Nafisas
abdomen. Extracting the blade, Felix took asurgical thermometer and worked it deep into the tiny
wound. Ninety seconds later he broke the red tag off the top of the thermometer to fix the temperature
and withdrew the diver of glassand slicon, dropping it into an evidence bag, which heinitiadled.

A human body lost roughly one-point-five degrees an hour, depending on surrounding temperature. The
reading waswithin the limits held expect.

'Initidling postM wound ...

Using his pen, Felix drew acircle around the wound on Lady Nafisa's abdomen, signed hisinitidsand
added the date and time. The coroner-magistrate would have afit about it, theré'd be another strong
memo to the Minister mentioning desecration of the dead and Felix would get told not to do it again.

Agan.

Towhich held reply, ashe dways did, that if he wasn't alowed to use the orifices that Allah provided,
then held have to make his own. Asyet Madame Mila hadn't come up with an answer that ... Mind you,
she hadn't forgiven him either.

"Toxicology report ... Samming a sterile plagtic reservoir into asyringe, Felix picked aveinin Nafisas
wrigt and drew blood. Circling and initidling the puncture mark. Let them complain about that, too.

The corpse felt warm through the latex of his glove as he lifted abreast to examine the pen buried
beneeth it. He fdt for the edge of her ribcage and then counted up, aready knowing what he was going
tofind.

'Penetrating wound to chest, between third and fourth ..." The blow was perfectly placed to puncture her
heart. And it was asingle stab wound, highly professona. Amateur ns often missed. Suicides|eft
hesitation cuts, little lacerations and half-hearted wea s while they jabbed or dashed at themselvesto see
how much it was going to hurt.

Y et no defensive wounds were present to indicate that Lady Nafisahad even tried to fight for her life.
And thiswas awoman notoriousfor fighting for everything she considered her due. Onefact
contradicted the other, Felix decided glumly, chewing at theingde of hislip ashe dwaysdid when
conflicting evidence ate away at theinsdes of hismind.

Lifting her right hand to recheck unbroken skin between the woman's thumb and first finger, Felix dmost
hissed with irritation. 'No defensive cutsto finger web, nor across palm or wrist ..." He stopped, turned
over the hand to look at her nails. The cuticles were still manicured and immaculate, that morning's
lacquer as dark and glossy as a blood trickle but the nail ends were badly chipped and ripped back, all
of them.

If she'd been agirl locked in acdllar to starve to death, then that was what he'd expect her fingersto look
like at the end of thefirst day, before they stopped being something used to scrabble at alocked door



and becamefood instead. And it did happen, evenin El Iskandryia - but only among the poor, out in the
dums, to daughters and sisters who hadn't been as careful astheir fathers or brothers expected. It didn't
happen to the middle-aged and rich.

Besides, her office wasn't acellar and her door had been found open.

Felix shook his head, thought briefly about starting hisfourth hip flask, the emergency one, and regjected
theidea. Every year new mordity laws made hislife that much more difficult. It was hard enough being
Nasrani in aNorth African city, even worse to be so obvioudy fat and pink in acountry full of elegant
Arabs, rugged Berbers and sophidticated L evantines. And his own Catholicism might now be dmost
resdud, but it fill made for difficultiesin an Idamic metropolis where ama e officer wasn't supposed to
touch afemale corpse.

But then, thiswas a city where the police test for rapein the outer boroughs wasto st thevictimon a
rough wooden stool to seeif she squirmed with pain. If she didn't, she hadn't fought back and it wasn't
rape. Most fought back. Many died rather than submit. Not surprising when most felaheen il choseto
kill their daughtersfor being disgraced rather than kill the rapist and risk starting ablood feud.

Sod it. Felix took the swig anyway, aware without looking that the nail of the thumb he used to flip up the
top was bitten to the quick, just like all his others. HeE'd have to go back on the Sobranie soon, whatever
the medics said about ghostly shadows haunting hislungs. Logical deduction was hard enough without
sf-inflicted nicotine withdrawd.

So what had he got?

At first glance the attack appeared frenzied. But any attacker in ared frenzy would just have punched the
pen straight through whatever clothes Lady Nafisawore, which meant the open blouse signified
something. Unless, of course, what it signified was not frenzy but passion and the stabbing came | ater,
when the widow's defences were down.

That wasn't an avenue Nafisa's cousin Jdila or her husband would want explored with too much
thoroughness ... Or any thoroughness at all, cometo that, Felix decided sourly as he listened to hedlsthat
clicked regular as ametronome across the courtyard outside. That would be Lady Jdlilasfriend, the new
coroner-magisirate.

Felix waited for the sound of her and Hani's footsteps on the stairs. Then, when they didn't come, he
tuned out the distant chatter of Hani's voice and went back to examining the body, using hislast few
seconds of peace to search for anything he might have missed. Something obvious.

Therewasatiny stigmaright in the centre of her left hand, adark crater-like indentation that bled dightly
aong one edge.

Significant? Possibly. He grabbed a shot anyway and hurriedly thrust the dead woman's hand back in her
lap where held found it. Then Felix smoothed the skirt down round her knees and stepped back. He lft
the blouse as heldd found it, torn open at the front. He didn't want anyone saying held been messing with
the evidence.

'Chief Felix ..." The coroner-magistrate's greeting was borderline polite, but brittle. 'No one told me you'd
be here!

'Didn't they? Then you've been talking to the wrong people.’ The fat man took histime to straighten up,
rolling his heavy shouldersto easethar stiffness. And then, when he could put it off no longer, he turned
to face the ebony-skinned woman who stood glaring from the doorway .



Madame Mila, with her hair pulled back, her nails worn short and unvarnished, her black trousers and
coat cut from local cotton, not even off the peg but off the shelf from Wamart. She wore no jewdlery.

Word was, Madame Mila dressed smply because of her job. Fdix's view wasthat shed dresslike that
no matter what job she did.

'Weve done everything according to regulations,’ said Felix. 'His Excellency hereismy witnessto thet ...

The woman raised her eyebrows but didn't bother to reply. Instead she stepped over to the body and
touched her finger to the throat of the stabbed woman, checking that there was no pulse.

'Dead,’ she announced. Felix nodded. The officid time of death was now, not when Felix estimated she
was killed but when the death was formally recorded by amedica officer.

Carefully, Madame Mila closed the open blouse. Then she stooped for the tissue-thin modesty shroud
Felix had earlier discarded and spread it over the dead body. Only after that did she turn back to the
door, nodding for Felix to follow her.

'‘Body'sreleased,’ Felix said to hiswatch. Formalities complete, the corpse could now be removed and
the fingerprinting brigade sent in. Felix took alast ook round the crime scene, atoken glance for anything
he might have missed.

'Chief ... The voice was unnecessarily impatient.
'What? Felix demanded. 'What's your problem thistime?
"The pashazade."

'Using him as my witnesswas the Minister'sidea,’ said Fdlix flatly. "Y ou got a problem, take it up with
Mushin Bey. Ashraf and | are out of here!'

Which wasthefirst Raf had heard abolt it.

Madame Milashook her head. 'He goes nowhere,' she said. 'At least not with you. As of now, he's
under arrest. Suspicion of murder.' She tightened her grip on the shoulder of the small girl stood beside
her. 'And thisis my witness'

Chapter Twenty-one
Seattle

Red on white inside, grey on grey without, where the Pacific beat on jagged rocks and gulls
circled like sailors souls over a stark concrete bunker that made the work of Mies van der R ook
soft and fluid.

Micky O'Brian lay inside on a white silk carpet that cost $340 a square yard and could only be
ordered over the web from Beijing, cash in advance. Outside, through a long window that ran the
length of his precious first-floor art gallery, gunmetal waters could be seen lapping the shore of
Puget Sound. Drizzle made the sky as dull as the sea and reduced visibility to a few hundred
paces.

The jetty in front of Lodge Concret was bare. A thin strip of factory grating held above the
rocking waves by anodized posts. The clinker-built pleasure boat that should have been there was
long gone. So was a Matisse nude, a Christo abstract and one of the most important early works



of Cezanne till to be in private ownership ... Farmhouse at Auvers had been painted in 1873, the
year after Cezanne moved to Pontoise to be close to Pissarro.

White on red.

Seepage from a bullet hole in the back of Micky O'Brian's head had formed its own abstract, more
Rorschach blot than Rothko. A vivid red splash that would fade to black as blood soaked into silk
and eventually dried. There was a message in the colours, and the message was that the man
wouldn't be testifying to anything.

At first glance it looked like Micky was grabbing a nap, half curled on his side in slacks, gold
dlippers and a Chinese dressing gown with a five-toed Mandarin dragon on the back. But that was
only at first glance. His wide-eyed glassy stare told a different story. One that ZeeZee picked up
only in fragments, as he checked the long gallery and found it empty of any killer, with its picture
lights turned down to 'dim’ and a still-chilled bottle of Mumm Cordon Rouge open on a side table.

There were macadamia nuts and chilli olivesin little bowls alongside the bottle. An open but
untouched box of Partegas corona had been placed nearby, along with a neatly rolled spliff
placed ostentatiously on a silver ashtray. A very Micky O'Brian touch. The air in the gallery was
heavy with scent from a huge vase of black tulips. Debussy drifted from flat wall speakers. Clarr
de Lune or something similar. Something lightweight, in keeping with Micky's acting abilities.

The visitor Micky O'Brian had been expecting was ZeeZee. But someone else had definitely got
herefirst.

ZeeZee carefully put the fat manila envelope he'd been delivering on the arm of a white leather
sofa and considered his options. He could call the police or he could just leave, quietly and
quickly. Returning the way he'd come, on the back of his 650cc Suzuki. And why not? He now had
no one to meet. No reason for being there.

'Shit.' ZeeZee picked up his envelope and headed downstairs, the Debussy nocturne looping in his
head. He made it as far as the sand-blasted glass front door before someone yelled his name.

'‘Hey, ZeeZee ..." The amused shout came from behind him. 'Going somewhere?'

He turned to see two bulls he knew in SPD jumpsuits flanking a woman who wore a black Chanel
suit, black shoes and Shu Uemura make-up. Not that she needed it: even naked, her face would
have been flawless, her eyes bright, brown and hard as glass. He had no idea who she was.

All he knew was the woman had to have practised that contemptuous, deadpan stare. It was too
convincing to bereal. The grins on the faces of the uniformed officers were something else
entirely. Certainly not real smiles, more grim-faced got-you-you-bastard kind of expressions.

‘Micky O'Brian ..." ZeeZee began, breaking the silence.
'Yeah,' said the woman. "Why don't you take us to meet him?'
'He's... When | got here... | didn't know

She looked at ZeeZee without saying anything. Just waited until his words stumbled to a halt and
then kept waiting while the English boy skidded around in his head for the right approach to take
to what was about to happen - and realized there wasn't one.

'‘Don't tell me," she said finally. "You got here a couple of minutes ago and found the front door



open. You knocked but no one came, so you went inside. And guess what, you found Micky
O'Brian shot through the skull ... Or was it the throat?'

'A head shot,' ZeeZee said, without thinking.

The two uniformed officers looked at each other. Asif that only confirmed what they expected.
'And you were on your way to call the police?”

ZeeZee nodded.

'So why didn't you use the hall phone?' The woman nodded to a Sanyo fixed to the wall by the
front door, its screen black but one diode flashing lazly in the lower left corner, to signal the
system was set to standby.

'l didn't seeit,’ said ZeeZee hastily. 'l was too shocked.'

"‘Which is why you were whistling ..." She hummed back at him the main motif from Clair deLune. 'l
can see the headlines now. The whistling hit man ...

'l haven 't killed anybody," ZeeZee protested.

'Of course you haven't,’ she said sourly. 'So why don't you come and show us the person you didn't
kill?

Micky O'Brian 's body was where he'd left it. The blood seemed a little darker, Micky a little more
obviously dead. Other than that, walking into the gallery could just have been a bad attack of
déja vu.

'So you found him lying there like that?'

ZeeZee nodded.

'And you touched nothing?'

He shook his head, then hesitated.

'Yes?' she said, drawing out the word until it ended with a hiss.

'l touched the wine bottle. To check how cold it was ... And | turned off the music.’
‘How thoughtful of you.'

'‘But | didn't touch anything else. | didn't kill him. And | didn't take the paintings,

The detective flicked her gaze to a blank space on the wall. Then back to the body. So far none of
them had checked Micky for a pulse. But maybe they'd decided it wasn 't necessary, given the very
final expression on his face.

'S0 you're trying to shift the blame to an accomplice, right? He shot Micky, took the paintings and
left you to lock the front door ... Yeah, | know," said the woman, as she held up her hand to till
ZeeZee's protest. "You didn't kill him and you don't know who did.'

Shrugging, she walked over to Micky and looked down for a while, then bent to free something
trapped under him. 'Here," she said, tossing it to ZeeZee. "You left this behind.'



The fat envelope he'd been carrying hit the floor as ZeeZee fumbled to make the catch. And then,
while he was still worrying about what he'd dropped, ZeeZee realized what he'd just caught. What
he'd just tagged with his sweat, fingerprints and oil. An old Wilson Combat, its usual barrel
replaced with a .22 conversion. The deep scar of an acid etch where the barrel’s identification
number should be.

'Ditch the gun.'

ZeeZee heard her words but he wasn't really listening. Had he always been the patsy: or was he
only now surplus to requirements? He looked in disbelief at the weapon in his hands, knowing
exactly who it belonged to ... Wild Boy had just, very firmly, taken him out of the loop.

'‘Drop it." The woman nodded to the man beside her, who flipped his service-issue Colt out of its
holster and trained the sight on ZeeZee's chest befor e the English boy realised what was

happening.

'Put it down real slow." The man holding the revolver had a Southern drawl and a liking for
theatrics. The trigger on his gun was already pulled, his knuckle white from depressing the trigger
to its fullest extent. Only his thumb was holding back the hammer.

"Your choice,' the woman said coldly.
Waan't it dways?

ZeeZee kneeled slowly and placed the Combat flat on Micky's white carpet, muzze pointed safely
towards the wall. He didn't want any misunder standings.

'l didn't kill Micky O'Brian. | didn't..."He wanted his voice to sound decisive and confident but
instead it sounded shrill, asif he was trying to convince himself.

'‘Switching to .22 was a good move,' said the officer with the gun. 'But, you know what ... ?"
ZeeZee shook his head.
"You really should have used a silencer. We got a call about the shot right after it happened ...'

ZeeZee looked through the gallery'slong window, taking in the rugged coastline, the choppy grey
waters, the sheer isolation of this stretch of Puget Sound. Yeah, he'd bet there'd been a call, but
not made from around here. There was no other house within miles. He couldn't wait for the part
wher e they looked in the envelope and discovered Micky's delivery: half a kilo of uncut coke.

Chapter Twenty-two
6th July

300-3500 Hz (with harmonics peaking above 3500), is an average frequency-range for the human voice.
And the sengtivity of human hearing is pretty smooth between 500-5000Hz, with 110dB being usudly as
loud asavoice gets.

The prisoner in the next cell was breaking 120dB, his screams emptying in asingle breath that ended as
swallowed, choking sobs. And though the air in Raf's small room now stank of swest, everyone was

being postively palite.
The bey was good - Felix had to give him that. He hadn't tried to claim immunity or demanded to talk to



the Minister. Hed even allowed an embarrassed sergeant to wire him to a polygraph, fastening the band
round hisown wrist and placing his right hand completely flat on the plate. Not that the bey was exactly
cooperating, either.

He hadn't yet removed hisblack jacket, which still looked immaculate after hours of questioning: and heldd
only just taken off hisdark glasses, after Madame Milafindly agreed to lower the brightness of the
overhead lights.

It had been hypocritical of the fat man to have put on record at the outset that he hoped the
coroner-magistrate knew what she was doing - because he didn't hope that at al. What he actually
hoped - very much - was that Madame Milawas making the worst mistake of her short but impressive
career.

"Hani heard you shouting at each other.’ The sergeant kept his voice reasonable. At Madame Milas
earlier suggestion, hedd tried hectoring but that only made the man in front of him shut down. Emotionaly
autigtic.

'Arguing,’ stressed Madame Mila "All of last night.' That was the fact to which she kept coming back,
time after time. The one fact Raf couldn't deny.

'She wanted me to marry Zara bint-Hamzah,' repeated Raf. 'l refused. She was cross!

'Oh, she was way more than cross.' As ever, Madame Milas voi ce was cutting. 'She threatened to
disown you because you betrayed that poor girl. So this morning you went home and stabbed her.
Rather than take the risk... That's what happened, wasn't it?

'‘No," said Raf. 'lt wasn't

'So how did it happen? The young police sergeant fired his question, but it might aswell have been
Coroner Milaspesking. Thiswas definitely her show.

'l wasin my officeal morning.'

'No,' said the sergeant, looking at a screen, ‘we've been over this. You left at 11.30 ..."

'‘And went straight to Le Trianon," Raf shrugged. That's the samething. Y ou can check at Le Trianon.'
'We have. Y ou left your capuccino undrunk and your paper on thetable.’

'While | went for a stamp round Place Saad Zaghloul'

'Which was at what time?

‘Noon,’ said Raf. 'Maybe later. As| said, | didn't look at my watch.’

Heartbesat, blood pressure and limbic pattern al held steady. Every diode on the Matsui polygraph lit a
peaceful green. They might aswell have been discussing the weether. Hell. The sergeant sucked at his
teeth. The weather might have got more of a limbic reaction out of the man.

The officer glanced bleary-eyed down at his screen. 'According to the maitre d' you were gonefor an
hour, at least.’

Raf shook hishead. 'l got back dightly before that, then waited to catch someone'seye. | wasn'tina
hurry ...



Madame Mila snorted.

‘Besdes,’ said Raf camly, 'you know thereisn't time to walk there and back, from Zagloul to Sherif,
insde an hour, never mind murder somebody and fake abreak-in. Which | didn't.’

'So you took ataxi,' the sergeant announced tiredly.
‘Then wherésthe driver?
'Werefinding him now.’

'No," said Raf, looking straight at Madame Mila. 'Y ou're not, because there was no taxi. | went nowhere
near the Al-Mansur madersaat lunchtime and | didn't kill my aunt - asthat machine has dready verified
....He nodded contemptuoudly at the primitive polygraph.

Felix pushed himsdlf away from thewall. Timeto call the Minister,' said the fat man. He wastaking both
to the coroner-magistrate and to a fish-eye unit sheld placed on the plastic table between Raf and her
sergeant. 'Y ou had your eight hours. You blew it ... I'm releasing him.'

He glanced a Raf and grinned.

Raf sat next to Felix, hisback to aseawadll, staring inland over the dark expanse of dust and shut-down
kiosksthat was Place Saad Zaghloul. The café where they'd just bought supper was the only place sill
serving at two am. and Felix had been hungry. In front of him rested ahaf-full bottle of Algerian marc
and a paper plate that had, until recently, been piled with grilled chicken breasts drenched with harissa
sauce. It was as near asthe fat man could get to agenuine McD chick& chilli burger.

Raf wasimproving hislifewith athird styrofoam cup of thick black coffee laced with rum. He didn't think
of it asusing caffeine to release dopaminein his prefronta cortex, but hefdt the hit dl the same. Thisway
he could tell himsdlf the shakes weren't really about having been locked up inacell.

'Y ou know," said Flix, 'you could havetold me ...

Just what Raf could havetold him the fat man left drifting on the sticky night breeze blowing in from
behind then.

... don't you think?

Raf sad nothing. Instead, he drained his coffeeto the dregs, only stopping when his mouth filled with grit
from coarse-ground beans. He wasn't going to deep anyway. Theimage of Hani's guilt-stricken face was
pixel-clear in hisbrain.

'If you had,’ continued Felix, 'l could have got the coroner-magistrate off your caseright at the start,
before we hit the station. If only I'd known." The fat man's conversation seemed to be going round in
circles. Or maybe that was just the sky.

'Known what? Raf asked tiredly.
' made acdl to Hamzah Effendi. Y ou know what he told me?

No, Raf didn't. Infact, he couldn't begin to guess. Thelast time he and Hamzah had talked, the thickset
indugtridist had been standing on the upper steps of the gaa and had threatened to have Raf'slegs
broken for disgracing his daughter.

'He said you were an attache at the Sesttle Consulate ... Said | wasn't to mention that he'd told me.”



Raf went very ill.

'It'sokay," said Felix as he leant back and drained off abeaker of Algerian rot-gut brandy. 'Look, fuck
forbid | should get dl touchy-fedly. But I've been there ... Smoke, flames, flying rubble. I'm not saying
you should talk any about what happened but, al the same, telling me would have spared you that shit
with Mila’'

"You think | killed Lady Nafisa?

‘Thebloody Thiergarten killed Nafisa' Felix dapped Raf heavily on the shoulder. 'All the same, until this
isover I'm going to have to take that passport from you. And the gun. Generd's orders

'Gun ..." Raf looked as shocked as he felt.

"Hani told Madame Milayou deep with an old revolver by your bed.' Felix smiled sourly. ‘Someone
should tell that kid to keep her mouth shut... Anyway," he shrugged, 'drop them both off tomorrow,
before the autopsy.'

Tomorrow ... 7

"Thismorning, whatever ... All bodies get buried by the following noon, murder victimsincluded. Shari'ah
Law.' Histone madeit clear exactly what he thought of the Khedive's new ded with the mullahs. 'Five
am. then,’ said Felix. 'Nice and early." And he pushed himself to hisfeet, then staggered off across Place
Saad Zaghloul without a backward glance.

Chapter Twenty-three
7th July

Felix didn't mention the tattered state of Raf's beard or hair. Most of both were gone, cropped short with
kitchen scissors from the madersa. The job wasn't yet finished, but then held only had two hours between
arriving home and having to leave again, and most of that had been taken up with Hani.

'How'sthe kid?
Raf paused, remembering.

At 2.30 am. she'd been a shaking little bundle, crouched on the gaa steps with a blanket wrapped round
her and Ali-Din clutched tight in her armslike life depended on it. 'Shelll survive!

Felix sucked at histeeth. That bad, en?

'Y eah,’ said Raf. "The kid wouldn't deep in the nursery because Nafisa's room is next door, the kitchens
were out because Khartoum degpsthere. And she said she couldn't deep in my room because it'son the
men'sfloor and sheisn't aboy ... So we turned on the fountain, dragged out a carpet and she crashed in
the courtyard under atree.’

Raf didn't mention any Arctic fox he might have left curled up by her head to guard the kid while he was
away. Mostly he didn't mention Tiriganag because he didn't yet know what, if anything, the fox's dawn
reappearance meant. Besides, Felix didn't [ook like someone who'd understand about inner ghosts.
Crawling ants and pink eephants were more hisstyle.

They were waiting outside asted door in adark underground corridor that was to-the-bone cold,
something Raf hadn't previoudy fdt in El Iskandryia. The occasiond shop or café might be



air-conditioned but thiswas different. Cold grey walls and cold stone floor, even cold overhead strips
that had alight thinner than the washed-out blue of dawn outside. For once Raf wasn't wearing shades:
V ersace wraparounds didn't seem appropriate in amorgue.

'Y ou know,' said Felix dowly, 'you don't redlly act like abey. From his hungover grow! it was hard to
tell whether thiswas meant as acompliment.

‘Mot of thetime | don't fed like one.'

"Then you'd better start pretending,’ said Felix serioudly. He curled hisfingersinto aclumsy fist and
punched Raf lightly on the shoulder. ‘Okay?

Raf was gtill wondering exactly how he felt about becoming the fat man's unofficia adoptee when Felix
hammered hard on the closed door for a second time.

‘All right, al right...'Bolts drew back insde and someone in amask peered through a sudden gap. Over
her shoulder came ablast of blood and formaldehyde.

‘Yourelate'
Fdix checked hiswatch. ‘It'sonly fiveam...'

| didit at four. Still, you might aswell comein and see.' The woman stepped back, then stopped dead at
the sght of Raf, her face suddenly indignant behind her mask.

'It'sokay,' Felix said hurriedly, before she could dam the door. Thisis the dead woman's nephew. They
were very close, and he's as desperate as meto find her killers ... Raf, meet Kamila. Kamila, meet
Pashazade Ashraf d-Mansur.'

‘Thisisnot fair,' the girl protested tightly, backing away from the door as Felix gently pushed hisway into
the autopsy suite. 'I'm taking arisk just talking to you.'

'Kamilaworksfor Madame Mila,' Felix told Raf. 'Her father works for me. Sometimes these things are
useful.' He ignored the cadaver of an ederly woman laid out on amobile cart and made hisway towards
asted autopsy table where another ripped-open body lay covered with white gauze. Holes had been
punched in the tabl€'s surface to let liquid drain down to a collecting tray underneath.

'What did you find?
"The cause of death was a puncture wound to the chest. The mechanism of death was—'
'‘Kamila!'

Thiswasn't what we agreed,’ the girl said furioudly. 'It's bad enough that you're here. Asfor him ..." She
glared at Ref.

‘How did my aunt die?' Raf kept his question short and his voice as cold as the mortuary in which they
now stood. Somehow the dark glassesin his pocket had found their way onto hisface. Pretend, Felix
had said. Raf could do one better than pretend: when necessary, he could be.

'Wedl? Raf demanded. Even the fat man looked shocked at the sudden anger in hisvoice. 'l want to
know ... How did she die?

'Heart attack,' Kamila said quietly. The pen severed her left main coronary artery. Which produced abig
ischemic area. Tamponade was absent since the pericardium was punctured, but she—'



"Y ou know what the fuck this means? Raf demanded, swinging round to Felix.

The fat man nodded. 'The pen spiked her heart. Not much blood on the outside, quite alot on theinside
but, technically at least, still death by heart attack. How am | doing?

Thegirl gave him agrudging nod.

'Seen it before, Felix said cryptically. He yanked away the covering gauze without asking Kamilas
permission.

Despite hisbest intentions, Raf looked. He couldn't help himself. All the same, he knew that from now on
it would now beimpossible to think of Nafisa as anything other than so much jointed meat. What had
once been human was human no longer. The body had been diced openina that began a each
shoulder to shoulder, met below the breastbone and ran in asingle dash down to a depilated pubis. The
intestineswere il in place but heart, lungs, oesophagus and trachea were a black and gaping cavity.

'Any signs of rape? he asked abruptly.

'No.' The girl's answer was brusgque. Asif that was exactly the kind of question she'd expect someone
like himto ask.

"Then why was her shirt open?

In answer, Kamilaturned her back on him. 'I'm about to repack the body,' shetold Felix. "Y ou can
indent the coroner-magidtrate for acopy of my report. She may even let you have one!’

Fdix nodded. "What about other wounds?

'What did you have in mind? She'd spotted where Felix had lanced into the dead woman's abdomen to
take a core temperature, though the fat man hoped that the fact wouldn't make it into her final report.
And that wasn't what he was asking about, anyway.

‘Anything ...

The girl started to shake her head, then paused. '‘Maybe this," she admitted, lifting one of Nafisa's hands,
which moved unwillingly benesth her grip. Detritus had been scraped from benesth each split nail and
bagged and labelled. Thetips of each finger till showed traces of staining where prints had been taken.

'Could be nothing,' said the girl. She nodded at the circular bruise that the fat man that had already
noticed on the dead woman's pam.

Felix nodded to asmal metd trolley. 'Okay to touch this? Helifted Lady Nafisa's Mont Blanc pen,
transparent bag and al, from ametd kidney dish and held the blunt end to the bruise, without |etting pen
or flesh actudly touch. The end wasway too small.

'Anything e s2? asked Fdlix.

Raf wondered if the Chief and the pathologist had noticed the pen was missing itstop, then redized both
of them must have done. Which made his not mentioning the fact significant. Some kind of
interdepartmenta dance was going on between Kamilaand Felix that Raf didn't begin to understand ...

But hewould. Raf was making it his business. Securethe circle, the fox dwayssad. Soif the
coroner-magistrate had him pegged as culprit, well, held bring Felix on-side as protection. And if staying
coseto Felix meant involving himself in Iskandryian palitics then he could do that too, and play out his



role of Bey. Life's absurdities existed to be milked for dl they were worth. And besides, anything was
better than being returned to Seattle to face Huntsville or Hu San. Which was exactly what would happen
if anyone discovered who heredlly was.

'Answer the man,’ Raf ordered. 'Anything else?
‘Nothing,' sad the girl firmly.
Fdix smiled. 'Norma stomach contents?

‘Chief!" Her voice was exasperated, asif she expected him to ask the ridiculous but till found it irritating.
Thisisaminimum-invasion autopsy - bosss orders, minister's orderstoo. Simply confirm cause of degth.
Repack body, saw along dotted line. Y ou know how thisgoes ...

'Smply confirm cause of death,’ Felix said dowly. 'Sweet fuck. Y ou know how worried | get when |
hear those words?

'Cause of death pen. Mechanism of deeth torn heart muscle. Manner of death homicide.' It was
obvious Kamila consdered their visit well into overtime. Sheld had enough of the two men trespassing on
her territory and wanted them off it, just as soon as possible. All the same, shewaswilling to
compromise. 'Look," she said as she herded them towards the door, ‘you can indent me direct for acopy
of the report.’

Felix nodded thanks. 'About those stomach contents," he added softly. 'Just tell your father the results
and let him passthem to me. Okay? Felix smiled sweetly and dragged Raf from the room before Kamila
hed timeto refuse.

Chapter Twenty-four
7th July

‘Lailahailla Allah ...
... Glory beto the Most High.

The smdl hand that gripped Raf's had fingers of sted, nails sharp as glassand apam clammy asthat of a
drowned child. Which was what she was, only Hani was drowning in ritual and other peopl€'s pity. The
hand in his shook so rapidly that her shakes were practicdly invishble.

All through the funera sheld been tightening her grip, until by thefina round of prayers shewas
dternately hanging on asif for dear life and digging her nails deep into his skin. Though it was hard to tell
whether Hani was angry with Raf or hersdlf.

Thefunera wasbrief: divided into four parts and quite obvioudy following atemplate that, equaly
obvioudly, he didn't recognize. The opening verses of the Quran had been read firgt, followed by another
reading. An intercession was made and finaly a pleathat the gates of Paradise be wide enough to dlow
Lady Nafisaentry and therein that she be washed with water and ice, purified asagarment is purified of
corrupting filth ... It was asentiment Raf briefly found himsdf wishing he could believe,

'Not much longer," he whispered. Reassuring himself as much as Hani. They'd arrived together, straight
from the madersa, accompanied by aweeping Khartoum and Nafisa's cook Donna, who stopped at the
gates of the necropolis, crossed hersalf with undisguised fervour and refused to take another step.

And as he stood dressed in black and waiting in the blazing sun for the interment to finish, Raf could



amost fed Donnasfierce gaze on the back of hisneck. But then, dmaost everyone was watching him -
except for Hani, who wouldn't lift her eyes from the ground.

He'd shaved, trimmed the remains of his beard down to a short dark-blond goatee and taken clippersto
his skull, because that was the quickest way to get rid of dreads. All of which turned out to be abad
mistake. Apparently, not shaving was a North African mark of respect, asignature of mourning. Lady
Jdilacouldn't even bring hersdlf to talk to him. Unfortunately, the same couldn't be said for everybody
dse

'Okay, said avoice a his shoulder. '‘Ready to go? That was Felix, more smartly dressed than Raf had
seen him before. His ponytail washed and his shoes so shined and polished held even blacked the hedls.
Though the suit he wore, newly pressed or not, till looked asif he kept it hidden at the back of a
cupboard and dragged it out once or twice ayear when he had a colleague to bury or needed to attend
the funerd of some victim. It went amost without saying that the cloth, colour and cut were at leadt fifteen
yearsout of date.

'‘Come on.' The fat man touched Raf's dbow. ‘'Timeto move.'

Fdix had been the one to collect them from the madersa and driven them out to the necropolisin his pink
Cadillac with white-walled tyres. And Raf got the feeling it was only the fat man's presence that was
keeping Madame Mila at bay. He hadn't expected to see her at the funerd. But then, Raf had naively
thought it would be just Hani, himself and Fdlix, not redizing that fifty of Iskandryias great and good
would turn out into the airlessrising heat of a\Wednesday morning to see the cloth-wrapped body of
Lady Nafisacarried into her family tomb.

‘Ashraf," hissed Lady Jdila, materidizing beside him like abad smell. 'Y ou haveto lead.’ Dark patches of
sweat showed under the arms of her white linen suit, but her make-up was still immaculate and the few
srands of hair that escaped from under her Hermes scarf glinted prettily in the sunlight.

'‘Comeon,’ Raf said and turned to Hani. Only to stop at the sight of her face.

The child had her legs set apart, her hedl's dug deep into the grit of the path. Everything about her body
language roared defiance except for the hurt in her eyes. Raf recognized that, the exploding bleakness,
which wasn't the same as remembering it. Though he remembered well how hard held had to learn to
forget.

'We need to move,' Raf said softly.
Hani shook her head. No question of compromise.
'Hani.'

Headsflicked round at Lady Jdilas rebuke, until most of the mournerswere gazing &t the child. There
was something hungry about the gathering. Lady Jdilaheld out her hand to Hani and waited.

Nobody moved.

"You lead,' Raf suggested, taking in the crowd of strangers and knowing they listened to his every word.
'Y ou were her closest friend and you found her. Besides, you can see the child isterrified.'

He dropped to his knees on the gravel path. "We're staying here, aren't we?

Night-black eyes stared back a him, then arms thin as sticks fastened themsal ves tight round his neck as
Hani clung to him and her butterfly trembling exploded into full-blown shakes. Sobs shook her body but



Raf had no need to look to know the child was crying: the tears were trickling into the collar of his shirt.

When helooked up, agood haf of the onlookers were gazing sympatheticaly at them both. The Minister
of Police even had a sad, tolerant smile on hisface.

'If youindgt." Something ghost-like flitted across the face of Lady Jdilaas sheturned to face the
mausoleum door. And she waked away without waiting for her husband.

'Poor child,’ said Mushin Bey sadly. 'Such aloss! Raf figured the Minister of Police was talking about
Hani and not hiswife, but it was hard to tell.

One by one, the other mourners followed Lady Jdilaand the body until they were dl swallowed by
darkness and the necropolis suddenly felt empty. From anearby bush came the bubbling cal of a
common bulbul and beyond ahigh wall cars could be heard grinding gears at distant traffic lights.

'About bloody time," said Felix, with feding. The flask was out, flicked open and tucked safely back in
the fat man'sjacket in an instant. 'Needs must,’ he said, looking oddly shamefaced. 'It's either grab the
odd refud or not turnup at al ..." He glanced towards Hani - folded into Raf's arms, her eyes screwed
tight, her face buried in his shoulder - and nodded thoughtfully. ‘Good man," said Felix softly. ‘Now find
out what shereally knows...."

The d-Mansur mausoleum was degantly smple. Itsvery smplicity asign of the desgn's antiquity, which
easly predated both the city'sinvasion by Napoleon in 1798 and an earlier seventeenth-century plague
that had swept the streets of life and briefly reduced 1sk to ahandful of dilapidated dwellings occupied by
obeserats.

A low door, cut into the side of amarble base, led down to adeep crypt. Rising up from the square
base, basdlt pillars at each corner supported aroof that rose, in itsturn, to meet at apoint in the very
centre. A short metd spine that jutted from this point ended in asmple crescent. Though it was difficult
to see from the ground what materia the crescent had been hammered from, as winter scorms had
westhered the metal to a deep black.

Under thisroof, centred on the base itself, was a smple memorid. A rough-hewn dab of stone, balanced
on its sde and apparently held upright at either end by a short square pillar, one of which had once been
broken and repaired with stone of adightly poorer quality.

'What are you doing?

'Looking at the building,’ said Raf, dowly stroking the child's hair. She didn't quite pull away, so he
stroked again, more dowly ill. Y ears back that had worked for adifferent animal, awounded one,
when no other boy at hisschool could get nesr it.

It'sakiosk," Hani said. She nodded to the mausoleum. 'And that thing's a cenotaph and those are
stelae.’ The upward jerk to her chin told him she was talking about the narrow pillars.

"Yesterday | was as you, tomorrow you will be like me ..." Hani recited from memory the inscription on
the base. 'How old do you think it is?

Raf looked round at other, more ornate tombs. A few of which had similar square roofs, though most
had little domes, cupolas of stone decorated either with starburst motifs, herringbone patterns or intricate,
intertwined arabesgues. Even the newest oneslooked asif they'd been there for centuries.

'I'venoidea,' hesaid, 'tel me.'



Hani'slipstwisted. Twenty years... Donnatold me. My aunt built it for her husband. The pillar brokein
thefirg year and she made the buildersreplace it for nothing.'

‘But thegte..." Raf scanned the necrotic jumble that crowded in on itsdlf, bent by age and gravity, some
of the funerary monuments so close to collgpse they looked as though they were trying to shoulder
neighbouring tombs out of the way.

‘Bought an old tomb and pulled it down.' The child shrugged. 'Of course, she had to pay someoneto
carry away the old bodies.'

'Of course...'Raf nodded at a heavily bent cork tree nearby. 'It'stoo bright for me, he said. 'Areyou al
right with moving?

They walked over to the shade together, Hani never once releasing her grip on his hand. She'd been
holding on without break from the point they stepped into Rue Cif and climbed into the back of Felix's
open-top car. Quite what she thought would happen to her if shelet go Raf had no ides, but it was
equally obvious Hani didn't intend to find out.

Just getting her out onto the Street had been difficult enough. Getting the kid into the car had taken a
magor miracle. Though it wasn't until Hani had appeared in adress, her sraight black hair carefully tied
back, that Raf even redlized he had a problem.

Sheld walked easily enough from the gaa through the courtyard, and less easily from thereinto the
oven-like hest of the covered garden, which was aready beginning to wilt after only one day without
Lady Nafisas attention. But by the time sheld reached the madersa's final squat passage out onto Rue
Cif, Hani was shaking with fear.

'‘Comeon,’ Raf had said, tugging dightly on her hand. Her answering yank almost took hisarm out of its
socket. And as he stared down to where her face was setting into a mask of stubbornness made flesh,
redization hit.

Hedidn't hear her whisper first time so shesaid it again.
'I've never ... Hani'svoicetrailed away into slence.
'Y ou've never |eft the house?

The truth was confirmed in the eyes of the old Sudanese porter who stood watching the anxious girl stand
frozen on his doorstep. Sdf-imposed boxes, that was what life produced, thought Raf bleakly. Simple
and basic or complex and jewelled, it made little difference. Prison was till prison and exile was exile,
internd or not.

'Areyou afraid? he asked Hani.
Her answer was afierce scowl.
'Well,' said Raf, ‘are you?

'No. Of course not." She bunched her fingersinto fists and pressed her hands hard at her side. 'I'm never
afrad.

Hewould be. Nine years without |eaving the madersa where she'd been born. Without stepping beyond
therear door into Rue Cif, never mind using the carved front portd that led from the house to the busy
mayhem that was Rue Sherif. Not that anyone still used the Rue Sherif portal, of course. The sun-blasted



street doors might remain in place, but the actua archway behind them had been bricked up ten years
before Hani was even born, on Lady Nafisas orders. Thefew visitors Lady Nafisahad allowed into the
madersasince her husband's death use the entrance in Rue Cif.

Dropping to one knee, Raf forgot about his new suit. 'Not afraid? he said. 'Everyonésafraid ..." He was
aware of Felix watching him from thewaiting Cadillac. 'It'swhat kegps us dive. Hed dmost said
human.

Hani looked doubtful.

Raf sghed. He didn't want to run the duty routine, but he was going to anyway, because that was what
would work. He and the kid shared anumber of the same buttonsin common.

‘Shewasyour aunt ..."
'Y our aunt too,' Hani said sullenly.

Yeah, right. That was somewhere he didn't plan to visit. 'But you knew her properly. Much better than |
did.

The nod wastiny.
'And everyone will expect you to bethere ...
Hani looked doubtful.

I'm sorry,' Raf said softly. He stood up, dipped on his dark glasses and struck a pose, one hand tucked
into hisslk jacket, asif holding agun. Imperial Assassin V.

'Hey, he said, 'Stick with me. Y ou'll be safe!

Hani'slipstwisted. Only the briefest twitch, but it wasdmost asmile.

Chapter Twenty-five
Seattle

The long blade shone silver. Not as bright as sun on the water in the harbour beyond the shop
window where a new Japanese super-yacht sat looking smug and sleek, but bright enough to
make the newly arrived English boy glance away.

Behind a wooden counter at the back of the shop was a Chinese woman hard at work removing a
scratch from the mirror-black lacquered scabbard of a Honshu wakizas. Her shop mostly sold
reproduction Japanese swords because that was what tourists in Seattle seemed to want and
could afford. The sword held by the boy was real, a fact reflected inits price.

Cotton bound the ray-skin hilt, its tsuba was pierced and simple, the scabbard was lacquered
wood with traces of crazing, where an under-lacquer showed through. But it was the shinto blade
that made that particular sword special. Even the fact her great-grandfather died at Nanking
wasn't enough to stop her appreciating the katanas stark beauty.

Hu San Liang had already decided the young tourist would walk out empty-handed. He liked the
sword but couldn't possibly afford it. If he'd had that kind of money the boy would have bought
the weapon already.



Instead he was taking a last, regretful look. A few more minutes and he would be gone. Buying a
coffee at Sarbucks next door, most probably. Some small consolation for not being able to afford
what he really wanted.

Hu San was used to it. The pricesin her shop were higher than elsewhere. Partly that was because
harbour-front sites in Seattle were expensive, occupied mostly by hotels, franchise chains and
exclusive bars. The other reason was that Hu San didn't sell rubbish. She shipped the
reproductions from Osaka to Seattle through her own small import/export company. Cheaper
reproductions could be bought from Spain or Taiwan for a fraction of the price but she had her
own motives for sourcing material from Osaka. Quite apart from an obvious one, which was that
her lover was Japanese.

‘How old isthis? The boy's voice was polite, his accent definitely not local. Hu San had watched
him come into her shop every day for a week and silently pick up the same sword and pull it
respectfully fromits simple scabbard to examine the hamon: that wavy temper line where the
blade was coated with clay before firing, so that variations in heat would produce a hard but
brittle cutting edge, backed by softer but more flexible steel.

It was the best sword in the shop. Hu San suspected the English boy knew that. She also knew the
boy had blanched the first time a price was mentioned, but still kept coming back.

‘How old? Three-fifty years, maybe a bit more." Hu Son's voice placed her as second-generation
Chinese-American. More Seattle than anything else.

'And the scabbard?'
"‘What do you think?"

The boy picked up the scabbard thoughtfully. When he thought Hu San wasn't looking he flicked a
thumbnail across a gold man on the scabbard's side. The circle peeled rather than flaked away.

'New," said the boy, looking at the handle. It was all new except the blade.
"The blade is the sword.' Hu San said shortly. She waited for the question but the boy just nodded.

'‘Beautiful,’ said the boy. Then, to Hu San's relief, he put the blade back in its scabbard, put the
scabbard back on its daisho stand and left her shop. Which was as well, because the Chinese
woman was expecting a visitor. And not one she looked forward to meeting.

Taking a pen fromitstray, Hu San moistened a block of ink and began to practise writing her
name. She'd practised every day since she was four, which was now just over thirty-five years
ago. One day she would get it exactly right, but hopefully not too soon.

Her Korean visitor wore a dark suit, white shirt and red tie. The uniform of money-men or
gangsters. He camein just as Hu San finished her third attempt. Neither bowed to the other and
the Korean made no effort to hide his contempt at the smallness of the shop or at how Hu San
was passing her time.

"Try writing an epitaph,” he suggested, 'if you must do that ethnic crap.’

But Hu San had no intention of dying. At least, not that day and not to any timetable worked out
by a Korean. She knew the Korean's name, of course, but wasn't prepared to do the man the
honour of using it, not even in her head. She'd known his father and that one had also been stupid.



"You know why I'm here?'
Hu San gave the briefest nod.

The Korean put his hand into his jacket pocket. '‘Agree our terms,’ he said, 'or else..." Therest of
what he planned to say was lost in the ring of a bell as ZeeZee walked back into the shop and
headed straight for the sword. Hu San had been right. The boy had gone next door to Starbucks
and nursed a regular latte - at the shelf by the window - while he came up with his proposal. He
would put down a deposit on the katana, pay every week and collect the sword when its price had
been met.

He wasn't about to mention that he didn't yet have a job.

Taking the sword fromits rack, ZeeZee dlid free the blade and held it out in front of him, feeling
the perfection of its balance. Only then did he notice Hu San was not alone and that her visitor
was gaping bug-eyed at him like some fish out of water.

'Go," ordered Hu San. 'I'm shut now. Come back tomorrow
"You heard her,' said the suit. 'Move.'

ZeeZee was never quite sure why he didn't just walk out of the shop. Stubbornness, maybe.
Disappointment at not being able to make his eminently sensible proposal. Sheer chance, perhaps.
Some half-remembered butterfly stamping its foot way back when he was born. Although, later,
the fox told ZeeZ.ee it had snapped awake, sniffed the air and tasted something sour. Tiri was like
that, unpredictable. Whatever the reason, ZeeZee lowered the blade and started towards the
counter. There was something he really needed to discuss.

'Out,’ said the Korean, jerking his head towards the door. He had a gun in his hand that hadn't
been there a second before.

Inside the boy's head an animal growled and ZeeZee heard a low whisper that hadn't spoken since
he was seven.

Raisethe sword ...

Without pausing to think, the boy lifted his blade, cavalry-sabre-style, and stepped forward. '‘Are
you being robbed?”

Hu San glanced from the boy to the Korean and then nodded.
The growling got louder.

'Call the police," ZeeZee's voice was hoar se, way too high. He took a slow breath to steady
himself. 'Call them ...

Most of his weight ZeeZee rested on hisleft heel, leaving hisright leg forward and heel dlightly
raised, as he took up the two-handed position taught at school. Man with gun versus man with
sword. In theory it was a straight stand-off, but the idea he might actually have to use his blade
raised questions of the kind the boy didn't want to answer.

'Fuckwit,’ the Korean said flatly. He was talking to ZeeZee, or rather he wastalking at ZeeZee,
because his hand was already bringing up the revolver.



Sun flashed on metal, time slowed, and a katana blade slid through flesh and bit through bone
showering the boy with hot rain.

'Bow,' ordered Hu San.

For a second the Korean's severed head remained on his neck. Then it tipped forward and fell to
the floor. Death smoothing away the man's sudden expression of disbelief.

The Korean would probably have crumbled forward anyway, though to ZeeZee it looked as if the
blood pumping from the man's neck was what forced him to his knees. It rained down around
ZeeZee as he stood staring in shock at the razor-sharp blade resting unused in his hand.

'Could you have killed him?" Hu San asked as she wiped her own blade on a comer of her jacket.

Could he? ZeeZee didn't find the question odd. But then there was very little in life that he found
odd. And it was a good question, even if he didn't yet know the answer. He'd never killed
anything, not a fish from a lake or a sparrow with a BB gun, and yet...

He shrugged.

'No matter.' Hu San, elder sister of the Five Winds Society, pulled a tiny Nokia diary from her
blood-splattered jacket and flipped it open. Her conver sation was soft, unhurried and
authoritative. ZeeZee didn't understand a word. Just as he didn't really under stand how a
middle-aged Chinese woman could manage to vault a counter and unsheathe a sword in lesstime
than it took the Korean to raise his gun.

Sepping round the blood-splattered boy, Hu San walked to the shop door and flipped round a
simple sign, from open to closed. Then she pulled down two bamboo blinds and locked the door.
"‘Shut for stocktaking,' she announced lightly.

Chapter Twenty-six
7th July

Lady Jdilablinked asthe crypt's darkness gave way to sudden daylight. Beside her walked Madame
Mila, head turned dightly towards the older woman. There was probably only five years differencein
their ages, but the Minister's wife had a confidence that came with money, good clothes and power, even
if that power was vicarious and by right belonged to her husband.

By contrast, Madame Milafdt ill a ease and hitterly resented the fact. She had intellectud brilliance,
striking looks and an unbroken run of victoriesin court from her recent career as a public prosecutor.
What she lacked was connections. Lady Jailaknew that. They talked, or rather the Minister'swife
talked and the younger woman listened intently, occasionally nodding.

Both of them were headed towards where Raf and Hani sat in the shade of their borrowed cork tree,
backs pressed hard against another family's tomb. Reluctantly Raf climbed to hisfeet and brushed gravel
from his suit. Hani clambered up after him.

She didn't look at her aunt or the coroner-magistrate.

'Y ou have my sympathy,’ Lady Jdilatold Raf. 'And, of coursg, if theres anything | or the Minister can do
to help ..." She smiled, then shrugged asiif to stress she wished there was more she could offer. But Raf
gtill caught the point when her eyes did across to Hani and noticed that the child was clinging to his hand,



her fingersglued firmly ingde his.

"Thank you,' Raf said politely, nodding first to Lady Jdilaand then at the stony-faced woman stood
beside her. 'I'd better get Hani home ...

"Your Excdllency ...

He was the person addressed, Raf realized, turning back. The coroner-magistrate was staring after him,
her elegant face at once flawless and utterly cold. Her eyes between darkness and avoid.

The woman was attractive and regretted it. Her brittleness awarning at odds with the warmth of a
perfume that featured musk mixed with some botanica eement so eusive Raf decided it had to be
gynthetic. Chemica analoguesthat fell midway between spices and fruit were big business, evenin acity
that prided itsdlf on having the finest pice marketsin North Africa. Hed seen the hoardings on hisway
through Place Orabi.

... Yes? Ref sad findlly.

"Y ou didn't know your aunt very well, did you?

'I hardly knew her at al.' Raf kept hisvoice cool, matter-of-fact. "Why?
‘Madame Milawasjust wondering,’ Lady Jdilasaid.

The younger woman nodded. 'She must have been surprised when she first heard from you. Pleased,
obvioudy ...

'She didn't hear from me,’ said Raf. 'Until last week | didn't even know she existed ..." And here came
today's understatement. ‘My father's family isn't something my mother talks about ...

'So how did your aunt know where to find you?
How indeed?

'Good question.' Raf et his gaze flick over Madame Mila, taking in the neat row of tiny plaits, her perfect
skin and her scrupuloudy smple suit, which wasimmaculately pressed but nothing like as expensive as
Lady Nafisas outfit or the suit he was wearing. It was agaze Raf had watched Dr Millbank use at
Huntsville to bring unexpectedly difficult inmatesinto line. And the beautty of it wasthét its effect was
amog sublimind.

'I believe my father keeps an eye on my progress.”
Thistime when Raf walked away no one caled him back.

Fdix offered to drive them home from the necropolis. But his drive home turned out to be an extended
tour of the city that involved adow crawl dong the Corniche, beginning at the crowded summer beaches
at Shatby and taking them past the grandeur of the Bibliotheka I Skandryia (where arose-pink marble
fagade hid 125 kilometres of carefully ducted optic fibre) round the elegantly curved sweep of Eastern
Harbour so Hani could see the fishing boats and horse-drawn caleches and then north along the final
gretch of the Corniche towards the new aguarium and out aong the harbour spur towards Fort Qaitbey,
which had once been the site of the Pharos Lighthouse, one of the seven wonders of the world.

Pointing with one hand and steering with his other, the fat man kept up arunning commentary that made
up in jokesfor what it occasionaly lacked in historic accuracy. He didn't stop or even suggest they stop,



except once on the return trip, when he pulled over an ice-cream van and Hani was given her first ice
cream.

Heading south down Rue €-Dardaa at the end of Felix'simpromptu tour they hit afternoon traffic. Squet,
brightly carapaced VWs, deek BMWS, the odd Daimler-Benz mixed in with an occasiond
bulbous-headed Japanese vehicle, apparently designed around some idealized memory of aKoi. By
then, the kid was adeep on the back seet, her head against Raf's Side, and Raf was running over his
future options and getting nowhere fast.

Thered be awill to be read. Lega requirementsto be observed. But he aready knew from something
the fat man had said that he was the sole heir. The house was hisand so, it seemed, was responsibility for
Hani.

'Sweet Jeez.' The fat man grabbed a hip flask, gulped and put it back under his segt. 'Can't be doing with
this" He spun the whed hard and Raf suddenly found himsalf out of the crawling traffic and cutting the
wrong way up aone-way route. The fish van headed in the other direction very sensibly mounted the
sdewak and scraped awall rather than tangle with Felix.

Thefat man wasright. Thetraffic redly wastight asanun's ass.

'Which reminds me,’ said Felix. Y ou saw who else was there? He tossed the words over his shoulder.
'No,' said Ref. Tell me!'

Fdix grinned. 'Quite pretty, very rich, spent most of her timeglaring at you ..."

Oh, her. 'Hamzah's daughter?

'Yeah, said Fdlix. 'l wondered who'd show.' He glanced in his rear-view mirror, catching Raf's eye. 'All
respect to your late aunt and everything, but that wasthe real reason | went. It's the old dog-to-vomit
syndrome. If killers can't manage anogtalgiatrip to the crime scene they sometimes attend the funerd .’

‘Zara?

Felix sghed theatricaly, shook his head and flipped hisvast car into Rue Kemil, then hung aright into
Rue Cif, completely blocking the narrow street as he killed his engine outside the nondescript madersa
door. 'Not Zara. The man who wasn't there, her father. We've wanted to rattle Hamzah's cage for
months." Felix grinned. 'I'm going to be bringing him in persondly first thing tomorrow. See what happens
if | pokehimwithadtick ..."

Chapter Twenty-seven
7th July

'We'rehere ...

Situated out beyond Glymenapoulo in aforma garden that ran down to arocky beach, the VillaHamzah
was a bastard cross between the Parthenon and a Sicilian palazzo. Only three storeys high, but each one
heavy with grandeur, col-

onnaded and porticoed like ariotoudy expensive wedding cake baked in brick and iced with grey
stucco.

At itsback stood the sea. At itsfront the Corniche ... though an expanse of expensive lawn and a short



length of drive kept the villaand road separate. Steps led up to ahuge portico that rose two full storeys,
with the portico's flat roof forming the floor of abalcony that jutted from the front of the house as proud
and heavy as any conquistador's chin.

Double columns on either side of the balcony rose higher than the balustraded roof of the house itsdlf, to
support asmaller portico decorated at its centre with an Italianate and recent-looking coat of arms.

Thewindows at ground level were smal and rudimentary, in keeping with | skandryian tradition that put
serving quarters on the lowest floor rather than in the attic. It was the windows of the second and third
floorsthat were grand. Each one peering imperioudy at the world from under a colonnade that ran round
both sides and the rear of the house.

VillaHamzah was the house of anindustria conquistador. Arrogant and assertive, but dso bizarrely
beautiful and with proportions so perfect the plans had to have been drawn up using the golden mean.
Not at al what Raf was expecting - though he wasn't too sure what he had been expecting, except that it
wasn't this.

'Y ou want meto wait?

Raf glanced both ways along the Corniche, seeing cruising cars, noisy groups of expensively dressed
teenagers and an endless row of Street lights flickering away into the far distance. It waslate but there
were empty yellow taxis every seventh or eighth vehicle and he was unlikely to be at the villalong enough
for thetraffic to die away completely.

'No, it'sfine' Raf pedled off an Iskandryian £10 note and then added £5 as atip. He could dways cal
the driver back if he needed to, and besides; it was till cheaper than having him wait.

'I'll take your card.’

'Yes, Your Excdlency. The cabbie pulled a crumpled rectangle from his pocket and handed it to Raf,
who immediately scanned both sidesto check that anumber was given in numerds he could understand.
It wes.

The wrought-iron gates were aready open. And there was no sentry box, bulletproof or otherwisefor a
smartly uniformed guard, which surprised Raf even more. Hipping off his shades, Raf adjusted hiseyes
and ran the spectrum from infraR to ultraV/, but got nothing unusud. So far as he could see, security was
completely lacking. No linked web of laser sensors, no bank of infrared cameras, not even asingle
garlight CCTV mounted on one of the huge pillars.

Hamzah was either very trusting or his reputation was al the protection he needed. Which wasn't as
unlikely asit sounded. Three years back, while Raf wasin Huntsville, a Sesttle street kid on Honda
blades had put a cheap Taiwanese rip-off Colt against Hu San's head and taken her bag. From start to
finish the heist took |ess than thirty seconds and no one got hurt. Fifteen minutes later the kid turned
himsalf and the bag in at the precinct on 4th Street and made a strai ght-to-video confession.

Hu San till had hislegs broken, but cleanly, and the blue shirt who took the contract doped the kid up
with ketamine before he began.

Gravel crunched under foot as Raf walked to the front door and knocked hard. 'I'd like to see Hamzah
Effendi,’ Raf said to a sudden gap, which would have been backlit if the Russian bodyguard standing in
the way of the hall light hadn't taken up the whole doorway. Raf kept his voice bored, like aman who
knew he would be seen.



'l see,’ said the bodyguard. 'Is he expecting Y our Excellency? It was obvious he dready knew the
answer.

'No,' said Raf. 'But tel him Ashraf Bey would likeaword.'

The Russian grinned, the first Sgn that he had more than iced water in hisveins. Until then the man hadn't
recognized Raf, not minus dreads and beard. ‘Right,’ he said. 'I'll just seeif the Bossisin ...

Stepping inside the door now being held open, Raf waited politely next to aportrait of Hamzah so new
Raf could smell paint drying while the big man walked solidly away acrossavast chessboard of ahal
paved in white and black marble.

'Ashraf!'

Raf opened hisearsalittle wider, jacked up his hearing or whatever he was meant to call what happened
when he turned the volume up in his head. The outrage was Madame Rahina's and he heard Hamzah's
answering growl, but not Zara ... VVoices blossomed into a brief argument that many would have missed.
But Raf followed it just as he followed the Doppler effect of footsteps approaching down a corridor.

The man approaching stank of cigars and Guerlain aftershave, too much of it. His brogues had
hand-sewn leather solesthat creaked on thetiles. In the painting, he wore impossibly shiny black boots
and stood againgt a balustrade, the background behind him an out-of-focus blur of green and blue. A
gold Rolex was recognizable on onewrist. Thelittle finger of hisleft hand sported ared-stoned,
high-domed signet that could have been mistaken for agraduation ring. He wore afrock coat that
reached the top of hisboots and carried arolled blueprint, signifying his profession. On his head wasthe
red-tasselled tarbush of an effendi.

'Karl Johann," announced a deep voice behind him. 'He was due to paint a Vanderbilt but | made it worth
hiswhile..."

It'sgood,’ said Réf.

‘Givenwhat | paid him it should be.' Theindugtriaist glanced round hishal, checking it redly was empty.
Or maybe he was listening to the sound of breaking glass echoing up a corridor. If so, he seemed
resigned to the damage.

'My wife wantsyou killed," he said. 'Or maybe your balls removed." Hamzah shrugged. 'I've explained
you don't do that to beys. Not openly, anyway, unless you're very stupid. But that's not the reason |
refused her demand ..." Shrewd eyes watched Raf and when Raf didn't ask What is? the man nodded
dightly, asif he expected no less.

'My daughter told me about the tram.’

What tram? Raf dmost asked. But he kept his mouth shut and after a second the man twisted his heavy
lipsinto adight amile

'Discreset, aren't you? Well, it probably goeswith thejob.’
Which didn't answer the question.

Through the haze of that morning's funeral and yesterday's murder appeared the chill ghost of amemory.
Zarawith the flowers. Zara vomiting neatly onto arocking wooden floor, the worried black kid with the
nose piercings who'd reached for her hand, then noticed Raf's open gaze. That tram.



Thefirst timethat ever | saw your face ...

'Her mother gtill believes she spent the evening with awork friend,’ said Hamzah. 'The kid works at the
library you know ..." Even when facing embarrassment full-on the man couldn't keep hispridein Zara out
of hisvoice, and he was embarrassed. 'Thinks she got shdllfish poisoning too. But | know a hangover
when | see one and wherever Zara spent the night I'm damn sure she didn't deep over with ..."

The sentence trailed away as Hamzah forgot how he'd intended it to end. 'Don't entirely blame you,' he
sad finaly, hisvoice blunt. 'Y ou can have the pick of North Africa. Why go for trouble? But she'sa
good kid for dl that." He bit on his cigar and then considered the smoke for aminute asit eddied towards
the distant ceiling.

'Can't tdll her mother why you regjected her, obvioudy.'
'Wait,' Raf held up his hand. 'That had nothing to do with it," he said. 'How old is she?
‘Nineteen.'

'Fine,’ said Raf. 'I'm twenty-five. | don't intend to get married to some stranger. And nor, | imagine, does
she.."

Hamzah's answer was alaughing bark. That's exactly what her mother's afraid of,' he said.
There wasn't much Raf could say.

'Now," said Hamzah, 'you didn't come here to discuss my daughter. So what do you want?
'Firg off, to ask you aquestion.’

Then fire away.' The man looked darkly amused.

'Okay,' said Raf, watching a pulse point on Hamzah's temple, the man's mouth, his eyes. ‘Did you kill my
aunt?

'No,' said Hamzah. 'l didn't.' Hisdark pupils remained exactly the same size, neither expanding nor
contracting. The corners of his mouth remained firm and the pulsebeet on histemple stayed regular asa
metronome. Raf didn't need accessto a polygraph to be certain the man hadn't killed Lady Nafisa.

'Of course,' Hamzah added, 'l could aways have hired someone elsetodoit for me..."

They sat in apandled study overlooking the Mediterranean. Waves broke on aheadland away to the
right, ancient blowholes spewing white plumes high into the air: while on abeach bel ow the window,
waves just lapped against the sand and then retreated, soft as a caress.

The coffee they drank was laced with cognac. Raf could tasteit on histongue, though the alcohol wasn't
mentioned when auniformed maid brought in aslver jug on aheavy slver tray. Raf refused the offer of a
cigar, waiting while hishogt bit off the end of afresh Partegas only to swear when he remembered he was
meant to be using acigar guillotine.

'S0, sald Hamzah, trimming the ragged edges of hiscigar into acrystal ashtray. 'What else do you want
to know? Smoke swirled around his head like evaporating dry ice around some pantomime devil. The
effect was studied, Raf understood that. Everything held seen told him Hamzah was making aHerculean
effort to be something he wasn't - quiet, urbane and softly mannered. What interested Raf was Why? He
was aready impressed: the house and its very location saw to that.



'Well," Hamzah growled, 'you going to ask? Or just Sit there and look a my decorations ... 7 A flick of
his hand took in the dark oak pandls and carved marble fireplace, the polished floorboards and Art
Nouveau windows that stretched from ceiling to floor.

'It'sabout my aunt ...' Raf drained his cup and sat back in ared lesther chair. Intelligence told him to
approach the matter obliquely, so he did. By asking adirect but different question.

'What did she hopeto get out of my engagement?

'You'reabey,' Hamzah said flatly. 'I'm rich. What the hell do you think she got out of it? He was no
longer amiling.

‘But the dowry getsheld in trust,’ said Raf, trying to remember what held learned from an afternoon in
front of Hani's screen, skimming legd sites. 'To bereturned in case of divorce, if the marriageis
unconsummeated or not blessed with children. All that's on offer isinterest and that would have goneto

'She had heavy expenses.’
"You paid her?"

'Inthiscity, said Hamzah, 'everyone takes commission.' He stubbed out his cigar and took another one
from the mahogany humidor. Thistime, though, he remembered to remove the end using hislittle gold
guillotine. 'Shetook two and ahdf million US dallars.

"Two and a— What proportion of that was her commission?
Hamzah Effendi just looked a him. "That was her commission. The dowry itsdlf wasabhillion ..."
Raf whigtled. Asresponseswent it was entirdly ingtinctive.

'And you," he asked. 'Wheat did you get out of it? Given the massive villa, the Havanacigars, the
uniformed maid and frock-coated bodyguard, it seemed extremely unlikely that Hamzah's need was
anything physical.

'Respectability,” Hamzah said bluntly. 'Y ou'd be surprised what atitlecando ..."

No, thought Raf, thinking back to Felix's reluctance to let the coroner-magisirate swesat him properly, he
wouldn't be surprised at al. 'The khedive can't take the effendi back?

Hamzah's grin waswoalfish. 'lI'd liketo seehim try ...

Raf nodded, dowly, carefully considering hiswords. 'I've got a problem,’ he said, ‘and so have you.
Actudly, I've got two problems, both complicated. But yoursisworse.'

Tdl meminefirg, then.'
"The palice. Khartoum heard you threaten Lady Nafisa'
'l threatened you, too," Hamzah reminded Raf. 'That was my daughter you rejected.’

‘But I'm fill dive," said Raf. "And Nafisas not. The police are going to pull you in a dawn tomorrow. See
what they can pin on you.'

'How do you know?



'Chief Fdix told me.'

'And now you'retelling me..." The man paused to stub out his second cigar and didn't light another.
"You're certain?

Raf nodded.

'Get me Sookia, Son and Sookia.' The order was barked at a Sony unit on atable by thewall. Seconds
later alittle flat screen flickered into life. The conversation was short and one-sided, and ended when
Hamzah clicked hisfingers so the screen went dead, cutting off a pyjamaed young lawyer in mid flow.
The man would arrive at the villawithin the next half-hour as Hamzah had demanded, Raf had no doubt
of that.

'What will you do? Raf asked.

'Go down to the station tonight, with my lawyer, and sort this out. What do you think ... Okay,' said
Hamzah. 'Now it'smy turn. Y ou've got thirty minutesto tell me your two problemsand if | can help | will,
whether my wifelikesit or not.'

'Firgt off,’ said Raf, 'do you know if Lady Nafisa had debts?

'‘No idea. Why?

'Because her account isempty.'

Hamzah blinked. 'Gone? he asked. Two and a half million just gone?
‘Onemillion in and out on the same day, according to her notebook ...’
Through a one-use-only blind account?

Yeah, according to Nafisa's book that's exactly how it was done. Raf nodded his agreement. Not
stopping to wonder what Hamzah knew about one-use accounts because he'd redized ingtantly that it
was probably rather alot.

'‘And the other one and ahaf? Hamzah asked.
‘Not even mentioned.’

Theindustriaist nodded. Those were drafts from Hong Kong Suisse," he said. '‘Redeemable anywhere.'
And for afew seconds they both thought about redeemable bankers drafts and didn't like where it was
leading.

'What was your other problem?
'Can you recommend agood builder?

They taked for the remaining ten minutes about what Raf wanted done in the gaa, which wasto get rid
of Nafisas office dtogether. For al its smoked-glass pretensions it was no more than an expensive
prefabricated hut dumped down in one corner of alarge living space. Hed like to have got Hani out of
the madersa completely but Felix thought that would look bad. Besides, Raf had another problem that
madeit abad idea

When it camedown to it, Raf's sdlary from the Third Circle was no more than token. He had no money
and owned nothing except the suit hewore: at least, not until the will was granted probate and, even



when that went through, al held have would be aramshackle house and no meansto maintainiit.

None of which he mentioned to his hogt, the man who'd put the price of abillion dollars on his daughter's
dowry. With Hamzah, he stuck to practicaities like explaining what he wanted doing with the gaa, and
why ...

So when Hamzah suggested getting the gaa blessed and then immediately amended his suggestion to
getting the whole house blessed, Raf was surprised. He didn't have the industridist pegged asreligious. It
turned out that Hamzah wasn', but it was agood point all the same.

'My mother died in afal,’ said Hamzah. "It was only after amullah blessed the site | could bear to go
back into the garden. | was nine. At nine you can seethingsthat aren't there.'

And at twenty, thought Raf ruefully, and twenty-five. And, for al he knew, thirty ... Maybefor life.
Maybe with somethings, once they werein there, they werein therefor ever, like Tiriganag. Further
conversation was cut off by adistant bell. The lawyer had madeit from one side of the city to the other
ind de twenty-five minutes.

'Look,' said Hamzah, 'l can't pretend | liked your aunt but Hani's okay, so heréswhat I'll do for you ..."
He smiled at hisown words. 'I'll get ateam over there tonight. Because what's the use of owning a
congtruction company if you can't rustle up afew builders?

Walking over to apair of French windows, Hamzah shot two bolts, then neutralized an darm by tapping
fivedigitsinto asmall keypad next to the window frame. Raf's time was up. ‘Leave thisway,' he said,
opening the door to let in awarm night wind. Y oull find thewalk moreinteresting.’

Chapter Twenty-eight
7th July

For thegirl in the water, illumination came not from the city lights strung out dong the shore nor from
far-distant stars whose distance was measured in countless millennia, because those were haf hidden
behind fat clouds. No, illumination dribbled from her fingertipsin fractured Morse and spun in nebular
swirlsaround her feet. Whole congtdllations burned around her shoulders and flowed over her skin like
glittering smokein ahigh impossible wind. She wasthe night and the night was her.

Zarahad been coming to this beach to swim at night since she was seven, though it wasn't until three
years ago she'd started smoking blow to make the liquid constellations come closer.

She'd brought Avatar out here once, one evening just before she went to New Y ork. Some ideas needed
to be left asideas and that was one of them. He'd hated the water, he hadn't wanted to get undressed in
front of her and one of his new ear-studs had rusted and given him an infection. And later, when shewas
on aplaneand it was too late to say sorry, she realized held resented being asked to come out to the villa
anyway. So would she, if shed been bornin adum and VillaHamzah was where she wasn't dlowed to
live

So Zarawent back to only coming here late and only coming alone.

Getting here from her room was easy. A short drop from her window, little more than her height even
back then, five easy paces across astrongly made tiled roof, then down a short length of heavy iron
drainpipe, the old-fashioned kind complete with regular brackets bolting it to the wall. Chance worked in
her favour sometimes.



Swimming like this had been the one thing shedd missed whileliving in New Y ork. No pool came close.
Asachild, she used to believe that she'd have been happiest being a street kid, if she could till have
come here at night. Now she knew it was only money that gave her the freedom to swim likethis, in the
sdt dark, aone, naked ... But even money had itsflip side, though you probably had to be there to
believethat.

Thiswas her world. Alone, untroubled, with the whole amniotic Mediterranean as an immersion tank.
Her mother hated the sea.

Zarasank under awave, letting warm blackness close over her head as air dribbled from her lips, and
felt hersdf dip dowly until her toes touched the bottom. The rocks were velvet with dgae, seaweed
flicked around her calves and ankleslike sharp grass.

Raf was shouting, only he didn't shout, he never shouted ... He stopped, thought about that for asplit
second and then gtarted shouting again. Waves lapping dark rock were his only answer.

Triangulation: he had the concept before he had its name. Noting where he now stood, Raf next
glanced back to where held been standing, triangulating the position of the head when hefirst saw it.

It should be ...

Eyes skimmed the dark water until they saw afigure bresk surface. Somewhere nearby the shouting
garted again. And insde his head came arolling litany, mostly composed of Oh, fuck, shit and God ...

'Present and correct,’ said the fox.

Raf's suit ripped across the shoulder as he yanked off hisjacket, deevesreveding red silk asthey turned
insde out like snake skin. Kicking off his shoes Raf pulled the black tee over his newly cropped head,
dropping cloth onto wet rock without thinking. His heart was asteady hammer.

'Chill," ordered the fox and Raf's cardiac rhythm steadied. He couldn't see the animal but it sounded near.
Sounded full-size, too, astall as he was, with avoice that stuck its clawsinto his memory and ripped.

‘Nictate your inner eydids.’ Raf did what the fox suggested. Experience showed thiswas usually safer.
'‘Now get out there.'

The water was warmer than Raf expected, sdlt like blood, and phosphorescence clung to him ashe
swam. The swimmer was further out than Raf had thought and the heavy cloth of histrousers dragged
Raf back like achute, dowing him down. But he swam steadily, closing the distance between them.

Clear the mouth of vomit, lift the chin ... pinch the nose, take a deep breath and blow ... take your
mouth away and watch the chest fall...

He was pretty sure he could do mouth-to-mouth. Resuscitation too, if necessary. Find the top of the
arch of theribs.... two fingers on it and heel of the hand on breastbone, .. press hard on the lower
half of breastbone ... The number of gpparently random facts Raf could pull out of hishead dways
surprised him. Not least because he'd never been that good at turning up to lessons

When Zara broke the surface she was behind him. She didn't stop giggling until Raf turned and moonlight
suddenly lit hisface.

"You." Zara sounded genuinely shocked.

'Y eah,' said Raf tightly. 'Me ... He was about to say something truly vicious but Zara's shoulders broke



the surface as awave sucked back in the undertow. Bare skin, no strap for her costume. It took Raf a
second to process what his eyes had seen and his adrenal system had reacted to aready.

She swam naked.
'Who did you think it was? Raf demanded.

She didn't answer, not at first. Thisismy beach,’ Zarasaid finaly. "Y ou're trespassing.’ That's who she
thought it was, someidiot trespasser.

Raf shook hishead. 'Y our father told meto ...
Shit and double shit.

Did Hamzah expect this - and what did it say about him if he did? Raf lent back into the water and
kicked for shore, still swearing at his own stupidity. Back on shore, he didn't bother with shoes, jacket or
tee-shirt, just rolled them into a untidy ball and samped off towards the Villa. He didn't care how many
lawvyersthe man had in there.

'Where are you going? Zara shouted from the water.
Toget alift home,' Raf said angrily. 'Y ou think ataxi's going to pick me up in this state?
Try waking,' she caled. 'It'swhat ordinary people do.’

Raf turned back and stared. 'Hani's at home," he said coldly. 'Her aunt got murdered yesterday. This
morning Hani left the house for thefirst time ever, to watch her aunt be buried. Were degping inthe
courtyard because she's too frightened to go back indoors. It's late. I've been away longer than | said |
would. Which bit of that don't you understand?

Raf'sface wasice, hiswords utterly uninflected. He could have been talking to a particularly stupid child,
except hewould never talk to any child in that way.

'Five minutes,' said Zara. 'Meet me at the gate.' When she hit the beach it was thirty paces up shore,
where her clotheswaited in aneat pile. Then shewas running for the Villaand swearing insgde her head,
modily at hersdf.

It was the sun that did it. Sports convertibleswere big in North Africa, even locally made ones. Morocco
had its own air-cooled Atlas, Algeriaimported a three-whedled Soviet Benz knock-off and the Ottoman
countries made do with a sub-licensed Ford that leaked oil, belched smoke and was so smpleto service
it could be stripped back by aten-year-old and repaired by a blacksmith.

Of course, almost everybody who could afford something more upscale imported a Japanese machine.
One of those enamd-and-chrome cut-down copies of old American beasts, dl retro finsand goggle
headlights. They looked grest, told you when they needed gas and practically booked themselvesin for
servicing, never mind downloading their own twesks for tuning. Which, with twelvetiny cylindersand
forty-eight valves, wasjust aswell.

Zards car was different. Its 240-horsepower V6 engine had been turbocharged way up beyond three
hundred. The headlights were sharp multi-element clusters, using light-guide technology. A speed-tuned
aerofail inthe nose and afixed diffuser tunne at the rear kept the whedls glued to the road.

It was low, slver and spartan insde. The two-seat cockpit was stripped back, asmple array of controls
with an unmistakable utilitarian elegance. Thefascias, fillings and switches were machined from solid



auminium. It wasthefirst racing F-type Jaguar that Raf had seen outside of the one in Seattle Museum.
'Get inand hold on.'

Raf grabbed a side handle and she was away, ramming the clutch through a crescendo of rapid gear
changes rather than use automatic. Then it was near-glent running al the way, the Jaguar's engine never
rising above agrowl asthe F-type burned up night traffic on the Corniche, hung atight left into Place
Orabi, tyres|eaving burned rubber on the blacktop.

Khedive Mohammed Ali appeared and vanished in ablur of grandeur, the Place des Consuls streaming
by on either side. A right skid down ashort aley between Catholic and Greek Orthodox cathedrals fed
her through to Rue Kemil. The unlit shops either side reflecting only each other in darkened glass
windows, until the car roared between them, headlights picking out pedling script over locked doorways.

'l didn't do that for you,' said Zarafirmly, asthe car screeched to ahalt at the entrance to Rue Cif. And
then she was crunching her way through the gears again, leaving him alone on a street corner, fifty paces
from where Hani waited on the other sde of awall.

Chapter Twenty-nine
Seattle

All matter moved. At a basic, base level atoms resonated, electrons could simultaneously occupy
contradictory positions in space. What the eye regarded as solid was anything but... Of course, at
a human level, movement was also what you got when people were too empty to stay still. That
was the fox's opinion, anyway.

Wild Boy rode a red 650cc with a custom-built exhaust pot no larger than the silencer on a Ruger
rifle. The bike was Japanese like Wild Boy himself, which had no significance (the same bike was
ridden by ZeeZee, standard issue for all lieutenantsin Hu San's street militia). And Wild Boy was
on hisway to see ZeeZee, which did .. ,

The Japanese kid dressed smart but flashy in silk suits that flattered his rough-cut hair and
emphasized his slim shoulders and narrow hips. At the front, Wild Boy's hair was razored to frame
wide green eyes and high cheekbones. That was the way Hu San liked it.

He wore a brushed-steel Tag Heuer, lace-up Louis Vuitton boots, cotton shirt from Abercrombie
& Fitch, a white Moschino coat over his dark suit and wide Alain Mikli spectacles fitted with
tinted glass. Even his cigarettes were Gitanes, carried in a black enamel case with a Gucci clasp.
Everything about Wild Boy had a label except the position he occupied in the Five Winds.

It took ZeeZee two months to work out what Wild Boy did. At first he figured Wild Boy and Hu
San were somehow family, then that Wild Boy was her bodyguard. Though why Hu San would
need a bodyguard when she could wield a blade that way wasn't clear. Unless it was a matter of
face. Asit was, ZeeZee didn't really work it out for himself at all. Hu San's Croat enforcer Artan
told him. 'They're lovers, fuckwit, he's her pretty boy ..." Wild Boy didn't protect Hu San. She
protected him.

Wild Boy hated ZeeZee from the start.

Maybe it was simply the fact that Hu San took ZeeZee on at all. Given he was the only Caucasian
in Five Winds, except for Artan and Artan didn't count. Hu San got through enforcers like Wild
Boy got through Chinese take-out, which was often how her enforcers ended up looking after



she'd sent them to a disputed area of town. Though those areas got fewer by the day.

The only branded thing ZeeZee carried was a small .357 Taurus, with arib grip and two-inch
ported barrel, in matte Soectrum blue. And even then he carried that in a cheap $10 neoprene
holster from Gunmart. He didn't want the revolver and only carried it because Hu San insisted.
Unlike Wild Boy's gun, ZeeZee's weapon was legal, clean, licensed and never-before-fired, and
ZeeZee aimed to keep it that way.

The job Hu San had chosen for him was pig-simple. A hundred years back, in a harbour-side bar,
an English ex-policeman called Charles Jardine met a Seattle attorney named Angus Bannerman.
Several whiskies later they came up with Jardine& Bannerman, an agency that would handle both
the legal and investigative sides of life's personal problems, plus deliver subpoenas and do alittle
underwriting of bail bonds on the side.

By the time ZeeZee became a junior partner, the legal and investigative side was a memory held
only in mouldering ledgers in the basement, bail bonds were a minor side-line and thrusting
subpoenas into dirty hands made up the bulk of the business, especially subpoenas that were hard
to deliver. On paper, which really meant on microfiche at a warehouse out on the city edge and on
a thumb-smeared DVD in City Hall, the company was recorded as stand-alone and independent;
majority-owned by its partners. In practice, Hu San owned and ran it, and always referred to the
company as Jade& Bamboo, smiling at the words. As with most of her jokes, ZeeZee didn't get the
punchline.

All ZeeZee had to do was dress neatly, present himself at the reception desk of some gilt-edged
outfit in Houston, Los Angeles or Seattle (though mostly it was Seattle) and talk his way up to
whatever floor was necessary. Either that or stroll casually through the doors of some exclusive
club asif he belonged. His English accent and manners usually did the rest.

Onceinside, he apologized for disturbing his quarry, handed them the court order and, whipping
out a tiny Nikon, immediately apologized again for snapping a shot of them holding the papers.
There would be a click, a faint ping and the evidence would be uploaded to J& B's secure databox
before the person holding the subpoena had even worked out what was happening.

And all the time, ZeeZee thought people were polite because he was polite, not realizing until he
was in Huntsville that the bulge of a revolver slung under his left armpit said more about him
than a floppy haircut, elegant clothes or any credit card ever could.

For ayear or so, what Hu San got out of owning J& B eluded ZeeZee. Until he began to realize
that for every fifteen or twenty supposedly difficult subpoenas he managed to deliver, there was
always one job where the target had vanished like early-morning mist before the sun. Sometimes
the target left hisor her old life behind in uneaten toast or unwashed clothes. And sometimes their
possessions were gone as well, gutted out of an apartment or house that echoed with absence.

There seemed no logic, at first, to which person on the list would suddenly vanish but slowly
ZeeZee began to develop a sixth sense. So one autumn morning he rever sed the order of two jobs
and turned up early at an art brut concrete lodge outside Seattle.

ZeeZee left hisred Suzuki and black crash helmet at the top of a rough earth track that fed off the
crumbling backtop and walked down towards the house and Puget Sound's pale waters beyond.

The man on the jetty wasn't expecting to see him. That much was obvious from the way he froze,
heavy suitcase still clutched in one hand.



'Sorry to disturb you ...'ZeeZee held out his hand and when Micky O'Brian put down his suitcase,
ZeeZee dlipped the court order into the hand that reached out, watching the fingers close from
instinct. ZeeZee relied on that reaction a lot in hisline of work.

'Smile’

By lunchtime the sudden breakdown of Micky O'Brian was leading the local news and had third
slot on SKky. A feeding frenzy was about to begin. Ravaged by drugs, or maybe by pleurisy brought
on by Aids, by alcohol and painkiller addiction, by paradise syndrome ... Journalistic diagnoses
were made from positions of absolute ignorance; conflicting, contradictory, as many irrefutable
facts offered as there were commentators.

Shots of a private ambulance with blackened windows appeared first on Ceebrity Update. Asdid
footage of a grey-haired woman in a white coat who spoke sincerely and at great length to the
camera without actually giving out any information at all. Confidentidity got a name check, so did
courage, hope and recovery. The name of the clinic got mentioned three times, but that information
was redundant. Everyone watching the CU channel already knew where celebs got their lives,
health and shit back on track.

The fact was, Micky O'B would be in there forty-eight hours max, seventy-two hours at a push.
The clinic operated a high-profile arrivals policy, while arranging the world's quickest and most
discreet departures.

The only thing on which every single commentator agreed was that Micky O'Brian's agent had
signed himinto a clinic that morning and the head of the clinic was now refusing to let cameras
past the gate. That Micky had recently been served with a summons regarding a major drugs bust
went unmentioned.

Wild Boy dlid to a halt outside ZeeZe€'s apartment as dusk hit, rolling darkness and soft mist
through the streets. Hanging his helmet from a handlebar, the Japanese boy took the stairs two at
a time on hisway up to the third floor. He didn't knock, just kicked the door out of its frame with
some fancy footwork and stood in the gap, glaring.

'Hey, fuckwit ..."
Been here. Fear filled ZeeZee's throat like mercury rising in an old-fashioned thermometer.
... Who the fuck do you think you are?'

It was the wrong question. But only because ZeeZee couldn't answer it. So Tiriganaq answered it
for him. Using the English boy like a puppet.

'lknow who | am ..." said ZeeZee's voice, 'and | don't give a fuck who you think you are." Then
ZeeZee found himself scrambling off the bed to grab his holster and yank free the Taurus.

When ZeeZee woke up he was standing in an approximation of Wild Boy's usual stance, shoulders
relaxed and one hand hanging loose at his side. In the background, on a screen next to the
damaged door, the newsfeed kept running unwatched; flickering like a sad ghost at the edge of
hisvision. It was old footage of Micky O'Brian, back when he could still act.

Wild Boy looked at the gun and smiled. "You don't have the balls.'

The click of a hammer being thumbed back was ZeeZee's answer. Some of Hu San's people filed
their hammersflat to stop the point snagging on clothes. Not ZeeZee. His revolver was



factory-perfect. And when ZeeZee had first started working for Five Winds, Wild Boy had
delivered a box of fifty bullets. Only seven of them were missing. They were the bulletsin his gun.

"Try me," said ZeeZee, and raised the gun. The Arctic fox's growl behind his eyes was enough to
make the world resonate like a struck glass. He could feel Tiriganag's grin leaching through onto
his own face.

'I've got a message,' Wild Boy said. 'Hu San is very disappointed in you. And she thinks you should
be disappointed in yourself. He hooked a long strand of dark hair out of his eyes, concentrated on
delivering his message and tried not to worry too much about the weird smile on ZeeZee's face.
Then he | eft.

Chapter Thirty
8th July

Hamzah kept his promise. The builders arrived at five the next morning inaMack diesel with HZ
Industrial logoed down the side. They parked up in the Rue Sherif and aTaureg foreman in a striped
jellabawalked round to the back where he hammered on the door until Raf appeared, bleary-eyed and

squinting.

K hartoum should have gone but he sat unmoving in one corner of the courtyard, not far from where Hani
dept. From what little he'd said, Raf gathered he was terrified the killers might come back.

The young Taureg glanced doubtfully at Raf's tattered dressing gown, which came from an old wardrobe
on the second floor and was atestament to the late Lady Nafisas private frugality. Anyone elsewould
have thrown it in the bin. Y our Excellency?

Raf amiled. '‘Ashraf d-Mansur,' he agreed. '"Hamzah Effendi sent you?

'Yes, Your Excelency ..." Shrewd eyes glanced over Raf's shoulder at the madersa's narrow entrance
with its porter's bench and traditiona blind ending. Getting building suppliesin that way would be next to
impossible. Asfor removing the walls of an upstairs office once it had been taken down ...

'Does Y our Excdlency ...
'On Rue Sherif,' said Raf. 'Bricked up.'

Five minutes later, the foreman came back with two workmen who looked even younger. Each carried
nothing more sophisticated than a crowbar.

Next to arrive were the police. Two officers came at dawn. Stepping over rubble to pass through the
freshly opened front door. No one had reported noise or caled in with suspicions about atruck parked
on Rue Sherif. And they didn't come to check that builders were meant to be ripping out awall to make
gpace to remove bits of acrime scene. They camefor Raf. And it was a measure of Felix'sfury that he
didn't come himsdif.

Five minutes after the two officers appeared, Madame Mila arrived in along blue Mercedes, with tinted
windows. Thekind of car that screamed important government official. Raf could put the sequence
together in his head. Hamzah had turned up at the precinct with his lawyer, quoting Raf as hisreason for
being there. Hamzah had | eft the precinct. In afury, Felix had woken the Minister to get permission to
bringin Raf.



Theonly thing Raf didn't understand was why the Minister had immediately called Madame Milaor what
Madame Mila could want from him. It turned out to be his signature.

'Sign here." The woman thrust out a notepad and astylus.

Raf glanced at the screen and shook his head. 'Not without knowing what it says...'

'Y ou can't read? The woman's voice was incredul ous.

'Not Arabic,' said Raf, 'though | can spesk it ... How well do you speak English?

Thewoman said nothing.

'Well, then..." He reached for the pad and passed it to Hani. 'Y ou tell me," he said. 'What does it say?

The girl skimmed the swirls of Arabic, then read them again dowly, her lipstwigting as she mouthed the
wordsto hersdlf. 'l don't want this,' she said to Raf, her eyes suddenly enormous with fear.

'Why not? he demanded. 'What does it say?

It was Madame Milawho answered. 'An order is being issued for Hani to be made award of my office
and given into protective custody.'

'An orphanage?’

The coroner-magistrate looked at him asif hewas mad. 'Lady Jdila has offered to stand guardian to this
child.' She glanced at Hani. 'Y ou are avery lucky young lady.’

'If that's a court order,” Raf said dowly, ‘why do you need my signature?
‘A formdlity,’ said the woman.

'And without my signature ... ?

"The girl will till betaken.

‘Just not yet,' said Raf, nodding to himsalf. He handed her back the pad. 'I'm afraid | can't Sgnthis... The
child will stay here with her nanny." He pointed to where Donna hovered in a courtyard doorway,
scowling at the noise. The old woman was cook, housekeeper and mopper-up after Ali-Din. Being the
child's officid nanny should add no extra burden.

'S0, said Raf. 'Am | under arrest? Hefired off his question at the elder of the two police officers. 'Well?
'Of course not, Y our Excellency, but we have been told to bring you in for questioning.'

'Inthat case,' Raf said. 'I'll be with you as soon aswe've al had breakfast." He paused, to look at their
doubtful faces. 'Don't worry," he said. 'Y ou can get on the blower and tell Felix I'm not going anywhere.'

The mea Donna provided was smple, '‘aish shams bread warmed on an ail-fired range in the kitchen,
which waswherethey ate. It was served with athin dribble of sweet butter and alarge mug of chocolate
dusted with cinnamon. Donna a so made chocolate and warm bread for the builders, then carried another
tray out to the waiting police car.

'Woman'sgone,' Hani told Raf, trand ating from Donnals Portuguese without missing abite. The child
looked less frightened now that daylight had arrived and she had a plate of warm food in front of her, but



shewas gtill obvioudy worried. 'Do you redlly haveto go?

Raf nodded.

‘But you'll come back?

'Of course,' Raf said firmly. "They probably just want to talk about the stuff | did in America.’
'When you were an assassin ... 7

'l wasn't an assassin.'

Hani actudly smiled. A faint flicker asif shewasthe only oneto get the punchlineto aparticularly
obscure joke. 'Of course not,' she said. Grabbing awhole dab of "aish shamsi, Hani started peding off
grips. 'I'm off to feed Ali-Din," she announced and dipped from the table. Seconds later, Raf heard
Hani'sfeet clattering on the stairs up to the gaa. It wasthe first time she'd stepped inside the house since
her aunt was murdered.

Raf was distraught, apparently... Having missed out on Tuesday's murder and Wednesday's autopsy plus
funera, Thursday's tabloids had decided to make up for missing time by running the killing, autopsy and
funeral as one breathless story, with endless sidebars of comment and very few facts. Actudly, it was
mostly comment or conjecture, with little blind URL s at the end of each paragraph to remind readers that
they could aways download more of the same.

He was ds0 desolate, missing and strangely unmoved, Raf discovered. A little-known figurein

| skandryian society, rumour now had him as one of the most-influential fixersin North Africa. Hiswork
in Americawas S0 secret that every judtified request to the Minister of Police for officia information hed
been met with an impenetrable wal of sllence.

Therewasalong-lens grab of him sitting on the gravel next to Hani outside the d-Mansur mausoleum
and astanding shot taken at such an extreme angle it had to have been lifted from a spysat.

'Lies," snarled Felix, sweeping the papers from atable. 'Like most of the crap you've told me." Felix
jerked his head at the officer standing beside Raf and the man stepped backwards, looking doubtful. So
Fdlix jerked his head again and the officer scuttled from the room.

That left Felix and Raf together in acell no more than ten paces by ten paces. All thelight was artificid,
glaring down from asingle sirip crudely screwed to afilthy ceiling. Blood - or what looked like blood -
was splattered up one wall and around the chair in which Raf sat. A relic of earlier encounters.

The fat man's bunched fists were shaking with anger.
Raf stood up and stepped away from the table.

'Oh, don't worry,' Felix said hitterly, 'No one would dare get heavy on your ass. We're not that stupid.'
He dammed afile on the table and nodded to Raf to open it. Insde was asingle sheet of A4 paper. At
the top was a pixelated mugshot of Raf, still wearing dreadlocks and beard.

'We received thiswhile you were on your way in,' said Fdix. 'Only it was crypted so we couldn't
immediately get it open. But that was okay, because five minutes after you arrived we got sent anest little
4096-bit key. Nothing too complicated, right? Because we're police and were supid ..."

Thefat man pulled a packet of Cleopatrafrom his pocket and tapped loose acigarette. Ignoring the 'No
Smoking' sgn glued to the door, Felix lit up with an old 7th Cavary Zippo and dragged carcinogenics



deep into hislungs. "Y ou know, it's hard to believe anyone of twenty-five could have built up thiskind of
record.’

Raf ran his eyes down the sheet with riging disbelief. It was hard to imagine how anyone could have that
record, full stop ... Persona envoy from the Sultan in Istanbul. Wesgponstraining at Sandhurst. A spdll in
Paris, counter-intelligence at Les Hdles. A level of security clearance so high its name was blanked out
because no one at the precinct had authority to know it existed. Throw in genius-leved 1Q, eidetic
memory, weapons-grade negetive capability and it read like abiofile straight out of ...

'Yeah, said Ref, 'l find it hard to believe mysdf.' Every year of hislife was covered, from leaving school
to ariving in Iskandryia hejust didn't recognize any of it.

'Mind telling me why you warned Hamzah? Fdlix ground his cigarette butt out on the table top and
promptly lit another one, inhaling hard. His jacket stank of cigarettes, whisky and disappointment.
‘Unless, of course, it'sasecret.’

'No secret,' said Raf. 'Hejust didn't do it.’
'And you know who did?
'No." Raf shook his head. But he did know it wasn't Hamzah.

'Let me see,' said Felix. "Y our aunt arranges amarriage that comes apart before it happens. Hamzah
threatensto kill her. She dies. We decideto bring himin for questioning. With mesofar ... 7

Y eah, hewas.

'And then, very strangdly, you tip him off and afew hours later his boys are demolishing large chunks of
the a-Mansur madersa. Conveniently destroying acrime sitein the process!

'It getsworse,' saidRaf. 'My aunt took Hamzah for $2,500,000 in commission on that dedl. It'smissing.'

'Sweet fuck.' The fat man's cigarette went head firgt into the table, dying in a shower of sparks, and out
came ahip flask. Felix examined the thing asif held never seen one before and thrust it angrily back in his
pocket. 'Y ou wanna coffee?

An old Otis hauled them up to ground level and they |€eft together, walking under the oppressive grandeur
of the precinct's entrance portd. On their way through, every officer a the front desk stared at Raf until
he stared back and ten people looked away at once. 'Get used to it,' said Felix. "Where do you want to
go?

‘LeTrianon.'

'Should have guessed,’ said Felix and clicked hisfingersfor ataxi. It was only 9.30 in the morning, but
the fat man still recognized when hewasright over the limit.

Raf was shown to histable only seconds after two Americans were gected to make space. The New
Y orkers stood on the other side of the red silk rope, glaring and muttering until Felix went to talk to them.
They |eft quickly after thet.

'What did you say?

'Me... 7 Felix waited until the maitre d' had finished arranging his plate so one octagona edge exactly
digned withthetable.



'Which onewould Sir like? The man asked, nodding to atrolley filled with pastries.

'All of them, Felix said bluntly. 'But I'll take those three." He pointed out three pieces of baklava dusted
with crushed amonds. 'And bring me a proper-sized cup of coffee...'

'Well? Raf asked.

Felix looked down the street asif he might still see the departing New Y orkers through the press of
bodiesfilling the sdewalk. 'Said you were the Khedive's persond hit man and they'd been hogging your
table ... You're not, are you? Before Raf could answer, Felix flipped up hishand. 'Don't fed you haveto
answer that, obvioudy.'

Huntsville had been smple. Raf had understood the rules. Most of which held kept and afew of which
he'd broken. He'd taken who he'd become on remand and kept the identity, because it worked. The
freaky hair and biker beard had been good protective camouflage. But trying to understand hisnew life
was like pushing water up a hill. Every time he got near the top the fox curled up inside hishead warned
him it was the wrong hill or the water was gone. Raf wastired, more scared than he dared admit and he
was alonein acity that got more, not less weird the more he knew about it. And then there was Hani ...

'Look," said Réf, ‘can | tell you something?
Fdix hit off another chunk of baklava and Raf took this for assent.

‘That piece of paper,’ said Raf, ‘it'scrap, dl of it. | don't have wegponstraining. I'm not in the Sultan's
employ. I've never even been to Stambul ...

'Y eah, right.' Felix asked, swallowing his mouthful. 'So what were you doing in America?
Raf didn't answer. He couldn't.

Fdlix sighed, but whatever he wanted to say was cut dead by a sudden buzz from hiswatch. "Y ou'd
better get home," hetold Raf as he tapped the off button. '"Madame Mila's turned up again.'

'She cdled you?' It sounded unlikely even as Raf said it.
'No, that was Hani.'
'How did she know | was with you? Raf asked.

The fat man scooped up the last sticky crumbs of baklavaand stuffed them into his open mouth. 'Moreto
the point," he said, 'how did the kid get my number?

Chapter Thirty-one
Seattle

'And where do you think you're going?'

ZeeZee paused on the steps while a doorman raked him with the gaze that hotel staff everywhere
reserve for tramps, hawkers and delivery boys who've come to the wrong entrance.

'Got this." ZeeZee lifted the cardboard crate a little higher and waited. What people expected to
see was usually what they saw: it cut down on thinking time. ZeeZee had been about five when
he'd worked that out. The door man expected elegant diners and the occasional delivery boy too



idiotic or ignorant to find his own way to the service entrance at the rear.
Which was what ZeeZee gave him.

‘Where do you want it?" ZeeZee might sound stupid but he was being intelligent, more than
intelligent ... Unintelligent people who disappointed Hu San usually ended up having accidents.
While people intelligent enough to be disappointed in themselves mostly decided to suck on a gun
barrel, to save Hu San the trouble.

ZeeZee didn't intend to do either: but nor was he stupid enough to try to hightail it out of Seattle.
His only route to safety was to face up to Hu San in such a way that he was both alive and
forgiven when the confrontation ended. And since getting to Hu San before Wild Boy had been an
impossibility, success depended on meeting the woman later, in a place Wild Boy didn't go.

That Hu San knew nothing about the upcoming meeting was obvious. Her evenings at SHC were
private, a shrine of calmin the busy wilderness of her day, and it had never occurred to her that
anyone might dare interrupt.

Getting unnoticed into SHC took a pair of overalls, a Mariners baseball cap worn back to front,
bad attitude and a case of vintage Mumm. Not that ZeeZee could afford twel ve bottles of
champagne, but any price that saved his life was cheap.

'Round the back, idiot." The doorman glared at ZeeZee, then stepped quickly back as a thin
woman in Arctic fox climbed the steps and nodded for the doorman to start the revolving door.

'‘Good evening, Madame. | do hope you have a pleasant—' That was as far as the man got before
ZeeZee pushed forward.

‘Just tell me who gets this, okay?'
Both fox-fur and doorman turned in shock.

'Look," said ZeeZee. 'Somebody has to sign for this crap.' He shifted the clinking box higher till,
until it half blocked his face. '‘Comeon ..."

The woman stared at him. She had the taut manner of a judge or maybe an upstream divorce
lawyer. Someone prosper ous, someone who expected lesser species like delivery boys to show her
respect. "Who do you work for?"

"‘Why?' ZeeZee borrowed the look he gave her straight from Wild Boy. A hard-eyed stare that
ended in a deceptively gentle smile. "What's it to you?"

The doorman was giving ZeeZee directions and a name before the boy even had time to return his
attention to the uniformed flunky. "There,'said ZeeZee, 'that wasn't too hard ...'

Darkness, silence and cats. His three favourite things. Or maybe the three things that made him
feel safest. The stink he could have done without. Scrawny grey shadows fought over an empty
foie-grastin fallen from a sodden cardboard box, pencil-thin backs crooked in anger. Along one
side of the courtyard was an open loading bay, along the opposite side were trashcans, all
overflowing.

Either the garbage union were on strike or SHC hadn 't heard of recycling. Whichever, the
courtyard stank of rotting food and cat piss. Seattle's most exclusive dining club had two faces
and this was the other one.



'‘Elmore," ZeeZee demanded of an elderly Hispanic sitting on the edge of the loadingbay, pulling
heavily on a cigarette. Dead butts littered the ground below his dangling feet like empty cases
from an over-active machine-gun.

The man jerked his thumb behind him, towards darkness.

ZeeZee adjusted his eyes. The darkness was large and empty, overlooked by internal windows and
stained across its scuzzy floor with food spills and scabs of old chewing gum.

Choosing a door at random, ZeeZee kicked it open and staggered down a passage past the open
door to a kitchen, case clutched firmly in his hands. Heat blasted out at him, along with the stink
of grilled fish. Somewhere inside the kitchen a radio was playing an ancient Daniel Lanois track,
the soft rock drowned beneath a crash of plates and the clatter of table silver.

A swing door at the end of the passage flipped ZeeZee from one world to another: the
back-of-house peeling green paint changing to distressed wooden panelling, as the old linoleum
underfoot became carpet, not deep pile but expensive and exactly matched to the pale colours
that swirled down the room's long hand-made curtains. He was staring across a foyer and through
a revolving door, straight at the back of the uniformed doorman.

It was time to change identities.

Dumping his overallsin a swing-top bin next to old-fashioned porcelain urinals, ZeeZee crammed
his champagne crate in an under-sink cupboard beneath the powder room's row of stone basins.
Of course, he had to flip the cupboard's brass lock with the blade of his pocket knife, but the
damage was minimal and a twist of torn-off paper jammed the door shut again.

The figure that straightened up in the mirror was smart. Unquestionably young but neatly dressed
in white shirt and Hermes tie bought for the occasion. His blond hair was just slightly too long but
combing was enough to turn the look from unacceptable to merely louche. A fat cigar was all it
took to finish the part of rich boy about town ...

'I'm sorry to trouble you, Madame.'

Hu San looked up from her notebook to see an Armani-clad barman hovering nervously at her
elbow.

'One of our new membersis most insistent about joining you.' The Turkish boy's nod was discreet,
but there was no mistaking he meant the young man who stood at the bar, smoke spiralling up
froma Romeoy Julieta held tightly between the fingers of one hand.

Dark eyes|ocked onto ZeeZee's face. There was no shock or outrage, barely even surprise. It was,
thought Raf, like looking into a deep well and not even knowing if there was water at the bottom.
'Send him over," said Hu San. 'But tell himto lose that cigar first ...

Around the edge of the room, on black leather banquettes, slouched Seattle's wealthy. Tall and
blond or dark, handsome and unfortunately not tall at all, elegantly dressed or expensively
dishevelled, both women and men talked intently or stood to shake hands and air-kiss briefly. The
Brownian motion of money.

The woman with the fox fur was repeating her story of meeting a horrible delivery boy on the way
in. Shewastelling it for the third time and her partner was still pretending to be shocked.

Only a few of those in the room showed their age in a surgical tightness around the eyes, the



regrettable side effects of having reached middle age before the start of nanetic surgery. The rest
had that youthful permanence which came from being able to afford faces that were constantly
rebuilt fromthe inside.

Hu San sat in the middle of the room, in her own exclusion zone. Expensive hair, simple jewellery.
Anyone who was close enough to her table to smell her scent or seethetiny silk characters
embroidered on her black jacket was too close. And getting too close to Hu San was dangerous.
Only, in ZeeZe€'s case, staying away was more dangerous still. She was vaguely impressed that
the boy had been able to work this out for himself.

‘What will you drink? Hu San demanded.
‘A Budweiser .
'‘Green tea,' she told the waiter, 'and bring a glass of house white for our newest member.'

'S0, tell me why you're here,' said the Chinese woman once the drinks had arrived and ZeeZee had
pulled up a chair of his own.

Very carefully, theEnglish boy placed his long-stemmed glass onto the white tablecloth between
them and - despite being seated — put his hands together, bowing as best he could. 'l wish to
apologize,' ZeeZeetold Hu San. 'Haruki has told me how badly | have disappointed you.' He used
Wild Boy's real name when talking to Hu San, but then, everybody always did. ‘| amtruly sorry.'

Hu San nodded. 'Drink your wine,' she said. 'lI'm going to make a call.'

No mobiles allowed, not even in the bar. ZeeZee could understand that, especially in a dining club
that thought stone basins were smart and didn't serve beer. And that was the last thing he
bothered to think until her return was signalled by a hand resting lightly on his shoulder, the
merest brush. Probably no more significant than reaching out to pat a stray.

'I've booked us a table for supper ..." said Hu San. 'A waiter will bring your drink." And she nodded
to the Turkish boy behind the bar who watched them go. Not openly but almost proprietorially, as
if noting, with slight bemusement, that two rather disparate people had made friendsin his bar.

"‘Wow,' said ZeeZee, stopping in the doorway of the dining room. A low ceiling was hung with
swathes of cream silk that made it look lower still. The floor was blond wood, probably beech, the
gold walls anything but straight, rippling round the large roomin soft, almost Gaudiesgue curves.
The effect was of dining within a vast, impossibly expensive tent.

Hu San smiled. 'I own both this club and the hotel,’ she said, answering a question ZeeZee hadn't
asked. 'The city may not like me, but without my money this place would have shut years ago.' She
nodded towards a window and the dark glittering water of the harbour beyond it. 'Five floors,
original building, right on the waterfront, less than two hundred members ... It costs me over a
million a year in lost revenue.’

'So why do you do it?'
'Work it out." Hu San's smile went cold.

'Influential people, increasingly valuable location ..." The boy stood just inside the door and
watched money rise off the other diners like steam. 'And inside information,” he added finally,
afraid that Hu San would be angry. Instead the Chinese woman just nodded.



'Good,' she said, 'Not just a pretty face after all. Now,' she clicked her fingerslightly, 'let'seat ...’

Hu San ordered for both ofthem. Anorexic food for anorexic appetites. It certainly wasn't what
got served in the cafes and bars he used. The soup was Savoy cabbage, a teaspoon of sour cream
swirled into a tablespoon's worth of lightly puréed cabbage, the whole thing covered with fine
shavings of black truffle. It camein a large white bowl that appeared badly chipped round the rim
but was probably meant to look like that. After the soup came a sandwich, except that Hu San ate
herswith a fork, so ZeeZee did the same.

Mimic, reflect, replace - if nothing else he knew his own strengths. Mind you, that was because
he'd seen them laid out - boxed off and numbered - in a guarantee the fox had shown him. It was
all there, zipped up tight inside his own head. And, given his mother's belief in the purity of nature,
he was lucky she hadn't gone for high design, or he'd probably have had bug eyes. Except that all
his augmentations seemed to be mammalian. Well, almost all of them ...

'Eat,’ said Hu San, spearing a dliver of warm pork that had been hidden under a paper-thin square
of bread slow cooked until it was dry enough to crumble at the touch. Holding together the pork
and bread like glue was a mustard mayonnaise mixed with shredded rocket.

Hu San drank a Californian Chardonnay with the Savoy cabbage, switched to an Australian
Shiraz for the pork and finished with a chilled '38 Sauternes, which she used to wash down a tiny
vanilla cream baked with armagnac prunes. She drank one half glass from each bottle and left the
rest, without offering any to the boy who sat opposite and nursed his house white until its contents
were blood-heat.

Occasionally she'd ook at him and smile. And at the end she leaned forward and brushed his hair
out of hiseyeswith a single finger. 'It's time for you to go,' she said. 'Remember to leave the way
you camein ...

They were waiting for himin the loading bay. Which he could have guessed, had he bothered to
think about it.

They were fast, efficient and professional. But then, that was their job. ZeeZee didn't get in even
one blow, onekick ... He was too busy fighting the length of wire that had been flipped over his
shoulders from behind and now held his arms helpless at his side.

'Fuckwit.'

Until a punch caught himin the stomach, ZeeZee had assumed the person holding the wire was
Wild Boy. But Wild Boy was working the gloves. Stepping out of the shadows in best street-punk
fashion, hisleather collar turned up against the night wind, his hair elegantly dishevelled. Both
fists wrapped in neoprene gloves that were weighted along the knuckles with lead shot.

"Wrong place, wrong time ..." Wild Boy took ZeeZee's face between thumb and finger and
sgueezed, gouging the pressure points. "You know what you did? Wrong, wrong, wrong.' The first
two punches caught ZeeZee in the stomach, the third dlid between the English boy'srib cage and
hip, causing a blood-red poppy of pain to flare inside ZeeZee's head and then wilt slowly, from the
petalsinwards. Only the wire kept him on his feet.

‘Bastard.'

‘Aren't 17" Wild Boy drew back hisfist and grinned.



'‘Not the face,’ snapped the man holding ZeeZee upright. Fear was behind the sudden anger in his
voice. "You know what she said. Not the face.'

‘Shame,’ complained Wild Boy, stepping up to ZeeZee to knee him through a breaking scream into

In the beginning there was darkness and the fox comprehended it not. So it ran some diagnostics
and the darkness was revealed as syncope, relating to abrupt cerebral hypoperfusion. A quick and
dirty check on syncope and hypoperfusion convinced the fox that the problem was both local and
diminishing, so it shut down again to save energy. The fox fed off neon mostly, because its nine
other power options had failed.

Of course it featured telemetry, self-check integrity and various other measures designed to
ensure permanence (with five intra-optic LEDs to warn the carrier in case of a system fault) but
these had also failed. But then the Seimens-Oakley was a very early model and only intended to
run for seven yearsin thefirst place.

So now it worked in the background on a need-to-know basis. If the host needed to know, it
popped up, otherwise it could run silent for months, even years. The fox lived in ZeeZee's skull.
Not his brain but his actual skull, housed in a compact ceramic case because ceramic allowed
uninterrupted transmission and had high mechanical strength and identical hardnessto the
surrounding bone.

It had numerous functions, expressed in its own guarantee as a complicated menu of sets and
subsets. But its primary function was obvious. The fox existed to keep its host alive. "Well
balanced' and "happy' hadn 't been options on the early models. And anyway, the marker for
genius doubled as a marker for dysfunction: that had always been made quite clear.

ZeeZee took a shower, long and hot enough to bring out the bruises, then walked over to the
mirror to take a look at the damage. He had a flowering of broken skin over his ribs and above
one hip. His balls felt the size of oranges, though they looked no wor se than dark and swollen
plums. And dark weals circled his upper arms where the wire had held him tight.

What interested him most, though, was a raw, weeping graze down one cheek of his depressingly
adolescent face. A surface wound only, probably from where he had hit the filthy concrete floor
on blacking out. That seemed most likely. But wherever the injury had come from, it was bleeding
- which was a start.

The tub of ibuprofen in his bathroom cabinet suggested one 200 mg tablet, increased to two if the
pain didn't go. ZeeZee gulped four, washed them down with a couple of bottles of cold Bud from
the fridge and waited impatiently for both beer and analgesic to bite on his vomit-emptied
stomach. He wasn't brave enough to beat himself up while sober.

Thefirst blow ZeeZee threw did no more than make his eyes water, which was less than useless,
so he went back to the fridge. Maybe you had to be furious or drunk to be able to hurt yourself

properly.

As a fourth Bud followed the third down the boy's gullet and the alcohoal finally began to flood his
veins, ZeeZee found the courage to punch his own face. Or maybe it was the idiocy. Whichever, he
slammed his face down into an upcoming punch and felt an eyebrow split.

When he stopped swearing and crying, he watched the eye socket beneath the split brow close up
in front of him, as he looked into a wall mirror, seeing a naked boy squint hazly back. Now was



thetimeto wrap icein a dishcloth or use a packet of frozen peas. But ZeeZee did neither. Instead,
he took an old Opinel knife out of a kitchen drawer and yanked open the blade. Without giving
himself time to think, ZeeZee lifted the knife to his face and slashed across his chin, opening a
two-inch long cut that curved under his jaw.

All he needed now was a plaster and eep ...

Winter rain against the window of ZeeZee 's bedroom woke him with a steady roll of sound, too
fast to be defined as drumming. Occasionally the clatter rose as gusting wind hurled droplets like
gravel straight against the glass. The temperature inside his apartment was cold enough to make
even him huddle under a fourteen-tog quilt.

It was partly that his only radiator was broken but mostly the cold came from an open window.
He had his years at Scottish boarding school to thank for that. In Switzerland there had been
individual rooms, shower cubicles and underfloor heating. None of his Scottish dormitories had
even been heated and all the windows were forever open, even when snow was falling. Fresh air
and healthy living were the reasons given. Neither was true. Shut the windows and the stink of
fifteen adol escents became unbearable; made wor se by clouds of cheap deodorants and too much
aftershave. Open windows made up for lack of washing and a once-weekly bath.

Rolling slowly out of bed, ZeeZee pulled back the curtains to give himself light and white walls
that had been lost in darkness washed yellow, in the sudden sodium glare of the wet city outside.
All he needed was enough light to piss -that, and another dose of analgesics. One day, of course,
he'd get areal life. Probably around the time he got measured for a coffin.

Underneath its plaster, his cut had joined cleanly, the edges already lightly bound together by
insoluble threads of fibrin. And now that his hands were steadier ZeeZee took time to cut and
apply the neatest possible butterfly plasters. Hu San liked neat so that's what he'd give her. As
promised on the box, the plasters slowly took on the colour of his skin until they were almost
invisible. All the boy could now see was a clean, neat edge to the cut beneath.

Better than perfect.

What came next? Ribs, transport and clothes. Winding a long crepe bandage round fractured ribs
wasn't something he recommended. Mostly the pain just froze his lungs but sometimes, as ZeeZee
reached for the unravelling roll of bandage, neural lightning caught at his heart as well. By the
end, pinpricks of sweat prickled his hairline and his whole upper body felt asif it had been bound
into a nettle corset. So he chewed yet more ibuprofen, though this time round he passed on the
iced beer.

Usually ZeeZee had no trouble with stuff like which clothes to wear: he bought five of everything
and rotated it. But today was different. Hu San wouldn't be expecting him at the breakfast
meeting and, even if she was, she'd expect himto turn up in the usual dark suit, white shirt and
red tie like he always did. Well, he was going to borrow a few of Wild Boy's feathers.

'Seattle Taxi Service,' said a woman after he punched nine digits on his home phone from
memory. "How can we improve your day ... ?'

'A cab from here to the Seattle Harbour Hotel,' said ZeeZee. Then told the woman where he was
and when he wanted the car, which was right then.

The line went silent. "Yeah, we can do that. You going to let me see you?' Thiswas a sight check,
to seeif he looked like some dustout or merely sounded like one.



'Sure.’ He hit visual on his phone and the woman yel ped.

"You're naked.'

"Yeah,' agreed ZeeZee. 'But I'll be dressed by the time the cab arrives.'

Her laugh was abrupt but not really unkind. "You'd better be. Five minutes max ...

Which was what he needed, ZeeZee told himself. A countdown. He skipped on shaving because
one, it would hurt and two, Hu San was obviously into rough trade. All the same, he took a razor
to hisjaw line. Black jacket, because that was the only colour he wore. A Paul Smith |eather job,
tailored but not tight. Fromright at the back of his small cupboard, he pulled a date-grey silk
shirt he'd bought but never worn and matched it to a pair of deep red trousers some Polish girl
had given him two weeks before they split. She'd also been responsible for the silk shirt. He
couldn't recall her name but he remembered the snakeskin bag he'd bought her, the by-product of
one of his random attacks of senseless guilt.

Black shoes, black tie, and finally a pair of Armani shades with smoke-grey lenses that he'd found
left forgotten on a café table near Hu San's shop. ZeeZee was dressed before the taxi arrived.

A porter rushed to open histaxi door and ZeeZee slipped the man $10. Maybe it was meant to be
more, but that was what he had and it seemed quite enough to do the trick.

'‘HS Export," hetold the girl at the desk.

"They've already started,’ said an older man, materializing behind her from some cubbyhole where
assistant desk managerslived. He was trying hard not to stare at the cut on ZeeZee's face and not
doing a good job.

'‘No problem," said ZeeZee lightly. 'Have they actually started breakfast yet?'

The man looked at the girl who picked up an old-fashioned desk phone. 'Yes,' she said, 'I'm afraid
s0." She nodded as she spoke, emphasizing the fact.

“Then perhaps you could order me Earl Grey and toast and have it brought straight in ..." ZeeZee
smiled before turning away. He knew which door to head for because there was a sign on it
saying HS Export - meeting in progress and, besides, it was the same conference room every week

'‘My apologies.’

Hu San looked up, saw the English boy standing stiffly in the open door and almost smiled. Saving
face was something she under stood.

Safe behind his shades, ZeeZee skimmed the room, editing out Victorian landscapes, Persian rugs,
alarge silver samovar and other examples of instant antiquity, probably bought by the yard.
What ZeeZee was interested in was his audience. The one he was about to wow by doing precisely

nothing.

Mostly they were suits. A couple of enforcers. Plus Wild Boy and Hu San. All sitting round a table
in front of their almost-finished breakfast. Same as it ever was.

'You'relate...'



'l overslept,’ ZeeZee's voice was languid. The kind of drawl for which he used to beat up kids at
school.

'‘Overdept? Hu San did smile at that. 'St down,' she told ZeeZee shortly and he did, taking the
only place still free. At the other end of the long walnut table, directly opposite her.

Timing was everything in life, so the fox once said. ZeeZee waited until Hu San wasin mid flow,
running down a list of recent successes and the very occasional failure, pulling facts and figures
alike out of her head, and then he slowly and silently took off his shades and watched her words
slow, falter and finally dry up.

When she spoke her face was utterly impassive. That was how everyone sitting round the table
instantly knew she was furious, though most of them still assumed it was with ZeeZee.

"What happened to your face?"

'‘My face?' ZeeZee's fingers came up to caress the slight graze on his cheek, the under stated scar
across his chin and the dark and swollen eye that removing his shades had suddenly revealed. ‘|
came off my bike.'

'Did you?' Hu San stood up and walked the length of the table. She didn't even make the boy come
to her. Gripping ZeeZee's chin between her first finger and thumb, she twisted his face towards
the light, only to drop her hand as pearls of blood oozed between the butterflies.

"You came off your bike?'

The boy nodded. 'Sure. | had supper with a friend, drank too much and slid the Suzuki on my way
home. These things happen ...'

'|s the bike damaged?'
'No." ZeeZee shook his head. 'Like me, ther€e's hardly a scratch.’

Hu San opened her mouth to answer but whatever she intended to say was stopped by a knock on
the door.

'What ..."

A waitress stuck her head nervously round the doorway. Her cheeks had gone red before she'd
even stepped into the crowded room. In her hands was a tray. 'I'm sorry, Madame. It's the tea and
toast that—'

'Over here,' indicated ZeeZee, flipping up one hand.

The girl walked over to where ZeeZee sat at one end of the table and silently put down the tray,
leaving just as quietly. ZeeZee knew that everyone was watching him, especially Hu San. That
was why he made sure his fingers didn't shake as he carefully poured the tiniest splash of milk into
his cup and followed it with Earl Grey. Then, very slowly, he started to butter his toast.

The Japanese weren't the only people who could conduct a tea ceremony.

Chapter Thirty-two
8th July



'Okay,' promised Raf. 'Everything's okay.
'No,' said Hani crosdy. 'lt'snot. How can it be?

It was true that Madame Mila had finally gone, taking with her two uniformed policewomen and the court
order sheld been trying to wave in Raf'sface. But it had taken threatsto get rid of her, even if they were
largely unspoken and involved not her life but her career.

'Y ou can't win," Raf had said as held entered the courtyard and stepped between a furious Madame Mila
and Hamzah's Taureg foreman who was resolutely blocking her way.

'‘Can't 1?

'No,' said Raf. 'Y ou can't.' Leaning forward, he lifted the RayBans from her nose and smiled asthe
magistrate-coroner blinked in the sudden glare. "And before you try you should make sure you
understand who you're dedling with.'

'Yes. | know,' she said. 'Y ou're a pashazade.’ The anger in her voice was cut with contempt that Raf
could pull rank quite that crudely.

'No,' said Raf, thinking of the fox. I mean... Who am 1? What do | do? Why am | here ... 7 He paused.
'l suggest you have one of your pet policewomen cal the precinct to find out.'

At anod from her boss, the nearest officer flicked a switch on her belt and tapped athroat mike twice
with her finger. Raf didn't hear the question or answer but he saw the woman's mouth tighten. Then she
leaned across to whisper bad newsinto Madame Milas ear.

By now haf the precinct would be claming they'd known he was specid forcesdl dong. While acouple
of the more out-and-out fantas sts would be remembering when they'd met him before. Their liesturned
to truth by smple unquestioning repetition. Of coursg, it just meant if someone did decide to come after
him they'd come carrying heavier guns...

After Madame Milaleft, Raf rode the lift up to the haremlek, intending to ask Hani where she wanted to
live, snce she didn't want to live with Lady Jalilaand her other aunt was dead. He aso intended to
suggest that Donnawent with Hani to wherever it was. Hed keep Khartoum on to run the madersa. The
old man knew which souk sold what and, besides, Raf needed someone else around. The ramshackle
building wasfar too big for one man to livein on his own, even someone as antisocia as Raf.

By the time Raf reached Hani's door he/d amended his plan to asking Lady Jdilafor advice on good
schools. There were worse placesto live than away from home; and, in Hani's case, boarding was
probably her best option. Particularly asthe only redistic dternative Raf could think of involved sending
her to hisfather in Tunisor trying to find her afoster home.

'And the Djinn who was of the Only True Faith looked closely at the child asleep on the golden
bed and marvelled at the loveliness of her hair that was like midnight spun into thread. And the
cloth on which she lay was embroidered with pearls like tears and her nightdress was as white as
moonlit clouds.'

Hani hiccuped and her screen stopped recording. Carbon dioxide cured hiccups, or so Hani had been
told, so she exhded into her cupped hands and breathed in again, inhaing cinnamon-scented breath. She
didn't redlly want to tell Ali-Din astory but sheld finished Golden Road 111 for the second time and she
was bored. Or rather, the afternoon dragged more dowly than ever if sheleft it unfilled. And talking to
hersdf kept the hurt at bay, modtly.



Hani clapped to get the computer's attention.

'And when the Djinn saw her, he unfolded his mighty wings, saying "Glory to the True God. This
isa creature from paradise.” And he flew heavenwards until he met the Ifritah and said, "Marvel
at the poor child who sleeps here in innocence. For you will see none more brave ...""

On the plate beside Hani's screen were afew cake crumbs, not really enough to bother with but Hani
scooped them up crosdy, squeezed them into a sticky mass and then pushed them into her mouth. She
had heard the lift whine noisly asitswire dragged over the ungreased whedl at the top of the shaft. Aunt
Nafisahad promised to get the lifts serviced. That was another thing which wouldn't come true.

‘And the Ifritah spiralled down from the star-studded firmament, alighting on the balcony of a
marble palace in old Cairo and did as the Djinn bade. And, Glory to the True God, the child who
slept in innocence in the golden bed was every bit as beautiful in loveliness as the tattered beggar
boy asleep in the old graveyard by the grave of hisfather ...'

Hani knew he wasthere, but she didn't stop telling her story and she didn't look round. To do so would
be to admit that aman had entered the haremlek. And that was something that never happened. So,
instead, she kept telling her story to Ali-Din and the puppy told it secretly to her screen, which wroteit
down in flowing letters, with ornate caligraphy for the names of God and less ornate but still beautiful
capitasfor the names of humans, locations, ifrits and djinns. She'd chosen the I ettering hersdf from a
database at the Library. Accessing the script had been easy; shed just pretended to be a professor of
literature from Cairo University. Cairo was Hani'sfavourite city. Sheld never been there, but in The
Arabian Nights that was where the most beautiful girl ever born was discovered, deeping, by adjinn.

Lady Nafisahadn't liked Ali-Din and she hadn't liked The Arabian Nights. But then, Lady Nafisawas
dead. So that showed what she knew.

‘Hani.'

Raf could have told her astory of his own. Maybe he would, one day. Maybe soon. On the red-tiled
floor, beside the girl'ssmall chair, arobot dog sat in what looked like a puddle of spilt tea. The dog was
slver, lesther and tattered felt, with floppy plastic ears and along tail that ended in a blue glass button.
Instead of eyesthe dog had ablack plate stretched over the top third of its head like a motorbike visor,
behind which were twin video cameras.

What the dog saw she saw, in atiny window open on one corner of her screen.
'Ali-Din's made another mess,' Raf said quietly.

Hani'seyes did to the rag dog and she nodded doubtfully.

'He'snot redl .

'l can seethat,’ said Raf. 'But then, nor ismy fox.'

The glance Hani flicked at her screen wasto check she wasn't dealing with a complete madman. Been
there, thought Raf. Felt that ... 'We need to talk,' he said apologetically.

It took an effort, but Hani made herself turn round; made herself wait until she had Raf'swhole attention;
made herself ask the question, even though she already knew the answer... "Y ou're going to send me
away, aren't you? Her words were little more than awhisper.

'Hani, | can't ...



'Knew it." She dmost stamped in frustration. 'l can help here. | won't get in theway.'
'It's not about—'

Thegirl didn't let him finish that sentence, either. She wasn't interested in his reasons any more than Raf
would have been if held been her: adults could excuse anything. Even thingsthey didn't redly believein.
They both knew that.

'Why, then?

‘Because ... He didn't have a because. Or, rather, he had dozens, from loca tradition to hisown
convenience, al of which he could justify, in none of which he actualy believed. But then, believingin
things got you hurt. And if the thing you believed in was a person, that could land you injail.

'Well talk about it later,” he said. Remembering that that was what adults had said to him.

Next morning was Friday and the city was shut. Gathered together in the early-morning cool of the
kitchen, Khartoum, Raf, Donna and Hani ate breakfast, before Raf and Hani started work cleaning up
the rubble that Hamzah's builders had |eft behind. Hani insisted on cooking and gave Raf aplate piled
high with flat bread and sticky chunks of comb honey. Her own she left empty except for apeach and a
handful of grapes.

Only when Raf had finished did Hani pile up the dishesin the sink. After that, she made a second bodun
of java, even though Khartoum and Donnadrank only mint teaand Raf inssted he was wired enough
aready. Then she went to fetch abroom, the room echoing to her footsteps.

Outsde the kitchen window Rue Sherif was almost empty, missng its usua heavy grind of traffic. And
the few taxisthat travelled moved unhindered along dmost deserted roads that saw the trams stilled and
most shops locked tight. Loudspeakers everywhere were cdling the faithful to prayer, from minarets
dotted like spindly rockets across the humid city. Raf ignored them.

sk wasn't dwaysthis quiet,” said Hani. She spoke with the absolute certainty of someone aged nine.
‘But it al changed last year. Now you aren't dlowed to drive unless you're going to the mosgue.’ She
carefully swept apile of crumbs from under the table into a plastic dustpan and, just as carefully, tipped
the pan into ametal dustbin. Which wasfine, except that blowback sent a swirl of dust and crumbs up
into the girl'sface and started her sneezing. ‘Not funny,’ she said fiercely.

All of the mgor rubble from the hall had dready been removed by Hamzah's men who'd left behind only
dust, grit, fist-sized chunks of brick and the fine white bones of dead mice and an unlucky kitten. No
treasure, but Hani was getting to grips with her disappointment.

The wooden double door on Rue Sherif now opened onto anewly reveaed entrance area, tiled in black.
To right and left, running round the edge of the hal, an degant split Saircase hugged the wall, a abaster
bal ustrades rising around its edge, the ever-increasing gap between floor and stairsfilled in with what
looked like asmooth fal of ice that turned out to be white marble.

Theactua wallswere bare, stripped of whatever paintings, tapestries and hangings had origindly cut the
monochrome severity of the black floor and white staircase.

The style was Third Empire, which was undoubtedly one of the reasonswhy it had been bricked away.
At atime when |skandryids Nazrani contingent had been building ornate villasin the High Moorish style,
Ottoman families were having their own ancient houses demolished to be replaced with buildings better
suited to Faubourg St Germain. Two hundred years later both communities were still embarrassed by



their earlier enthusiasm. The hall might be the only part of the Madersa a-Mansur to be reworked in
Third Empire style, but its European influences would have been enough of an embarrassment to Lady
Nafisafor her to haveit bricked away. But then, this was a woman whose outward acceptance of
inshallah, the surrender to God's command had been such that she avoided using the future tensein
public, because it presumed on the will of God ...

At thetop of the marble stairs, Hamzah's builders had unbricked another archway, onethat led to an
alcove. Without being asked, they'd demolished awall between that alcove and the gaa. Of Lady
Nafisas smoked-glass office nothing remained but a bad memory.

Just how Hamzah's team had done the work they had in the brief time they'd taken was beyond Raf. All
the same he was grateful, and looking round at the new entrance, the rebuilt gaa and the replacement
mashrabiya he felt more at home than hed felt ...

For ever wasthe answer, if he was honest. And Raf kept on fedling right at home, even when someone
rapped with a cane on his new front door and atall, instantly recognizable man strodein. Or, at least,
strode as much as anyone could with a damaged leg and awalking stick. The resurrected hall was
swalowed inasngleironic glance.

'Y ou've wasted no time.'

Behind General Saeed Koenig Pashawalked Lady Jdila, a scarf wrapped demurdly round her hair. Then
came two bodyguards from the Generd's persond cadre who silently took up positions either side of the
front door. The Generd's face had that stony-eyed glare usualy found only on statues. His skin was
dark, not from the sun but from heritability and his cheeks were hollowed out with age and lack of deep.
Piercing eyes examined Raf from under heavy brows.

'You and | need to talk, hetold Raf, his gaze siweeping the hal until it reached Khartoum. 'Leave us,' the
Generd ordered. 'And take the child with you.'

He pivoted round to face Raf, malacca cane thrust hard on thefloor. 'l takeit thisisthe way up? The
tileswere crossed in aclicking of walking stick and boot-hedls before Raf even had time to answer.

Lady Jdilafollowed, demurely.

Waking directly behind Lady Jdila, Raf got the full benefit of the sght of her buttocks asthey flexed with
each step she took, diding beneath the shot silk of a sand-coloured suit. If she wore underwear it was
only athong: he knew that because the afternoon’s heat and humidity made her skirt fit tighter than any
second skin.

The woman climbed the stairsdowly, one at atime, in astride that dmost let Raf catch aflash of inner
thigh and waiting darkness. There was adeekness to her legs and bottom that spoke of personal trainers
and whole days spent working out in some exclusive gym of which held undoubtedly never even heard.

At the top, Generd Koenig Pashawalked through the spot where Lady Nafisa's office had been and
clattered hisway to the balcony to stare at the darkening sky. A storm was coming in, but not fast
enough for hissatisfaction. It wasleft to adyly amiling Lady Jdilato do the socid chit chat.

'S0, she said, 'how are you? With a practised sweep, she pulled the scarf from her head and shook out
her blonde hair, then casualy smoothed the front of her jacket, full breasts briefly obvious beneath thin
slk. Shewaswatching Raf watching her and her smile faded the moment she redlized it wasn't being
returned. The unspoken offer, if that was what it had been, came and went before K oenig Pasha even
had time to turn round.



'l thought we should talk about your niece," said the Generd.
‘Hani?

'You have others ... 7

Not that he knew about.

'Y ou see,' said the General. 'There'saproblem. It seems Lady Jdilaand your aunt had an agreement. If
anything should happen to Lady Naflsa, then her cousin wasto look after Hani. In fact, | gather the
Minister and Lady Jdlilahad actually promised to adopt the child."

'And Lady Jdilahasthisinwriting ... ? Raf's voice was polite.

He could have spat in her face and her disgust would have been less. ‘No,' said Lady Jdilatightly. 'l don't
haveitinwriting. Neither of usimagined aSituation where that might be necessary. Of course, | didn't
know about you then ..."

'Or | about you ..." Raf said smply and watched her hesitate.

‘Hani will be better off with Lady Jdila,' said the Generd. 'A country estate, the best schools... And, of
course, she'sknown Hani dl her life!

Whereas Raf barely even knew himself. Okay, so only he knew that... but a country estate?'l thought
Lady Hilalivedinthe Quartier Greque?' Raf said contemptoudy, naming an overpriced area of
mercantile houses near Shdldat Gardens. Vast and ornate, the houses had gone from fashionable to dum
tenements and back again in acentury. Leave anything long enough in Ik and eventudly itstime would
come round again - that seemed to betherule, anyway.

'We're sdling the house,' Lady Jdilasaid crosdy. 'I've got an architect drawing up plansfor asummer
villaout beyond Aboukir. I'm sick of the city in this heat.'

'And the Minister? Raf asked politely. 'Isthe Minigter of Policefor Iskandryiaredly planning tolivein
the suburbs?

'He's got hisflat over the precinct. Next to your fat American friend. And I've dready got my eyeon a
new winter house, though I'm not surewhat businessit isof yours...."

Raf stood up, just as Donna brought in ateatray. Onelook at the old woman was enough to confirm
how terrified she wasto bein the presence of the Generd. Raf didn't fedl too specid about making
mattersworse. 'lI'm sorry," he told the old woman. '‘But you'd better take it back. Lady Jdilaisjust
leaving.

And the most feared man in North Africawho, as ayoung military commander, had shot his own brother
for disobeying an order to retrest, raised one heavy eyebrow and padded silent as aleopard after the
furious woman. He nodded once at Raf and then again to Donna, scaring the old Portuguese maid almost
witless. The famed anger that Raf had expected to see break like thunder across his patrician face was
entirely absent. If anything, Koenig Pasha seemed dmost amused.

'Feix caled,’ said Hani, as soon as Lady Jdilahad gone. 'He wanted to talk to you so | told him you
werewith her ...

'What did he say?



‘Something very rude." Hani grinned. 'l don't think he likes her. Mind you, | don't think anyone likes her.’
'So you definitely don't want to livewith Lady Jdila?

Raf regretted his suggestion the moment it was spoken. Hani's answer was arising babble of outrage that
died only when he grabbed the child and scooped her up, ignoring the fists that tried to hammer at his
head. When Raf looked round, Khartoum was standing in the doorway, glaring.

He had hisanswer.

'l had to ask,' Raf said gently.

‘Never.' Hani'svoice wasfierce, her chin held high. 'I'd run away firgt.'
'But she was Aunt Nafisa's best friend ... 7

That's not my fault, Hani said crosdy.

Chapter Thirty-three
Seattle

'Sorry to trouble you." The voice was scrupulously polite, the accent so floppy haired that Hu San
knew immediately who was on the other end before the boy had even announced his name.

It was late and an ice-cold wind blew in off the Sound, throwing white spray against the harbour
walls. Up in her penthouse, Hu San sat listening to Nyman's Piano Concerto and drinking jasmine
tea. The rain outside and the churning sea below didn't bother her. Weather only made Hu San
feel morereal.

Though ZeeZee had never called her before, at home or at her office, which was how she till
thought of her small waterfront shop, Hu San had been expecting this phone call. She'd been
expecting it for three days, during which the English boy had gone calmly about his work, serving
court orders and reporting back any information that he thought the Five Winds Brotherhood
might find useful.

Now he would want to complain about Wild Boy. She knew her staff called Haruki "Wild Boy'
behind her back. What they didn't know was that it had been she who first came up with that
name, back in the days when Wild Boy was a scruffy street kid who trawled the strip with a
gravity knife in one back pocket and a tube of KY in the other. It had been an easy trade. She
liked hislooks and he liked her money. Besides, any scraps she could offer him from her life were
better than the one Haruki already had.

'l hope you're not about to give me a problem," Hu San said shortly.
'/ don't think so. | was hoping for an address for Haruki ?'

Half question, half request ... Stll, it threw Hu San off guard.
"What?'

'l owe him an apology.'

For what, exactly? Hu San wondered. Maybe the English boy had heard about her anger with Wild



Boy and held himself responsible. If so, the boy was right: he was responsible for Wild Boy's
current disgrace. But that still didn't mean it was his fault. Hu San clearly remembered saying Not
theface. Wild Boy hadn't listened and she couldn't accept that.

Wild Boy was on ice until he grovelled properly. Screaming fits and protests wouldn't do, and nor
would sulking. And yes, sex complicated things, no one could deny that. All the same, she
expected obedience, even from the boy who sometimes spread her legs.

‘Tell himto quit sulking,' said Hu San and rattled off the address for an apartment block two
streets back from the harbour. She paid the rent, she paid his bills and she paid the woman who
went in once a week and cleaned up. In fact, she paid the woman double, once to do the job, and
once again to ignore the discarded roaches and the gun Haruki could never remember to hide
away in a locked drawer.

Let them make friends, thought Hu San tiredly. Or she'd get rid of both of them. Besides, both their
sets of bruises should have started to fade by now. And anger faded like bruises, or it did in people
wise enough not to nurseit. Asto whether Haruki was as wise as the English boy obviously was,
that was something Hu San reckoned she was about to find out.

Payback time.

ZeeZee blipped his bike into life, let out the clutch and felt his tyres squeal on the wet tarmac.
Bain had cleared the harbour road of everything except a delivery truck, a police car and him.
Soray from his back wheel rose behind the Suzuki like a wave. And by the time he reach Wild
Boy's apartment, rain was vaporizing off his single exhaust to add its own fog trail to the spray. It
was cold and undeniably wet but ZeeZee was seriously enjoying himself.

Hidden strips it the foyer inside Wild Boy's building. A wall of glass separating the warmth of the
foyer from the dark and rain of the sidewalk where ZeeZee had left his bike.

'Going all theway,' he told the clerk behind the desk, pointing hisfinger at the celling. Insidea
lift, he checked his gun. Full load, seven shots. Flipping out the cylinder and then flipping it back.
Only then did he realize a video camera was positioned in the top right corner of the lift. Too bad.
Besides, he had a license for the gun, because delivering court orders meant not everyone liked to
see him coming.

ZeeZee counted off the floors as each number lit and the lift shot past, headed for the penthouse.
What was it Wild Boy always used to say? It ain't over till thefat lady pings ... The English boy took a
fold of paper from his pocket and looked at it. Wild Boy lived on this stuff - that, and Mexican red.
Hu San - he wasn't too sure what she used, but something more than just life regularly reduced
her eyes to dark pinpricks. He, on the other hand, didn't even smoke. The fox didn't approve.

Not usually.

Weighing the twist in his hand, asif it might actually have a weight rather than being too light to
feel, ZeeZee shrugged and carefully unwrapped the chemical origami to reveal the grey, salt-sized
crystalsinside.

'‘Have a great evening,’ said the lift.

‘Thanks,' said ZeeZee as he put his nose to the paper and inhaled, hitting it with both barrels. 'l
intend to ...



A creak of the apartment door tugged Haruki away from his dreams. Far away - in the world
inside his head, which was |ess safe even than the world outside - he registered first the click of a
lock recessing itself and then a door creaking open on hinges that needed oiling.

The next click was closer and dispelled his dreams like wind through smoke. It came a
microsecond ahead of the cold kiss of metal on his forehead. Revolvers that operated on
double-hammer action were increasingly rare but Haruki knew of at least one person who owned
a model like that. The cold-eyed English boy who walked alone and mostly talked to himself.

'‘Get up.'

Haruki opened one eye. His other was still too badly bruised to open. Around the eye he could,
there were distinct bruises, left by a bony knuckle.

'Out of bed.'

Sowly, very carefully, Haruki eased his feet out from under the covers, toes feeling for the floor.
The cold made him reach instinctively for his silk dressing gown.

"You won't need that." A hand flicked Haruki 's fingers aside before they could touch fabric. "Walk
over to the window.'

Haruki did what he was told, trying to ignore both the cold and his own nakedness. Most of all, he
tried to ignore the revolver and arising fear brought on by questions he suspected it would be
stupid to want answered.

'Open the curtains.'

He did that, too. Seeing the pinprick lights of Seattle flicker in the falling rain. The carpet felt
sticky under his bare feet and the room stank of incense, empty beer cans and half-finished
Sngapore noodles. The sheets were dirty and his Toshiba wall screen was running nothing except
static, but the view out over the harbour was heart-stopping. So beautiful it almost made up for
dying surrounded by his own squalor.

‘Now open the window.'

The glass dlid back silently and a sudden gust of cold raised goose bumps on Haruki's naked skin.
"Why are you doing this?" Wild Boy asked. His voice sounded small, even to him. "We didn't touch
your face.'

The English boy shrugged. 'Did | ever say you did?'

"You let Hu San think so ..." Wild Boy's hand went up to touch the bruise below his eye and his
fingers came away wet.

"How sweet," said ZeeZee. "You 're crying.' He raised the gun and sighted along the top, seeing a
naked Japanese boy no older than he was. 'Any last requests?'

Haruki just looked out from under hisfringe.
ZeeZee sighed. The fox was right and he was wrong.

'l don 't know about you," ZeeZee said as he lowered his gun. 'But I'm not finding this nearly as
much fun as | thought." Stepping back towards the bed, he threw Haruki a dressing gown.



"You don't love her,' Wild Boy said fiercely.
'‘And you do?'

Haruki nodded, diding first one, then another arminto the gown and knotting the belt loosely
round his narrow waist. '‘And she loves me.’

'Not any more,' said ZeeZee.

He closed the apartment door behind him and left Wild Boy to lock up the window and call Hu
San, if he was that stupid. Not that he would - call Hu San, that was ... ZeeZee knew Wild Boy.
Shame would prevent him.

Haruki was right about one thing, though. ZeeZee didn't want a lover, certainly not a Chinese
gangster in her late thirties. A mother - now, that was something different. But that was one place
even Wild Boy couldn't make him go.

Shoving his gun back into its holster, ZeeZee zipped up his black biker jacket and hit a button to
call thelift. He didn'tknow how well Wild Boy would sleep but as soon as he got back to his own
room he intended to crash out like the proverbial log, cooking sulphate or not. And then, first
thing tomorrow he planned to get up and go visit Micky O'Brian. Hu San wanted a small package
delivered. Something by way of apology for the recent misunderstanding ...

Sitting on the edge of his bed, knife in hand, Haruki remained awake for the best part of five
hours while he went over what had happened. What he'd said, what had been said to him. It was
asif black and white had suddenly reversed. Maybe he could have handled matters differently.
Perhaps he really should have launched himself at the English boy and not even thought about the
gun.

Except that if life had taught Haruki anything it was when to lose fights. Most times he fought
hard and won but occasionally he knew to give in. That knowledge had saved hislife as a kid.

He wasn't proud of how he'd made his living before he met Hu San but never once had she shown
anything but sympathy. Until now ...

Sadly, Haruki put his hand to his swollen eye and then touched the edge of the blade to his throat.
No use, he didn't feel brave enough for really grand gestures. Reversing his grip, so that he held
the blade securely, Haruki dragged its point across hiswrigt, feeling sick. The wound should have
been deeper but two glistening sinews blocked his way.

The tears that started up ran unchecked down his face as he sat there on his bed, his one good
hand wrapped tight round his damaged wrist, trying to hold the edges of the cut together. For all
his front, it seemed he couldn't even kill himself properly. Haruki had a decision to make without
being sure how much time he had left in which to make it... In the end, shame or not, Har uki
ordered his mobile to call Hu San and keep calling until it got through. He wanted to apologize or
say goodbye, whichever seemed appropriate.

Chapter Thirty-four
10-11th July

Saturday began hat, the early-morning sun turning the Corniche to aburning silver strip that flared along
the shore and separated the city from its beaches and low-lying headlands. But even early, with the sun



hanging low over Glymenapoulo to the east, the air was too heavy and too sticky for blue sky to last.

A headache settled over the city, dogs growing restless and ferd cats dinking from the shade of one
shabby tenement to another. Policemen pulled at their high collars asthey tried to rdieve theitch, women
scratched discreetly and men at café tables casudly adjusted their bdls. Through endless shuttered
windows came the sound of toddlerswhining, being dapped and whining louder ill.

Under their glass roofs the souks overheated, peaches turned bruised and rancid in the open markets and
at thetaxi rank on Place Orabi adriver killed two passengersin an argument over histip.

Thestorm camein a noon, as muezzin were caling thefaithful to prayer. It fell on Iskandryiainarolling
landdide of dark cloudsthat did down the coast, vast and soot-hued, banked so high that the outer edge
of each cloud turned back on itself and still kept climbing. Looking up was like staring down into a
bottomless canyon.

And with the clouds came achill that cooled the air until the only heat was latent, radiating back from
aley wals and parked cars. But Hani didn't notice the sudden chill at the time because she was too busy
in the haremlek throwing 'rubbish’ clothesinto ablack plastic bag ... Rubbish meant anything nest,
anything fussy, anything that Hani's aunt had made her weer ...

Now they were up in the attic, rubbishing that without quite saying so, Raf had decided to get the
al-Mansur madersa swept clean of ghosts and rearranged by the close of the weekend. Some ghosts
need exorcism. Some die, shrivel in the daylight or let time brick them off into the little-visited rooms of

memory.

His own were mostly sterilized and labelled, neatly hidden away by the fox or secure behind emotiond
safety glass asthe regime at Huntsville had demanded. But Hani's ghogts ... Raf intended to kill those with
abucket and mop, black bin liners and the scrape of clumsily moved furniture.

It'sdark ..."
'l know,' said Raf, glancing round. 'The eectricity's out again.'

'No." Hani stood in adoorway, holding atorch. 'l mean it's dark outside. The whole sky's gone black ...
Come and see!’

‘Let mejudt finish this," said Raf, picking up achair. He was sorting through an attic, which led out onto a
flat roof. A room stuffed with ancient china, wal hangings, carpets and old chairs, domestic detritusto
which people had been too attached or too lazy to discard. The space was aso home to awasps nest,
high in one corner, and atribe of micethat left markersin a spread of oily seed-like droppings.

They'd gone up there to find new furniture for the gaa, after Hani had rg ected the origina stuff on the
basisthat Aunt Nafisaliked it. Raf had seconded her opinion on the grounds that the silver chairs, at
least, were unbelievably uncomfortable.

There were undoubtedly very good reasons why it was a psychologically bad moveto let Hani discard
her smart clothes and the gaa chairs on the sole basis that they had been liked by an aunt whose death
she should have been mourning. And no doubt any child psychologist could have told Raf exactly what
those reasons were but, since hed had enough of psychologists asachild to last both of them alifetime,
he didn't care.

AsHani waited, thefirst heavy droplets of rain hit theflat roof outside. 'It's beginning," she announced
and then she was gone, stepping though a sudden stedl-grey sheet of rain that closed off the open



doorway like abead curtain.
‘Hani!'

Hewastoo late. By the time Raf reached the door, Hani's hair was plastered to her face and her green
tee-shirt had turned dark and heavy with rain. She waslaughing.

'‘Comeon.'

The water was warm and the drops huge, faling so heavily that they bounced off the tiles until the
guttering that drained the roof could no longer cope and a skim of water built up across the surface of the
roof to swallow therain.

'Doesthis happen often? Raf had to shout to make himself heard above the noise.
Hani grinned. 'Not like this." She spread her arms wide, welcoming the torrent. ‘Thisiswild." And it was.

Walking to the edge, she leant over the parapet to watch rain racing through a storm pipe at her feet and
fal in aheavy stream on Rue Cif below. Waves of racing water drove down the middle of the road,
sweeping rubbish beforeit.

"The carpets,' said Raf, suddenly. 'Come on.'

With Hani's help, he dragged aheavy rall of cloth out onto the flooded flat roof of the madersa,
discarding his shoes and socksto trample back and forth across the unrolled bokhara until grey water
seeped between his toes and was washed away by rain. By the time held dragged out his second rug,
Hani had ripped off the Nikes hed bought her the day before and was trampling hell out of asmall carpet
of her own.

It rained ... and then it rained some more. Fresh cloudsrolling in over Iskandryiato replace those that
were empty. Unitil they too were spent. By the time the storm had burnt itself out, four carpets were clean
and two wall hangings were refreshed enough for the dark smudges across their middle to be reveded as
mounted archers chasing what might have been antelope.

'It'sover, Hani said, looking up at the clearing sky.

Raf nodded. The air was cool - and smelt completely clean for thefirst time since hed arrived in El
Iskandryia. The pressure was gone, too, the city's headache lifting, with the storm clouds. Above the
dreet swallows swooped, nymphing on newly hatched insects. Coming inlow and fagt, flying in
formation, their shrill criesrising and faling asthey swept by.

Fdix rolled up the next evening in his Cadillac and dumped the car with itskeysin theignition, two
wheels on the road and two on the sdewalk.

"You trying to get it stolen? Raf demanded, opening the new front door to greet the fat man.

Felix glared at the nearest fellaheen who stepped into the road rather than try to push past the fat man or
hiscar. 'No onewould dare," he said. It took Raf amoment to redlize Felix wasn't joking.

'Weve got a problem,’ said Felix. He dug his hand into a pocket and pulled out a black G-Shock
specia, the kind people bought on planes. Thisyours?

Raf nodded. Anything el se seemed pointless.

Thought it was hideous enough. Want to tell me when and where you lost it?



'l didnteven...

... Know it was gone. So | take it you don't admit to making aquick trip to my HQ in thelast
twenty-four hours?

Raf just looked at him.

'Wevelost some plastique,’ Felix said flatly. ‘It happens. Someone at the precinct cuts ablock in half,
amends the evidence docket and usualy sdllsit back to one of the crime families. Or to someone with a
grudge...

He was speaking openly, Raf realized, because the redity of who Felix saw was obscured by afantasy
CV that |et the fat man treat Raf as more than equdl.

The problem isthe plastique was lifted from Mushin Bey's office.’ Felix paused, long enough to let that
ank in. '‘And your watch was found in the corridor outsde.’
'Shit.

'Oh, it getsworse," said the fat man as he pushed past Raf and started up the recently uncovered stairs.
Raf was il wondering how everyone who came in knew exactly where to go when the answer hit himin
theface. All large houses of a certain period followed arigidly defined floor plan. There was nowhere
else those stairs could go.

'Coffee?
Fdix grunted, which Raf took for How kind. Yes, please ...

'Got any cake? Felix demanded when Raf put atray in front of him. By the time Raf had returned with
baklava, Felix was emptying the last drop from hisbiggest flask direct into the brass coffee pot.

'Y ou're going to need it," he said, seeing the look on Raf'sface. 'Y ou're officially off the hook regarding
this. He tossed the G-Shock onto atable. Though privately General Koenig Pasha himself saystell you
not to be so bloody careless. And to listen very carefully to what I've got to say before you go take a
private pop at the RenSchmiss brigade ...

Raf sghed.
"Y ou remember the broken mashrabiya? Felix said.
Y eah, he remembered it.

'Wetook a couple of bits off Hamzah's boys and ran them under an €l ectron microscope. The carving
was ripped gpart from insde. Not smashed from the outside. Y ou understand what that means?

Raf had a pretty good idea, and he didn't like it onelittle bit. That I'm back to being the main suspect?

'No," the fat man shook his head. ‘Not with polygraph readouts asflat asaboy'stits ... He pulled out a
leather-bound notebook and flicked it on, buying himself time as he pretended to read off the results. He
could actudly recite them from memory and had, in fact, only just done exactly that over hismobileto the
Minigter for Police.

The mashrabiyawas destroyed from insde. There were no fingerprints other than Lady Nafisa's on the
pen. The scrapings from under her nails contain skin, but it's her own, and that bruise on the palm of her
hand ..."



'Matches the missing top for that make of pen.’

Felix nodded.

'And the stigmata on the other pam?

'lsan impression left by the diamond ring on her other hand.’

Raf lifted hisright hand and put it over his chest, then placed hisleft hand over the top of that, trying to
imagine jerking down so hard that the sharp edge of aring on hisright hand diced into the hand above as
he drove a pointed object into his own heart. He couldntt.

'‘And | know there were no hesitation cuts,’ added Fdlix. 'But there were no defensive cuts, either - no
gtabsinto her hands, no dashes between thumb and fingers. And her shirt was open ..."

'Which meanswhat, exactly?

‘Murderers usually stab through cloth. Suicidesdont ... I'm redly sorry.’ Felix looked from the coffee cup
in his hand to the newly cleaned gaa. Therewas afreshly washed carpet on thewall. A recently polished
leather Ottoman in one corner. Donna had even put avase of wild roses on amarble sde table. He could
recognize an exorcism when he saw one. Even when it was dl for nothing.

'l don't know how to say this... But in Iskandryiasuicide isa crime. One with severe pendlties.
‘She'saready dead,’ Raf said flatly.

'I know," said Felix. 'By her own hand. And that means her entire estate becomes forfet. This house now
belongsto the Khedive. By law, you have thirty daysto make other living arrangements.”

'No,' Ref said.

That'sthelaw. But | 've discussed it with the Minister and the Minister's discussed it with the Generd.
We're prepared to say it wasn't suicideif you're willing to back up an announcement that your aunt's will
namesthe Khedive as sole heir.’

'l mean, no, shedidn't kill herself.' Raf knew his voice was shaking but, try as he might, it wasimpossible
to keep it steady. 'She didn't kill hersdf ... Shewouldn't ... Why break the mashrabiya, why use apen?
Moreto the point, why bring him over from Seettleif she planned al dong to kill hersaf?

‘Didtraction, maybe? Felix shrugged apologetically. 'Someone decides to off themselves, who knows
what goesthrough their mind?

'Shewas murdered,’ Raf said firmly. 'Y ou tell your Minigter that.'

"That'swhat Mushin Bey told me you'd say,’ Felix muttered. He hated it when hisbosswasright.
'Yeeh? Well, youtdl him I'll nall thekiller

Felix looked deeply unhappy.

'He said you'd say that aswell.’

Part Two

Chapter Thirty-five



28th July

Club CdH was hidden at the bottom of awell.

And on clubnite its crowded spiral staircase stank of cheap lager, expensive scent and musty
groundwater. Thislast was because the shaft fed down to avast cistern strung with steel walkways and
ratchet joists, with abar and JV C sound system at one end, both on araised areawhere haf the
water-filled cistern had been paved over centuries before with stone dabs.

Underwater lights, sunk to the bottom of the cistern, up-lit swimmers so that they cast huge black
shadows onto the vaulted ceiling overhead. Only afew clubhards swam naked. They went naked not
because it was that kind of club but because public nudity was banned in Ottoman Africaand even being
at CdH made apolitical statement.

That, at least, was how Zarajudtified it, if asked. Besides, everyone knew E=MC? was a cuddle clone. It
made danceheads love each other. It also made them way too chilled to be able to do anything about it...

The electrics were working, the bar was stocked with Star, memory on the sound system had been
loaded for tonight's mix. Come midnight the place would be rammed to the rafters, the crowd split
unevenly between the mgority on the dance floor and those, like her, who would be svimming. Zara
grinned and adjusted an earbead, scanning bands until she found the voice for which she'd been
searching.

Av was out there, spreading the good word.

That was Vertigo Voudun, the Blue Ice mix. And don't forget tonight - CdH goes naked.' He spoke
through a button mike dicked to histhroat. Inside his helmet Avatar had true quadsound, aura grooves
cut into the lining to channdl music to his ears. Stacked into one of the drag-resistant sSide pannierson his
cut-down Y amaha WildStar was a hit-and-run sound system. The other pannier held kit that uploaded to
apirate satellite channd.

It was an old Baearic cliche to wire the bpm of amix to the DJs heart rate but Av didn't do cliche or
tradition. He had the bpm wired direct to the engine of hisbike. Every blip of the throttle upped tempo,
every increase in tempo upped speed. And hard/Trance didn't even kick in until his speeds were Strictly

illegd.

‘Thisis LuxPerpetuawith Escape Velocity, the FNM 90-2 mix ... And remember, naked at CdH ...
Enjoy." Avatar dammed opened histhrottle and blasted the WildStar and himself clear over thered line.

Zaralocked the door behind her. Danger read arusted sign. 40,000 volts. Keep out. Avatar had lifted
it off asubgtation at the North End of Rue Ras € Tin and Zara had epoxied it to the door hiding the way
into the wdll. So far, no one from the city's e ectricity board had turned up and tried to read their meter.

Known as CdH, the Club des Hachichins could only be reached by the red spiral behind that door. The
staircase was six months old and ceramic, bolted together with green screws, each one the size of
someonesfinger. Rumour said Av had gtolen it from ahotd in Shatby that was looking for it till.

Zarahad no idea of the age of the stone-lined shaft behind that door but she assumed it was at least five
hundred years. Anything younger than thisin Ik was regarded as amost new. Besides, newer than that
and sheld have been ableto find it on the city maps at the Library.

Zarawasthe club's promoter, organizer and owner. That was, she owned it if anyone did, inasmuch as
the medieva cistern was below amulti-storey car park owned by HZ Internationa - which was her



father by another name.

Once there had been hundreds of cisterns below the city, with arched roofs and stone-lined holding
tanks. Every important family, every mosgue or madersa had had one. Sometimes they had even been
owned by individua streets or one of the souks. Most had dried up, collapsed or been forgotten. Of
those that were known still to exist, twelve were mentioned in Fodors. CdH occupied the thirteenth.

She'd found the cistern before she went to the US but she'd only started up CdH on her return. And
aready Avatar and a posse of doormen were having to turn punters away. Clubnite ran one day each
month, the date chosen at random by software on Zara's notebook. All clubs went out of business
eventually, but she and Avatar were doing their best to lower the odds againgt theirs doing the same.

And though Av was pretty freaked about not being followed, Zaraknew that wasjust kiddie shit.
Meanwhile, tonight was another clubnite and it was her job to go collect the brain candy.

Chapter Thirty-gx
28th July

'Find the man. Ddliver the package. Doit ontime...'

Thiswas hisfirst day in thejob and Edouard wanted to get things exactly right: because that way hed
have a better chance of getting chosen again tomorrow. Employment in Iskandryiawas difficult. Upset
one man and ten potential employers could dam their doorsin your face. Edouard spent alot of hislife
trying not to upset important people who might one day employ him. And the important person hed
visited thismorning ran a courier service out of an office above a haberdasher's at the back of the tram
station on Place Orabi.

Now Edouard had a day's work, with the chance of more work tomorrow if he was efficient. And he
hadn't even had to do thisfirst day for nothing to show he was adaptable.

What he had to do was deliver a package, but not until 11.30 am. Edouard pulled his old V espa back
onto its stand and waited. He'd found the right café, on the edge of Place Gumhuriyajust as he'd been
told, and had spotted the man in the photograph. Now he just had to wait for the right time.....

'And that was L uxPerpetua and thisis 1sk's own Ahmed Shaabi with Jules& Jed! ..." Slap bass began to
stumblein and out of adrum track that sounded more Bedouin than anything else. To Raf it wasjust
weird-shit music from aradio taped to the seat of some scooter parked up at the lights. Three weeks had
passed since his aunt had been found dead and in one week's time he would have to move himself, Hani,
Donnaand Khartoum out of the madersa.

Hewas doing his best to think about something else.

On the notebook in front of him wasalist of names. The notebook was the old-fashioned kind with
paper pages because that was safe. Short of looking over his shoulder or using aserioudy hiRez satellite,
no one could see what he was writing and he was secure in the knowledge that no pet geek of the
Minister's was Sitting five tables away with ahidden Van Eck phreaker, recording everything he put up
0On screen.

Most of the names were crossed out, but haf of them had then been written in again. In the centre was
hisaunt, circled heavily. Radiating out from Lady Nafisawere linesleading to Hamzah, Jdila, the
Generd, Mushin Bey, Zara... Linesfrom these names led to other names until the page was a matrix of
connections- dl leading nowhere.



What he had was a diagram as hermetic as any kabbalistic chart and about asinformative. Because,
when it actudly came down to it, Raf had to admit what held been avoiding admitting even to himsdlf: he
couldn't prove for certain it was murder. And even if it was, what chance was there that he could solve a
crime from scratch and with no obvious clues.

Hed followed them all except the Generd, who hadn't left his house in weeks. Bought himsdf adigita
scanner he couldn't redlly afford in Radio Shack and fed it Zara's number and then, in desperation, the
number of the Minister and findly of Felix. The Minigter hid his calls behind heavyweight crypt, Felix
seemed to leave his mobile off most of the time and from Zara, once his scanner had cracked the crypt,
he'd learned only that she ran a club and the GSP coordinates she gave out to selected puntersindicated
it wasin amulti-storey garage. Which was vagudly interesting, if not helpful.

It was Wednesday, 28 July, 10.48a.m. and his heartbeat, blood pressure and alpha count were amost
normd, if maybe alittle on the high sde. No one at the office had yet tried to cal him and held sat outside
the Gumhuriya café for thirty-five minutes - which, in direct sunlight, was thirty-five minutestoo long for
his genetic make-up. The heat was thirty-four degrees and for once humidity waslow. All this he read off
from the face of hiswatch. None of it redly interested him.

Missing from the report was arecord of the complex organic molecules gating through myriad aveoli in
his lungs, flooding his blood system each time he sucked the plastic mouth piece of asmall sheesha.

Tetrahydrocannabinol

The brass water pipe had bright edges. Asif someone had traced negtly round its undulating body with
light. Thetrunk of aeucalyptus, in whose shade Raf sat, was split intwo at head height, then split again
and again, time branching, until it ended as aluminous three-dimensiona schematic, the answer to some
important question no one had ever remembered to ask. He had afeeling the 'no one' might have been
him.

Raf wasn't sureif he should have accepted the water pipe or not.
'Fuck it.'
A minute or so later, Raf repeated himself.

Later ill, he rested the sheeshas purple tube and mouthpiece on the café table in front of him and
checked hiswrist. Not as much time had passed as should have done.

Swirled aglass of cooling teawith aspoon, Raf watching its brief vortex dow and die. Entropy. Hewas
hot, his shirt was sticky and athumb print smeared the lenses of the shadesthat kept the city at bay.

He was breskfasting at afelah café on Place GH, incongruous among thickset moustachioed men
wesaring striped shirts or long jellabas. Everybody in the place was male, gpart from an elderly Tunisan
woman in black who appeared every few minutes carrying plates from the kitchen, which sheleft at one
end of the counter for awaiter to deliver. It was aface of the city he hadn't seen, where full breskfast
cost haf the price of acroissant at Le Trianon and the first sheesha came free.

The only reason they accepted Raf at al was because of what he wore. Though it had taken him severa
mornings to understand that. The jacket was long and black, and it came from the back of a cupboard on
the men'sfloor at the madersa. It was old and had acollar of the kind that turned up rather than folded
down. People glanced at him oddly in the street whenever he went out, but they <till moved politely out of
the way.



New clothes. The thought was random but true. However, thinking it and achieving it were different
matters, because his credit card had expired dong with hisaunt. A fact hed only discovered when he
had tried to useit in the French boutique near Place Orabi. What little money he had was borrowed
againg hissaary from the Third Circle, which was|ooking more token by the day. Apparently working
for S3 was an honour; it was just apity it wasn't one Raf could afford.

Of course, he could aways ask Hamzah for ajob.
Or not.

Thekif in his pipe tasted sour, even though it had been cured in honey. But that's just me, thought R&f.
Thewhole of life had turned sour the moment Felix barged into the madersa more than afortnight back,
dropped hisbombshel and then gone, leaving Raf with the job of telling Hani she'd lost her aunt and now
shewaslosing her house. Which wasn't agood thought, because it just made Raf remember that he still
hadn't told her. And he redlly should have done.

God help her.

He couldn't egt for worrying and he didn't want to drink, no matter that spirits could probably be found in
haf adozenillicit barswithin five minutes wak of somewhere like Le Trianon. Asfor drugs... Legf
cured with molasses or honey was hard to avoid in this part of the city. Kif was sold ready-rolled by
hawkers on every street corner and as huge, wood-stamped blocks in the sugs around € Magharba. But
despite today's sheesha, dope had never redly been his style and when he did break with the fox's good
intentions, he used amphetamines. The basic kind cooked up in basements. Speed made him fed the fox
more srongly.

But Isk ran at the wrong speed for sulphate. And while coke could undoubtedly be found behind the
black glass doors of expensive nightclubs, just as dance drugs could be had in the tourist haunts, which
filled nightly with German kids whacked out on substances amere molecule away from MDMA, finding
fud tofed thefox had proved more difficult.

Besides, the fox was dying. Raf was pretty sure of that. It spoke less and less often and mostly after
dark. It didn't talk to him the way it used to and it had offered no advice on how to find hisaunt'skillers,
not even bad advice. Most of thetime, when Raf went looking inside his head for the animd, he found
only flickering facts and an emptiness where the voice used to be. And all taking the sheeshahad done
was add an echo to that emptiness. An echo of silence a odds with the street noise around him.

To Raf'sright was the neo-baroque monstrosity of Misr Station, terminusfor the A/C turnini that ran
through from Cairo. From above, the tracks |ooked toylike and the dusty square seemed small, crowded
and dirty, set between an overflowing taxi rank and a sprawl of flat roofs broken occasiondly by the
spiky minaret of a mosgue, the breastlike dome of a Coptic basilicaor the spire of a Catholic church.

Higher till, theindividua buildings blurred into a street plan that revealed only roads and blocks of
solidified city life. The darker dleys, wherethe sun daily logt its battle against shadow, faded out until
even d-Anfushi'swidest streets showed only as hairline cracksthat finaly blurred and vanished. Raf's
throat was too tight and getting tighter as he fought againgt the thinness of atmosphere, fought for breath.

"Y our Excdllency?

The city span up to hit him, hard and fast. And Raf had to dam one hand on top of the other to stop both
from shaking. He didn't fed very excdlent about anything.

"You dl right? The boy'svoice fatered as Raf glanced up. 'I'm sorry, Sir. | mean, can | get you anything



dse?

A new life, aproper childhood, the answer to who really killed his aunt because, sure asfuck, she didn't
doit hersdf...

'Feix,' Raf told hiswatch, popping in an earbead in time to hear the number being didled. Therewere
things they needed to talk about. Like the fact Raf had recently warned Mushin Bey that Lady Jdilaand
he would have to take Raf to court before they could get their hands on Hani.

'Get me some fresh tea,' said Raf, peering at the waiter. 'And take this away.' He pointed to the sheesha,
now growing cold on thetablein front of him.

Fdix arrived just after the tea. Running his pink convertible up onto the sdewak and stepping straight out
to stand beside Raf'stable. 'Y ou look like shit," he said, as he yanked out achair. 'But | imagine you
know that.'

Without asking permission, he lifted the notebook out of Raf's hand and snorted at the chart. 'Very
pretty, he said, about to hand it back. Then he paused, and jabbed hisfinger at one of the names. "Were
raiding her dance club tonight,' he added as an afterthought. 'Y ou might want to come ... Thegravel in
his voice was alegacy of too many cigarettes, years of acohol and the fact Felix regarded anything
before noon as early morning.

Thefat man ordered hot chocolate with whipped cream and two amond croissants. 'Falafel or cakes,' he
said to Raf in disgust, when the waiter had gone. 'No one in this godforsaken pit knows how to cook
proper food.'

'Why stay, then?

Felix looked surprised. 'Y ou think anyone eseis going to employ me on that sdlary? he asked. 'Anyway,
I'm too old for Los Angeles and too high-rent for some burb. And besides ..." The fat man paused,
chosing hiswordswith care. Theresfuck al red crime here!’

Raf wanted to laugh. Or maybe cry. Or just go to deep ... Hewasn't certain which. Maybe all three.
Nocrime...

'Oh, sure,’ said Felix. "Twice ayear the winds come and the murder rate doubles, but that's
keep-it-in-the-family stuff. The odd drunken Russian getsrolled, but only occasiondly and then only if
he's supid. There'srape, but no more than anywhere e se, the occasional mugging, the odd drugstore
heist, predictable low-level stuff. But the red shit? Forget it.'

'Gangs,’ said Raf. 'Drugs running, organized crime.....
'What about it?
L ltmust exist .

Felix smiled. 'Y ou want to know what my boss does about organized crime? He invites the heads of each
family to dinner once ayear and reminds them - politely - to keep paying the Generd their taxes.’

The fat man shut up after that, but only because his chocolate had arrived in a cup the size of abowl.
When Fdix resurfaced, the bowl was empty and cream ran across his upper lip in atide mark.

'Message direct from the Generd,' he said. He picked up a croissant, looked at it and then put it down



agan, carefully dusting sugar from hisfingers. 'Hethinksit would be niceif you gave back the plagtique.’
'Didn't... said Réf, ... take any explosive!
‘Then who did?

'How the...'Raf couldn't remember the rest of that sentence so he finished the next oneinstead. ‘Who ...
dole... my, ... watch?

Who ... sole.... my... ? Felix leant in close and lifted the dark glassesfrom Raf's face. Swearing in disgust
when the bey threw up one hand to protect his eyes from the sudden light. The pupils gazing back at him
were vast and empty, black as dead stars.

Fucking terrific: he was Chief of Detectives. He was meant to notice these things. 'Get trashed, why don't
you ... Hipping open his briefcase, Felix reached insde for a Bayer-Rochelle inhaer and went back to
swearing. His policeissue THC inhibitor was amost empty.

'Usetherest of this,' the fat man told Raf. 'And then go to the pharmacy...'He pointed across the square
to aneon green cross. 'And buy another. Then well talk." He tossed Raf the empty inhder, sghing as Raf
fumbled the catch.

'A packagefor Ashraf Bey.' Edouard stood at the fat man's elbow, shuffling nervoudy. Despite the heat
he was dressed in a chegp Kevlar one-piece and wore asmog mask. His one-piece had atlas cares
scrawled across the shouldersin akind of casual, outdated corporate scrawl that fifteen years earlier had
probably taken some account exec three breakdowns and most of aweek just to brief.

Edouard wasworried. Hed been told to follow hisingtructions exactly. And it was unquestionably noon,
because the square echoed with the cry of amuezzin, and he definitely had the right café - but now the
right man wasn't here any longer. Edouard had decided held better deliver the package to the right place
at the set time and then wait for the right person to return.

T'll tekeit,' said Flix.

Edouard was about to protest when Felix flicked open hiswallet and flashed hisgold shield. 'l said, I'll
takeit ...

Youll 4ill havetosgn.

The fat man scrawled his signature across a pad and reached for the fat envelope. 'Go,’ he said and
Edouard went. Unhappy but resigned. A second day's work |ooked increasingly lesslikely every time he
ran what had just happened through his head.

Glancing across the square to the apothecary, Felix checked Raf was till out of sight and gently shook
the envel ope which was brown, padded and looked very much like government issue. From habit, the fat
man held the envelope by its edges, S0 as not to leave fingerprints. The only obvious anomaly he could
seewasthat itsflap was tucked in rather than glued, asif the sender had been too lazy to gum the thing
shut.

'What the hell.' Fdlix rattled the package until aflat box did out into the table. It wasn't like held actually
opened the thing. What he got was a chocolate box, the expensive kind. Charbonel & Walker. Stuck to
the top was a small white card with kittens on the front and alazer-printed message.

'If you get this, I'm dready dead - Aunt Nafisa.'



Which wasn't what Felix had expected the card to say. For asplit second he almost dipped the
chocolate box back into its envelope. That way he could watch Raf's face for surprise or horror, for any
clueat dl asto what was going on. Because, asfar as Felix was concerned, liking Raf and trusting the
guy weretwo separate things entirely.

But not even taking one peek was asking too much and, besi des, knowing exactly what wasinsde put
Fdix inadill stronger pogition. Particularly if it was letters, maybe adiary, even photographs ...

Fdix lifted thelid and asweet smell grew. Not flowers, chocolate or marzipan. Something he knew so
well the stray hairs had risen on the back of his neck before his brain even made the connection.
RDX/C3. High-brisance plastique explos—

Glassinto diamonds, shattering.

But by then ahundred e ght-millimetre ball-bearings had dready taken off half of the fat man'sface and
removed hisright arm at the shoulder, though Felix hadn't yet grasped that. Where his cheek had been
was living skull, yellow and glistening, one eye socket asmear of beaten egg white. A fis-szed holein his
temple exposed his brain and across his upper chest wounds had blossomed like blood-red poppies. The
blast areawas both precise and limited: the chocolate box little more than housing for asimple claymore.

Fractured jaw opened impossibly wide, the fat man began to scream silently at theworld. Hetried to
stand, found hisleg was broken and crashed sideways, taking the table down with him.

And gill no one moved until Raf came running through shock-stopped traffic. Doing the fat man's
screaming for him.

Sightlessand dmost dedf, gravity dragging the last shreds of identity out of his shattered skull in aheap of
folded jdly, Fdlix gtill managed to makeiit to hisknees, then spasmed and fdll forward, grit sticking to
flayed flesh.

It was pointless even trying to talk to a man whose throat was ripped open, whose cerebra fluid oozed
from an open skull and whose pumping blood was creating tiny cascades that branched left and right
down cracksin the sdewalk, taking the shortest route to the guitter. Y et the pointlessness didn't stop Raf
shaking Felix. Shouting a him.

In the distance the wail of an ambulance fought the Siren of aracing police car. But the ambulance, at
least, would be too late. The fat man was a corpse, hisbody just didn't know it yet.

'‘Doit." The words came suddenly, cold and clear.

Raf wanted to ignore them. To pretend he hadn't heard. 'Do it," said the fox, who never usualy wokein
daylight. So Raf did.

Unclipping the holster from the fat man's belt - badge, spare clip and dl - Raf did free Felix's Taurusand
checked the cylinder. It was |oaded with ceramic-jacket hollow-point.

'‘Back," he ordered. And, watched by aretreating crowd, he untangled the fat man's coat from a broken
chair and wadded it into abundleto act asapillow for Felix. Then, rolling Felix onto hisfront dmost as
if for deep, Raf put the muzzle to the point where the fat man's Skull met his neck and softly squeezed.
What was left of Felix's head exploded, aong with a chunk of pavement below. It was only luck that
stopped ricocheting fragments taking out Raf's own eye.

Friendship came with a price that both of them had just paid.



Sirens it the shocked silence that followed. Jellaba-clad gawpers scattered suddenly asacruiser did to
ahdt kitty-corner to Place Gumhoriya. Out of its doors came two armed officersin flak jackets, assault
rifles at the ready. But by then Raf was dready gone: retreating through the crowd, the fat man's gun
thrust into one pocket.

He jumped atram, standing at the back on its open wooden platform, dipping off at a crossing to cut
through anarrow dley full of empty shops and boarded-up houses. A builder's board promised total
redevel opment. The completion date for the project was two years before Raf had arrived in 1sk.

The samdl of urine and damp earth filled his nostrils, coming from houses that had falen in on themselves
to become gardens kept lush by sewage leaking from a shattered pipe. The areawasfull of blind adleys
and cluttered yards. Sometimes two blockswas al it took to dide from comfort to abject poverty - or
vice versa. Money clung to the boulevards and the coast. Cut back from those and the city of the poor
was dwaysthere. The cities of darkness, of brothels and lies. Old beyond meaning or memory,
desolatdly grand and running by unspoken rules.

Raf was beginning to fed horribly at home.

He stepped through an open door into a deserted house and kept going until he reached alocked door at
the rear. One kick opened it and Raf found himsalf watched by an old woman as he crossed her
courtyard and stepped out into a crowded Street.

It was only when Raf stopped, looked round and tasted the sweetness of blood at the corner of his
mouth that he redlized adiver of pavement had opened his cheek clean asablade.

RenSchmiss

Chapter Thirty-seven
28th July

The water lights were off, the house |asers down. Somewhere at the other end of the vaulted room, a
band was tuning up. And here, where tiny waves splashed againgt the rough stone of acisern wall, Zara
had wrapped hersdlf in the darkness. Below her feet had to be the bottom of the cistern but she had only
asense of hanging over emptiness.

Three months before, a stoned-cold immaculate Danish boy had gripped tight to arock and let the water
close over him. Only to drop hisballast and kick upwards. He claimed to have seen a skeleton on the
bottom, arms crossed over its chest. And people did disappear in Isk. Disappear completely. But Zara
didn't redly believe the story of the skeleton. Something had gone wrong with abatch of E/equalsthat
month.

All the same, she did believe the darkness was occupied. Because whenever she left other svimmers
behind and did hersdf into adark corner far away from the safety of the stepsleading up to the dance
floor, she could sense that something down there was aware she was there, hanging in the water above
whatever it was.

Though maybe that was just E/equalstoo, from way back ...

Now was chill-out time. Av's decks were deserted. The huge bank of smart lightsrippled rather than

throbbed, stilled by the lack of strong beet to catch and follow. Up on stage, out of her sight, four elderly
black guyswere coming to the end of an acoustic s&t - well, mostly ... Something intrinsically West Coast
ethnic that mixed Cape Verde with Mbaax and Soukous. A click track hiccuped from a child's beatbox,



amost lost beneath baafon and sabar.

And thefit sounded loose but was actually tight and Zarafelt relaxed for thefirst timein weeks, though
that could have been from mixing Mexican with Moroccan.

Zarasighed. And kept sighing until the water closed over her again and bubbleslike large pearlsrose
from her lips as she raised her arms and did deeper. She would have gone deeper till but the pearls
were gone. So she kicked once and glided to the surface.

'‘Going down, floating up ... Guess you could cal that an Opheliacomplex,’ said avoice right beside her.
'Oh no,' it countered, 'because then you'd be wearing some clothes ..."

Instinct made Zara cover her breasts, and water made her choke as her head bobbed bel ow the surface.
When shed finished coughing, she concentrated on swearing. She knew who it was.

What she didn't recognize was the voice of whoever spoke next.
That was rude.'

Arms splashed up to snake round Zara's neck and Hani was suddenly glued fast like alimpet. She was
grinning in the darkness. Breathing hard, though at first Zarathought that was from the swim. Then she
redlized the child was excited, dangeroudy excited.

'He hit abig man at the door,’ said Hani. There was a horrified fascination in her voice.
'Hewouldn't let usin,' Raf said apologetically.

Zarasnorted, her face hidden in shadow until Raf adjusted his eyes and she came into view as cleanly as
if someone had toggled the brightness on a screen.

'Hedidn't get up,' Hani added.
'Unconscious,' inssted Raf hadtily, 'nothing worse. | had to seeyou ...'
'Why?

Of dl questionsit was the smplest to ask and the hardest to answer. Had Raf been thinking clearly, or
even at dl, he might have known he wasin shock from Felix: seeing someone killed did that to you. But
he wasn't supposed to do shock, at least not according to the wretched genetic-heritability guarantee.
And anyway, he had more than one reply to her question.

Club. Fdix. Hani , .. which camefirs?

Raf had to remind himself that Zara couldn't seein the dark, that her hearing was probably only average.
So she might have missed the thud of heavy boots as bouncers criss-crossed the club searching for him.
Pretty soon one of the bone clones would engage his brain and decide to fire up the water lights.

Except that they were about to be cornered themselves, if the distant clang of adoor and abrupt trill of
srensat the high edge of hisrangewas any clue.

"You're being raided,’ Ref told Zara.
'Shit..."'She sounded dmost grateful. That's what you came to tell me?

No, hed cometo beg her to ook after Hani and to tell her was Felix was dead. Just like his aunt was



dead. Thiscity wasturning into apersona war-zone and he was till busy trying to spot the enemy.

Raf shook his head, remembered she couldn't see him and opened his mouth to speak. But it was aready
too late. Up on the spird, ariot cop using athroat mike attached to the kind of bass-heavy public hailer
that turns your guts to water and dribbles them round your feet was demanding that Someone Turn On
The Lights. NOW ...

‘How many ways in?' Raf felt an adrenalin rush kick-in with avengeance. Thefox wasback on line.
'One,' said Zara.

Even Hani groaned.

"Two,' Zaraamended, then corrected hersdlf again. Three ... Do storm drains count?

Hani grabbed her tee-shirt from a corner where sheld left it and scooped up Ali-Din while Zarawent
looking for her clothes, which should have been folded negtly beneath abench. Raf's own suit was
sodden but at least he was wearing it.

'Y ou need new clothes,' Raf ordered.

Zaraopened her mouth to protest but Raf was gone, diding off in adifferent direction towards ablonde
girl in spray tights, a snakeskin waistcoat that might once have dithered and along trench coat cut from
wafer-thin faux ocelot. Zaracouldn't hear what Raf said but the girl handed over her coat without
comment.

'Usethis." He stood between Zara and the worst of the crowd while she struggled into the coat.
Searchlights were in use but the house system seemed down. If Avatar had any sense, thought Zara, hed
have pulled the fuses.

'Over there ... Zarasaid, nodding to awall that lit and vanished as a hand-held hiL ux hit the stonework
and then swept back over the restless crowd. The crash squad were il looking for the main switch.

"... We need to get over there.’

Covering part of thewal wasaswirl curtain that shimmered with an infinitely ridiculous number of
infinites mally small fluorescent beads trapped between itswarp and weft. Raf didn't redly havetimeto
admirethe effect. His brain was rich with thetawaves that rolled across his cortex, firing neurones.
Behind his eyes was amemory of Zaranaked, soft hips and no body hair. Her legslong, her somach
amogt flat. Water rolling in droplets between full breasts.

Sweet memoriesthat sopped him remembering ugly things. Like blood turning black in agutter or a
breeze-blown fragment of ribbon fluttering across the road towards him.

'Hewasnt ligening, Hani said.

Zarasucked her teeth, crossly. 'Thisway,' she ordered and ducked under the curtain. Her fingerstwisted
and fluorescence blossomed from a broken trance tube. They were inside a packed acove that was
arched over with crumbling red brick, and around them was rubbish, mostly broken beer boxes or empty
industrid-size containers of till mineral water. Someone's knickerslay discarded on the floor.

Beyond the alcove was a gap where astorm drain fed into the cistern from the street. Clearly visble on
thewall were crumbling iron handholds, rusted with age.



You first,' Zaratold Hani, 'Me next, Ashref last ...

That was the order in which they went and that was the order in which the morales arrested them in the
narrow sde street where the drain began. With Raf climbing out to find Hani silenced by ahand over her
mouth, while Zarastared furioudy at a gendarme officer with skin the colour of pure chocolate and a
bottle-green uniform so immaculate it must have come straight out of abox.

Overhead an ex-Soviet copter, with a searchlight now fixed to the side of its gun bubble, pinned Raf inits
beam then flicked its attention to another street as soon as the officer moved in, Colt held tightly in her
hand.

‘AshrafBey," she said, looking in shock at Raf's still-dripping suit.
'Yeah, said Raf. 'Me!'

Behind the officer were two privates and at the end of the narrow street was agreen van the same colour
asthe woman's uniform. Its rear doors were open and waiting.

Been here, thought Raf, done that. Not doing it again.

There were three waysit could go. She could let himwalk, try to arrest him or cdl for advice and
back-up. Only thefirst was any good to him and Raf didn't see it happening. Not if the screen-splash
held caught at the madersa had been right and the |PD were busy nailing Felix to hisforehead like the
mark of Cain.

Crunch time came asthe officer lifted her wrist to her face, ready to call HQ.

'Don't even think about it." Raf had the fat man's gun out of his sodden pocket and in his hand before she
had time to do much more than flinch. Her own wegpon il pointed lazily at the ground. She'd got the
uniform al right, she just hadn't got the moves.

'Fuck up and I'll kill her,' Raf told the two privates. ‘Understood? The gun wasn't the only thing held
borrowed from Felix. The sudden hard-ass drawl also belonged to the fat man.

'Y our watch,' Raf demanded.

Bottle-green handed it over with a scowl that turned to distilled hatred as Raf tossed her eegant mobile
graight down the storm drain. Now her HQ could pinpoint it all they liked.

'Going to shoot me too? The woman's voice was cold, her contempt unchecked. Raf didn't know quite
what she saw when she looked a him but it was something she hated. He wasn't too sure he liked it that
much himsdif.

'Felix was dying,’ Raf said shortly. Which wastrue. Half of the fat man's skull was gone, hisbrain afat
dug that gravity enticed towards the pavemen.

"This man murdered Felix Bey.'

For dl the attention the officer gave the gun in his hand, Raf might aswell have been unarmed. Except
then, of course, hed have been under arrest ready.

"Therewas abomb,’ said Raf, seeing shock explode in Zaras eyes. 'Felix took the full blast.'

Zarapushed hair out of her face and stared at Raf. 'Y ou finished him off?



'Y eah.' Raf nodded. "What was my option? Let him exist on life support, wired up and quadriplegic,
surviving on sugar-water and vitamins?

With definitely no adcohol, noillega porn channds and no working gearstick to engage evenif hedid.
'He'd have hated it.'

'So you got to play God? That wasthe officer.

'‘Someone hasto ..." Raf pun the Colt round his finger, stepped in close and jammed the gun under
bottle-green's chin.

'‘Ashref ..." Zara's voice shook. 'Don't...'

'l didn't kill Lady Nafisa,' Raf said dowly. 'And | didn't murder Felix.' He was talking to the officer, but
Zarawas listening and so wasthe kid; so redlly he wastaking to them too. ‘But I'm sure as hell going to
hunt down whoever did. And I'll shoot anyone who getsin my way. Y ou make sure everyone gets that

message.’

Lifting the gendarmé's Colt from her lifdessfingers, Raf tossed it after the watch and then walked her to
the rear of her van, with the two squaddies following meekly behind. She climbed into theriot van
without being asked.

‘Now you," he ordered and the squaddies scrambled inside, jostling each other in their haste. They stank
of sweat, fear and kif. Which waswhat you got if you conscripted fellah who just didn't want the job.
Stll smiling, Raf dammed the rear doors, locked them and dropped their dectronic key through the grille
of agorm drain.

'‘Coming ... 7
Watchful and unhappy, Zara shook her head. 'No," she said. ‘Running away only makes thingsworse.'

Raf'slaugh was sardonic. 'Y ou obvioudy never tried it.'
Chapter Thirty-eight
29th July

Sudden and abrupt, Raf's kick echoed off the side of aderelict Customs shed, booming out over rusty
tracks to the night-time emptiness of the docks beyond. No lights came on anywhere, no security guard
ambled out of the darknessto find out what was going on.

The stretch of crumbling tenement south of Maritime Station was that kind of area. Low concrete housing
with rusted barsfor shutters and blank squares of chipboard where glass should be. Cancerous enough
to make every project block Raf had ever seen look suddenly rich

'For me..." Raf announced, as he kicked again at the steel door of the deserted warehouse, under a
peeling sgnboard that read Pascarli & Co, Cotton Shippers, '... her timing makesno sense. That'sthe
problem.’

Hed talked hisway through the first two diagrams in his notebook, skipped the autopsy data as being
much too upsetting for Hani, and was back to chasing timescale round in his head. Who was where,
when?

Hewastaking to Hani becauseit beat bouncing ideas off thin air and the fox was back in hiding, or



dead. Or both. At least the kid had Ali-Din to talk to, not that she spoke much to her rag dog either
these days.

Hani was worried about something but asking her directly about it hadn't worked. Though hed tried that
severd times, starting when held got back to the madersa after Felix flatlined. All hed got in return was
aullenslence

Back then, Raf hadn't told the small girl the fat man was dead: any more than held told her they had to
leave the house.

Just asked his question and regretted getting no answers. But scaring kidswasn't his style. And besides,
Raf could remember atime when he too had shut right down, until the adults round him began to say his
lights were on but no one was home. And he had been home, of course - hejust wasn't answering the
door...

'You see’ Raf said. 'Aunt Nafisawent to acommittee meeting at C& C at 10 am.' He used am. because
that was what Hani knew. Lady Nafisa had thought the 24-hour clock vulgar. 'She left her meeting at
eleven, but didn't get home until one. So wherewas she.... ?

'‘Now,' said Raf, answering his own question. 'She could have been shopping.' He kicked onelast time at
the door and it flew back to reveal damp-smelling darkness. 'But then, what happened to her parcels?

But it wasn't shopping, because Lady Nafisadidn't buy things when other people were about. She made
stores open for her specidly, at night, when she could count on the manager's full attention.

Through here,’ Raf told the girl and stepped into amusty darkness, nudging the door shut with hished.
Her fingersin hishand felt asfragile astwigs and dmost as dry. She hadn't yet asked Raf why held redlly
shot the fat man. But as shed trotted through the night towards the docks, the child had tossed possible
answers around in her head and not liked most of them.

It had been Ali-Din's job to find the warehouse. And the way it worked was that every time a crossroads
appeared, Hani would stare at the eyes of her rag dog and then nod I eft or right depending on which eye
blinked. If neither lit then the route was straight ahead. The puppy ran on some kind of satellite
positioning system matched to atemplate of Iskandryia.

Hani's dight thaw had lasted until they reached the end of Fuad Premier, where anarrowing boulevard
intersected with Rue Ibrahim and rattling midnight trams ran south-west from Place Orabi towards arail
terminus and the Midas Refinery stockyard.

The address Zara had given Raf was on the far Side of the tramline, in an area where ramshackle souks
gave way to near-derdlict tenements before ending in astink of sewage, rotting fish and diesdl that
leached from rusting dockside cranes dotting a cancerous concrete wilderness at the south-east end of
Western Harbour.

It was dog-shit city.

A whole area of festering poverty that the Rough Guide didn't mention, other than to suggest that visitors
should keep to the main routes during the day and avoid the place dtogether at night. The officid city
guide omitted any mention of the area.

And, in asense, the tenements and sprawl of empty warehouses didn't exist for most peoplein
Iskandryia for them, the dumswere invisble and unnoticed, except by felaheen who didn't vote or
would only have voted the wrong way if they did. Americamight stack its urban poor one family on top



of another in high-rise blocks but in North Africa the poor were marginaized inamoreliteral sense...
They lived at the barren edges of its cities or in occupied unwanted spaces like this one - which existed
between atramline and the dockside railway, was edged dong itsthird side by acanal and did, onits
one good side, from squal or through poverty to the dmost picturesque asit finaly meshed with the souks
of the El Gomruk ...

'Up here,' said Raf, reaching aladder. His voice echoed ingde the empty warehouse the way kicking
down its door had echoed off derdlict buildings outside.

Above was a prefabricated office, dung between two sted girders origindly added to strengthen the
brick walls of the warehouse. The spird staircase that should have led up to it was missing, so maybe
Zarastae of an upset hotel was untrue.

'Can't see,' Hani protested. She sounded cross and upset, but at least she'd started talking.

'l can,' said Raf. 'I'll go firgt and you follow after.’ Part of him wanted to do it the other way round - so
that he could catch Hani in case she dipped - but it wasimpossible to know what he might find in the
office, so hewent first. He could have made her stay below, of course, but he knew the child would like
that even less.

'How can you see? Hani asked scornfully. ‘It'sdark.’
‘Ali-Din can seein the dark.

"That's different.’

'Why?

‘Because Ali-Dinisonly ..."

Her voicetrailed away and Raf started climbing. Left hand pulling him up the ladder, hisright tightly
gripping the fat man'srevolver.

The prefab was empty of people and full of kit. Each wall was smothered with chegp Ikea shelving, the
bolt-together kind. Metal tables were pushed hard against the shelves. The only gap on thewalswasa
window, that would have |ooked north aong the dockside towards Maritime Station if someone hadn't
covered it over with tar paper and taped aong all the edges. There was a sourly mechanica, dmost
chemical gtink to the place, underlaid with stale tobacco.

Most of the kit in the room wasingtantly recognizable, like two stand-aone Median PCsand an Apple
laptop with afold-out satellite dish, which was definitely illega. Plusastack of vinyl piled nextto a
Blaupunkt mixing desk. The rest of the apparatus was far weirder. Starting with afull scuba suit, matching
quadruple oxygen bottles and a shrink-wrapped box of sterile 1000ml beakers stacked next to the
entrance hatch.

And someone had gone to the trouble of dragging plastic drums of distilled water up to the office. But
that was the least of it. In one corner was a Braun freezer, wired to abank of car batteries. In the
opposite corner, a cupboard made of glass had an extractor hood taped and double-taped to its top,
with aduct leading straight out through an outside wall.

On atable by the cupboard along glass spiral of tubes fed down to a sealed beaker and every ring in the
spira wasjoined to the next with a ground-glass joint. Jammed between two of theringswasa
half-smoked packet of untipped Cleopatra, while a battered paperback copy of Uncle Fester's Organic
Chemistry leaned against the beaker. The Fester's was the edition with askull on its cover.



Insde amedical chest placed on the floor next to the table were bandages, burn salve, spray skin,
aurgical glue, asmall canister of Japanese oxygen and abox of surgica gloves. There were dso adozen
more packets of untipped Cleopatra.

'What have you found? Hani demanded.

'A kitchen," said Raf as he returned to the trap door and put out a hand to help her up, 'but not the kind
you know.' He tried not to mind that the child flinched away from hisgrip.

"‘Wake up," said Hani.

Raf cameto on hisfeet. Banging into shelving as he spun, hand going for his shoulder holster before he
remembered he didn't wear one these days and the gun was in his pocket.

Ingtinctively, he checked the fat man's revolver, fast-flipping the cylinder. Out and in. The weapon was
one shot light - asif he could forget.

Stll, with luck, whoever Ali-Din said was coming wouldn't know that.
'Ali-Din ...?'

Raf stopped.

'How does Ali-Din know someone's coming?

In answer, Hani put her puppy on atable by the taped-over window. The rag dog shuffled round and
swung its large head until its eyes sared a where the tenements would be visble in the early-morning
daylight, if only plyboard and tar paper hadn't replaced the glass. When its head stopped swaying, its
blue-buttoned tail started to wag, like afaulty metronome.

'Don't tedl me," Raf said. "The nearer the person, the faster the wag?
Hani nodded.

'Soit'safriend?

Hani's eyes went wide, impressed at his grasp.

'A friend? Raf stressed, even though he aready knew the answer.

Whoever had given the toy to Hani had chosen an expensive model. Though the mechanics couldn't be
that difficult. To greet or growl the unit wouldn't even need satdllite tracking - not the visud kind, anyway.
Simple band scanning could check numbers on amobile against basic visua recognition software and
have thewag or growl defined either by how the child had reacted visually to that person before, or else,
if the unit wasredlly expensive, by reading off stresslevels or betawaves.

Thered be atime lag of afew seconds but nothing too difficult to hide.

‘Tell me,' said Raf, as he pocketed the revolver and headed for the trapdoor. "Wag or growl? Which did
Ali-Din do when he saw Aunt Nafisa? Hani sill hadn't answered when he reached the bottom of the
ladder ...

'Sweet fuck.' Raf forgot al about saying hello to Zara. Instead he stepped out into the morning glare,
scrabbling for hisdark glasses. He il couldn't get used to the North African sun, not after the grey skies
of Sesttle and the equally soft skies of Switzerland and Scotland before that.



Zarawas dressed in tight black jeans, matched with awhite silk shirt with long deeves, no braand only
flip-flopson her feet. But it was her split lip he noticed.

‘Leaveit, she said, when hetried to check the swelling. She stopped outside the warehouse door,
refusing to go any further. 'l want to know why you shot Fdix ..."

'Hewas already dying. | just speeded it up.’

Zarasghed. 'How very macho.' She pulled aprint of 1skandryia Today from under her arm. "Y ou sure it
wasn't because hetold the truth about Lady Nafisa's suicide?

'How do you ... 7 Raf demanded.

"The whole city knows," said Zaraand shoved the front page in hisface. Felix stared out, looking fifteen
years younger and a hundred pounds thinner than when Raf had last seen him. There was no picture of
Raf, though the words Quicide, Lady Nafisa, and Ashraf Bey made cross-heads down two columns on
theright.

‘Nafisadidn't commit suicide,’ Raf said flatly. 'She was too devout, too respectable.’ He put heavy stress
on thelast word, and knew it to be true. Delete and discard were functions his unconscious had never
had to master. He could actudly see Lady Nafisa, diveinsde hishead, retiring to her room fivetimesa
day for prayers. See her reprimanding Hani for playing with Ali-Din that first Friday when the child
should have been reading quietly or practising needlework.

Suicidewasasn.

Besdes, shewastoo sdfish, too in love with who she was to throw over worldly grandeur without a
fight. Lady Nafisadidn't cast hersdlf into darkness. Someone forced her through that door ...

‘There's been a couple of people on the radio who agree it wasn't suicide,’ said Zara. 'They say it was
you.'

'Me? Raf stopped, shook his head and stared at the picture of Felix. He hadn't murdered the fat man
and he hadn't killed hisaunt. And Raf didn't need to stake hislife on it, because he aready had.

Theraid on CdH aso made the front page, but much smaller. And the picture of Zarawas a paparazzi
shot, snatched outs de the Precinct as she clambered from the back of ariot van.

The copy didn't actually need to say she'd been naked benesth her coat when arrested, because the
valey of shadow just above where the faux ocelot buttoned told its own story. Which hadn't stopped the
paper stressing her nakedness three times in three paragraphs.

'What did they do to you? Stepping forward, Raf took Zara's chin gently between first finger and thumb
and turned her cheek to thelight. A heavy bruise could just be seen benesth carefully applied concedler.
One eye was a so bruised and bloodshot, though Zara hadn't bothered with belladonna drops. No
amount of eye brightener would be enough to hide her puffy eyelids or the redness where tears had dried.

Without thinking, Raf put an arm round her shoulder to help Zarainto the warehouse, and felt rather than
just heard her intake of breath and sudden hiss of pain.

'Forget it,' said Zara, brushing his gpology away with asour smile. ‘'No one e'se seemsto think it's
important. So what do you think of the place? She stepped past him and into the warehouse. The
collectiveuseit. | just pay therent.’



"The collective?
'Friends
‘But you dl share the profits?

Zarashook her head. 'l let them sdll Suff at the club, at their own risk. CdH takes nothing off thetop ...
Took,' she corrected herself. "We took nothing off thetop.'

'Doesn't ook like that made a difference,’ said Raf, one finger tracing araw welt that ran round the side
of her neck. Its edges were puffy and pinpricked with blood. Thistime Zaradidnt flinch.

'‘Bagtards,' said Raf .

Zaralaughed. 'Y ou think the police did this? There was adow-burn anger in her voice, like dightly damp
black power getting itsalf ready to hissand flare. "The morales were politenessitsdf. Even drove me
back to VillaHamzah in an unmarked car. Thisis my mother's handiwork.’

‘Because you were arrested?

'‘Because | was naked. Because | was with you. Because no one worth anything will ever marry me now
... How many fucking reasons do you think she needs? Zaratook a deep breath, steadying herself. 'Why
do you think | was so desperate to get away to New Y ork?

There was no answer to that.
Raf eyed theladder doubtfully. Seeing Hani crouched at the top, watching them with ablind intengity.
'I'm up here," shetold Zara. 'Do you want me to come down?

By way of reply, Zarabegan to pull hersalf up the ladder, wincing at every new rung. By thetime she
reached the top, pain had her breathing only through her mouth, though she tried to hide the trembling in
her hands.

'Antiseptic,’ Hani told Raf, ‘and cotton wool." She put them into his hands and returned with a spray that
read plastic skin, another of analgesic and asmall bottle of minera water ... Ripping astained blanket off
alopsided camp bed, she nodded for Zarato lie down, which the young woman did, being too tired to
disagree.

Thiswill hurt,' ssid Hani, her voice sarious.

‘Redlly,’ Zarasaid dryly. 'What asurprise.’ For thefirst timein hoursthe child amost cracked asmile.
But that vanished the moment Zaratried to take off her shirt and found it was stuck to her back.

Hani proved to be more than adept when it came to dressing the wounds, which she did with minimum
fuss and maximum patience, stopping every time Zaraswore or jerked under her touch. When one blast
of analgesic proved not enough, Hani resprayed Zara's bare back and counted up to fifteen before she
began again to lift off dried blood with wet cotton wool.

Though Hani's proficiency wasn't what held Raf's attention. What gripped it - so tightly he had to remind
himsdf he'd actualy seen Zara naked, not just without her shirt - was the curve of onefull breast asit
pressed out at the Side, as she lay face down on that rickety camp bed. Hed seen his share of naked
women, athough none of them quite that beautiful; but thiswas heartbreskingly different, and hefelt the
breast's shapein his head like ashiver.



Somewherein his psycho-profilefiles at Huntsville there was probably an explanation. Which, no doulbt,
Dr Millbank would have been happy to expound. Back there sex was something to be talked about,
analysed and discussed, preferably in open meetings. In return, Huntsville ran 'access weekends ina
block of log cabinsthat looked like a bad |akeside motd. Every window had red checked curtains, little
beds of nasturtiums prettied up both sides of the front door and books stood in neat rows on shelves
ingde, dong with framed prints of snowcapped mountainsand afridgefull of Miller Lite and that pae
Mexican beer. The low-rent kind that made it hard to get drunk.

But the normalizing touches wereirrdevant. All anyone wasredly interested in were the big Shaker
beds with their disposable sheets that got replaced each morning.

It hadn't mattered that Raf had no oneto come visiting. At the end of hisfirst month Dr Millbank signed
him off asin need of ongoing psychosexud therapy. His designated therapist was a blond academic in her
early thirtieswho was writing athess on regressive ingtitutionalization. One weekend the academic
didn't arrive and adark-haired serious Canadian student of hersturned up instead. All the Canadian
wanted to do was heavy pet and then take breaks to make notes. It was from the student that Raf
learned histherapist had been working on the same paper for e even years. Which sounded pretty
inditutionalized to him ...

When Zaraswelts were clean, Hani sterilized the areawith antiseptic, waited for it to dry and then
graffitied over each one with athick line of plastic skin; and dl the while the child'sface wasfrozen into a
meask, seconds away from dissolving into tears.

'Hey, it'sokay, Zarainssted. 'It just stung a bit, you know?

Sowly, Hani nodded. And the movement was dl it took to tip the drops from her eyes and spill them
down her cheeks: rendering Raf ingtantly irrdlevant, though he didn't know why.

Thetwo girlslooked at each other, then back at Raf.

'South of here,' said Zara, 'you'll find a boat, just before the railway jetty." She pushed herself up on one
elbow, revealing aflash of breast as she dipped one hand into her jeans pocket. Y ou'll need this,' she
sad firmly. The card she gave him was grey, scratched and dull with age. It was blank on either side.
'Wewon't belong.'

'What about ...

"Hani's going to clean up my face, aren't you, honey? And then we're going to talk, in private. Then well
do our prayers. After that, welll comeand findyou ..."

Thefirst vessel Raf cameto stank of oil and rested so low in the water that any half-decent wave could
lap over its Side and finish the job of sinking it. The next two were smdl tunny boats, battered red hulls
and pedling oak decks warped and split with heat. Old-fashioned stedl padlockslocked tight their cabin
doors.

After that was along gap of jetty where rusting bollards waited vainly for bow ropes from container ships
that would never come back. The new boats docked in the deeper waters behind him. Ferries and cargo
vesselsfrom Marsailles and Syracuse, roped fast to the jetty of Maritime Station. And beyond those
were, anchored deek grey cruisers and an elderly aircraft hangar that stood off from the entrance to the
naval base at Rasd-Tin. The Genera was rumoured to keep certain prisoners aboard the Ali Pasha,
held below decksin conditions of both sumptuous luxury and restraint.

Ahead of Raf, where shallows condemned the water to near-emptiness, the main dock cameto an



abrupt halt asthe dockside jerked back onto itself to become along jetty which angled out towards the
middle of the harbour. The glint of whedl-hammered tracks confirmed that the spur was il in use.
Probably to shunt containers out to Soviet cargo carrierstoo vast even to dock alongside Maritime
Station.

Raf was dtill looking for the right boat when he redlized held been staring at it for the last ten seconds
without registering the fact. It wasthere, al right, in avee of greasy water where the dockside folded
back to become thejetty. Only what Raf first saw as dead water beyond the boat turned out to be the
mouth of Mahmoudiya Cana, feeding from alarge hole in the side of the dock.

Two centuries before, twenty thousand felaheen had died in three years digging the fifty miles of
waterway that now linked El Iskandryiato the capital. The cand was built on the orders of the khedive,
s0 goods could flow from Cairo to North Africa's greatest port, while fresh water from Iskandryia could
be diverted to irrigate the hinterland. First started in 1817 on the orders of Mohammed Alli, it was built
by aFrench architect - as was much of 1skandryiafrom that period.

For thefirst hundred yearsthe cand, or at least the bit that circled the city, was lined by some of Isk's
grandest houses, each with aluxuriant garden leading down to the water's edge. But the houses crumbled
and therich left. The clear water clogged with madder rose, effluent and finally bodies as Spanish
Influenza hit the city and, for ten weeks or so, Iskandryiaemptied of theliving, leaving only the dead.

Now Zaras black boat rested in the shadow of that canal mouth, lying so low in the water it too might
have been dowly sinking; except this vessdl was designed to ride amost level with the waves. Fifty feet
long, ten wide at the stern once its chisel-edged prow had findly flared out, the boat was an ex-UN-issue
combat craft. Stedth-sheeted and proof againgt infrared sensors.

Its retractable glass antennawas just visible at the rear. Turned off, the antenna was transparent to radar.
Only inthe brief periods when it was broadcasting or receiving did the insde of the hollow glasswhip
turn to plasma, asasingle metd eectrode at its base stripped e ectrons from ges.

Thelast time Raf had seen aV SV had been ten years before on CNN when one of the 15,000bhp craft
had been in the middle of being freighted aboard aMcDonnel | Globemaster V to be air-lifted to some
emergency in Indonesia. If he remembered correctly -and, as dways, he did - out of the water it looked
like acigar tube that someone had pinched flat at the front end. That, and the fact it had once been the
fastest ocean-going vessd in theworld.

'Wdll ..." Raf glanced from the old VSV to the grey card in his hand. 'Why not? There was alot about
Zarahedidn't know. In fact, he suspected that there was alot about her that alot of people didn't know,
garting with her parents.

A dot next to asmall door &t the rear of the long cockpit swallowed the card and then spat it out again.
Without any sound, without asingle diode lighting or any other clue that the VSV 's computer even knew
he was aboard, the door frame scanned Raf for weapons and confirmed the card was real. The multiple
check-sums matched those in memory and Felix's revolver was judged not hazardous.

A lock clicked and the door opened outwards. The cabin inside was as clean as the boat's outside was
filthy and Raf redlized the litter on the decks, the tide marks and oil smears were intentional. Someone
had ripped out the original bucket seats that had run down both sides of the cabin and replaced them
with two meta beds, asmall fridge, abank of commskit and, most bizarre of dl, a shower cubicle.

The only other thing in the stripped-bare cabin was a white telephone, the old-fashioned kind with a
handset that needed to be picked up. The phone was busy taking a message and aread-out on its base
announced that its memory was aready backed up with ten others. Probably al from the same man by



thesound of it ...

"Zara.' Anger fought worry in the caler's voice, worry winning. 'Y our mobilesturned off and I'vetried
everywheredse. If yourethere, pick up ..."

'Zara, areyou there? Zara ...

For asecond, Raf was tempted to leave therecaiver inits cradle and let Zara deal with her father when
shefinaly turned up: dways assuming she did and that sending him ahead wasn't her ploy to get Hani
away from a dangerous maniac. But there was something approaching desolation in Hamzah's gruff
voice. Hisfury aflip sdeto alove hed probably never put into words but which wasthere al the same.

Ref lifted thereceiver. 'She'snot here!
'Not..." Hamzah sounded stunned. ‘Whois... 7
Redization hit him asecond later.

Zararefused to use the word beat. Grown-ups either hit children or they didn't, in her opinion. Cdling it
something &lse might soothe an adult conscience but it made little difference to the child.

'It'sokay, honey. You're alowed to tell me!'

Hani didn't answer. Partly because sheld never redlly seen another person naked and she waslooking at
Zarawith the disturbed fascination of someone who knew that, one day, strange things would happen to
her body too. And partly it was because Hani didn't know the right answer.

Hani tried very hard to give only right answers, even if other people thought that wasn't true. Other
people had aways been Aunt Nafisaand Donna, but now her aunt was dead and Donnawas il at the
madersaand other people were Ashraf and the woman standing in front of her, struggling to get into her
filthy shirt without letting the cloth scrape her back.

'Do you want meto do that? Hani asked.

Zaranodded, and sat back on the edge of the camp bed.
‘Thisarm first,' Hani said.

Obediently Zarathreaded one arm through the offered deeve.
‘Now thisone..."

'Did she? Zaraasked, gently moving Hani round so the child stood facing her. The child blushed, though
at what Zarawasn't certain.

'Shedid, didn't she?

Very dowly Hani nodded.

'Often?

'Sometimes.' By now the child was gazing anywhere but at the young woman in front of her.

Zaradidn't need to ask if the blows were hard. She'd faced that question for herself and could answer as
achild. All blowswere hard when it was someone who was meant to love you and someone you were



meant to love - did love - until you finally taught yoursdlf not to ...
‘Something happened, didn't it? Zarasaid gently.
Hani shook her head.

'Yes,' said Zara. "When Lady Nafisacame home ... Y ou saw her come in and something happened. Was
sheangry?

'No,'Hani said, nodding. The answer was there on her tongue but her mouth was closed into a bitter,
troubled trap, holding in secretstoo heavy to speak.

Tell me' Zarasaid. 'She came home and you were where ... 7

'In her study," Hani's voice was awhisper. 'Shed taken Ali-Din.' Hani clutched the rag dog tight, asif
someone might be about to confiscate the toy again.

'So she hit you ..." Zara could understand the child's hurt. Sheld inhabited that world until first thing this
morning. Now her world would be different.

'No,' said Hani. 'She missed. So | ran away.'
'She missed?

Hani nodded. She was thinking. Remembering, but not quite understanding. 'Aunt Nafisawasfdling
over. She shouted a me becauise her head hurt.’

'What? Zaraasked quickly. "What did she shout?
"To get adoctor - and to leave her done.’
'So what did you do?

Wide eyesregarded Zara. 'l shut the door and locked it ... She was drunk. It'swrong to be drunk.' Hani
nodded intently, reassuring herself. "When Donna got drunk Aunt Nafisa dapped her and said next time
shed cadl thepolice...

So you didn't call a doctor, thought Zara, because you didn't want the police to come. And then
your aunt was killed and the police came anyway. No wonder you're traumatised.

'Honey,' said Zara as she stroked Hani's cheek, ‘it'sokay. Y ou did right. And | promise wewon' let
anyone know sheld been drinking.'

The anger coming down the line was dmost papable. Hamzah's fear finaly finding atarget it could hate.
'l will kill you if you've hurt her ... Do you understand?

'Me, hurt Zara? | thought that was your wifesjob.’

That earned Raf stunned silence. Raf could do misdirected hatred too, better than most. Raf and Hamzah
were two minutes into what passed for a conversation and were already headed for abrick wall.

'Y ou shot Felix Bey,' Hamzah said findly. Asif that was proof Raf intended to daughter his daughter as
wel.

‘Newstravds..." So did amemory, diding out of the past. Felix discussing the Generd. Fdlix



bad-mouthing the Minister. Felix talking about skimming his percentage off men like Hamzah, but still not
looking the other way. In acity like Iskandryia anyone could have sent that bomb.

Raf ran tired fingers across his scap, feding stubble. 1t needed washing dong with the rest of him. Hefelt
old and tired, centuries older than when he had first arrived in the city. His face was narrower, his dark
blond beard made hislipslook thinner and chin more pointed. There was a vulpine cruelty to hisown
facethat Raf didn't recognize.

The prince must make himself feared in such a way that, if he not be loved, at least he escapes
being hated.

Anold memory.
Well, okay, if thefox said so.

'Let metell you about Felix,' said Raf angrily. "He had cancer of both lungs and aliver with more holes
than a sponge. He drank a bottle of whisky aday and had a daughter he hadn't seen in years. What he
didn't have, when | last saw him, was medica insurance covering lifestyle choices or losing half his heed

Thewordswereice-cold, burning with bluefire. Raf didn't really know the person who spoke them or
recognize the anger that shot them out of his mouth and down the line to the suddenly silent indudtriaist.
He only knew that, thistime, that person was him.

'Hetold me he was the only really honest cop in that place and | believed him. And, yes, | shot him," said
Raf. 'l put agun to what was left of hishead and pulled thetrigger. And I'd do it again. Right now,
tomorrow, next year, whenever ... He was the closest thing 1'd found to a partner in this stinking sewer of
acity and | owed him. What part of al thisdon't you understand?

The man on the other end broke the connection quietly. Seconds later the windows darkened to an
impenetrable black, theinterior of the boat brightened as bulkhead lights came on and the dashboard lit
with adozen different read-outs. Over on onewal awindow cameto life, reveding arolling news
programme. Ashraf Bey trapped. Below it, awall-mounted keyboard beeped once to show it waslive.

A tiny voicefrom the VSV 's console announced the craft was shielded, operating fooler loops and
running overlapping stedth routines. It dso told Raf that he had vigtors.

'Well, now,' Zarasaid, as he opened the door to her and she saw the live array of the console beyond.
"Y ou want to tell me exactly how you managed that?

Chapter Thirty-nine
30th July

The aged felah behind the make-shift counter looked as old as atwisted olive tree until one noticed his
eyes. Then it became obvious that athough hot summers and wild winter storms had besaten hisfaceto
the colour and consistency of chegp leather, the man's eyes revealed histrue age: which was ill old
enough to have seen dmost everything the city could offer, except the sght of police openly surrounding
the madersa of abey.

And heknew it was Friday afternoon and his street licence banned working but the crowds were out -
and when the crowds were out they needed feeding.



‘Taamiya ..." Fdafd. Onthecartin front of him was astack of aluminium bowls, three wine bottles now
filled with some kind of sauce and aladle. The wide neck of ametd jar stuck through theflat top of his
cart. Insgdethejar, aready-cooked falafel were dowly cooling.

On aseparate cart, in ahuge metal container of bubbling oil, bobbed more taamiya ready to be scooped
out and transferred to the main cart. Next to the bobbing taamiyawas a smaller bowl of beaten egg into
which they'd been dipped, before being rolled in bread crumbs ready to fry. Here too were kept piles of
pitta, which adash of the knife converted from smpleflat bread into a pocket waiting to befilled with
taamiya, chopped salad and sauce.

The younger man took the food held asked for and gave the cart owner ahandful of change, haf of it
adorned with the profile of the Khedive, the rest featuring His Imperia Mgesty. Only the poor still used
small change and it didn't matter to them whose head was on the coins, so long as agreement existed how
much each little circle of metal was actudly worth.

'La’ Raf waved away an even smdler coin thefdafd sdller offered as change and bit into hiswarm pitta
bread, tasting fresh coriander and fedling oil run into his beard. He hadn't felt hungry when he ordered the
pitta, had merely needed something extrato help him blend with the restless crowd gathered around the
taped-off entrance of Rue Cif. But now, with his striped and tattered jellaba - that cloak of invighility
worn the length of the North African littora by the dispossessed - and taamiyain his hands, Raf felt ready
to begin fighting hisway through the crush.

Therewasaknot in his stomach and it wasn't al hunger. Although more than twenty-four hours had gone
by since held last eaten, maybe longer. Raf wasn't sure, because he wasn't wearing awatch, and that was
part of blending intoo. If he could find astreet stall held pick up a faux Rolex, something obvioudy
cheap and not redl.

What he needed was something suitable for ajellaba-wearing felah, like acheap Thai fake or the kind of
flamboyant G'Schlock copies garages gave free with gas ... Just as held needed the budget wraprounds
held picked up from a 24/Seven in Place Orabi which made the people he was pushing through look
amber and ghostly. Some of the crowd had been brought here, like him, by newsfeeds or radio. Most
had just followed neighbours or stopped off on their way back from amosgue.

'What the fuck happened? Raf asked, offering atiny coin to awoman hawking plums from awoven
satchel. 'An accident? For al he knew the felaheen used ornate politeness when talking amongst
themselves but, if S0, the woman didn't seem to notice. And if shelooked at the stranger with thetorn
jellabain surpriseit was a the fact he even had to ask.

"They're searching Ashraf Bey'shouse.’
'Hewon't be there

The woman spat. 'Of course he won't. HE's under arrest. They're looking for proof the pig killed his aunt
for themoney ...

'What money?

Therewas money,’ she said shortly. 'And theresareward for information. That'swhat | heard.' The next
time Raf looked, the woman was shuffling towards a uniformed officer, ignoring outstretched arms that
offered coinsfor her remaining fruit.

'Out of there.'



Raf was moving in the opposite direction before he realized what the fox had ordered his body to do.
Too fagt, thefox told him, itsvoice faint. And Raf hdted his panic-driven trot to adow gtrall, pushing his
way to thefront of the crowd. He was helping kill off the fox, by making it appear in daylight. They both
knew that. But thefox had never said anything about it, never criticized.

'Head for Mushin.'

The man hed come looking for stood like a poisoned dwarf just insde Rue Cif, staring hard at the rear
door to the madersa. What did the man hopeto find? Raf had no idea. Unlessthe Minister wasjust there
to be seen by the news 'copters overhead and the ground crews.

'Shield,” whispered the voicein his head and then it was gone, fading to Stetic that fizzled and died. Raf
wasadoneagan.

Tossing his haf-finished pittainto the dirt, Raf flashed Felix's gold shield at a surprised police sergeant
and stepped over the tape before the man had a chance to check the name or protest. The fact that Raf
headed straight for Mushin Bey was enough to make the sergeant step back, muttering bitterly about
plain-clothed shitheads.

'Hey, you,' said the Minigter. 'Back behind the line.’ The small man didn't just look like acinemausher, he
sounded like one too.

Raf grinned and flipped open Felix's pass to show the shield and then as the Minister's eyes widened,
rammed the barrdl of the fat man'srevolver hard into the smal man'sthigh. 'I've got hisgun, too,’ said
Raf, relying on their distance from the crowd and the long deeve of hisown jelabato keep the revolver
hidden.

"Youwon't ...

'l just did,’ said Raf. He nodded towards the middle of Rue Cif, where the closed-off street stood dark
and empty and the crowd and police looked very far awvay. Takeawalk.'

Mushin Bey wanted to complain, to threaten, to promise Raf that he'd be hunted down like adog - but
onelook at the hard edge to the young bey's face told him not to waste his breath. This man would kill
him if necessary. And dl that Raf knew about the Minister, he read written in fear on aweasel face and
deduced from panic rising from the man's skin, unsweetened by courage.

Hewas no more ared head of police than Raf wasareal bey. Mushin Bey was a politician, which put
him off the list where killing Felix was concerned. The man had needed Fdlix, rotted liver and al.

'Okay, said Raf. 'It's murder now you think you can pin Nafisaon me, but it was suicide when you
couldn't. So tell me, who are you protecting?

'No one,' said the Minigter. '"Asyou well know.' He sounded like he believed it. And hetried to stare
back, but his pale eyes did away from the wraparounds bisecting Raf's face, fear subverting any red
anger.

It was afeding Raf suddenly recognised. Already there was afragment of worry insde his head telling
him to put down the gun and surrender. To give himself up to authority as he dways did eventudly, once
the brief flare of anger had burned out to leave only the taste of failurein hismouth. A death penalty
exised in Iskandryiaasit did in dl Ottoman cities, even the free ones, but he could cut aded. He didn't
doubt that ...

'We know about Felix fixing the autopsy,' the Minister said flatly. 'What did you have on him? Little girls,



drugs, payoffs... 7

'No onefixed that autopsy,’ Raf said crosdy, jostling the Minister further back towards an empty area of
the street. 'Unlessit wasyou?

Without intending to, Mushin Bey answered with an ingtinctive shake of his head so minuteit was dmost
sublimind. Raf believed him. What he found impaossible to believe was that the man wasn't covering up
for someone dse.

Tell me,' said Raf, 'when did you switch from being certain it was suicide to being certain it wasn't?
"When you had Fdlix killed. | assume you suddenly redlized held stuffed you up with that suicide verdict.'
'When| ... ?Hewasdying, said Raf. 'It was a coup de grace.'

And then the Minister explained something that stood Raf's day on its head and made amockery of the
scribbled and intricate chart of connections carried deep in Raf's pocket. Mushin Bey wasn't talking
about the shooting. He meant the bomb. They'd found the man who'd ddlivered it and he was happy to
help. The Minister paused for a second and amended that to very happy to help. And what redly
impressed the Minister, and he was prepared to admit this, was Raf'sidea of arranging for the bomb to
be ddlivered to himsdlf. What better way to divert guilt ...

"It was meant for me?
'Don't ... The Minister didn't get to the next word because by then Raf was bringing up hisgun.

"Y ou know what | think? Raf said as he flicked back the hammer and positioned the muzzle carefully
under the Minister's chin so any bullet fired would be guaranteed to remove most of the back of the
man'sskull. 'l think you know who killed Lady Nafisa'

'Me? Anxiety shrivelled Mushin Bey'sface. Panic blossoming until it was only amaiter of seconds before
the Minister either soiled himsdf or e se started pleading for hisown life. And every emaotion insdethe
man was stripped naked except for the one that Raf actudly sought.

Guilt would have been enough to make him pull the trigger.

'l didn't murder Felix and | certainly didn't murder Lady Nafisa' Raf's voice was hard. 'I'm not so sure
you didn't, but you get the benefit of my doubt..." That wasthekind of crap Dr Millbank used to speak
al thetime. '‘But someone killed them, and if that turns out to beyou ...

'Remember,’ Raf told the man, 'l trained in places that wouldn't even let you through the fucking door.’
And with that, he leaned forward and dropped something soft into the Minister's pocket, smoothing the
jacket neatly into place.

"Theremains of that plastique | didn't take,' Raf said smply. "Take you off at the hips, no question.' He
thrust one hand into his own pocket and kept it there, closing hisfingers round atube with a
spring-loaded button on top. 'I'm going to walk out of here. Y ou cause me any problemsand I'll leave
you as chopped stesk al over the street. Y ou understand me?

Theminiger did.

Idly clicking the button on a breath-mint dispenser as he walked away, Raf wondered how long it would
take Mushin Bey to discover that the object burning aholein his pocket was actualy one uneaten plum.



'Yes, | shot him ...

Two whed s bit and the bike was flying. Hot summer wind rammed itsway through ventilation ducts cut
into the bike's aero dynamicaly perfect fairing, cooling the Japanese v-twin as DJ Avatar red-lined his
whole way down the sweep of the Corniche.

'‘And I'd do it again.’

Hewastoo fired up on the mix, too wired to check his profile in the smoked windows of expensive cafes
lining thefind dretch of road.

'Right now, tomorrow, next year, whenever.'

Av didn't recognize the man's voice - because they'd never spoken - but he knew who it was. Just as he
knew for sureit had to be Zarawho'd dumped thefileinto his postbox. Her way of apologizing for who
the morales drove home and who they kept locked up in abasement for forty-eight hours with a pisspot
for company. Though where amurderer and his haf-sster fitted together... Well, that was some place he
definitely didn't plan to go for too long.

All the same, the mix was sweet and its message sweseter ill. Pure and illegd asthe fragments of meth
gtill burning the back of histhroat. The police had cracked the club but thiswas his revenge.

Simple bass went nowhere dowly. The synth linelooped colder than liquid nitrogen, crackling with static.

‘Believeit. ThisisDJ Avatar and that was the Bey. Coming at you from thewrong side of the mirror ...
The boy hit abutton on his handlebar: manic laughter drowning out the track and then it was back,
sucking itsway ingde his brain and the brain of everybody e se listening, which by now was most of the
city.

'Enjoy ... The bass dropped out to be replaced by a double heartbeat and the sound of pure anger,
expertly mixed.

'Let me tell you about Felix ...

Chapter Forty
31st July

A waverolled over Raf's shoulder, leaving dropletsthat shone like opasin the noon sun, their salt il
prickling hisfactor 40-coated skin. Let me tell you about...

He couldn't get Av's mix out of hisskull but had moved beyond minding.

Behind him, the moored VSV operated at half stedlth, which gaveit the radar profile of asmall fishing
boat. Raf didn't even know where hewas, only that the vessel was nestling between two rocky
headlands off alow idand that |acked any fresh water. And that didn't matter: Zarahad brought her own
supply and, anyway, VSVs carried smal desdination units a the stern.

The seawas wine-dark, the sky a blue so impossible that, even through shades, it looked asif some
unseen hand had ditched the presets and started messing with both saturation and brightness.
Umber-hued shrubslined the lower reaches of astunted hill, their gnarled roots clawed into the thin dirt
that had collected between huge rocks - and Raf could smell the scent of lavender blowing towards him
onawarmwind.



They were there because Zara had announced that going there would be agood idea. And, without being
told, Raf got the feding that sheld visited the idand many times before, though with whom she didn't say.
All Raf knew about her idand wasthat it was three hours from Iskandryia- three hours, that was, if one
travelled in aboat that cut through waves the way light skewered darkness.

'Hey, look at me.'

Raf watched as Hani launched hersdlf, head firgt, off the sde of the boat to Snk below the wavesin a
stream of bubbles. Shewasdiving, if it counted as diving to Sit on the very edge of the deck and bend
forward so far that her arms amost touched the waves.

'Did you see?

Raf nodded and trod water as Hani splashed her way towards him with clumsy strokes. 'Got you,' she
sad, her arms coming up round his neck: so that Raf was suddenly carrying her dight weight. The child's
hair spread in rat'stails across aface that was suddenly split by aknowing grin. ‘Are we running away?

‘Only for today.'
Hani nodded thoughtfully. ‘Better do some more dives, then.'

From the deck of the VSV, Zarasmiled as the child unhooked her arms and paddled back towards the
boat. Her father, now -he ran in the opposite direction from responsibility and called it work.

Watching Raf with Hani was like seeing storm clouds clear. Zaraknew exactly what had burnt out the
storm, because she'd orchestrated it. Well, sort of ... It began when Raf was out, checking exactly what
was happening at the madersaand she'd started going over al the men sheld known, which wasn't many.
Whatever hisreasons, her father had little to do with his brother and so shed never met her cousinson
that side. And her mother was an only child, asif that wasn't obvious.

Boyfriends: theré'd been two in New Y ork. She'd chucked one of them and one had chucked her, but
both times it had been over the same thing. Speaking to her friendsin student halls, Zara had taken to
referring euphemigtically to the reason as cultural differences.

Both boys had been white, both Protestant, both uptight and angry but too repressed to discussit, do
anything about it, except glower or sulk. She saw the same repression in Raf, for dl that he was meant to
be half Berber. He could undoubtedly do both in-your-face or reserved - violence being the flip side of
stepped-back - but a straight-out rai se-your-voice hand-waving argument? Zara didn't think so. Which
waswhy, after hefindly got back from talking to Mushin Bey the previous night, she hadn't given him any
option ...

And for awhile she hadn't been sure she wasright.

Sitting on the floor of the VSV, darknessfaling over the Western Harbour outside, Raf had rubbed one
hand tiredly acrossthe back of hisneck and asked the kind of question you ask when your anger has
been coming out of every radio in every cab in the city. And when getting home means walking unnoticed
and unknown past dum kids chanting your wordsin the street.

It was too late to stop Avatar's mix burrowing worm-like into the city, because Inner Sense/Fight Bac
was racking up heavy rotation, roughly every fourth play. But Raf sill wanted to know onething:

'How the hell did he get it?

Zaraswept the hair out of her eyes and hugged Hani closer. The child was curled up into alittle ball, her



head on Zara's knee and the rag dog clutched between deegping hands.

'‘Own the streets," said Zara, quoting aliberation theosophist currently serving twenty-five years solitary in
Stambul, 'and you've got the city ... He does it from the back of abike, you know. Doesn't need to,
that's just the way it's devel oped.’

'Who does?

‘Avatar. My brother ..." Zaramade it apoint of principle never to add the half.

‘Your ... 7

Zaranodded, 'Yes,' shesaid. 'Av. Y ou met him on the tram. | gave him the sound file."
'Y ou what?

Their argument went from there. And at the point when Hani scrambled off Zara's |ap to cower againgt
the bulkhead, her thin legs tucked up to her chin and her eyeswide with fright, having everything out in
the open no longer seemed such agood ideato Zara and the damage looked done.

Zarahad just finished accusing Raf of being an arrogant, over-bred, emotiondly retarded inadequate and
Raf was explaining to Zarain over-ample words why it wasn't hisfault if she was some spailt littlerich
bitch who'd got done for stripping off at anillega club.

Asfor marrying her ...

'Stop it." Hani'svoice wasfierce, her chin jutting forward and her mouth set in adetermined line. She was
waly too cross even to acknowledge the tears that rolled down her face. 'Stop it.'

Thesmall cabin was|loud with their sudden silence.
'I'm sorry,’ Raf said quietly and he got up to leave the VSV.
‘Don't go far,' Hani ordered. "Y ou'll only get lost.'

Darkness heliked, and silence. Both of which he got, staring out over the shimmering black expanse of
the Western Harbour. There had been drunken shouting from Maritime Station as a party of Soviet
sailors were escorted back to adestroyer by police: and Customs boats were making gresat play of
crisscrossing the water at high speed, their searchlights cutting across the waves. Only, the sailors had got
safely back on board and the cutters had given up sweeping the waters on the dot of midnight and
returned to base, leaving the way clear for smdll, unlit boats to sneak out of the harbour mouth.

"That's the thing about night-time," Zara said behind him. It makes even something as ugly as Maritime
Station look beautiful." She put a chilled beer into his hand and Raf was glad he'd pretended not to hear
the door open.

'Y ou know," said Raf, 'I've probably got ahead full of hardware | didn't ask for and, yeah, | can seein
the dark but I don't think I'm over-bred, though I'll agree the emotiond stuff...'

By way of answer, Zararipped the top off her beer. As apologieswent it raised more questions than it
answered, but it was gill better than she expected.

'I'm pretty sure I'm not even ared bey,’ said Raf. '| don't have finely honed battle skillsand | wasn't
working for the Seattle Consulate when it got bombed or even beforethat ..."



She held out her beer and, after a second, Raf realized he was meant to take it. Then she waited, while
he worked out he was meant to give Zara his unopened can in return. The beer felt melt-water cold and
tasted clean and dightly swest.

S0 he concentrated on tasting it, not taking a second mouthful until he'd properly savoured thefirg.
'What were you doing in America?

'I've beenin prison,’ Raf said smply. ‘Outside Sesttle. | wasthere for awhile.

'Why? Zara demanded.

'l was charged with murder.'

'Don'ttel me...'

'l didn'tdoit.

Zarafdt her lipstwist into something that was almost asmile. '‘But they arrested you anyway'.'

Raf nodded. Thethingis,' hesaid, 'l don't really know what I'm doing here. And there's something else.
Why areyou ... ?

'Why am | helping you? Let me see,' said Zara, counting off the points. "Y ou jilt me publicly, you shoot
the fat policeman, I'm not wearing any clothes when I'm arrested and you're accused of murdering your
aunt for money ... | don't know, you tell me." Shelooked at him, then looked again when sheredlized he
redly didn't understand.

I'm tainted,’ she said flatly. 'No one will marry me. | probably don't even have my old job any more. |
need you to be innocent ...’

'And you came out to tell methis?
'No," Zarashook her head. 'l cameto tell you that Hani wantsto say something.'

What Hani wanted to tell him wasthat Aunt Nafisa had had a big argument on the phone months before
Raf even arrived. And Hani knew who with because her aunt spent alot of time calling the man Your
Excellency and General.

'So,' Zarakept her voice low. 'What do you think the argument was about?

Raf shrugged. They'd been talking about it dl day, whenever they got a second to themselves. And the
only ideahed come up with was too ludicrous to share.

'Wdll,' said Zara, 'tell methis. Do you think she was drunk?

The VSV wasonitsway back from theidand, steering itsdlf and running every routinein itsarmoury.
Thistimeround, it was Zarawho leant againgt Raf's shoulder, while Hani dept on the bed opposite, a
sarong pulled tight round her like a sheet.

Did hethink hisaunt drank? No, even though the child had seen her staggering round the house. And Raf
was sure narcotics were out, but equaly he didn't believe it was suicide. Which brought him back to
murder. And if the Thiergarten wereleft out of the equation, and Raf redly didn't believe she'd been
assassinated on orders from the khedive's advisers, then nobody seemed to have amotive, unlessit was
hothead students at the German School in Iskandryia, and Raf didn't believe even they'd be that stupid.



Generd Koenig Pashamight be half Prussian but, from what Felix had said, the Generd tolerated
Thiergarten activity and that was al. And the students at the German School were unpopular, asyoung
men with no real cares and excess money usudly are: they knew full well the debt they owed Koenig
Pashafor their protection.

'Drunk? Raf said. 'l don't know ... I'm losing the thread.’
'‘Assuming thereisone.’

In less than two hours time they were due to enter 1sk's western harbour by running parallel up the coast,
diding between the shore and a breakwater, using aroute firmly fixed in the boat's memory. And thought
Zara, chances were they'd till be going round in circles discussing Nafisa

The VSV would take aroute close to the rocky shore, running low in the water and silent, staying well
away from the nava base a Rasd Tin. And yet the nava base would still see them on screen.

But it wouldn't matter.

Because, as sheld aready told Raf, the boat belonged to her father who had an understanding in place
with the Generd himself. A dozen passenger linersaday might dock at Maritime Station and till the
western harbour's single biggest commercia activity was smuggling. Hashish, vodka, Lucky Strike,
Nubian girls... It didn't matter. Cargo passed in and out through Western Harbour and the Generdl's men
took histen per cent off thetop of thelot. To smplify life, boat profileswerelogged & Rasd Tinand
somewhere in a subset of asubset of the Navy's housekeeping routines was a constantly updated record
of how many runs each boat made.

It kept everybody honest.
'Want to tell me about that hardware in your skull? She asked Raf.

'No," he shook hishead dowly. 'l don't think so.’

Some days he wasn't even sure the fox was red . Although the mafunctioning hardware was, obvioudly.
And somewhere in the soft stuff he had filed away a perfect memory of promisesfrom agenome
sub-contractor in Bgja Cdiforniathat went belly-up two years after he was born. Infrared sight,
ultraviolet, saven colours, nictitating eydids - the 8,000-line policy said plenty about effective night vison
and very little about retina intolerance to sunlight.

Originaly humans possessed four colour-receptors, only they weren't human then, or even mamma. The
fox had once explained it dl, sounding almost proud. Most primates now had three receptors only, which
was gtill areceptor up on the two that early mammals originaly had, being nocturnd. Raf had a
guaranteed four, with hisfourth in ultra-violet. Something he had in common with sarlings, chameeons
and goldfish.

Later clauses dealt with extraribsto protect soft organs and small musclesthat let him close hisears.
Only now probably wasn't agood time to mention that.

Idly, Raf kissed Zaras hair and smiled when she gently pushed him away ... If sheredly wanted him to
stop she'd say so. Her forehead tasted of salt and so did her bruised lipswhen she finally raised them, her
mouth opening until he could taste the olives and acohol on her breeth.

'Wait,' she said.

When Zara had finished tucking in Hani, the thin sarong completely covered the deeping child, resting



lightly over Hani's face so that it quivered with each breath like the wing of abutterfly. That's better,’ said
Zaa

‘Lights lowest,' she added and the cabin dimmed.

The next time they kissed it lasted until he moved Zara gently backwards and she winced. 'God, sorry.'
Raf had seen the bruises again when Zara sivam briefly, |etting sat water serilize the whip marks.

She shrugged. There had been worse. '‘Guesswhat? Zara said lightly. "Y ou're the oldest man I've dated.’
I'm twenty-five!'

'Y ou look older.'

I don't fed it,' said Raf, 'except on the days I'm athousand.'

Shewore no brathat he could fed and, when his hand finaly found them, her breasts benesth her shirt
were fuller than he remembered, tipped with soft nipples that promptly puckered againgt the cloth.

Raf kissed her lips, asif kissing might take her attention off where his hand had strayed, and when her lips
melted he risked smoothing his pam softly up over ahidden nipple, histouch feather-light.

'How long before we're back?
Zarasmiled. 'Not that long.'

He wasn't sure which question Zarathought she was answering; but reckoned this was the point where
those cultural differences camein. Except her fingers were aready undoing enough pearl buttonsfor
him to dide back the sdes of her shirt and revea onefull bresst.

It tasted of the sea, S0 Raf's tongue traced the taste in asdlt circle around her nipple, fedling her flesh
pucker and harden, then turn soft as his tongue lapped wave-like over the top.

Zarashivered.

So Raf undid afew more buttons for himsdlf, bringing up both handsto grip her newly freed breasts. His
balls ached, hisbrain swam with alcohol, cheap drugs and chegper memories but he knew that on this
boat, with this person, he'd finally discovered where he belonged, where he dways wanted to be.

‘Let metry this, said Zaraand she shuffled him sdeways, off the long seat until Raf was knedling
between her open kneeswith his hip pressed hard into her. Her kneeslocked and she wrapped both
arms around Raf's hipsto pull him tighter still. Her movements were deliberate, intense and shockingly
private: asif, despite the fact Raf was knedling in front of her, hishand gripping one breast, she was
somewhere else, aone.

He couldn't see her in her eyes. And yet Zarawasn't totally in that urgent, rocking darkness between her
knees. A darkness so intense he could taste a different sdlt rising to drug him. She was rocking, pushing
hersdlf forward and grinding hard against him. Each movement faster and harder than the one before.
Bresth hissed between her teeth like pain as she muttered something over and over. Some command or
order that findly spilled her over the edge into a sudden gasp that she swalowed, muting it to alow moan
that died asthe rocking ceased and she pushed him away.

Shewascrying.



Chapter Forty-one

1st August

The Sunday-morning air held more smells than a spice market - baking bread, an open drain, wood
smoke from a hamman, turmeric from alocked warehouse ...

All the scents mixed in her nostrils as Zara ploughed her way acrossthe city, down starved dleysthat
turned right, then left, then right again. She was walking the bottom of adark crevasse. Guided not by
daylight, which was confined to those brief patches of sky visible between roof edge and aforest of
satdlite dishes or agrids, but by her inbuilt, dmost perfect sense of direction. Not to mention anger,
barely restrained irritation and killer PMS.

Therewere 150 digrictsin Iskandryia. Citieswithin the city, villages within towns. Some wererich and
some crowded, afew almost deserted, backdrops to aplay with no characters. Rotting houses and
crumbling souks emptied of the living by the Influenza attack of '28. Her grandmother had died in the
epidemic and s0 had an aunt. That so few members of her family had been taken, and those old and ill,
was regarded by her father as a kindness from God.

Other districts were too poor to have been mapped. They went untaxed as well, because no one earned
enough to make taking direct taxes worth the trouble. Where that happened, other groups levied tariffs
ingtead, in the name of religion, protection or some banned nationdist ideal kept dive by crowded
housing, open sewers, infrequent water and nonexistent medicare.

These groups paid protection in their turn. And those they paid had their own duesto pay. And
somewhere high above them, like a hawk looking down disdainfully at vermin on the ground, hung the
shadow of her father ...

Ashraf Bey knew nothing of this city. He thought he did because he knew Place Zaghloul from Place
Orabi and could walk from Le Trianon to Rue Cif without consulting amap or needing to stick to the
grand boulevards. He bdieved | sk was a European city lodged on the edge of North Africa

Anyone who knew anything knew that thiswas at least as untrue asit was correct. There was an e egant
European city of red-brick apartment blocks, stuccoed villas and vast palazzos. But it made up only one
layer and that was mostly confined to the siweep of the Corniche, the apartment blocks both sides of
boulevardslike Fuad Premier and an areaaround Shdlat Gardens where irrigation kept manicured lawns
preternatu-raly green.

Thereal El Iskandryia had more layersthan baklava, more layersthan timeitself. There wasthe
expatriate-Greek city, the city of vigting Cairene familieswho appeared at the start of summer and
vanished just as promptly. And the city of Jewish shops and synagogues, of rich Germans and infinitely
lessrich Soviets. And below dl that the invisible, the Arab city from which her father hoped to remove
her and hisfamily...Money could do that, if it was used well. Take you from felaheen to effendi inthree
generdions.

The city moved acrosstime aswell as cultures. A single turn from one dley into another could throw you
back a century, to spice markets and dark warehouses where herbs hung from wooden poles, drying in
the hot breeze. Another turn, adifferent aley and the present receded further, asthe scent of herbs
changed to the rawness of uric acid, of dressed hides hanging in atannery while raw skinswere trampled
underfoot in urine-filled vats by men with jellabas pulled up round their hips.

Sheloved El Iskandryia, its uncertainties and contradictions. Its outward self-assurance and inner
darkness. It wasthe palitics Zaradidn't like. But then somethingsin life were beyond change: that was



what her father said. She still hoped to prove him wrong.

Zarashook her head, till troubled. She believed Ashraf Bey when he said he'd been in prison rather than
working at the Consulate; at least, she did most of the time. What she didn't believe was that the Emir
wasn't hisfather. And she knew that was a double negative but didn't care. She needed to see her father
and, since she couldn't go home, she was on her way to meet him at Hamzah Plaza, though he didn't yet
know that.

Her hair was perfect. Her make up so immaculate that no bruiseswere visible. Even her lip looked
normdl.

Straightening her shoulders, Zara adjusted the lapels of adark Dior suit shed just carded at Marshal &
Snellgrove - having woken apersona buyer to get the relevant boutique opened early - and staked
across the square towards a building she'd never before bothered to vist, her father's HQ.

The building she approached was black, with the pillars of white marble and athree-storey entrance
carved from red sandstone and modelled on a horseshoe arch in M'dina. Her father was very proud of
his building. The architectura critics had been lesskind. Ersatz Moorish was one of their gentler
comments,

What sounded like rain turned out to be an dabaster fountain set in the middle of asunken garden. A
thing of eegant lines and stunning Smplicity, the fountain had been carved amillennium before for one of
the princelings of Granada. Her father had never mentioned its purchase, far lesswhat it might have cost.

Zaraswept past the fountain and in through a revolving door that began to spin just before shereached it.
Ahead of her waited abank of eevators with glistening mahogany surrounds and brass doors polished to
ashine. Any one of them would take her up to the top floor.

'Miss..." A rapidly approaching security guard amost but not quite raised his voice as he glided across
the foyer, intent on stopping her reaching thelifts. In hisface politeness battled with exasperation.
Politenesswon. His eyes had already priced her suit and noted her air of confidence but he allowed
himself a second glance as he got closer, to confirm what he dready suspected ... He didn't recognize
her.

Zara stopped.

'Vidgitors haveto sign in.' He motioned towards a distant reception area where ayoung woman stood
watching them. Y ou do have an gppointment?

'No,' said Zara, '| haven't. But my father will see me!'

She punched the button on alift and watched the doors dide open, dmogt silently. The security guard
was il looking suitably appalled when she stepped inside. He probably had akid, Zarareminded
hersdf, plus awife who was bound to be pregnant, amortgage ... He needed the job she was busy losing
him.

'Ring my father, said Zara. "Tell him I'm on my way up. Say you couldn't siop me!’

The man nodded and stood back, instantly relieved. Hed remember her kindness and not the arrogance
that had let her walk through him, Zaraknew that. And he wouldn't redlize what he'd just told her - that
her father was aready in ...

Which meant hed had an argument with her mother. Zarasmiled. Her father only ever camein early on
daysfollowing an argument. Some weeks he forgot about going to the office a al. Why should he, when



anyone he needed to see could be ordered to come to him? His office on the top floor existed mainly to
remind people who wasin charge.

Hamzah didn't do lunch with visiting foreigners - he had staff to do that for him - and he didn't take taxis
or even use his chauffeured stretch much. He walked, because money bought time and that crested
gpacefor him to walk if hewanted to, which heinvariably did. More people saw him that way.
Remembered he'd begun as one of their own.

Sheloved him, of course. Feared him, too. More than she feared her mother, if she was honest.
Checking her hair in amirror, Zarabrushed one deeve to remove dust from where she had touched an
aley wall and stepped out, head high, when the lift reached its destination and the doors opened. She
expected to see her father waiting at the top but he wasnt.

Instead she got asmall woman with tightly cropped grey hair and large amber beads.
'Miss Zara?
‘OlgaKaminsky?

The woman's eyes widened and Zara smiled her best amile. 'My father mentionsyou,' she said lightly.
'Always compliments.’ Zara could almost see the woman reassess her, as she took in Zara's suit, her
immaculate hair, the discreet and appropriate jewellery and the folded newspaper tucked under one arm.
Shedidn't look like aspoilt brat who got herself on the newsfor being in trouble with the morales.
Which was precisdy the point.

'I'm sorry to turn up unannounced, but | was hoping to see my father.’
Olga Kaminsky nodded. 'He's expecting you.'

The door to her father's office was ebony carved into arabesques and inlaid with leaves of pink or pale
blue marble. Olga knocked once and went in without waiting to be invited.

'Miss Zara,' she announced, stopping in front of a huge desk.

Duty done, Olga Kaminsky turned to Zara and smiled. 'How about some coffee? And maybe a croissant
4

'Well,' said Hamzah as the door shut. 'Coffee and croissant - and I'd always been under the impression
that Olgadidn't approve of you.'

'How could she not approve? Zarasaid. 'She hadn't even met me..."

Hamzah laughed. Neither of them mentioned the fact that Zarahadn't been homefor thirty-six hours. Or
why. All the same, he saw how carefully his daughter carried hersaf as she sat back in alarge lesther
chair without being invited.

'Niceplace'

His office was everything Zara expected. Huge, with windows aong two walls, the longest Iooking north
over the Corniche and a blue splash of the Mediterranean beyond. The other looked out over the
red-brick edifice of St Mark's College, where Hamzah had swept floors when hefirst arrived in
Ikandryia.

A mountain of printouts balanced on one of the leather chairs, while an old Toshiba notepad sat open on



the sofa. On thewall behind his desk an out-dated assaullt rifle balanced on two nails. It was old, rusty,
stamped out from cheap, sheet sted. A Kaashnikov AK49. Like the fountain outside the office, Zara
had never seen it before.

The whole room was a mess, which didn't surprise her. His study at Glymenapoulo was the only room
her mother wasn't allowed to have cleaned. Here, he didn't even have someone to nag him about the
mess - unlessthat was Olgd's job.

'Coffee..." The door opened ahead of the knock and his PA walked in holding atray. "Y our Excellency
..." Olgaserved Hamzah histiny cup of Turkish coffee and besideit she put a plate of rosewater Turkish
Ddlight, studded with dmonds. 'And herés yours," said Olga. Zaragot along cappuccino and a
croissant, long with alinen napkin.

Asthe woman turned to go, Zararedlized her father was blushing. For ahorrified second she considered
that there might be something between Olga and him and then redlized that it was the honorific. HeEd
wanted Your Excellency so badly and now it made him blush. Zarasmiled. Her father would get used
to effendi, just ashed got used to living in avilla surrounded by European antiques. And once he was
used to it he'd start to enjoy it. That was hisway.

'l suppose you've cometo tell me you're not coming home?

'No,' said Zara. 'I've cometo ask for your help ... But you're right,' she added, recognizing the truth in
what he said. 'I'm not.’

'Do you warnt to return to your friendsin America?

'No.' Zarashook her head. 'I'm not going to run away. Not even if that'swhat you want ... Thisismy city
too.'

Hamzah's nod was gpproving. 'It's not easy, an unmarried woman living done. Y ou'll need an apartment,
adriver. | can supply those!'

‘Let'stalk about that |ater,’ said Zara, in avoice Hamzah knew meant she would do anything but. 'Right
now | want to talk about Ashraf Bey.'

Hamzah thought about mentioning his daughter's face had suddenly gone red and decided againgt it. The
picture of her on the newsin that idiotic coat wastoo clear in his head. Instead, he glanced out of a
window, then reached for his cup. The coffee wastoo hot but he drank it anyway, chasing away its
mudlike bitterness with apiece of Turkish delight. 'Eat your croissant,’ he said, 'or Olgawill be upset

They were negotiating, slently and without words: he knew that. Even in El 1skandryiathe gap between
what could and what couldn't be said was vast, and 1k was the most relaxed of the Ottoman cities. A
free port and amicro-state. The persond fief of its owner the Khedive - unlike Cairo, which the Khedive
held in trust for the Sultan in Stambul.

But freedom was relative. And the gap between father, and daughter still wide. In many familiesit was
unbridgeable. The woman he sat opposite knew less about him than he actualy knew about her, which
was admost nothing.

Hefeared sheld taken at least onelover whilein New Y ork. But the only real thing he knew about her
was what sheld told him the night before she flew, when they were talking obliquely about the three
months she'd just spent in a Swiss clinic. Which was that she wasn't proud of everything she'd done, but
shewas ashamed of very little,



'l can give him money," Hamzah said smply. 'A route out of Iskandryiaif that will help. But | can't protect
him ... He wanted to say more, to ask obvious questions, but for Zara the only question that mattered
was the one she asked.

'Why do the policeingst hekilled hisaunt?

'Maybe he did,’ said Hamzah, chewing the edges off a cube of Turkish Delight. He smiled sadly when
Zarahanded him her ngpkin. 'Have you thought of that?

'He swears hedidn't.'
'And you believe him?

Zarahit her lip and nodded, not trusting herself to speak -which her father found more worrying than
anythingdse.

‘Olga.’ He punched a button on hisdesk. 'Tell legal to call me." Seconds later a screen beeped and the
face of asmall bald man squinted out at Hamzah. 'Excellency? The voice was reedy, the accent cut-glass
Cairene.

‘Beys,' said Hamzah. 'They have complete carte blanche. I'mright, aren't | ... they can't be arrested?
The elderly lawyer hesitated. 'Up to apoint, Excellency ..."

A smadl smilelit Hamzah's face and he jerked his chin towards the screen to indicate to Zarathat she
should listen carefully. 'What are the exceptions?

Two types of murder - of amullah or afamily member - gross blasphemy before two reputable
witnesses, and gross outrage of aminor, witnesses ditto.’

'So Ashraf a-Mansur can be arrested?
'Given that he murdered hisaunt, yes ...

Hamzah held up his hand to still Zaras protest and she suddenly redized she was out of the screen'sline
of sght. Thelawyer couldn't see her and so didn't know she was there.

Thank you.' Hamzah blanked the screen. 'My first question,’ he said to Zara, 'iswhy do they really want
Adhraf d-Mansur? And my second is, who exactly isthey ... any ideas?

He sat back in hischair. 'No? Then | suggest you find out or | suggest your friend does ...

The meeting was over, Zararedized. And what was more staggering than her father treating her asan
adult was him treating her as an equa. Sheld asked him a question and held given her two relevant
questionsin reply. Either one of which might be the key. Going to America had been agood move,
whatever work friends might say. And returning had been the right move too, whatever Zaramight
sometimesthink hersdlf.

'What do | tell your mother about why you're not coming home? Hamzah's voice was neutral. But his
eyeswidened as Zara pulled off her slk scarf, to reveal that she wore no shirt beneath her Dior jacket,
and began to undo her jacket's black glass buttons. At the last minute, she turned her back on her father
and did the silk jacket down over her shoulders, reveding the marks.

‘Tell her what you like!'



Ten minutes after Zaraleft her father's office and headed on foot towards the General's mansion, Hani
crawled out of her bed, looked round and went to shake Raf. 'Zara's gone,' she said.

'Has she? Raf sat up, groaned and dlid hislegs over the edge of the couch. He did his best to sound
unconcerned but he needn't have bothered. Hani was too busy pointing at hisfeet.

'Y ou're wearing shoes,’ she said.

Y eah, he was. Both of them fully dressed was one of Zaras conditions for sharing the VSV 's narrow
bed, though even being dressed wouldn't make adifferenceif Hani told someone he and Zarahad shared
ameattress. Zarawas under twenty-one and behaviour likely to corrupt aminor would bethe least of it.

'After | went to deep,’ asked Hani, 'did you argue?

'No,' said Raf, ‘wetalked." And got nowhere, he added slently. At least he didn't think they'd got
anywhere. It was hard to remember with hismind full of Zaras breasts and the taste of her in his mouth.
Maybe she'd believed Nafisas death really wasn't hisresponsbility. Maybe not. HeEd try to work it out
when his hangover took a holiday.

Where Zara had gone was solved by a brisk call from Hamzah. "Zara dropped by, he said, sounding
amused. 'She said | should give you this" Hamzah reded off a string of numbers that became letters
towards the end. "Y our aunt's bank details,” he added, seeing the blank look on Raf'sface, 'From when |
paid Nafisa's commisson ...'

'‘Where's Zaranow?

'l don't know,' said Hamzah, 'not officialy. But unofficidly | gather she's headed in the direction of
Shalldat Gardens and the General's house." He clicked his fingers and the screen went blank.

Raf groaned. 'Coffee," he begged Hani.

‘Tagtes horrible," shereplied. But she went hunting dl the same until she found tins of cappuccino stacked
in alocker at the stern. Peling back the lid on atin, Hani took amouthful and spat it at her feet. 'If that's
what you want." With a shrug and asigh, shetipped the remains of the can into asaucepan and lit asmal
ring in the pull-down galey. When the sweet liquid was hot she poured it carefully back into the can.

'Herg,' she said.

Raf drank it while she watched, her eyesdert for any hesitation. 'Perfect ..." He sat back and put his
hand behind his aching head, thinking about his aunt's bank details. Y ou had a computer at the madersa,
didn't you?

'LuxorEON," she said. '‘Broadband access, running Linux.' Her voice was adry imitation of Nafisas at its
most patronizing. Then she shrugged, bony shoulders hunching benesth her tee-shirt. 'Why? Hani asked.
'What do you need ... ?

Numbersrolled up the screen so fast they made Raf fed even more hungover than he dready was. These
were dead accounts at Banque de Lesseps. And he had Lady Nafisa's account details scrawled on a
scrap of paper but Hani wasn't interested in that. The numbers on the VSV 's screen were scrambled and
she had an animated on-screen helper doing something with agorithms at lightning speed as she searched
for Lady Nafisas old account.

The computer aboard the VSV was an old stand-aone, the kind that used a satellite modem and made
up in sheer memory what it lacked in speed or connectivity. It had taken Hani al of two minutesto junk



every default setting and come up with a configuration she actually liked. But then, as she pointed out
with asurprising lack of bitterness, if you've spent nine years trapped in the same house with only a
computer for company, you get good at it or you get bored.

"That one,' said Hani as a28-digit number lit red and the screen froze. Everything el se on the screen
disappeared and the number shuffled itself until Hani was|eft with the same 8-digit/3-letter sequence Raf
had scrawled in front of him. She made a couple of passes with the cursor, her thumb moving lazily over
atrackball, and the number disappeared. 'Don't worry,' shetold Raf, just as he started to do exactly that.
'It's checking we're legal .

She amiled and Raf tried to smile back. HEd no ideawhat Hani had just done.

'Herewe go,' said the child as a bank logo began to animate on screen and the account went live again.
Therewas quiet pridein her voice and an air of competence about her that would have looked
impressive on someone three times her age.

"You're good.'

Hani nodded, taking Raf's compliment as a statement of fact. Fingers dancing and thumb rolling her
trackball, Hani opened and shut screens at the speed of thought, collecting passwords and opening and
closing trapdoors. She rode arhythm that drummed inside her own head until her fingers suddenly
faltered and Raf could amost fedl the child's confidence vanish. When Raf |ooked round, a photograph
of Lady Nafisastared at him from the screen, arrogant and imperious.

'I'm going to use the—'

Hani dipped out of her seat before Raf could say anything and so he sat there, trying not to listen to the
child throw up her breskfast. The water in the heads ran, then ran again and she came out wiping her
mouth. Neither of them said anything but the first thing Hani did when she climbed back into her seet was
to make Lady Nafisa disappear.

'She said shewasliving on her savings," Hani said, nodding at a seemingly endlesslist of red figures. 'She
dwaysdidlie’

Nothing in Nafisa's accounts made obvious sense, but Raf expected that. And he was beginning to see
the pattern. His sense of salf might be fucked, but he could knit connections from nothing and cdll it logic.
Just as the madersa had rich public rooms and the private rooms had been bare even of furniture, soran
Nafisa's accounts. Money had been spent lavishly on clothes but dmost nothing on food. No payments at
al for Khartoum or Donna. Very little on eectricity, none on Hani's broadband connection, which meant
it was ether illegd or someone e se wasfooting the hill.

So far, so predictable.

The surprise was in the brackets that ran like asour river along the bottom line. Picking 1 January asa
date and flicking back year on year showed that her account had been overdrawn for at least ten years,
which was asfar back as Raf bothered to check. Not huge amountsin someone like Hu San's terms, but
getting larger and literdly in thered. Until this April.

'Shit.' Raf wastaking to himsdf but Hani squinted at the screen as he highlighted afigure. Hamzah had
lied. She hadn't taken him for $2,500,000: her commission had been double that. $5,000,000 from
Banque Leventinein Cyprus. Straight in and straight out again, amost immediately, only thistimeintwo
amounts. $4,500,000 to an account in El Iskandryia and $500,000 to Havana.



‘Let me..." Small fingersflicked over the keyboard, numbers resolving. The name that came up meant
nothing to Ref.

Cgade Cuba
'Want meto chaseit? Hani's voice was neutrd.

'If you can.' Raf had no intention of asking when she'd learned to crack files - or how. He wasfar too
worried she might stop.

'Okay.' And with that Hani squared up to the screen, smiled dightly and let her fingersloose, chasing one
link after another, running searches and routines she seemed to pull out of the air. Beside her sat therag
dog, amechanica whirr coming fromitsgutslikealow growl.

'What..."

‘Back up,’ said Hani. 'The screen talks to him and Ali-Din remembers.’ She sucked at her teeth to signd
that Raf shouldn't ask any more questions and went back to work.

'Got it,' Hani said findly. 'Started here/ended Sesttle. Y ou want to know everywhere the $500,000 went
in between?

Raf didn't, so Hani cross-referenced the new account number to a customer bank database, which took
amost no time at all because - unlike with Banque de Lesseps - the data at the Seattle end wasn't
double-encrypted. Thistime the name meant something. Clem Burke, lately of Hunstville, registered as
sole owner of Seattle's newest detective agency.

'Now the next one,' Raf told Hani. But shewas dready onit, leaning in close asif trying to crawl right
indgdethe screen.

Raf was forgotten, he redlized. Theworld outside did not exist. There was ahunger to the child'sface, a
intengity that reflected pure concentration. Her brows were knit, her lips clamped tight. Thiswasthe
other thing in her life over which sheld had control. What she ate and what she did on screen were
ring-fenced for her done. A thin dice of alife that everybody € sewas parcelling up and deciding for her
own good.

Ali-Dinwasasdeisue.

'Got it,' said Hani. Numbers resolved as the screen on the VSV taked via uplink to adatacore at
Banque de Lesseps and data fed back, anonymous and cold, nothing but presence and absence of
electrica charge until on the other Sde of the screen to Hani an el ectron beam rastered down the glass
and Hani swore.

H.E. Saeed Koenig Pasha. The General's own persona bank account. Shit indeed. Fear played inside
Raf's head like awhistle off the walls of an empty courtyard, heard every day without really hearing, until
one stumbled over onesdlf, sat cross-legged in the dust. Hani broke the connection without being asked.

Next they looked at payments that had comein. And the first and most obvious point was that until the
$5,000,000 from Hamzah there had been nothing for at least nine months. Before that, going back five or
six years, there had been regular payments, spaced maybe four or five months apart, starting big and
getting lessand less.

To Raf it looked like someone sdlling off the family slver and waking up one morning to find it was all
gone. Maybe her outgoings would be more use.



"Try that, he suggested, pointing to asmdl, fairly regular debit in Nafisas account. Thelast timeit had
been paid was the day held arrived in Iskandryia.

Hani went back to her screen.

Chapter Forty-two
1st August

"Y ou must be Zara bint-Hamzah," said the boy who opened the door to her. Before she could ask how
he knew, the boy had stepped back and was ushering her through the front door of the Generd's palatia
mansion on Rue Riyad Pasha.

He was about her age, maybe dightly younger, dressed in asimple shirt and tan chinos. A faint - avery
faint - beard could just be discerned on hisface.

‘Thisiswhere | ask you if you have an appointment to see the General and you say no, but it'svery
important ...

Zaranodded.
‘A pity. You see, the Genera never receives anyone without an gppointment. It'samatter of principle...

'l thought anyone could petition the Generd? Zara said. She didn't mean to sound as upset by hisnews
asshedid.

'Of course,' said the boy with asmile. 'Anyone can. Just write anote and leaveiit. In five weeks time,
when the secretariat have worked their way down the pile, someone will read your note and, if
necessary, bring it to his attention.’

'What counts as "necessary"? Zara asked.

‘A threat to hislife. A threst to the life of the khedive. News of an uprising ... We get alot of those' He
ushered her though another door into what looked like a dining room, then another, thistimeinto asmall
sudy. On thewall was an oil painting of the old khedive and asmdler - if only dightly - portrait of the
Generd wearing full uniform, with acurved sword hanging from his belt. The sword in question stood in
the corner of the room, balanced upright like an old umbrella

‘Better not stay heretoo long,’ said the boy. 'He doesn't redlly like peoplein his office. From the top
drawer of an ornate desk, he selected akey and used it to open French windows that led out to a
garden.

'‘Come on," he said, then paused. 'Have you been here before?
Zarajust looked at him until he shrugged.
I'll take that asa No.'

Tal cedarsrose from alawn that was emerald green. The kind of lawn that old people talked about
when they mentioned the mansions that used to line Mahmoudiya Cana, even though they'd never seen
the lawns themsalves and had only heard of them from their grandparents.

‘Underground irrigation,’ said the boy. Beds full of red and blue flowers that Zara had never seen before
lined the path the boy chose. 'Come on," he said, so Zarafollowed..Until he stopped at ameta bench set



in the shade of a bush topiaried into the shape of a perfectly crendlated wall, and indicated that Zara
should sit.

'No,' she shook her head. 'Not here." A quick, almost embarrassed flick of one hand indicated him, then
hersdlf, the bench and its obvious secluson. 'How can |?

The boy looked surprised, but not irritated. "'We can walk, he said smply and so they did: down another
path until they reached asmall lake with afountain. Three sone women wearing very little stood, facing
out, with their backs to each other. One of them held an apple and the other two, who were without the
first's discreet stone drapery, used their hands to hide stone pudenda.

‘Nakednessisnot dwaysasn, said the boy lightly. Then he smiled and shrugged, before adding, ‘But, of
course, that sentiment is probably hereticd ...

He led her round the fountain and then down another path that doubled back inside the vee of greenery
that the Genera had carved for himsdlf out of asection of public gardens.

'So tell me," said the boy. "What is so important that you need to see the Generd?
'I'd prefer totell him ...

'No,' he said serioudly. 'Y ou misunderstand. The Generd is unableto seeyou, so | am seeing you
instead. Now, what did you want to say?

Haltingly, occasionally exasperated with hersef, Zarabegan to tell him about Ashraf. Not everything,
because she didn't mention histimein prison or Raf's bdlief that he wasn't really abey. But shetold the
boy about Felix, about how Ashraf swore that his aunt's death was neither suicide nor hisdoing. Zara
talked about how he'd cleaned up the house and asked her father to get rid of the office where his aunt
had been killed so as not to upset Hani. And she spoke of Hani and how the child was afraid to leave
Adhraf'ssde...

Halfway through, the boy insisted they find a bench and walked away without waiting to seeif Zara
followed, though the bench he found her was out in the open, unscreened by hedgesand in full view of
the house. "'Thisman,' said the boy, when Zarafindly finished. Y ou know where heishiding?

Theboy sghed at her sllence, then shrugged.
"Y ou don't know, and if you did, you wouldn't tell me?
'Right.

"Wrong. Y ou do know and you still won't tell me ... Helooked at Zara, his gaze steady. '| guessthat
makesit love!

After he'd listened to al the reasons why he was wrong, they changed the subject and Zara sat down
again. 'America,’ said the boy. 'Y ou've been there. What's it like?

‘New Y ork," she corrected, and then she explained in detail why the two were completely different. How
New Y ork wasredly apart of Europe that Europe had midaid. Explaining thistook more time than she
intended.

At the front door, as he was showing her out, Zara paused. 'Y ou will tell the Genera what | said about
Ashraf being innocent ... 7



'Of course!
'And thereé's no chance of my seeing the Genera himself?

The boy sighed. 'What do you want with Koenig Pasha," he asked, sounding dightly wistful, ‘when you've
aready seen the khedive? And he shut the door, politey but firmly in Zarasface.

Chapter Forty-three
1st August

'Adhraf Bey,' said Raf into abrass grille set in awhite pillar on one side of alarge meta gate. Abovethe
grilleadiscreet se vende sign from an exclusive redty agent in Rue de Léglise Copte had asmple strip
nestly glue-gunned across the top. When Raf put his hand up to check the sold sign, he discovered the
gluewasdill gticky.

Therewould beasmdl CCTV watching his every move. Up in atree, probably, though he hadn't been
ableto spot it. Unless, of course, the Minister linked direct to aspysat, which was possible. At least ten
private housesin Iskandryia were meant to be protected that way.

That it was only ten said something ... On the Upper East Side whole blocks relied on nothing but
spysats and adirect line to one of the top-end private police units. His mother had given him the detailsin
oneof her last emails, he forgot how many years before. She might have written afew more times, of
course. Raf didn't know, he hadn't bothered to check that account much.

Static cracked from the speaker grille. '‘Ashraf Bey,' said Raf for the third time. So far no one had
showed much interest in letting him in. He could scale the gate, no problem. Even the spikes dong the top
wouldn't give him trouble unless he actualy managed to fal on one. Westher, old age and too many coats
of paint had made them blunt, amost rounded.

The Miniger isn't here!
'l know that,' Raf said. 'l want to talk to Lady Jdila'
There was ancther burst of satic and then silence.

"The question,’ said a different voice when it came, 'iswhether Lady Jdilawantsto seeyou ..." The
words were cool, ironic.

'l don't know,' said Ré&f. ‘Do you?

Theclick of abolt recessng was his answer, though no one gppeared to show him the way and the
meastiff that lolloped acrossagrave path towards him seemed not to have been told he was allowed to
enter.

'Hed.' Letting his hand brush the mastiff's head, Raf kept walking and heard rather than saw the animal
fal into step beside him. No fear, at least not of animals. Let Lady Jdilamake of that what she liked.

The house was old made modern. Once-stuccoed walls stripped back to stone and aroof retiled in pale
grey date. Old-fashioned windows had been sandblasted back to bare metal frames, glazed with smoked
glass and covered with wrought-iron bars that were ornate and obvioudy handmade to order, but were
barsal the same.

The front door was heavy and studded, pale oak polished to a shine. This could be her taste, or maybe



not. It seemed alittle too salf-conscioudy modern and American for the Minister but perhaps Raf had
misunderstood him.

'Y our Excellency ismost welcome.' It was obvious from the quiver in the maid's voice that he was
anything but ...

'l don't bite,' Raf told her, ‘whatever you've read in the papers.’ He waited for the French girl to stand
aside and when she didn't he pushed gently padt, eyesingtantly adjusting to the darkness. The decor
within was as ruthlessy modern as without. Black floors, glasswalls, the only nod to classical taste being
two large abstracts, one each side of the hdl, on wallsthat were otherwise bare.

‘Rothko," said Lady Jdila. 'Mid-period. Not his best work but that's all locked up in museums.’ She had
aglassof clear liquid in one unsteady hand and atiny pearl-handled revolver in the other.

'Medicind,' Lady Jailasaid, holding the glass up to thelight. Y ou can ask my doctor.’
'And the gun?

'Safety, darling. Y ou're adangerouskiller - or don't you catch the news... ?

'I've been busy ...

‘Tell meabout it. Apparently that little girl you dmost married now thinks you'reinnocent ..." Lady Jdila
lowered the revolver and took agulp from her glass. When she surfaced the glass was empty and even at
adistance Raf could smell the gin on her breath. 'But we both know different, don't we?

The only thing Raf knew was that she was drunk and armed. And if anyone had come up with amore
lethal combination than acohol and agun then Raf had gone through remand with his eyes closed. 'L ook,'
said Raf, 'l need to ask you some questions about my aunt.’

'About Nafisa?
"That and afew other things..."

Lady Jdilalaughed. 'Oh," she said as she gently touched the barrel of her gun to Raf's cheek, 'I can talk
about things for ages. Y ou'd better come up.' She turned towards arise of open steps, only to turn
back. Take the afternoon off,’ shetold her maid ...

'In here." Lady Jdilathrew open an upstairs door and Raf found himself in a drawing room with awhite
suede sofa, along onyx table and floorboards of stripped cedar. Another, much smdler painting
decorated onewall. A smple dash of red above adash of dark blue, the paint thin, uneven and not quite
covering the canvas.

'Unique,’ she said heavily. 'Worth more than both of the onesin the hdl. He didn't seeit, of course.
Thought it should be cheaper because it was smdler.'

He wasthe Minigter, Raf decided, not Rothko.
Lady Jdilasighed. 'Y ou have no ideahow tiresomelifecan be ...

Raf looked round at the tiny but priceless Persian rug hung in one corner, the impossibly rich Moroccan
burgundy of aleather beanbag big enough for agiant. At the single sprig of flowersin aVenetian vase
filling the whole room with a perfume headier than incense,

'No," he said. 'Probably not.'



Lady Jdilapoured him agin and tonic, dribbling Bombay Saphire over three lumps of ice and adding not
enough tonic. A dash of bitters from an unmarked bottle finished the preparation. There was afresh lime
cut into dices on a saucer at the side but she didn't bother to add it to hisdrink or hers. 'I'd ask you to
make them," she told him, 'but you'd probably only get it wrong. Men do.’

Lowering hersdlf carefully onto the suede sofa, Lady Jdila crossed one leg over the other. Sheworea
tight blue jacket and matching skirt, which rode up enough at the side to show along expanse of nylon
from kneeto hip.

'Wdll, doyou likeit?
Raf dragged his eyes away from her.

'What do you think? Casually, Lady Jalilauncrossed her legs and leant back, head turned towards the
tiny Rothko. Her knees parted. Only dightly, but enough for Raf to see clearly the white thong beneath
her tights.

'Interesting,’ said Raf.

‘Mmmm,' Lady Jdilasmiled dightly. ‘Public exhibitions bore me, but there's dways something about
privateviews..." She shifted lower in her seet, arms coming round to hug hersalf until her full breasts
were pushed together and outwards.

Raf wanted to keep talking, to keep up the pretence that this was just a conversation but proper words
wouldn't come so he just nodded sagely. And al the while, Lady Jdlila squeezed at her breasts and
squirmed forward on the sofa until both gusset and thong edged up between swollen folds of flesh.

"The Rothko," asked Raf shakily. 'When did you buy it? But Lady Jdilawasn't listening. He could see her
nipples hard beneath her jacket and each time she hugged hersdlf they scraped againgt cloth, making her
hiss between open lips.

Her foot rubbed his ankle and before Raf could protest her hedl had climbed the side of hisleg and
rested on hisgroin, grinding down against him. He could have touched the dampness between her legs
just by reaching forward. But al he did was watch as she shifted on her seat until the thong stretched so
tight it vanished atogether. She was gasping, breathing through her mouth as she stared blindly at acelling
fan. Logt to the gin and to what was going on between her legs and inside her mind.

She came slently, biting down on a cry as she jacked forwards and then sprawled back, knees wide and
arms gtill clutched across her front.

A lavatory flushed and water ran. A hammering in the pipes went on for too long for it to be abasin being
run. Which meant Lady Jdilawastaking abath or shower. For amoment, Raf wondered if he was
meant to have joined her under the water, but decided that was unlikely. Most probably she'd forgotten
he was even there. Sheld certainly forgotten her revolver which rested on the white sofa next to a sweat
patch in the shape of Lady Jdilas buttocks. Just as she'd forgotten the handbag beside her discarded
shoes on thefloor.

Driving licence, snakeskin wallet with mid-denomination notes and three credit cards. Gold but not
platinum. So either they weren't asrich as she pretended or el se the Minister wasless lavish with his
bounty than Raf had imagined from seeing them together. There was make-up - Chand and Dior,
predictably enough. A packet of sterile tissues, apacket of Durex Vapour with one condom missing and
ahdf-empty plagtic tube of bresth mints.



Raf made anote of Jdilas credit-card numbers, wondering as he did so whether Hani would be ableto
do her magic with them. He looked inside the wallet for a photograph of the Minister, but she carried
nothing sentimental except asmall colour shot of hersalf standing on the Corniche. She was ateenager
and the smiling woman behind her looked familiar. It was only after Raf had dipped the picture back into
Lady Jdilaswallet that he redlized the woman was Lady Nafisa, looking younger, happier and dmost

coy.

Putting aside the walet, Raf sorted quickly through the remaining objects. A Lotus organizer, apenknife
with amother-of-pearl handle, a pepper spray and alittle suede case for holding business cards. Insde
were three cards of her own - Lady Jalila, deputy head, Cross & Crescent - an officid laminatefor
entering the Precinct, one of the Minister's own cards, tattered at the corners, and an even more tattered
card belonging to Felix.

And then Raf got the information hed come for, without even having to ask. Thelast card in the holder
advertised an dternative-heath clinic and five dates were scrawled on the back, four of them crossed
through, with one due the following week.

Raf did the card into his pocket, just managing to scoop the rest of the contents back into Lady Jdlila's
bag and get the bag back on the floor before the door opened.

'How thoughtless,’ Lady Jdilasaid. ‘Annas forgotten to bring you coffee.’
"Y ou told her to take the afternoon off,’ said Raf.

'Did I? Lady Jdlilasounded puzzled. Shewore black dacks and awhite sweat shirt that might have
suited ateenager if they were drunk, over-developed and vacant. 'How odd ... So what wasit you
wanted to ask me about Nafisa?

There were adozen places he could start. Beginning with the fact that his aunt had apparently been
refilling her persona account with money from a charity of which the woman opposite was now acting
head.

Thefirst sum taken had been repaid in full, with interest. The second sum had just been repaid. Half of
the next sum was till outstanding and Raf doubted that even Nafisa had been able to convice hersdlf that
the following sumswereloansonly ...

'Well? Jdilaasked. 'What was your question?

No one Raf recognized stared out of her eyes. The wanton who'd sat opposite him with open knees had
goneto be replaced by a prim but dightly swaying woman who smelled of sogp, mouthwash and
toothpaste.

'Probably not worth troubling you,' said Raf. 'But I'm just tying up odds and ends and | wondered if you
knew of aMadame Sosostris?

'No. I'm sorry." Lady Jdlilashook her head, her blonde curls till damp but already faling perfectly
around afaceinnocent asan angd's. That ringsno bdllsat al.’

Raf shrugged. 'Worth atry,’ he said. Then hetold her he knew exactly who had killed his aunt and asked
her to fix him ameeting with her husband. Somewhere neutrd. When helet himsdlf out, she was il
reciting digitsto her wall phone.

Chapter Forty-four



1st August
I'marmed,' said Hani. 'And I'll fire.'

In trembling hands, the child held avast pistol with rubber handle and fat red barrel. The kind used to
launch distressflares. Pulling the trigger would be enough to toss her backwards across the cabin, if not
break both wrigts. That it would leave alarge hole in whoever was on the other side of the door wasa
given.

The door to the VSV stopped opening.
'Hani,' said Zara, her shock at meeting the khedive suddenly forgotten. ‘It'sme...."

The door started opening again and Zara put her head through the gap, her glancetaking in theflare
pistol and the tears streaming down Hani's face. "Hani, put that down, okay?

The child shook her head. 'Step insde, dowly." It sounded like something Hani had heard while playing
Killer Kop IV.

Zarastepped forward, her hands held up where Hani could see them.

‘Right inside," said Hani. "Then shut the door." She was watching not the woman who'd just entered but
the space behind her.

'You're done." Hani's words were pitched somewhere between statement and question. Only Zaradidn't
need to reply because Hani was her own answer. Slumping to the floor, Hani pulled her knees up under
her chin and wrapped her armstight round them, the flare gun still held in one hand.

Whatever the fear was, it had the child rocking backwards and forwards, eyes screwed shut.
'Honey.' Zarakneded in front of the girl. 'What'swrong?

One eye opened. 'It's been h-h-hours," Hani said furioudly. 'l thought you were d-dead.’ She stopped
rocking and somehow her absol ute tillness was dmost worse. ‘Lady Jdilacadled me...

'Here?

'Cdled Ali-Din." She nodded to the rag dog thrown in one corner. The Germans are coming to kill me.
Y ou're to take me straight to her house ..."

Which Germans.... ?
'No one'strying to kill you, Zarasaid firmly. 'She'sgot it wrong.'

The flare gun wasn't even loaded, Zara discovered when she finally worked out how to flip down its
barrel. The sobbing child had discovered the device in awatertight cupboard set into a bulkhead. What
she hadn't found were any flares. But then, maybe there weren't any, because Zara couldn't find them
ether.

'Wed better leave," announced Zara, after sheld wiped the pistol with arag and put it back in the
cupboard, pushing the door so that it popped shut. Quite where they were going was another matter. She
only knew it wasn't anywhere near Lady Jdilas house.

Chapter Forty-five



1st August

No sgnd. No up-link. Nothing.

Raf should have started getting worried when he noticed his Omega had stopped receiving, he redlized
afterwards. But at the time hefigured it wasjust the usua crap connection.

So he kept heading north towards the address on the card he carried deep in his pocket, cutting through
an area north-west of Place Orabi where child brothels used to be, back in the days Constantine Cavafy
wrote his poems and Ik was where every woul d-be aesthete from New Y ork, Berlin and London
gathered to savour the exotic. Which usudly trandated into ataste for young Arab boys, rot-gut arak and

opium.

Now the digtrict was filled with hip boutiques, where the swipe of acredit card and the purchase tax-free
of this season's Nikes gave jet-trash travellersasimilar, more legd thrill.

Half hoping to get aworking connection, Raf made hisway up a side street towards the Corniche,
passing an ancient mosque and a school, coming out at the fish market where picturesque boats were
moored off shore to bobbing floats of blown glass. His phone functioned no better there than it had
before.

The boats were mostly clinker-built and wooden, brightly coated in blood reds and deep blues, with
painted eyesthat stared forward. It didn't matter that some had satdllite navigation and afew used
echo-location to hunt bonito and shark: every family knew that the boats needed to be able to see their
way home when the fishing was done.

It made sense to Raf who, by then, was standing with his back to the market, glancing between the card
in his hand and abank of buzzerson awall. What was Tiriganaq if not his version of those eyes?

No one had answered when he pressed the right button, so he punched five or Six wrong ones at
random, ignoring theincreasingly irritated voices demanding to know what he wanted until eventualy
someone hit enter, just as Raf knew they would, because someone aways did.

Hetook the back stairs up to the fourth floor because, once again, most people dways used the lift. Then
he took thelift down aflight to the third floor and knocked on an unmarked cream door.

When no one answered that elther, Raf whipped anew screwdriver out of its packaging and positioned it
over the point where a strip of wooden frame obscured a'Y aelock. One hit with the hedl of his hand and
the lock was sprung. Which told him two things. Not everything taught at Remand Univeraty was bullshit,
and Madame Sosostris was nearby. Out for a coffee, maybe, or collecting laundry - whatever ... People
gonefor longer usualy remembered to double-lock their front doors.

A quick glance inside revealed areception room that could have been for abrothel, atherapist or a
chiropractor's. Copies of glossy magazines, ahandful of lesflets, mainly about acupuncture. A blank
screen on onewall, two crysta's dangling on thongs from its bottom corners. Wicker armchairs that
looked newish but were dready well used.

Then atrestment room, which looked like a coprophiliac's paradise. Raf headed for afiling cabinet,
ignoring the four polythene barrels atop meta scaffolding, with gravity tubesthat fed downtoendin
surgical-sted twigt joints, just as heignored akidney dish - next to a couch - that held various sizes of
chrome speculums, each one double-tubed so water could feed one way and bodily waste the other. He
needed more proof than abusiness card that Lady Jailahad been lying.



Raf found what he wanted in a bottom drawer, marked dead accounts; though he didn't think that was
meant to be ajoke, sardonic or otherwise. Lady Nafisahad been aclient for ten years and therewas a
long and obsessvely regular list of gppointmentsto proveit, written by the same hand using awide
variety of different pens. There was a pattern, Raf realized, and an easy oneto break. The pen used to
record payment wasinevitably the same pen used to make anote in the diary of the next appointment.

But the note declaring the file dead and the line scrawled through Nafisas records were in the same ink
asthe last record of payment, dated the morning she died. Madame Sosostris had known Nafisa
wouldn't be coming back.

And Raf didn't know if it redly surprised him or not, but the person who'd origindly introduced his aunt
to the clinic was the person who said she'd never even heard of Madame Sosostris.

So dl he needed to find was—
'Looking for something?

The question came from behind him and the voice was confident. Which was probably reasonable, given
the automatic in the blond man's hand. Though maybe the gun-toting woman at the man's shoulder was
aso afactor. Both weretall and fair and the last time Raf had noticed either of them they'd been standing
by the harbour wall, studying afold-out map headed Agypten - Kairo & Alexandria. Somethingin their
smilestold Raf they'd aways known exactly where they were heading. And, more to the point, where he
was headed as well.

Dancers, Hu San would have cdled them. Or rather, adancer and abalerina.

The woman kicked the door shut with her hedl. She wore a straw Panamatipped over one eye and a
pale scarf tucked into her silk blouse. They shared the same wiry build, the same amost white hair
cropped short at the sides and I eft to flop forward over paleblue eyes...

Infact, they looked just like him. Give or take the dightly longer hair and his beard.
'Can | help you? Raf asked politely.

Neither answered. Neither moved. But it didn't matter, because the fox was awake. Disarm your seif,
disarmyour enemy, said atired voicein hishead. It sounded cracker-barrel, but Raf recognized it asa
koan from the old rasta he'd trained with while on remand.

Raf put up his hands and watched both dancer and ballerina suddenly relax.
'Y eah,' said the man, coming closer. 'We were told you'd be sensible." He sounded disappointed.

That'sme,' said Raf, stepping forward to sweep asde the man's automatic with hisleft hand, while
swinging in with hisright ebow, catching him acrossthe throet.

Sometimes you've just got to dance.

Raf uncoiled, right elbow returning to spread the man's nose sideway's across his once-handsome face.
Baance Raf took out with a smultaneous clap to both sides of the man's head, rupturing the eardrums.
He was spared having to thumb the dancer's eyes because the man was aready headed floorwards, Raf
following hard behind.

Asthey landed, Raf put one elbow through the dancer's rib cage, driving afat splinter of bone deep into
asuddenly very shocked heart. The stink of open bowel sfilled the room but by then Raf had rolled



Sdeways across the carpet, the dancer's automatic aready in his hand, coming to rest beside afiling
cabinet. Either it would give him cover or fill him with shrgpnel, depending on what loads the ballerina
carried in her gun. 1t gave him cover, though the only thing to be said for the sudden stench of cordite
wasthat it swamped the smell that came from the body between them.

'Hey.' Raf's voice sounded better than he'd expected, given someone was using him for target practice.
'Y ou want to tell me what thisis about?

He wasn't fussed about giving his position away. She dready knew exactly where he was, shejust
couldn't reach him. 'Wdl? Raf said.

Her answer was another dug, dammed into the filing cabinet. In a the front but not, thank God, out at
the side. Her big problem was her dugswere smal calibre, their load amost subsonic. Sheld come
carrying brass designed to fire a close range, then rattle round inside Raf's skull magimixing.

"Y ou can put that gun down or | can kill you,' said Raf. It was, he redlized, probably the wrong timeto
gart enjoying himsdf; but knowing that didn't change athing. Histhoughtsfelt as clear asthey'd ever
been. And for thefirst timein years, he wasn't standing on the outside watching himself.

'Make your choice said Raf, noisily jacking back the dide on his newly borrowed automatic. It means
nothingtome.’

A dug fired into the filing cabinet gave Raf hisanswer.

Shaking dust from his short hair, Raf took alook around him. The ballerinahad a door behind her to give
an exit, if that was what she needed: this he dready knew. He had awall, afiling cabinet and ablind
corner without door or window. Not good at all.

Onthe other hand ... Raf smiled. I hope they're paying you well," he said, doing his best to sound
genuinely concerned. '‘And | hope you've got insurance. Because the hospitalsround here are likely to
diceyou up for body partsif you look like you can't meet their bill ...

He paused to let the silence build, thinking himsdlf inside her head until hefinaly, briefly became her.
'Y ou've still got achance,' he said. "Which was more than your friend ever had.'

The answering shot that Raf expected didn't come. And it didn't sound like the ballerinawas changing
position or anything, because he could hear silence, devoid of even the faintest tread of feet moving
carefully over acarpet.

The woman was listening to him, which was her first mistake - probably the only mistake Raf needed.
'Look,' said Raf. 'Y ou've been set up.’ He paused again, asif hit by a sudden thought. "Y ou got amobile
there?

The woman would have, undoubtedly. A Setko wrist model or a Paul Smith wallet, the chrome flip-open
kind. Something classy but anonymousto let her call in the cleaners when her job was done.

'Cdl home," hetold her. 'Have your handler access the precinct files, check out Ashraf d-Mansur.'

Nine, three ... threg, nine, two ... two, two, five, four, zero, three. She was using something with a
keypad and it was alocal number, Raf decided, following the did tonesin his head. What was more, she
got aconnection first time which told him al he needed to know about his own situation.

The woman spoke rapidly, her intonation rising towards the end. Twice she sumbled over her words.
Being scared made her unpredictable, which made her dangerous; and Raf serioudy didn't want to be on



the wrong end of agun held by afrightened ballerina. Not when more triggers got yanked in panic than
ever got squeezed with intent.

'Schisen.’ The word was soft, spoken with feding.

‘Ashraf al-Mansur,' said Raf, 'specid forces, explosives expert, advanced weaponstraining ... He
paused, trying to remember what else the kid had put on her list, because it was Hani who'd faked his
CV, Raf was certain of that. 'Crack shot, proficient in close combat.' And there was other stuff, red facts
that Hani didn't know or couldn't imagine.

'Acute hearing,’ said Raf, 'enhanced vision, eidetic memory ... How am | doing?

He wasn't expecting an answer yet and didn't get one. All the same, the woman's breathing grew
shallower, more ragged. Right about now should be when sheld start thinking about how to bring this
dedl to an exit.

"There'sadoor behind you,’ said Raf. 'Fedl freeto useit.’

'And get killed on the way out? Spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder? The blonde woman
gpat out her words, bitterness battling fear. "Y ou killed Marcus!'

'I'm sorry,' said Raf. What was more, he meant it. Killing the blond man hadn't been an accident but
equally it hadn't been entirely from choice. "Y ou were set up, both of you. Because whoever sent you
knew you wouldn't walk away fromthisdive...

‘Think about it," he said as he stood up, staying pressed back against thewall. 'Y ou're disposable. Not to
me but to whoever hired you.'

"That goes with the territory.’

'Y eah,’ said Raf, 'but what was the franchise? To kill me or get killed yourself? Think about it, he
repeeted. Surrendering the protection of hisfiling cabinet, Raf stepped carefully over the dancer who lay
face up, blindly staring at a cracked ceiling. And the bullet he'd been waiting for al hisadult life never
came,

Shewas smaller than Raf had thought. Older, too. Her eyes only haf watching Raf's gun.
'Y our husband?

'My brother." She tossed her own weapon onto anearby chair and pedled off latex gloves. Glancing at
Raf for permission to approach the body.

The woman didn't touch the corpse, just kneeled beside it and looked. Her eyeswere as dry as her face
was impassive. But when she spoke her voice was cracked with tension and raw with anger. And the
anger was not directed at him.

'‘Bastards.'

Raf gave along low, silent sigh of relief and put the dead dancer's automatic in hisjacket pocket. What
he'd just achieved was the cerebrd equivaent of reversing athrow hold. 'Y ou want to tell me who hired
you?

Shedidn't, which was exactly what he expected. He wouldn't have believed her anyway. That would
have been too easy and these things never were.



'Fair enough,’ said Raf. 'But I'd like you to be very clear on one point. I'm already dead. And I'd like you
to passthat on ...

The bdlerinaglanced up at that and saw Raf's smile. A amile so wintry she wanted to shiver. Very briefly,
she wondered what his face would look like without those shades and decided she didn't want to know.
Never would be too soon to see him again.

From the bullet-riddled filing cabinet Raf took the filesfor Nafisaand Jdila, ripped the page that
contained Lady Nafisa's|ast gppointment from the clinic diary and grabbed amanilaenvelope asan
afterthought. When he shut the door behind him, the balerinawas carefully picking up her spent brass.
Onelesscollection of calling cardsfor forensicsto consder.

Timeto change camouflage, Raf decided. The building's devator only ran asfar asthefifth floor, after
that it was stairs al the way up to the eighth. On the sixth floor was acommuna bathroom for men and a
separate one for women, which probably meant no hot water at al on the floors above where the hdl
carpet grew stained, the paint peeled and the doors became narrow. More importantly still, the locks
became old and cheap ...

Raf posted the files and appointments page to Zara, ¢/o VillaHamzah. Then, wearing his new washed
and untorn jellaba, he ordered a coffee at a café next door to the apartment block and waited. When the
dregs of thefirst coffee got cold, he ordered another and took the offer of an ornate sheesha and the
evening paper. For once he wasn't on the front page or on pages two and three. Page four had a small
paragraph, no picture. Someone somewhere had taken a decision to turn down the hest.

Raf smiled.

An hour after hed left the clinic, ablack van turned up outside. Largish, oldish, anonymous... Themanin
the driving seat clambered out, brushing cake crumbs from dirty blue overals. Licking the suction strip on
anon-cal sgn, hedicked it to theinside of hiswindscreen and wandered up to the main door, large
toolbox in hand.

Cablerepairs... air-conditioning experts ... 24-hour eectrics ... From city to city, the cover rarely
changed. The only thing unusua wasthat it had taken the van an hour to arrive. Since it was unlikely that
the firm for which the dead dancer worked was that inefficient, it meant the woman had needed time to
say goodbye to her brother. Which was agood sign. At least, Raf thought so.

The coffee was bitter and what little Raf had of the hashish was home-grown and too sweet. But when
the man in overalls reappeared Raf knew it had been worth hiswait. So he tossed a couple of notes onto
his café table and pushed back his seat.

What was | eft of the dead dancer was being carried out, cut up and jointed in those black bags. And
from the frozen stare on the blonde ballerina's face as she trailed after the clean-up man down to hisvan,
it was equdly clear sheld been present when the butchering had been done.

That was love of akind.

Cleaner and woman held afleeting discussion on the sdewal k. More aquick question and an emphatic
answer, redly. The man wearing overdls shrugging and pulling himsalf up into the driver's seet. The
balerinadidn't acknowledge hisnod or even glance at the vehicle asit did into the traffic, positioning
itsdlf behind arattling green-painted tram.

Shewas good a blending, Raf had to give her that. From the flash of a packet, it was obvious her
cigaretteswere loca. Except that no local woman would have smoked untipped Cleopatras, but then, no



local woman would have smoked in public. Only she was atourist, wasn't she? And tourists did stuff like
that out of ignorance. Showed their bare arms on the Streets, didn't cover their hair, smoked in public.
What she didn't do nearly so well was vaidate her surroundings.

Her gaze did over Raf. A man, astriped jellaba, spent sheeshain front of him, settling up with the waiter
of an Arab café. It wasn't what she was looking for and so she didn't seeit. In non-eidetic people, the
cortex waswired weird like that.

Cigarette in hand, sheflipped open her wallet and made acdl, lighting and discarding a second Cleopatra
before her handler called her back with whatever information she'd asked for. An address, most
probably, given the way she promptly yanked the map from her bag.

Raf and the balerinamoved off together, joined by their invisble thread of anger and need. Raf following
twenty paces behind, his head haf buried in an evening paper. Moscow Dynamos had destroyed
Belgrade Eagles, Danzig had drawn with Naples. Montenegro had been thrashed by Tunis. Thai
particular game was being replayed on café screens everywhere, the fact the score was known in no way
diminishing the cascade of outrage when a player from Tunis got fouled inside the pendty area.

The Ottoman provinces kept their didike of Berlin under control but their contempt for AustriasHungary
was legendary.

The sgnificant difference being that the Kaiser had few, if any, Idamic subjectswhile whole areas of the
Audrian Bakanswere Mudim ...

The woman went in through one revolving door and came straight out of another, barely bothering to
pause in the foyer of the Sug & Meghreb. She was checking for atail, but Raf was so far back that he'd
bardly turned towards the first door when she regppeared from the other muttering angrily.

She was coming unravelled in front of him, the dow burn of her shock overriding common senseto such
an extent that she patted a bulging pocket and tossed her map into abin, doubling back bardly fifty paces
before hanging aleft into ablind aley so narrow it was more of agap between the Sug € Meghreb and a
neighbouring warehouse.

There was no way Raf could follow her into the gap without being seen, so he strolled past its narrow
entrance, counted sixty and doubled back, glancing in as he walked by. The ballerina had vanished, the
cul de sac was now empty.

Raf redly didn't like what that said at all, because what it said was that she'd gone upwards and he was
goingto havetodimb.

Chapter Forty-six
1st August

Only tourists ever bothered using the black carriagesthat plied their trade along the find sweep of the
Corniche. Which meant that no one paid much attention to an ancient caleche being pulled past the fish
market by an elderly mare: one of adozen carriages working the Golden Crescent, that strip stretching
up from the new Bibliotheka towards the headland and the heavy grandeur of Fort Quaitbey.

'What are we going to do? Hani demanded, asthe leaf springs of their carriage squeeked ratlike over the
cobbles. 'Wdl?

Zarasaid nothing. She just watched fishing boats depart, with their square nets raised and the lamps that



would lure catch to their net unlit, but Hani wasn't fooled for aminute.

Behind them, Place Orabi burned its eternd flame in the tomb of the unknown warrior, up ahead was
Shorbagi mosque, famous for lacking aminaret. Its muezzin caled from arcades that |ooked out over a
market square. Just another useless fact her aunt had inssted she know. Hani shrugged. None of it
mattered now.

'‘Wdl? she demanded.

'l don't know,' Zara said crosdly, but she did. They would go to the address they'd been given. Maybe
she should have taken Hani to Lady Jdila's house when the first message came. That way, maybe Raf
would il be ... Surreptitioudy Zara checked the text sheld copied across from Ali-Din fifteen minutes
before, even though she aready knew it by heart. Raf murdered. Hani in terrible danger. Meet me at
... No key accompanied the words and at the top the from field was blank. But the text itself was signed
LJ, which Zaratook to be Lady Jdila. The only relative Hani had, now that Raf was...

'You're crying again.' Hani said.
Zarashrugged. So what if she was? Stranger things had happened.

"Thought so ..." Hani swapped seats so she could sit next to Zaraand put one arm round the elder girl's
sore shoulders. 'I'm sorry.

| don't know how to handle this, thought Zara. She desperately wanted to tell Hani it wasdl right to
cry. Only then there would be two of them turned inside out, exposing their bare flesh to the world. It
was unbdlievably sdlfish, but Zaradidn't think she could cope with that.

Beyond the mosque was the fish market, shutting up for the night. The cobbled square aready hosed
down and the kiosks locked shut. What vans were there waited for morning and the new catch. The hum
of thelr refrigeration units areminder that come dawn the bustle would begin again. Then the catch would
be gutted, packed inice and trucked out along the desert road to Cairo, where it would go on sdeinthe
kind of fishmongers that required those serving to wear striped aprons and use French namesfor
everything. The kind of place her mother talked about without ever having been to one,

'Faster,' Zaratold the coachman, who scowled but still cracked hiswhip at the grey. He'd spent agood
hour taking his caleche dowly up and down the Golden Crescent at Zara's request and now she wanted
gpeed. Reluctantly, the grey roseto atrot.

Turn here,' Zara ordered but the coachman shook hishead, reining in.

'Can't leave the Corniche," he protested. 'Regulations. | can take you further up or | can take you back,
but I can't leave the esplanade.’

'Great,' Zaramuttered, but she wastalking to herself.

Itsal right,' said Hani, stuffing Ali-Din into anew rucksack, bought that morning. 'We can easily walk
from here. The child wore new jeansthat matched her rucksack, and awhite Hello Kitty tee-shirt ill
creased from its packet. Her usual buckle shoes had been replaced with stack-hedl orange flip-flops and
her long hair had been cut until it was as short as Zara's own.

Zarawasn't sure about that |ast touch. But Hani had demanded it, Sitting on astool inthe VSV until Zara
hurriedly used scissorsto send long dark strands tumbling to the floor. And, in away, Zarawas flattered:
they looked more like sisters now - and that had made shopping for clothes lessrisky.



Normality was difficult for both of them, Zara discovered. Almost everything Hani knew about life sheld
learned through a screen. The crowds worried her, the noise worried her, the street smells she found so
fierce that she took to holding her nose until Zaratold her to stop. Too many people were watching. She
didn't understand that money had to change hands before something could be taken from a shop.
Somehow, it was asif many of the most basic rulesweren't in her book. On the other hand, she could
date buildingsjust by looking at the brickwork. She knew exactly who or what every street had been
named after. And passing a Radio Shack with aflickering screen in the window, Hani dashed in to reset
it dmogt without breaking stride.

Asfor her, Zaraknew she belonged to Isk, but the Ik she belonged to didn't yet exist. Herswould be a
city where men of her own race didn't expect her to step into the road so they could pass. Where robed
clericsdidn't glare to see awoman and child out on the streets d one. And where shopkeepers didn't
look over her shoulder to see who was paying.

But they tried hard to be normal and blend in. Together they ate crepes from amarket stal like tourists,
drank warm mineral water that fizzed from its bottle and glued their fingers together with sticky amonds.
Standing with their backs to Place Zaghloul, they'd watched grown men crash stunt kitesinto the waves
and then jerk the kites skywards, swirling tails scattering silver drops of water.

Happy dmost.

Until news of Raf's death came and their fragile, dmost-happiness fractured down the middie as Zara
suddenly found herself more scared and more a one than she dared admit ...

Seventy dollarsfor acaleche along the Corniche was outrageous. Snapping shut her wallet, Zaratook
Hani by one hand and waked away without a backward glance. Less than five minutes later they were
both stood in front of an oak door so sun-blasted the last traces of paint had peeled away to leave only
bleached wood cut by darker grain.

'Isthisit? Hani asked doubtfully.
Zarachecked. 'Y es,' she said, trying to sound confident. "We're here. Do you want to ring the bell?
Hani shook her head. 'You doit.'

Zaradidn't recognize the grim-faced blonde woman who answered the door. But it was hard not to
notice that she was holding aflick knife and that there was blood on the blade.

Chapter Forty-seven

1st August

Héll didn't reside below any more than paradise resided above, whatever storiesthat child spun her rag
dog. Hell was being suspended, like pain, between dirt and a darkening sky.

Someone up there was screaming, but Raf kept telling himsalf it wasn't avoice he knew. A bloody cut
disfigured his mouth where held chewed his bottom lip ragged with frustration. He wanted to climb
higher, needed to. Because he had to follow the ballering, but his arms would no longer work and hislegs
were far too busy holding him fast to pay too much attention to any orders his mind might send.

Raf wasn't afraid of heights. He'd never been afraid of heights. What he was afraid of wasfaling. Faling
and flames. But above and beyond need and fear, what he redlly wanted to know wasjust where the
fuck thefox had gone now ...



He was breaking into a spice house by levering himself up anarrow gap between the spice house and the
facing wal of an adjoining sug;: that was the theory, anyway. Proper climbers had anamefor gapslike
that. Only, proper climbers aso carried equipment and, on the whole, didn't spend their entirelives
terrified of faling from high places.

Sweat stained his shirt. He could fed the perspiration beneath his hair, under hisarmsandin hisgroin. A
long dick of wet enamdling hisspine.

Beyond scared, you reach aplace that isdmost beyond being ashamed. But only dmost. Hani wasup in
that room, Zaratoo. From the moment Raf had recognized their voices hed known that up there was
where he had to be, desperately had to be, and only amemory of slver rain was stopping him.

And theredly sick jokewas, Raf wasn't even sure the silver rain wasredl. He, who never cared enough
about anyoneto betruly afraid for them, wasterrified that Hani might bekilled. And asfor Zara... If he
hadn't vomited aready held be doing it again, beyond doubt.

Below him, between the sug and the spice house was the tiny blind alley down which the balerinahad
vanished. At itsend was atiny courtyard belonging to the spice house. One back door, padlocked, one
CCTV camerafor security, nothing fancy; even adjusting his eyes across their whole spectrum hadn't
reveded any trace of hidden beams.

Asfor dedling with the camera, Raf had justified being there by clumsily yanked up the front of hisjellaba
and unlaced hisfly, at the same time as snatching aquick look around. To hisright had been the
red-brick wall, to hisleft the yard, little more than atoken reminder of alarger one that had existed back
before the sug was built. Above him adistant cast-iron loading boom jutting from the side of the spice
house, itswhed rusted tight. The open window just below it had looked very far away.

Ambling back up the aley until he was out of camerarange, Raf had jumped, feet jamming againgt the
wall on both sides. He'd seen it on screen, mountaineers straddling a gap and climbing effortlesdy, leaving
the ground far below them. He managed four, maybe five awkward hops.

It wasn't painin hisankles or lack of skill that stopped him. 1t was looking down. Down onto adrop of
no more than three metres, but it was enough. VVomit rose barometer-like in histhroat, spewed between
rictus lips and trickled to the ground below, leaving memory etched on his palate as an aftertaste.

Open the door.
Can't.

Open the door.
No.

The voice of waves, other children shouting. Later on, in another place, he'd had to push one of
them downstairsto cure that. Threw a knife across a crowded dining room so that it nailed a
wooden beam beside another's head. Sheer luck but impressive.

Fear of heights or fear or falling? They were different. That difference had been explained to him at length
by apsychiatrist at Huntsville, who masked her stink with cologne and scuttled sidewaysinto roomslike
acrab, because that was the only way she could fit through the door.

Apparently the height/faling difference mattered. Until he recognized which one it was, nothing could be
doneto cure what was asmple, amost boring phobia. All he had to do waswatch somefilmsand tell
the fat woman what he felt.



Only Raf fet nothing as helooked at pictures of smiling children climbing frames or dides, shinning up
ropes and legping off walls. He didn't know any of them. And how he felt when he looked down couldn't
be described. Not in words a child might use and certainly not by the adult that child became.

If hefdl now and rolled on landing, he could walk away with nothing worse than afew bruises. Every
shuffle upwardsincreased that danger. A few more shuffles and it would be a broken ankle rather than
bruises, then aleg or hip. Much higher than that and his spine would concertina. At the top, where he
needed to go, where muted screams broke through the open widow - fal from there and his vertebrae
would be crushed on impact. He knew that for afact.

Very carefully, Raf twisted round until hisback pressed againgt the suq's brickwork and hisfeet jammed
hard againgt the crumbling warehouse wall. It felt safer than siraddling the emptiness. By shuffling his
back and straightening hislegs he might be able to inch hisway higher. All it would take would befor him
to conquer onesimple, irrationa fear.

All. Darkness swept in againgt the edge of histhoughts every time Raf glanced down. And the dley floor
sucked in his concentration like asingularity swalowing light. Until looking away became nearly
impaossible, dimbing ditto.

Crying with frugtration, Raf made himsdlf stare up at the window, its shutter svinging dowly inthe
evening breeze.

Everything he needed to become was on the other side of that. Zara, Hani, the ballerina ... And whatever
the ballerina was doing, that was something he needed to know about.

Hey, dead boy, the voicein hishead was mocking. Recognize where you are?
Raf did. He'd been there before.

Chapter Forty-eight

Switzerland

Outside was silver rain.

Inside a fox cub coughed, thin shoulders heaving and skull flat to the floor. The door stood ready
to be opened, buckled by the noise and anger of what waited on the other side.

He touched the handle.

Skin seared and the boy's fingertips vaporized, fragments of skin left sticking to the red-hot door
knob as he yanked back his hand. He wanted to cry but he was doing that already.

It was nothing, he'd been telling himself... Nothing seeping under the door, nothing pushing past
the sodden towels he'd used to close out the gap; but he could no longer pretend. Tears dripped
unnoticed onto his red wool dressing gown.

He could smell burning and the smell came from him.

All the boy had to do if he wanted to live was turn the handle and yank back the door. It was that
simple. The alternative was to die in peace, letting go any last shred of hope that stuck to his soul
the way his burnt skin was glued to the door handle. Die, or walk out into the silver rain. Into the
Hell pastors talked about in chapel.



Water still trickled from the cold faucet but it was boiling now, steamrising from the basin as he
turned on the tap. A gravity-feed cistern in the roof behind him supplied water and the noise had
not yet reached his stretch of attic.

Stripping off, the boy screwed up his dressing gown and held it under the water, burning his
already burnt fingers. When the cloth was completely sodden, he wrapped it around his body. The
dressing gown wasn't long enough to protect his ankles or calves but it would cover the rest of
him, for what that was worth.

He opened the door by gripping its handle through cloth from his gown and twisting. And when
steam hissed from beneath his fingers, the boy knew he should have dealt with the door first,
when the dressing gown was still dry, rather than this way round. Logical rather than lateral, he
wasn't as good at that as his mother's friends expected.

But thiswasn't a test.

Taking a deep breath, he threw back the door and stepped out. There was no ground, no walls, no
roof above him. Only a red glow. A darkness of night sky held back by flame. The silver rain had
almost finished, thick drops of lead trickling down from gutters to evaporate into dark smudges
on fire-scarred walls. Surrounding him was what was left of one attic and between him and the
next surviving attic lay nothing but a smouldering pit of fire bisected by a black steel girder that
stretched over empty space.

The noise of the flames had grown softer. Burnt out, along with the west wing of the school. There
was fire behind him, scavenging its way like cancer along the building, shattering walls, melting
lead and eating through wooden beams to drop the blazing remains noisily into orange cinders
below.

Firemen had seen him now. That became obvious when a spotlight almost bowled him backwards
with shock. Someone swore, their words made puny by distance and flame, and the light snapped
out. So the boy shut his eyes and let them adjust, calling up darknessin his head. Waiting until the
extraneous noise died and the orange glow behind his eyelids did away.

When he looked again, the pit was back, framed round with darkness and night, while tiny grey
bats of ash spiralled high into the air.

'Say there." Words loud enough to come from God bellowed from a hand-held loudspeaker
somewhere below. 'You're safe there.’

The boy shook his head. The man lied, probably not intentionally. But only because the man
wasn't where he was, so didn't know any better.

He was going to die or he was going to live: the choice was his. Not their choice, his choice. He
and the fox wer e the ones who had to walk the abyss.

On the far side of the attic, a tall ladder was sliding upwards in a fluid sweep of hydraulics, a man
balanced at its top. The man wore dark blue overalls and a yellow helmet with a bump across the
top like a ridge of bone. A night visor covered his eyes and nose, and on his back was an oval
oxygen tank. One of the new models, doughnut-shaped with a hole in the middle. He was
mouthing wor ds the boy didn't wait to hear.

‘Timeto go,’ said the boy.



Claws needled into the flesh of his shoulder as he tightened his grip on the scrabbling animal. Of
course the cub wanted out of there, so did he, and that meant crossing the iron beam. He didn't
blame the fox for not being happy, but it wasn't helping.

The iron beam was recent: put there within the last seventy yearsto brace internal walls of a
Swiss arms dealer's mansion originally built for show rather than quality. The beam and its
bracing were the only thing stopping the wing of the Swiss boarding school falling in on itself.

Flames flickered below him, held in check by fire hoses but waiting, gathering themselves to
explode upwards and sweep away the last fragments of his attic. Thiswasllife.

He shook his head crosdly, flipping blond hair into already stinging eyes. He didn't like the school
and didn't want to be there. He couldn't see the point of useless tests or running through brambles
intherain. It wasn't even the exercise he minded. It was the other pupils. The ones who never saw
what he saw.

There were tearsin his eyes again, but he couldn't work out why. Maybe he was just scared. That
was allowed, wasn't it?

Except it wasn't.

Boys like him weren't scared. They did the stupid, the splendid and the impossible without making
a fuss. They walked out along red-hot—

'Enough dready,’ said the fox. 'Moveit.’

The beam was sticky underfoot. But that was the soles of his slippers melting, each step leaving a
black footprint on the beam behind him.

Heat rose asif from a furnace, billowing his dressing gown until it blew out like a limp balloon. It
was hotter than the wall of heat he'd hit that time stepping off a Boeing onto the tarmac in
Sngapore.

His mother had been photographing tigers then. Not the original snghaafter which the island had
been named, but the new ones, the re-introduced ones that kept dying because there was nothing
in the wild for themto eat. The director had offered to pay for her to bring her kid along: it added
human interest to the other sort.

Bubbling step followed bubbling step. The next one would take him to the middle of the scorching
beam, then he would have to do what the fox said. Not that he could turn round; any more than he
could stop the soles of his slippers bubbling, molten rubber blistering the bottom of his feet.

Going on was his only option. The burning pit wasn't there. The beamwas just a line he'd
scrawled on a floor to amuse himself, a crack along the edge of some floorboard. Reality was
what he wanted it to be, what he made it.

Saring straight ahead, the boy wrapped the struggling fox tight in his arms, buried his cheek into
hot fur and walked across the remaining stretch of beam onto the front page of next morning's

papers.
Fox Saves Boy - only the Enquirer got it right.

Fear, shadow and tears gave his childish face the tortured beauty of an El Greco saint. No one
mentioned that he owed the anguish which twisted his mouth to a terrified fox cub chewing



chunks out of his shoulder.

By the time a teeshirt was being faked in sweatshops in Karachi and sold on street stallsin
London and Paris, he was gone. No longer aware of the fuss, no longer watching the screens. He
had more important things to talk about - his mother was coming herself to collect him.

She flew into Zurich first-class on Lufthansa and the ticket was free, like the cars and hotels.
Reporters met her at Kloten and photographs of him being hugged by a thin woman in a long
black coat with shades, were syndicated worldwide. There were some long-lens pap shots from a
brief stay-over at the George V in Pans - all flat surfaces and squashed depth of field - but no one
got real access until London.

A man Raf didn't recognize - who called his mother Sally a lot and looked at her ankles - sat on a
chair in a BBC studio on the outskirts. Hot lights blazed above the boy, raising beads of sweat
under his newly cut hair. The fox cub sat on hislap, pinned by his hand to the grey flanndl of his
school trousers.

The trousers and tweed coat were a compromise. He wore school uniform for the interview and
the school in Zurich didn 't charge a term's notice for removing him as a pupil.

Everyone won except Raf.

On the studio wall was a bare blue screen. On it the people at home would see whatever the
producer wanted them to see. Mostly this was a long shot of the boy balanced high on theiron
beam, his face raised to heaven.

When the man had finished asking his mother how she felt about having a child who was a hero ...
Shewas glad held rescued the fox.

What was she photographing now ...

An endangered sed colony on the Falklands.

What would she and Raf be doing next ...

Spending some quality time together a afriend's gpartment in New Y ork.

When all that was over, the man who called his mother Sally turned to the boy and, pasting on a
sympathetic smile, asked how he'd felt up there on the beam.

The man wasn't happy with the boy because the producer had already halted the interview once,
after a sound man complained he kept unclipping the button mike fixed to his school collar.

"Well?

What had he felt? He wasn't too sure he'd felt anything at all. Mostly he'd been busy keeping his
head empty.

"Were you scared?

Only of having nearly killed the fox. Despite himself, despite not allowing himself feelings, the
boy's eyes misted and for the first time since he'd reached the top of the fire truck's ladder, his
mouth trembled.



It was like punching a button. Repressed irritation segued into instant sympathy as the
interviewer's face softened. The man rephrased the question, glancing only once at the camera.

The boy thought about it. He still didn't know how he felt but now everyone was waiting, his
mother's pale eyes fixed on him, her face tense.

'l can't sleep,’ said the boy finally. That at least was true. Always had been. Darkness unravelled in
front of his eyes in minutes that ticked by so lowly it was like living inside freeze-frame.

'‘Dreams,’ said the interviewer. 'l can understand that." He glanced at Raf's mother, hislook
conveying just the right amount of compassion mixed with an unspoken question.

'He'll be seeing the best child therapist in New York.'

The interviewer nodded. Debated the propriety of asking his next question and asked it anyway.
‘When you do seep,’ he said, 'what exactly do you see?'

Nothing, that was the real answer. A brief darkness that swallowed emotion, fear and guilt. But,
glancing round the studio, Raf knew that wasn't the right answer and he was |learning fast that
'real’ and 'right' were different things.

'Flames,’ he said simply. 'l see flames.'

The producer brought the interview to a quick halt after that. Time was needed in the cutting
suite and they had an actor from the National standing by to voice-over the links needed to tie the
interview into existing footage of the fire.

In the hospitality room afterwards, hardbitten hacks wrapped heavy arms round the boy's tense
shoulders and told him how brave he was. And all the while, the boy stood clutching a glass of
orange juice and wondering why none of them had thought to ask him how the blaze got started
in thefirst place.

Chapter Forty-nine
1st August

Some sense of meaning wasthere, just about. Hidden beneath anima howlsthat ended in choking
slence. Sth pzzz. But the German ballerinahad no interest in stopping, not yet. Not until Madame
Sosodtristold the balerinawhy she' d been hired. Only Madame Sosostris wasn't saying, because refusal
wasthe only thing keeping her dive - dthough that definition was becoming increasingly loose.

Sighing, the balerinalit another Cleopatra and inhaled deeply, | etting the smoke dribble from her mouith.
Then sheinhaded again, and stubbed the cigarette out in the screaming woman's navel.

Zaraput her hands over her ears.

Adhraf was dead. Someone she knew and liked had been murdered. Maybe more than liked, if shewas
honest. Now she'd walked Hani straight into atrap. Zara had brains, she had courage, she should have
been planning their escape but somehow...

All she wanted to do was cry. Zarawas disgusted at her own cowardice. The kid, on the other hand
seemed almogt oblivious, only glancing up from where she squatted beside Ali-Din whenever another
cigarette went out.



Outsde, late evening leeched daylight from the sky. Lightswould be coming on along the Corniche, the
fish restaurants shuffling tables as tourists finished their supper and locals arrived to edt, childrenin tow.
And, Stting aonein hisstudy, nursing anillegal whisky, her father would be checking his messages and
trying not to worry. She could look after hersdlf, that was what he would tell himself because that was
what sheld spent the last five yearstelling him, every opportunity she got.

She was sorry to have let him down.
'It'sokay.' Hani squeezed Zara's hand. 'Raf will be here soon.’
'Raf's dead, honey.’

'No," said Hani, as she tucked her wriggling rag dog tight in her arms and stroked its ears. 'He'sjudt |ate,
asusud ...

They both waited at one end of a spice-drying attic, or maybe it was amezzanine. Whatever, it filled a
third of the length of the building and was a simple platform, hung under the roof and anchored to an end
wall. Sit windowsin that wall let in air and would have looked down onto a street if only the street hadn't
been so narrow or the windows set o high. That was the end where rickety stairs led up from ground
level. At the other end of the platform, asmplerail separated the edge from adrop to the floor of the
warehouse far below.

Light camefrom asingle bulb that hung like afat water drop at the end of an age-blackened twist of flex.
Theroomi it revedled wasfunctiona. A place of sour-smelling leaves drying on canvas tarpaulins, of
peppery herbs hung from crude beams, each brittle bunch lashed together with rough string. The same
type of string that bound the elbows of Madame Sosostristight behind her as she lay quivering face up on
amedical couch, knees wrenched back and ankles lashed to her elbows so that her arched body was
taut beneath a short Muji vest which was dl that she now wore, hi Berlin that position was called Teasing
the Rat'.

The more Zaratried not to think about what that couch was actualy doing there, the nastier her
suspicions became. Full pharaonic circumcision, which used to be caled femaeinfibulation wasillegd in
Iskandryia. But then, so was abortion and the little Slver trolley with the surgicd trays could have been
for either - or evenfor both.

Beside her, Hani suddenly sneezed at thedust inthe air.

The balerinapaused. 'Gesundheit’, she said, sounding distracted. And then went back to heating thetip
of her flick knifewith aZippo.

Black carob, hennaand oregano, chilli and ginger. Their scents clashed with each other and with the
amell of cumin, coriander and frying garlic that drifted up from adistant street stall. But rich asthe mix
wasit wasn't enough to hide the stink of fear that rose from the tethered herbaist.

‘Tell her,' Zara pleaded.
Thebdlerinasmiled.
'Please!

‘Ja,' said the blonde German, as she pressed red-hot metal into the inside of the bound woman's thighs.
'Explain who redly hired me and maybe I'll let you live ... But then again, maybe not.' She jerked the
blade sdeways.



Blood ran between Madame Sosostrisslegsin atrickle like scarlet tears.
"Tell me, suggested the ballerina.

'What'stotell ... 7 The question bubbled between bitten lips. 'l hired you. | didn't know he was
dangerous ... | made abad mistake.'

'No," said the ballerina. 'Not you. Someone el se ordered you to hire me.' She pivoted on her heel and
buried rigid fingersinto the side of the arched woman, ignoring piss that spread across wipe-clean
|eatherette and dribbled floorwards, following blood down a crack in the boards. And in the silence
between falling drips Zara heard aknock at the door below and then the sudden jagged trill of abdll, so
loud that even the ballerinajumped.

'Expecting someone? she demanded, holding her blade close to her victim's eye. Madame Sosostris
shook her head.

'Well? The question was shot behind her, at Zara
'No," said Zara

The balerinaturned back to her victim. 'Wél, now," she said, listening to a second, more impatient ring
from below. 'Maybe we can kill you, after al. Okay, you ..."

Zaranodded.

Thisishow it works ... Y ou answer the door and the child stays there. Any problemsand ..." She flicked
her knife sdeways, leaving Zarano doubt what would happen to Hani's throat.

Zarawent. Walking dowly down the ancient stairs until she reached the main door to the spice house. A
big part of her wanted to keep walking, out of that door and into aworld where upstairs wasn't
happening. But she knew, stupid or otherwise, she'd probably die rather than leave Hani.

'Who isit? she demanded.

'Me." Lady Jdlilas voice was scared or furious, but through an inch of sheet stedl it was hard to tell
which. "Now open up, quickly..." She pushed a the door, then visibly jumped when she saw it was Zara.
'Whereis Madame Sosostris?

Zarapointed to the ceiling.
'And you brought Hani?
Of course she'd brought Hani. This was where the message had told them to come. Zara nodded.

'‘Good.' The woman pushed past Zara and headed towards the stairs without needing to be shown the
way. 'I'll betaking her with me!’

Lady Jila...
'What?

What indeed. Zarathought of Hani upstairs and the blonde woman with her cold northern eyes and hot
blade and said nothing. Besides, something waswrong. What did Lady Jdilamean, asking if Hani was
there? Here, ill? Here, now? Where else would the child ...



‘Lady Jila’

'Wedl? The woman's eyesflicked from Zarato dark drips on the floor behind her. And when she stayed
dlent, Lady Jdilasighed. 'Leaveit to me,' she said, reaching into her pocket. 'Just leaveit to me.

Therest Hani and Zararecongtructed from memory. Remembering most a pas de deux faster and more
intricate than any they'd seen on anewsfeed.

Sound travelsrelatively dowly but, being cool-loaded and thus subsonic, Lady Jdilasfirst bullet travelled
more dowly ill, which meant it wasn't quite the surprise to the ballerinathat it might have been. Though
by the time Hani looked up, the German's blonde hair had finished streaming out behind in aticky white,
grey and red plume.

The .38 hollow-point entered the ballerina's head just below the jaw, passed through her soft palate and
removed what had until then been the back of her skull, sucking out blood, bone fragmentsand grey jelly
to splatter them over the brick wall behind.

A split second after her head flicked back, the woman's bowels and bladder |oosened and her body
stepped back, exploded blue eyes staring blindly at nothing. The crash the balerinamade as she hit the
boards was loud enough to echo through the dmost empty building.

'Mid-period,’ muttered Lady Jdila, surveying the wall. 'Maybe mid-to-late ... Her eyes swept over the
atic to take in Hani with her rag dog, the dead balerinaand findly, scornfully, Madame Sosostris
hog-tied on the couch.

'Murderer.'

Before Zara could protest, Lady Jdila brought up her gun and yanked the trigger three times.
Hollow-points took Madame Sosostrisin the upper body, splintering ribs into bone fragments. Lungs
collgpsed asthefirg two bullets blossomed into sucking woundsin her side, thefina shot taking
Madame Sosodtris sideway's through the heart and blasting her off the couch onto the floor.

The gurgling stopped.

'She hired the German to kill Ashraf,' Lady Jdilasaid asif that explained everything, though whether it
was said to Zaraor herself wasn't clear. Walking over to the dead woman by the bed, Lady Jdilalifted a
scapel from ametal dish and dashed the twine binding her arms and feet. Then sherolled the sticky
twineinto anesat bal and dropped it into her pocket. She placed her own .38 in the dead herbdist's
hand.

'Well tdll the police they shot each other.’
It wasn't asuggestion.

‘Just leave the officid stuff to me,' said Lady Jdila. 'Okay... ? Without waiting for Zara's answer, Lady
Jdilawalked acrossto where Hani sat, hugging her knees and clutching her rag dog.

‘Timeto take Ali-Din home!'

Hani shook her head. "Y ou killed her,' she said, voice empty.

'Of course | killed her,' said Lady Jdlila. Therewas no choice.'

Only the child wasn't talking about the blonde German, Zararedized. Or about Madame Sosostris. And



everything fell into place asif the answer had always been right there, just waiting for Zara.
Cold.

Saggers.

Hallucinations.

‘The penwasasdeissue,’ Zarasaid without thinking. ‘Lady Nafisadied from poisoning.' And she
suddenly knew exactly how the woman standing in front of her had doneit. Except that by then Lady
Jdilawas crouching beside the dead herbalist, taking back her own gun.

The next bullet shefired took Ali-Din through the heed.

Chapter Fifty

1st August

Always count the guns.

Crouching by the window, company to fat-toed geckos that had grown used to his tillness, Raf
whispered it again - just in case he forgot. Counting the guns had been rule one, according to Hu San;
and Raf had made a specid point of remembering the things Hu San told him.

The automatic would belong to the ballerina, only she was dead. Raf had heard that happen. Lady Jdila
had the revolver, subsonic dugs but unsilenced barrel, because silencing arevolver was a contradiction in
terms. From an empty plastic coke bottle taped to the muzzle to the most expensve hand-turned tungsten
mutetube, nothing actualy worked. Some of the shock wave dways forced its way between cylinder and
chasss.

If you needed to mute arevolver then the answer was to self-load the brass and use less charge, which
waswhat sheld done. Whether or not in imitation of Thiergarten dogma, Raf didn't know. But, either
way, just knowing how to do it made her aprofessona in hiseyes.

The ex-ballerinahad agun, so did Jdilaand so did he ... Threeintotd, if he didn't count the one hed
lifted from the dead dancer. Which madeit four functioning wegpons. Quite how knowing that helped
him Raf had forgotten.

'Enough aready ...

Old words but true ones. Bats echo-located around him through the warm night air, taking mothsin
mid-flight, each curving strike dmost surgicdl inits precison. Their echo bounced off shutters, refracted
from high walls or vanished through open windows to return milliseconds later. Cold and mysterious, like
some distant music of the spheres.

Therewasatom cat lurking in the dirt of the alley floor far below, its heavy shoulders hunched and thick
muscles locked in anticipation asit walked, oblivious, round Raf's discarded jellaba and shades, tracking
whatever vermin hid behind the rubble. If the cat was dimly aware of the spiralling dmost-mice, it didn't
alow them to put it off the prey within reach.

Y et another city within acity, world within world. A metropolis of wild dogs and ferd cats, rats breeding
beneath grain silos and mice infesting the cotton bales that waited to be loaded into containers along the
dock. Spiders, scorpions, and millipedesfat as calused thumbs, safe from the frail, fly-hunting geckos
that haunted the twilight edge of street lights.



Raf twisted hishead to one side, easing an achein hisneck. Just holding himself securein that gap
between wallstook effort. And if he waited much longer hed have no strength for what must happen
next.

Dead boy.. .It was an odd nickname for aman to give achild. He remembered the man well, with his
fatering monitors and flat-lining neurofeedback machines. Remembering never had been Raf's problem.
Hisfirst identity number, its position over a battered meta hook that took his school coat, the exact
marble pattern of tilesaong ahospitd corridor - he knew them al. Far better than he knew himsdlf,
because Raf had been afraid there was no sdlf.

We are the hollow men ... Maybe now, but not back times ... Back then hewas just ahollow child, not
Englis/not American, not rich/not poor, not wanted except for hislogic skills. He could easily have
passed that test. But he thought that if he failed they'd let him go home.

Live with it, asthe fox would have said.

The dlver rain wasfinished, dmost twenty years before,
While Hani wasin there. Zara, too.

And he was out here.

And they both undoubtedly believed he was dead and some days he still was. Some daysit surprised him
he even had a shadow or that when he stared in the mirror there was a reflection waiting to scowl back.
But those days got fewer.

And the fear was gone, burned out. Thefox dying too. He was going to have to make his own decisions.
And thiswasthefirg of them ...

Grabhing the rusty metd bar that had once supported a pulley, Raf kicked off from the spice house wall
and let gravity swing him through the open window towards which held been climbing.

Thingsto do, people to become.

Hani was sure she saw a smoke-grey anima leap into the room, becoming Raf asit hit the ground and
rolled. When he came upright, Raf's gun was aready cocked, its muzzle pointed straight at Lady Jdilas
stomach. What Raf didn't do was pull thetrigger.

"You.'
He nodded.
"You're...

'Dead,’ added Hani and Raf nodded, watching the revolver pointed at his chest. Small, e egant, with pearl
handles and an over-fussy blue finish that definitely didn't match the dark purple nails of the hand holding
it.

Lady JHilasmiled. Her full lipstwisting prettily.

'Darling,’ shesaid. "You kill me, 1 kill you ... Such awaste, don't you think? Lady Jdilameant it, too, Raf
redlized. Her greeting wasred. In some warped way sheredly was pleased to see aman who only that
morning she'd arranged to havekilled.

Y ou murdered Fdix,' said Raf.



Lady Jdlilashook her head. '"Murder hasto beintentional. That was an accident.’
'And you expected to get away with it?

'Oh," said Lady Jila, 'l have got away withit... And I'll get away with thistoo. Aswill you. Y ou and me,
we're different.’ Her pale blue eyes swept the room, taking in the dead ballerinaand herbalist, then Zara.
'Whereas people like her ...

"What about people like me? Zarademanded.
'Digposable.’ Lady Jdila shrugged eegantly. "What on earth made you think you deserved a pashazade?
'Who said | wanted one?

Lady Jdilaignored that. "Y ou know what you lack? Lady Jdilasad asthe girl turned away. 'Breeding ...
That'swhy people like you never amount to anything. Ashraf, however ... Who knows? With my help he
could be the next Chief of Detectives!

Looking deep into Jdila's pae eyes, Raf finaly recognised the truth. She was barking, completely off the
Richter scale. Dysfunctiond, deluded, sociopathic ... Exactly the kind of ally someone like him might need
to reach the top of the pile.

‘Jdila’ He nodded discreetly towards the far end of the mezzanine, where light from the single bulb barely
reached.

Tell mehow | could get Felix'sold job, Raf said quietly when they got there. "And then tell mewhat it's
going to cost.' Both of them gtill held their guns, only now the muzzles pointed at the floor.

"The cost? In her head, Lady Jdliladivided the cost of abox of bullets, deducted the ten per cent
discount she got at government shops and divided the remainder of it by fifty. 'In cash terms, about
thirty-five cents ... Her tongue dipped out to lick her bottom lip, itstip moistening aready glossy lipstick.
"The how should be obvious.' She glanced towards his gun.

Kill Zara?
Too easy,' said Lady Jila. 'I'll do that mysdif.’

Thefloor far below wasin darkness. Hollow. Empty. She saw nothing and he saw the same. But with
two more colours and in sharper focus. 'Why just Chief of Detectives? Raf said. "Why not Minister for
Police?

"What about my husband?
'Accidents happen,’ said Raf. 'Ask Felix.’
"You'd redly kill Mushiniif | asked? For amoment Lady Jdlila sounded amost interested.

'Why not? Raf's voice was blunt. 'He's not that rich and | doubt he's much use in bed. What have you
got to lose?

Lady Jdilaroared.
‘Try me, suggested Raf, serioudly.

'Maybe | will,' said Lady Jdilalaughing. 'Once you've met my reserve.’



'No problem.’ Raf broke open hisrevolver asif checking theload. Blued, lightweight and virtualy
indestructible, the Taurus was a beautiful piece of work. It was aso so much udess ceramic and tungsten
withits cylinder flipped out to the Sde like that. Now was the timefor her to shoot him if she wanted.

Lady Jdilajust looked amused. 'When did you know?

About the pen being Jalila's inability to resist an artistic flourish? 'Right from the start,’ said Raf. He
lied. It wasn't until the night onthe VSV held redlized his aunt had been poisoned firg, then stabbed later.
Two different methods, two different places, same person. And asfor Jdlilabeing responsible ...
Origindly held been sureit was the Generd.

'‘And you know the really ironic touch? Lady Jdilas eyes sparkled.
Hedidn't.

'Naswas mean as Sn, but she till paid good money for that colonic ... Of course,' said Lady Jdila, as
she reached out with one finger to brush the back of Raf's hand. 'In the end sheleft me no choice. And
she would keep deeping with my husband.’

‘That was your reason,’ said Raf. 'Jealousy'?'

'No." When Lady Jdilashook her head, burnished curls brushed her shoulders and framed an angel's
face. 'But it didn't hep.’

She dretched lazily, her stk shirt pulling tight. Hani and were Zarainvisibleto her, Raf redized. All her
artfulnesswas reserved for him.

'Why, then? Raf prompted.

"The Autumn Ball. No one's meant to hold the chair a the C& C for more than two terms. Nafisahad five
and wanted six. It was my turn but she wouldn't resign ... Lady Jdlila sighed, then brightened. 'Y ou redlly
must come. | promise you, this year will be the best ever. Everyone will bethere.

Of course Nafisawouldn't resgn. She couldn't, Raf redized. Not without admitting sheld plundered the
accounts.

But what Jdilawanted, she was given. And if shewasnt given it, shetook it. HEd known someone else
likethat: hismother. Raf flicked the cylinder shut on hisgun, hearing it click into place.

'‘And the price | have to pay?
'Don't beslly,' said Lady Jdila "Y ou know it dready.'
So hedid. Hani.

'On the count of three," said Lady Jdila. 'Okay? Tightening her grip on the handle, sheturned lazily to
face Zara, trigger finger whitening at the knuckle. One, two ...

She made it to the art of three before Raf thumbed back the hammer on his own revolver, swung round
and watched Lady Jdilas baby-blues explode with shock. Very dowly, the woman tripped backwards
over one kitten hedl, and met therail that might have saved her if Raf hadn't reached down to scoop both
feet out from under her.

Time expanded, so that every action took longer than it should have done, including the fdll. If she wasn't
dead when she went over therail, the wet thud as she hit concrete confirmed that she was once she



reached the ground.

Raf stared briefly down at the smashed body, then back at the child who squatted by a broken rag dog
and held the dead ballerina's smoking gun in her hands. She'd understood every nuance of the
conversation. Which had been arisk Raf had to take.

"Y ou missed,’ Raf told her fiercely. ‘Okay?

Hani weighed next to nothing when he reached her. A bundle of snew and bone. Terror holding her
body so rigid that her arms and legs practically vibrated with fear.

'Y ou missed,' Raf said more softly, stroking the back of her hair. 'l didn't. The police will tell you the
same ... He kept hiswords smple, hoping that repetition would be enough.

'Do you understand? Y ou missed ..."

Disbelief dowly left the child's eyes and then vanished completely, replaced by tears as her sticklike arms
snaked up to superglue themsalves round his neck, dmost choking him.

Later, when Hani's sobbing had stopped, Raf gently unpeeled her arms and sat himsalf back againgt the
end wall, his spine pressed hard against rough brick.

Lifefdt red. Thiswaswho hewas. He was Ashraf Bey, guardian to Hani a-Mansur and friend of ... Raf
looked acrossto the crude window where Zara stood staring at the wall opposite or half watching bats
flitter over the rooftops without really seeing them. Well, maybe ‘friend’ was the wrong word.

"Y ou should talk to her," whispered Hani from where she sat next to him, knees drawn up, back also
pressed to the wall. At her feet was what was left of Ali-Din. Scraps of rag, smashed memory, acracked
lens, fragments of ubiquitous phenoalic circuit board ... All that remained of the only redl proof that Lady
Jalilahad stabbed Nafisa

Zara?

When the girl stayed slent, Raf sighed and dowly pushed himself up off the boards. It was evident that
she heard him coming from the way her shoulders stiffened at his gpproach. 'l thought you were deed,’
Zarasad. 'And then, when you findly turned up, | thought | was dead. | redlly believed you intended to
let her kill me..."

Undernegth the overwheming smell of past fear was the residue of some cologne, oxidized and turned
sour from sweat. But then, God aone knew how he stank - or looked, for that matter.

'So did |, said Raf.

Zaraglanced round at that and their eyeslocked, her own dark with felaheen DNA, his chilly and pae
asany dawn. He couldn't help it: that was the colour his pre-natal contract had specified.

'Only for a second, towards the end.’ Raf shrugged and spread his handsin agesture as old as humanity.
'Sometimes, believing isthe only way to play apart.’

'And I'm meant to accept that?
"Yeah,' said Raf. 'If | can | don't see why you can't.'

'So what happens now? Zaras voice made it clear she reserved theright to disagree, whatever his
answer.



'Wetdl thetruth.'
'We what... ?
'Wetdl thetruth, said Hani sadly. 'It's the one thing nobody can stand.’

Epilogue
Hani's spoon frozein mid-air. 'Zarawould likethis...."

'Probably," said Raf, glancing at his Omega a second ahead of it beeping to remind him that he should be
somewheredse.

Pashazade Ashraf Bey wasin demand. Three weeks after the shocking murder of Lady Jdilaby a
renegade Thiergarten assassin, he was il ahero for the daring rescue of hisniece, Hani d-Mansur,
and of the daughter of Hamzah Effendi, awel-known industridist. Charities begged Raf to be on their
committee. There was the rumour of a Japanese miniseries. Genera Saeed Koenig Pashacaled him
amost daily. He had until two p.m. to decide if he wanted to be Iskandryia's new Chief of Detectives.

Hedidn'.

The only person not interested was Zara; not interested in Raf and not interested in the polite,
handwritten little notes the Khedive had taken to having ddlivered to VillaHamzah. As soon asshed
been polygraphed, her statement taken and affidavit sgned, sheld stormed back to Glymonopolo Bay.
Not to the VillaHamzah but to asmal summer house in the grounds. And since then shed met Raf only
once. At the office of her father, where sheld stood stiff-backed and formal while Raf politely refused
Hamzah Effendi’'s offer of areward for rescuing her and the big bear of aman had tried hard not to be
offended.

'Look," Hani said, spooning down another mouthful of ice cream hand-beaten from fresh milk, egg yoke
and Caribbean vanillapods. 'She's not going to cal you. So you cdl her. It's not difficult.

'‘Maybe ... Later..."

Hani sighed and turned her attention back to her pudding. No matter how cold the vanillaice waswhen
Hani's bow! |eft the kitchen at Le Trianon, it still melted before she could take more than adozen

spoonfuls,

Stll, they were smdl eegant spoons and she ate dowly. Her attention taken mainly by tourissswho
grolled the length of Rue Missala. Some smiled a the smal girl Sitting at her roped-off pavement table.
Others glanced away, having decided the child in the Armani shades was famous and the man beside her
was abodyguard. In their next few steps they invariably decided who they'd just seen.

Sheld been varioudy the child-mode Isabella Cloud, aviolin prodigy caled x Tra Sweet, known never to
leave her compound in Wako and HRH Y asmine, only cousin of the young Khedive.

'Ready to move? Raf folded his afternoon paper. He'd had the vending machine include downloads of
anything personal and there were three snippets about him in the paper, none of them true and al of them
highly complimentary.

'Sure." Hani nodded at her bowl of melting ice cream. 'Y ou want some? She knew full well hed say no.

Two smdll coffees had dready gone cold in front of Raf, but he didn't mind and they weren't redlly cold.
In1sk, in high summer, nothing was unlessit came straight out of afreezer like Hani's endless supply of



vanillaice

Raf thought Hani inssted on coming with him to Le Trianon every day because of the ice cream but he
waswrong. What she liked was the bustle of the brightly dressed crowds, safely kept at bay by arope
that separated her table from the busy street beyond. And when she wasn't there, shewasup in his
office, being spoiled by Raf's assistant who'd suddenly revealed a side no one had ever before seen. It
turned out the man grew up with three younger sstersand, bizarrely, had liked them dll.

'Okay,' said Raf when hiswatch complained again. 'Y ou need meto take you up to the office?
Shedidn't. Not if her snotty look was anything to go by.

Finding her own way from the table up to his office was child's play to Hani. For agtart, the Third Circle
had its own private lift. And, as Hani had pointed out more than once, she didn't even haveto climb the
wire,

Thegirl wasfine, Raf knew that. It was only anxiety that made him ask each day and that wasn't Hani's
problem, it was his ... Some day he'd have to stop trying to protect her. Not to mention stop letting her
et nothing but ice cream. But that time wasn't yet.

'Y ou can get me—'

"... Onyour mobile. Yes, | know." Hani sighed. ‘Look, I'll call you if I need you. Okay? She had to have
borrowed that line from Zara.

'Make sure you do.' Raf watched asthe kid threaded her way between two pavement tables and
disappeared into Le Trianon's air-conditioned darkness. Maybe she knew he was watching her go,
maybe not. Either way, she didn't look back.

'Car,' said Raf and seconds later the fat man's Cadillac rolled up to the kerb, white-walled tyres freshly
washed. The precinct,’ Raf told his new driver, 'and then home!'

'Whatever you say.' Skin like chocolate, eyes hidden behind mirror lenses, black cap balanced at an
angle on his dreadlocked skull, Avatar nodded.

Zards hdf-brother had recently got the Cadillac's shell sandblasted back to bare metal at afly-by-night
bodyshop out at Karmous. Then held had the twelve-cylinder super-tuned somewhere different. So now
it roared like the devil and every surface burned with sunlight. The boy was arguing for aquad Blaupunkt
sound system, flat speakers set into the leather door trim. To date Raf had been holding out, but it wasn't
an argument he was about to win.

"You caled my sister yet? Avatar demanded.

Raf shook his head.

"You planto cal her?

'Weve got ten minutesto get to the Precinct,’ Raf said firmly and pretended not to notice Avatar's grin.

It was only when the shining car overshot histurning and kept gunning down Iskander  Akhbar towards
Glymonopolo that he redlized the boy intended that Raf should make ameeting dl right, just not at the
Precinct. And not with the Minigter.

Raf could live with that.
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