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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         I was running when I saw my father kill himself. Not that he jumped off a tall building or stepped in front of a truck but – professionally, personally – what I watched him do was suicide.
 
         Although I hadn’t been keeping a check of the distance, I reckoned I’d covered around eight miles at that point. Not fast, not slow. Just nicely settled into a rhythm where I could concentrate on working through the pain barrier. After six months’ slog, it didn’t seem to be getting any less solid, nor any further away. The doctors had told me I’d probably make a full recovery from the double-gunshot injury that had damn near been the end of me. They just hadn’t said when.
 
         But just as I thought I might finally reach the finish this time before I hit that particular wall, I ran headlong into something else entirely.
 
         As soon as I saw him, my stride faltered, all coordination leaving me. I stumbled and fell against the guardrail of the treadmill, rebounding heavily. The heartrate monitor pads came away from my chest and the alarm began to screech.
         
 
         ‘Charlie!’ Nick, my personal trainer, reached out a steadying arm. ‘Are you all right? Your leg—’
 
         I shook my head, shook him off. ‘Turn it up,’ I said, swiping the sweat out of my eyes. When Nick just gaped, I jerked my head towards the overhead TV. ‘The sound, Nick. Turn up the damn sound!’
 
         I hadn’t immediately recognised my father on the morning news programme playing silently above me during this latest fitness test, but that was no great surprise. I was in New York City and he was safely back home in England – or so I’d thought. I hadn’t spoken to him since I’d moved out here in the spring.
 
         Not that relocating permanently to the States had greatly widened the rift that already existed between us. My parents had always disliked the career that had chosen me, almost as much as they’d disliked the man who’d helped make that choice: Sean Meyer.
 
         Knowing the main reason I’d come here was to be with Sean didn’t exactly make them enthusiastic about the whole scheme. And the fact that the pair of us had been offered jobs with Parker Armstrong’s exclusive close-protection agency working out of midtown Manhattan probably put the final seal of disapproval on it for them. 
         
 
         The Americans, I’d discovered, had a policy about persistent offenders – three strikes and you were out. As far as my parents were concerned I’d had my third strike and they were finished with me, and I’d done my best to put them out of my mind.
 
         So, my father was the last person I’d expected to see on one of the news channels, but it was the scrolling headline across the bottom of the screen that identified him with the words ‘Disgraced British Doctor Faces Questions’ that really rocked me.
 
         The ‘doctor’ part was familiar, at least, although that was a little like describing Field Marshal Montgomery as a mere soldier. My father was a consultant orthopaedic surgeon, brilliant, arrogant, at the top of his game.
 
         But the rest of the caption – now that didn’t square with the man I knew at all.
 
         So, what the hell…?
         
 
         Nick, slow with sculpted muscle, had dropped the clipboard on which he’d been keeping a nit-picking note of my progress and had grabbed for the remote control, fumbling with the volume. He overdid the balance and suddenly my father’s cool clipped tones cut across the gym, startling the handful of other occupants.
 
         ‘Patients die,’ he said with a bluntness that would never win him the sympathy vote. ‘Sometimes it happens, despite one’s best efforts.’
 
         ‘So tell me, Doctor,’ said the woman with the big hair and the microphone. ‘exactly how many patients would you normally expect to die in your care?’ Her tone was snappy, verging on a gloat.
         
 
         ‘I have been a surgeon for over thirty years,’ my father said, supercilious. He was holding his shoulders tightly bunched and the normal wealthy tan of his face was bleached out, the skin drum-taut across his bones. ‘I don’t expect to lose any.’
 
         ‘So you’re claiming this is an isolated case?’ the woman said blandly. ‘Surely, Doctor—’
 
         ‘It’s Mister, not Doctor,’ he cut in acidly over the top of his gold-framed glasses, the same way he would have castigated a junior trainee who bungled a simple diagnosis. ‘Kindly make some attempt to get your facts correct, madam.’
         
 
         I sucked in a breath. I’d skirmished with the media myself in the past, enough to know that outright provocation was a grave mistake. They had the ultimate power, after the event, to manoeuvre you into the role of villain or fool, according to their whim. They’d played both ends of that game with me, and won with insolent ease.
 
         Her eyes narrowed momentarily, but she was too much of a pro to let him rattle her. Instead, she tilted her head and smiled unpleasantly. ‘Oh, I think you’ll find that I’ve done my research very carefully,’ she said. ‘Last week, for instance, I know that one of your patients died suddenly and unexpectedly in a hospital in Massachusetts.’ 
         
 
         He paused just a fraction too long before responding. ‘Yes, but no surgery had been performed—’
 
         ‘And that your first reaction was to try and shift the blame for this away from yourself by claiming that the patient in question had deliberately been given an overdose of morphine. Despite the fact,’ she went on, steamrollering over any attempt at interruption, ‘that no evidence has been found to support this.’
 
         ‘I have withdrawn my comments,’ my father said stiffly, with such self-control that I could almost hear his teeth enamel breaking up under the strain. ‘And it would be unethical for me to discuss—’
 
         ‘“Unethical”?’ She cut in, her voice cool even though her eyes betrayed the glitter. ‘Isn’t it the case that the patient in question, Jeremy Lee, was an old friend of yours and was suffering from a painful degenerative disease? You were very…close to his wife, I understand,’ she murmured. Her voice was artfully casual, but the unspoken inference came across loud and clear. ‘You were staying with Mrs Lee – alone, at her home – while you were treating her husband in the hospital. Isn’t that somewhat…unethical?’
         
 
         Walk away. I found myself willing him, hands clenched. Why are you standing there like a bloody fool and letting her carve you up like this? Walk. Away.
         
 
         But he didn’t.
 
         ‘I’ve known both the Lees for many years,’ he said instead, keeping his impatience in check only with visible effort. ‘It’s natural that I should stay with Miranda – Mrs Lee – while I’m in America. It was Mrs Lee herself who asked me to come and advise on her husband’s condition. Nothing more.’ I wondered if he knew that his uneasy denials only added weight to the reporter’s snide insinuations.
         
 
         ‘I see,’ she said, injecting an artful note of doubt into her voice. She frowned, as though considering his words and her own carefully, but underneath it I saw the triumph building, and realised that she’d been leading him to this point right from the start. ‘And is Mrs Lee aware that you’ve been suspended from your duties for being drunk on the job?’
 
         ‘I have never endangered a patient through alcohol,’ my father snapped, but as he spoke something flickered in his face. I saw it only because I was looking, but I knew others would be watching him just as closely and they would have seen it, too.
 
         Guilt. Unmistakable.
 
         Holy shit…
         
 
         ‘But you don’t deny that you’ve made life-and-death decisions after you’ve had a drink, Mr Foxcroft?’ She left a pause he didn’t rush to fill and she allowed herself a small smile, as though politely acknowledging his admission. ‘Maybe even a couple of drinks.’ Smooth, smiling, she moved in for the kill. ‘Isn’t it the case that your earlier allegation was simply an attempt to divert attention from your own transgressions?’ 
         
 
         My father flushed, took a breath. ‘The hospital will no doubt hold some kind of internal inquiry. Until then, it would be improper to comment further,’ he said, struggling to regroup and only managing to sound pompous instead. ‘Not to mention unprofessional and unfair to the patient’s family.’
 
         She didn’t quite crow at this obvious retreat, but she allowed herself the luxury of another feline smile. ‘Oh, really, Mr Foxcroft,’ she said. ‘I think it’s a little late to worry about things like that, isn’t it?’
 
         He stiffened. ‘At this stage I have nothing further to add to my statement,’ he said. And then, just when I’d begun to think that the whole thing was some kind of gigantic mistake, he took my breath away by adding, ‘I–I’ve admitted that I have a problem with alcohol. I have agreed to withdraw from all surgical procedures and take an unpaid leave of absence until that problem is resolved.’
 
         What?
         
 
         Finally – finally – he began to move away, but the reporter wasn’t so easily shaken off. They were on a city street, I saw, with generic modern concrete buildings behind them and the sound of traffic in the background. My father was wearing an immaculate dark blue suit, white shirt, sober tie that reeked discreetly of old school, his thinning hair sleek to his scalp. An archetypal authority figure. The kind the media loved to see crash and burn. 
         
 
         ‘Mr Foxcroft, numerous patients must have – perhaps misguidedly – placed their trust in you as a highly respected member of the medical profession,’ she persisted, thrusting the microphone into his face. ‘Have you nothing to say to them?’
         
 
         ‘Charlie, what the—?’ Nick began, unconsciously echoing my earlier thought, as his brain finally caught up with what was happening.
 
         ‘Ssh!’ I braced my arms on the front of the stationary treadmill, suddenly far more badly winded than a mere eight-mile jog would ever justify.
 
         My father paused and, possibly for the first time in my life, I saw uncertainty in him. Perhaps even the faintest suggestion of panic.
 
         He glanced away from the woman’s face and looked directly into the camera, as though he could see me staring back at him.
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said simply. Then he turned, ignoring the clamour the apparent admission caused, ducked into a waiting car, and was gone.
 
         The reporter faced the camera, power suit, power make-up, scarlet nails clutched round her microphone as she delivered her gleeful wrap-up. Her words scalded me but afterwards I couldn’t recall a single one of them.
 
         It had finally dawned on me that the reporter was a regular on one of the local news channels. That the car my father had climbed into was a black Lincoln Town Car with no stretch, and the building he’d been standing outside was one of the big hotels less than a dozen blocks from where I stood.
         
 
         He was right here. In New York. In trouble.
 
         And I hadn’t known a thing about it.
 
         Nick still had hold of the remote control. He was big enough that it looked like a toy in his hands. As the reporter handed back to the studio, he thumbed the volume down again and eyed me with quizzical concern.
 
         ‘So, that guy – someone you know?’
 
         For a moment I didn’t – couldn’t – answer. My head was buzzing like I’d taken a blow. My leg ached fiercely, more of a burn. ‘I thought I knew him,’ I murmured at last, slowly. ‘But now I’m not so sure.’
 
         Nick frowned. ‘You OK to go on?’ he said. ‘Or you wanna take five?’
 
         That got my attention. I flicked him a fast glance. ‘Look, Nick, I need to leave. Now.’
 
         ‘You can’t,’ he said. He picked up his clipboard, lifted a page, frowning harder. ‘You got maybe another twenty minutes, tops, then we’re all done. Way you’re going, you’re gonna ace this. C’mon Charlie, what’s so important that it can’t wait twenty minutes?’
 
         ‘That,’ I said, jerking my head towards the TV set. I scooped up my towel from the bench and started for the changing rooms, only to feel Nick’s hand rough on my shoulder.
 
         ‘Hey! You don’t walk out on me, lady.’ His voice rose, harsh. ‘Mr Armstrong pays me for results and I got a lotta time invested in you.’
         
 
         The only excuse I have for what happened next is that my mind was half in shock from the news report. It slackened the usual restraints that govern my behaviour and my temper ignited to a white-hot burn. I grabbed his imprisoning hand and stepped out from underneath it, jerking the heel of his palm upwards into a vicious lock.
 
         Nick was around six-foot one and more than two hundred pounds. He had six inches in height and maybe eighty pounds on me. Now, he tried to use that differential in resistance but his bulk was gym cultivated. Useful as a deterrent maybe, but clearly he had never been a fighter.
 
         I tightened the lock and yanked him round like an Olympic hammer thrower going for gold. He sprawled into one of the racks of dumbbells, sending half of them rebounding to the wooden floor, and thudded down heavily onto his knees. The noise was thunderous. Somebody nearby – a man – squealed.
 
         I still had the lock on his wrist. Nick was grunting now, his substantial muscles trembling. In the right hands, pain compliance can be a wonderful thing. I leant in close enough to smell the sweat.
 
         ‘I’m in a hurry, so I’m willing to forget what just happened here,’ I said, my voice entirely reasonable. ‘But if you ever lay a hand on me again, you’re the one who’s going to need half a year of physio, OK?’  
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         Driving a car in Manhattan is madness, but reliably parking one there is worse. So, one of my first actions when we’d arrived was to buy another motorcycle. I’d left my Honda FireBlade in storage when I’d left the UK and missed it every day.
 
         As soon as I’d felt physically capable of riding it, I’d succumbed and, in deference to my new adopted homeland, had bought a midnight black Buell XB12R Firebolt. It didn’t have the outright speed of the ’Blade, but it was skinny and nimble enough to slice through the midtown crush. Most of the time, at any rate.
 
         Usually, I can slip relatively unimpeded through the vast sea of yellow cabs that seem to outnumber the private cars on Manhattan Island by at least two to one. But today, because I was under pressure, because I was in a hurry, nobody wanted to give me mirror-width gaps. I’d cracked the left-hand mirror less than a month after I’d bought the bike, and I didn’t want to add to the bad luck.
         
 
         So I sat, feeling the nagging pulse in my left leg, hemmed in by hot steel boxes vibrating gently as they scattered heat and fumes into the surrounding air, listening to the symphony of the city. Going nowhere. Ahead, Lexington Avenue ran arrow-straight south almost to vanishing point, like a taunt.
 
         Around me, the monumental buildings of New York hummed and breathed. It was early September, balmy after the brutal summer just past, the temperature shedding its way gently into the time of year I still thought of as autumn rather than fall.
 
         And all the while, I was running through scenarios of how on earth a man as coldly disciplined as my father could possibly have caused a patient to die under his hands through sheer bloody carelessness.
 
         Until that problem is resolved, he’d said, like being a possible alcoholic was a temporary, minor inconvenience.
         
 
         I cast back through the empty rooms that held my childhood memories, but nothing clicked into place. There had been no unexplained clinking from the waste-paper basket in his study, no long periods he’d spent in the garden nursing a furtive hip flask, no telltale smear of peppermint across his breath. He liked the occasional single malt and drank it like a connoisseur, with due reverence and ceremony. No more than that. 
         
 
         But every time I thought I’d come up with some plausible excuse, his own words damned him all over again.
 
         A long time ago, when I’d been up to my ears in scandal not entirely of my own making, I’d officially shortened my name from Foxcroft to Fox. At the time I’d explained my decision away to my half-offended, half-relieved parents by telling them I didn’t want to drag their name through the mire along with my own.
 
         I’d never considered for a moment that one day it might also work in reverse.
 
         
             

         
 
         The hotel where I suspected my father was staying was Italian owned and run. Elevated in status more by its location than its own merits. Shabby chic. I took one look at the haughty doorman outside and knew I wasn’t going to be able to charm or bribe my way through this one.
 
         I found an alleyway where I could ditch the bike, and legged it two blocks south to the nearest booze store, where I bought a bottle of twenty-one-year-old Dalmore Scotch. I had to show my driver’s licence in order to prove I was older than the whisky, even though I was six years past that milestone birthday. Way I’d felt lately, it could have been sixty.
 
         Outside, I flagged down a cab, my heart sinking a little when I saw the Pakistani driver. I worried that he might have an ethical problem with carrying alcohol, but as soon as I started explaining what I wanted, his face split into a toothy grin.
         
 
         ‘No problem, love,’ he said.
 
         I smiled back. ‘You don’t sound like you’re from the Bronx.’
 
         He laughed. ‘Just a bit further east, love,’ he said. His accent was Birmingham, West Midlands, rather than Birmingham, Alabama. ‘Us Brits should stick together, i’nt that right?’
 
         I gave him the whisky, still in its embossed tube, with a hastily scrawled card stuck into the top, a twenty dollar bill, and the delivery address. He took off into traffic and I jogged back to the hotel, loitering at a store window on the other side of the street. It took the cab a few minutes to circle back and I admit all kinds of thoughts passed through my mind about whether I’d just been conned.
 
         A few moments later, I watched the reflection in the glass as the cab-driver pulled up sharply by the kerb. The hotel doorman reached automatically for the rear door handle until he saw the back seat was empty. By that time the driver was out, clutching my gift. A few explanatory words were exchanged. The doorman took the whisky, nodding, pursing his lips as he eyed the exclusive label.
 
         The driver regained his seat just as a couple came out of the hotel, dragging luggage. I smiled. At least he’d picked up a genuine fare for his trouble.
 
         I hurried across towards the entrance and walked inside without any hesitation. Look like you belong and most people don’t question it. The lobby was dimly lit by comparison, all cracked tile floors and air-con chill. I went slowly across towards the elevators, digging in my rucksack, distracted, as though I was looking for my room key.
         
 
         Out of the corner of my eye I saw the doorman hand the whisky to the concierge, who glanced at the card, tapped on his computer keyboard, then picked up the phone. From the way he peered at the box as he spoke, the brand was the deciding factor and I knew then that the Dalmore was worth the outrageous price I’d just paid for it. Despite the recent revelations, experience still told me that my father was a moderate drinker who went only for the good stuff when he did.
 
         The concierge put the phone down and curtly flicked his fingers to a teenage bellhop, who took possession of my Trojan horse. I picked up my pace, timing it so the bellhop and I both arrived at a set of opening elevator doors together.
 
         The elevator had mirrored walls. As I stepped in I made sure I moved to the side away from the control panel, forcing the bellhop to select his floor first. He pressed the button for twelve and glanced at me enquiringly.
 
         ‘Oh,’ I said, feigning surprise, smiling. ‘Me, too.’
 
         According to the brass plaque on the control panel, the elevator was made by a company called Schindler, as they often were. Even after all this time the name still tickled me, but I’d soon learnt that my amusement was not shared by anyone who didn’t refer to an elevator as a lift.
         
 
         We clanked upwards in silence, avoiding eye contact. The bellhop had dark hair and sallow skin and a pierced ear with the stud removed for work, I guessed. He fiddled with the whisky tube, smoothing out a crumpled area of the cardboard, like any damage might affect his tip.
 
         At the twelfth floor I was hoping I could tag along unobtrusively, but he insisted that I get off the elevator first. Damn these kids with manners.
         
 
         I took a couple of steps, then turned with a smile.
 
         ‘Excuse me,’ I said, apologetic, playing up my British accent when I’d spent the last half a year toning it down. ‘I wonder, do you know anything about the times of the city tour buses that leave from the stop over the road?’
 
         He was helpful, if not exactly chatty. I managed to fall into step alongside him and keep up the stream of brainless questions as we moved along the creaking corridor. The overhead lighting was just bright enough to make out the dusty pattern on the ancient custom-made carpet.
 
         At last, just when I’m sure he thought I was trying to pick him up, the bellhop paused outside a room, giving me an apologetic shrug to indicate this was the end of his line. 
         
 
         I flicked my eyes over the number as I thanked him for his trouble and kept walking, making sure that when the door opened I was out of sight. There came the murmur of a familiar voice, then the sound of the door closing again. I gave it another ten seconds or so before I stuck my head back round the corner, just in time to see the bellhop disappearing. A moment later, I was knocking on the door to my father’s room.
 
         I was hoping that he wouldn’t check the Judas glass again before he answered the door a second time, but I saw by the change in light behind it that he did. There was a long pause and I knocked again, hammered with my fist, staring straight at the little glass eye.
 
         ‘You can have me thrown out if you want,’ I said, loud enough to be heard inside, ‘but you know I won’t go quietly.’
 
         In my imagination, I heard an exasperated sigh. The locks were disengaged and the door opened to reveal my father standing square in the gap.
 
         ‘Charlotte,’ he greeted me without warmth or enthusiasm. I tried briefly to remember if he’d ever smiled at me, his only child, for no better reason than because that’s who I was. Maybe my memory didn’t stretch back that far.
 
         ‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’ I asked, matching my tone to his. ‘Or are you…otherwise engaged?’ 
         
 
         He stilled at the deliberate insult in my voice but didn’t rise to it.
 
         ‘Come in,’ he said calmly, stepping back with an imperious jerk of his head.
 
         Once inside I discovered that the room was more of a suite. Not that it was surprisingly generous with its floor space, just divided up more. The narrow two-pace hallway had a bathroom off to the left, then opened up into a small sitting area, hung with dull prints, where a stunted sofa vied for supremacy with a spindly looking desk.
 
         Another door led from there into what I assumed was the bedroom, but it was firmly closed to my inquisitive eyes. The room decor, like the rest of the place, had once been quality but was now in dire need of a refurb.
 
         I turned back just in time to see my father’s eyes slide to the bottle of whisky sitting on the low table in front of the sofa, then back to me. ‘Your doing, I assume?’
 
         I shrugged. ‘What good is knowing someone’s weakness, if you don’t exploit it?’
 
         I hadn’t intended to taunt him, but now I was here my anger rose up and roared in my ears.
 
         ‘Ah, is that why you’re here?’ he asked. ‘To exploit my weakness?’
 
         ‘Actually, no. I saw the news this morning,’ I said, and when he did no more than lift an eyebrow slightly, I added, ‘I was hoping for some kind of an explanation.’ 
         
 
         He was still wearing the suit I’d seen him in on the TV, the knot of his tie sitting up perfectly into the vee of the starched collar. God forbid he should ever loosen it in the presence of anyone except his wife of thirty-something years. And probably not even then.
 
         ‘Ah,’ he said, the barest of smiles crossing his lips. He strolled over to the low table and picked up the Dalmore, studied the box with a vaguely disdainful air and put it down again. ‘And you think a bottle of cheap single malt buys you the right to one, hm?’
 
         The ‘cheap’ jibe surprised me. ‘For myself, no,’ I said coolly. ‘For my mother, I think it probably wasn’t worth the price.’
 
         I didn’t need to imagine his sigh this time. He made a show of pushing back a rigid shirt cuff to check the antique gold watch beneath it.
 
         ‘Was there something specific you wanted to say?’ he asked, sounding bored now. ‘I do have an appointment.’
 
         ‘Who with? Another reporter? The police?’ I nodded to the bottle. ‘Or perhaps you just can’t wait to open that?’
 
         For the first time, I saw a flash of anger, quickly veiled, followed by something else. Something darker. Pain? He took a breath and was calm again.
 
         ‘You’ve clearly made up your own mind without any input from me,’ he said. ‘But then, you always were a spoilt and wilful child. Hardly surprising that you’ve made such a mess of your life.’
         
 
         The gasp rose like a bubble. I only just managed to smother it before it could break the surface.
 
         ‘A mess?’ I repeated, the outrage setting up harmonic vibrations that rattled at the heart of me. ‘I’ve made a mess of my life? Oh, that’s rich.’
         
 
         He made an annoyed gesture with those long surgeon’s fingers of his, staring at me over the thin frames of his glasses. ‘Please don’t go blaming anyone else for your mistakes, Charlotte. We both know you’re over here solely because the people who have laughably employed you wanted the services of your semi-Neanderthal boyfriend enough to offer you some sinecure. And because he was too sentimental to leave you behind.’
 
         ‘They offered me a job alongside him,’ I managed. I was disappointed to note that gritting my teeth did nothing, it seemed, to prevent the slight tremor that had crept into my voice. ‘On my own merits.’
 
         ‘Ah, yes of course.’ He glanced upwards for a moment, as if seeking heavenly intervention. When he looked back at me, his face was mocking. ‘Face it, my dear, you’re little better than a cripple. A liability to those around you. You’ve already proved you can’t be trusted to do a job without injuring yourself and others. What possible use could they have for you?’
 
         ‘For your information, I’ve just been passed fit,’ I said, ignoring the fibrous tension burning up through the long muscles of my left thigh that made a lie of my words. I tried not to think of my abandoned fitness test, of what Nick was likely to put in his report. ‘I’ll be back on—’
         
 
         ‘Credit me with some experience in these matters, Charlotte, if nothing else,’ he interrupted, glacial now. ‘You may not approve of my ethics, but my surgical abilities are quite beyond question, and I’ve seen your records. You may be walking without that limp any longer, but your health will never be exactly what one might describe as robust again. A little light office work is about all you’re fit for. You know as well as I do that they’ll never quite trust you again.’
 
         The shock wave of his words pummelled into me, sent me reeling back before I could brace myself. It took everything I had not to let him see me stagger.
 
         ‘Oh, that’s right,’ I said, soft in my bitterness. ‘Your daughter – the disgrace. All your self-righteous lectures about the shame I’ve brought on you, on Mother, and for what? For being a victim. And then when I stop being a victim, still you damn me.’
 
         I paused. He said nothing and his silence only spurred me on. ‘You’ve never liked Sean – you’ve made that pretty bloody clear. But he’s stood by me better than my own parents have ever done. And now I find you’re nothing but a drunken butcher. How does that square with your sense of bloody superiority?’
 
         ‘That’s. Enough.’ It was almost a whisper. His face was bone white, his gaze everywhere but on me. When he put a hand up to his eyes I saw that it shook a little, and I was fiercely glad. But when he spoke again his voice was neutral, almost dismissive. ‘I think you’d better leave, Charlotte. Throwing insults at each other is time-consuming and hardly productive, wouldn’t you say?’
         
 
         I whirled back towards the door and found I’d barely made it three strides into the room. I grabbed the handle and twisted, but found I couldn’t leave it there.
 
         ‘“Surgical abilities beyond question.” Is that right?’ I threw at him. ‘Well, at least whenever I’ve had cause to stick a knife into somebody I’ve always been stone-cold sober.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         ‘You finally made it in, huh?’ Bill Rendelson said. There was a row of clocks hanging on the glossy marble wall above the reception desk where he held court, and he pointedly twisted in his chair so he could check the one set to New York time. ‘The boss wants to see you – like, yesterday.’
 
         I’d barely stepped out of the elevator before Bill had delivered his ominous message. He heaved his blocky frame upright and stalked across the lobby to knock on the door to Parker Armstrong’s office.
 
         Bill could have buzzed through to let Parker know I was here, but he liked to rub it in. He’d been with the agency since the beginning, so the story went, and three years previously he’d lost his right arm at the shoulder in a parcel-bomb attack on the South African businessman he was protecting. His principal had survived unscathed, but Bill’s active service career was over.
 
         When Sean and I had first started working for Parker, I’d assumed from his abrupt manner that Bill had taken against us for some reason, but it was soon clear that he didn’t like anyone very much. I often wondered if Parker’s keeping Bill on – in a job so close to the heart of things but without actually being able to get out there any more – was an act of kindness or cruelty. Sometimes I thought perhaps Bill had his doubts about that, too.
         
 
         Now, he pushed open the door in response to his boss’s summons and jerked his head to me. I stiffened my spine and walked straight in without a pause, nodding to him as I went. He gave a kind of half sigh, half grunt by way of acknowledgement, and yanked the door shut behind me as though to prevent my premature escape.
 
         Parker Armstrong’s office was understated and discreet, like the man. Modern, pale wood furniture and abstract original canvases. Not for him the usual gaudy rake of signed photos showing chummy handshakes with the rich and famous.
 
         The office occupied a corner of the building and was high enough not to be easily overlooked – no mean feat in any city. Parker’s desk sat across the diagonal, so his chair was protected by the vee of the wall, his back to the windows, to allow potential clients to be slightly intimidated by the view.
 
         He was on the phone when I walked in, and I expected to have to wait while he finished the call, but he wound up the conversation almost right away, stood and came round the desk to meet me.
         
 
         Parker was a slim man, tall and serious. His hair had once been dark until hit by an early frost, and that made him difficult to put an age to. His face was handsome without being arresting, the kind that the eye would glance over, rather than rest on. Perfect for the line of work he’d chosen. And yet, if you looked closely enough, you saw something more in Parker, a depth, a strength, a watchfulness.
 
         He was wearing a dark single-breasted suit with the jacket unbuttoned, and a narrow tie. I was glad I’d taken the time to put my business face on and change out of my scruffs. Wool trousers and a silk shirt in the obligatory New York black, the collar high enough to hide my more obvious scars.
 
         ‘Charlie,’ Parker said, steering me towards one of the leather armchairs near the desk. ‘Take a seat. You want coffee?’
 
         A gentle accent, not immediately placeable, the US equivalent of classless. I’d heard him add twang or blur to it, depending on the company he was keeping. A natural chameleon. There was a lot about him that reminded me of an older Sean. Perhaps that was why Parker had offered him a partnership in the first place.
 
         I shook my head and he moved across to the filter machine he had permanently on the go in the corner. ‘You sure? It’s Jamaican Blue Mountain – just in.’ 
         
 
         His taste in expensive coffee was practically his only vice – or the only one I’d found out about, at any rate. He had fresh-roasted beans delivered by the pound from McNulty’s aromatic old-fashioned store in Greenwich Village.
 
         ‘So,’ I said, wanting to take the offensive rather than wait for him to do so, ‘you’ve spoken to Nick.’
 
         Lifting the coffee cup to his lips only partially obscured the quick grimace, his mouth twisting up at the corner.
 
         ‘Yeah.’ He arched an eyebrow. ‘He’s not a happy guy.’
 
         ‘He should have kept his hands to himself,’ I shot back.
 
         ‘Maybe so,’ he allowed, ‘but you coulda been a little more diplomatic in giving him the brush-off.’
         
 
         I shrugged to cover the fact I’d already realised that. ‘Maybe.’
 
         Parker sighed and put the cup down, regaining his seat like a judge about to pass sentence.
 
         ‘Close protection is all about attitude, Charlie,’ he said, sounding tired now. ‘Mind-set. You gotta see the big picture, weigh all the options. React to a high-threat situation – not just fast but smart, too.’
 
         Here it comes…
         
 
         There was a hollow panic rising under my ribcage. I swallowed it down along with my pride, and admitted, ‘I do recognise that what I did this morning probably didn’t exactly qualify as smart.’ 
         
 
         For a moment Parker regarded me with eyes that seemed kindly, but missed nothing and forgave less.
 
         ‘No,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t.’
 
         I waited, heartrate beginning to pick up, for the blade to fall.
 
         Then he smiled.
 
         ‘But I’ll bet it was damned funny,’ he said.
 
         My shoulders dropped a fraction.
 
         ‘Well…yes,’ I said faintly. ‘Yes, I suppose it was.’
 
         The smile broadened so that his whole face joined in, and slipped into a chuckle that he attempted to dilute with another mouthful of coffee.
 
         ‘Nick’s a nice guy, but he’s a wannabe,’ Parker said. ‘Always dropping hints about how he’d be a good guy for me to have on the team. I guess now he’s seen what a real pro can do, he’ll shut the hell up about it and I’ll finally get some peace.’
 
         I sat there, blankly, wondering if I’d really just done what I thought I’d done. Got away with it.
 
         ‘What about my assessment?’ I said, still looking for the catch. ‘I didn’t finish it and—’
 
         ‘Charlie,’ Parker cut in, shaking his head. ‘Way I heard it, you just threw a guy nearly twice your size and weight halfway across a room. I think it’s safe to say you’re fit enough to get back to work, don’t you?’
 
         I still hadn’t come up with a suitable reply when there was a perfunctory knock on the door. It opened without waiting for permission and I knew without turning around who’d just walked in. 
         
 
         Parker looked over my shoulder at the new visitor and his face lit up again.
 
         ‘Hey, Sean,’ he said. ‘Come on in. I was just telling Charlie she’s all out of excuses.’
 
         ‘Mm,’ Sean said, ‘I would have thought she is.’
 
         I turned then, alerted by the coolness in his tone, and found Sean watching me closely. I knew him, on every kind of level, better than I’d known anyone, but at times like these I didn’t know him at all. He was impossible to second-guess. I felt that near-black gaze like liquid on my skin.
 
         Even years after he’d first terrified me as the toughest instructor on the Special Forces training course I’d crashed out of in such spectacular fashion, he still thoroughly unnerved and unsettled me.
 
         Deliberately, I turned away, just in time to see Parker’s eyes flicking speculatively between the two of us. He knew we had a relationship outside work – of course he did – but he’d never asked questions and we’d never given him cause to. A state of affairs I didn’t intend to disturb.
 
         ‘She needs a further assessment,’ Sean said now.
 
         ‘Sean, I’m OK.’
 
         ‘Physically, yes,’ he agreed evenly.
 
         ‘Yes,’ Parker said, regarding me carefully. ‘I get what you mean.’
 
         Sean crossed the office floor, making almost no noise on the tiles. He leant his shoulder against the window reveal to Parker’s left and folded his arms. Like Parker, he was wearing a dark suit and looked as at home in it as he once had in army camouflage. There was probably only ten years between them, but at that moment they could almost have been father and son. Both men eyed me silently, as though I was suddenly going to crack open for them to read.
         
 
         ‘Well, would somebody mind spelling it out for me?’ I said with a touch of bite. ‘What? You think I’m going to run away the next time someone points a gun at me?’
 
         ‘No,’ Sean said. ‘I think you’re more likely to make sure they don’t get the chance.’
 
         ‘Overreact, you mean?’
 
         ‘It’s a possibility.’ He gave a negligent lift of one of those wide shoulders. Sometimes, for a thug, Sean could be very elegant. ‘We have to be sure – and so do you.’
 
         My father’s words were suddenly loud and mocking inside my head. You’ve already proved you can’t be trusted to do a job without injuring yourself and others. What possible use could they have for you?
         
 
         ‘There’s one way to find out,’ I said, as calmly as I could manage, chin rising to meet the challenge. ‘Put me back out there. You’ll soon know if I’m up to it.’
 
         ‘Hey, whoa,’ Parker said, holding his right hand straight up, side on, and tapping his left flat across the top of it to form a T. ‘Time out, guys.’ He didn’t raise his voice, but he rarely had to. 
         
 
         ‘For starters,’ he went on, glancing at me, ‘there’s no way I’m going to use any of our clients to find out if you’re gun-shy, Charlie. Not that I think for a moment that you are, but it would a real stupid move on my part, OK?’
 
         I made a conscious effort to let my hackles subside.
 
         ‘OK,’ I agreed meekly.
 
         ‘You’ve been doing great behind the scenes these last few months. Bill tells me the guys reckon nobody runs a team like you do. You’re terrific on logistics. You don’t sweat the small stuff, but you don’t overlook anything, either. And you always remember to feed them.’
 
         The praise surprised me, not least because of its source. ‘But I don’t want to be—’
 
         ‘—stuck behind a desk all day,’ Parker finished for me. He indicated the office we were in with a sweep of his hand. ‘Trust me,’ he said wryly. ‘I know all about that one.’
 
         ‘There’s a course coming up in Minneapolis next month,’ Sean said, drawing our eyes back to him. ‘Stress Under Fire. I’ve already booked you a place on it.’
 
         ‘You got her in?’ Parker said. ‘Good work. They’re usually pretty full.’
 
         Sean allowed himself a smile. ‘Ah well, I booked it a month or so ago.’
 
         ‘Stress Under Fire?’ I queried, still processing the double-edged information of Sean’s faith and lack of it.
         
 
         ‘Does exactly what it says on the can,’ he said. ‘Checks out your reactions. What decisions you make and the way you make them when you’re in the thick of it. It’s tough. You pass that, nobody will question whether you’re ready to get back out there.’
 
         You’re a liability to those around you, my father had said. You know as well as I do that they’ll never quite trust you again.
         
 
         ‘And if I fail?’
 
         Sean said nothing.
 
         Parker smiled again, the action crinkling the corners of those watchful eyes.
 
         ‘You won’t,’ he said.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘So, do you think I’ll fail?’ I asked.
         
 
         It was later. Much later. We were home in the apartment we’d rented on the Upper East Side. The minimal view of Central Park should have been enough to ensure the cost of it was stratospheric, but one of Parker’s relations owned the building. Parker had abused the family connection to squeeze the rent down to a level that was merely exorbitant, as part of a tempting relocation package.
 
         ‘Of course not,’ Sean said.
 
         His face was in shadow, but in my mind he spoke too quick, too easy. I tried to acknowledge that I was just being touchy. That I would have taken any pause as a sign of hesitation rather than due consideration of the question.
         
 
         As if he’d heard my thoughts, he sighed, his chest rising and falling beneath my cheekbone. I could hear his heart beating strong and steady under me. Incomplete assessment or no, we were both more than fit enough for our pulse rates to quickly drop back to a slow rhythm after exertion.
 
         ‘If I thought that, I wouldn’t send you,’ he said, his hand skimming lazily along my upper arm. ‘I trained you, after all. You cock it up and it makes me look bad.’
 
         It was dark outside, in as much as New York ever gets dark. The lights in the apartment were out but we hadn’t drawn the window blinds, and the rattle and glimmer of the city slipped in through the open glass like a slow-footed thief. For the first six weeks or so, the unaccustomed bursts of noise had woken me constantly during the night. Now I found it all vaguely soothing.
 
         We hadn’t had a chance to talk since our encounter in Parker’s office earlier that day. We’d spent the afternoon, and most of the evening, entertaining a group of high-ranking executives from a major banking corporation. The bank was trying to forge development links with certain South American countries, where its personnel would be prime targets for kidnap and extortion.
 
         Parker had spent several months – not to mention a considerable amount of money – quietly trying to convince the bank the dangers were sufficient to subcontract all its safety precautions out to us. If tonight was anything to go by, it looked like he’d finally succeeded.
         
 
         He’d taken a few of the top guys out on the town and had called in every spare operative on his books to provide a maximum force, minimum fuss, security detail for them. We’d gone to extraordinary lengths to be visible in the most unobtrusive manner possible.
 
         Parker had put me working the inner ring, closest to the principals. Mostly, he’d done it because he was aware that women blended in much better in low-profile social situations than hulking great blokes. I’d certainly learnt to dress like a young city exec since I’d been working for him. But it was also a good opportunity to show faith in me – admittedly without much risk. Either way, I was profoundly grateful.
         
 
         Parker had kept Sean at the forefront, too, and he knew how to play the game when it came to sweet-talking potential clients. We’d taken them to watch the sun go down over cocktails in a rooftop bar on Fifth Avenue that had a great view of the Empire State Building, then gone on to eat in one of the best restaurants in trendy TriBeCa.
         
 
         It could have been romantic, had we not been working, and had we not been in a group whose main characteristic was an ego to match the size of the investment portfolios they handled, and the cocky self-assurance that went with it.
         
 
         So, Sean and I had hardly exchanged a word all evening, and nothing in private. We hadn’t even travelled home together. I’d changed at the office and taken the Buell, and Sean had stayed for the debrief with Parker and arrived by cab two hours later.
 
         He d got back to find me sitting curled up on the sofa in the airy living room, making a poor attempt to read a survival-equipment catalogue. I’d glanced up as he’d walked in stripping off his jacket and tie, unclipping the Kramer paddle-rig holster containing the .45-calibre Glock 21 he habitually carried. He was tall, deceptively wide across the shoulder without having the overdeveloped neck of a gorilla, and devastatingly but unselfconsciously good-looking. My mouth had gone instantly dry at the sheer intensity of his face.
 
         So it was only afterwards, as the cool air dusted the sweat from our bodies, that I finally had the chance to ask the question uppermost in my mind.
 
         He shifted slightly and let his fingers drift along my spine, circling outwards to delicately trace the fading scar of the bullet wound in the back of my right shoulder.
 
         ‘It’s not that I don’t have faith in you, Charlie, you know that,’ he said gently. ‘But what you’ve been through changes you. Christ Jesus, you nearly died. It can’t not.’
         
 
         ‘It was probably worse from the outside, looking in,’ I said, knowing that was only partly true. ‘And anyway, I didn’t die.’ Hell, not long enough for it to count.
         
 
         But as I said it I tried not to think about the Vicodin I’d taken before the start of the evening. I was too scared of getting hooked to take the painkillers regularly, but they’d successfully taken the edge off the ache that had plagued me all day.
 
         I blocked out my father’s stinging comments. You may be walking without a limp any longer, but your health will never be exactly what one might describe as robust again. A little light office work is about all you’re fit for.
         
 
         Had Parker seen that? Is that why he’d made that comment about me being good at organisation – because he wanted me to keep me reduced to nothing more?
 
         Sean’s fingers stilled a moment and I realised I’d braced myself against the memory. I took a quiet breath and let my limbs float heavy.
 
         ‘Depends on what you classify as normal, I suppose,’ he said. ‘I’ve been there, too, don’t forget. I know how it changes your perception of things – of how far you can go – because you know what the ultimate consequences are for failing.’
 
         ‘I know you’ve been hurt – shot, beaten, threatened with execution – but trust me, Sean, you have no idea,’ I said, hearing the rough note in my voice.
         
 
         His hands stilled again, then tightened around me, cradling my head. I felt his lips brush my hair, then one of his fingers trailed delicately down the side of my neck and across the base of my throat, following the faint line of an old scar that was another constant reminder never to drop my guard. Shame it hadn’t always worked.
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ he murmured. ‘That was crass.’
 
         ‘Yes it was. I can still function, you know,’ I said, unwilling to let him off lightly. ‘I’m not completely socially stunted. Didn’t I prove that tonight?’
 
         ‘You did,’ he said. ‘In fact, you were so successful in not looking like a bodyguard that one of the prats from the bank actually asked if you were, ahem, part of the entertainment package.’
         
 
         I stiffened for a moment, then a giggle escaped me and before I knew it we were both laughing.
 
         ‘My God,’ I said. ‘What did you say to that?’
 
         ‘I told him, only if he was likely to find it entertaining to be disembowelled slowly through his navel.’
         
 
         ‘I bet you didn’t.’
 
         ‘You’re right, I didn’t,’ he admitted. ‘I smiled as though he’d said something witty and informed him with excruciating politeness that you were one of our top operatives and that if he valued certain parts of his anatomy, perhaps he shouldn’t repeat that kind of speculation within Parker’s earshot – or yours, for that matter.’
         
 
         The amusement subsided and, just when I thought I’d got away with it, Sean asked quietly, ‘So, are you going to tell me what happened between you and Nick today?’
 
         My turn to sigh. I rolled onto my back and stared up into the gloom while I recounted the news report I’d seen on TV, and the subsequent encounter with my father. I debated on editing the content slightly, but in the end it all came spilling out practically verbatim, until finally I talked myself to silence.
 
         Somewhere in the grid of streets below us, a car cranked up and accelerated away. I listened to its blowing exhaust through two gear-changes before the noise was swallowed up by the background chatter of the city.
 
         Sean still hadn’t spoken. I listened to the tenor of his breathing and smiled at the ceiling
 
         ‘Stop it,’ I said.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Gloating.’
 
         ‘I never said a word.’ He did injured innocence rather well. ‘Did I say a word?’
 
         I rolled partway back so I could prop onto an elbow and look down at him. ‘You didn’t have to. I can hear you cackling from here. It’s very juvenile.’
 
         He grinned outright then, wholly unrepentant. ‘Well come on, Charlie,’ he said, not trying to hide the amusement that glistened in his voice. ‘Even you have to admit – after all that rampant disapproval – it’s bloody funny to find out your old man’s finally fallen off his high horse.’
         
 
         ‘No,’ I said slowly. ‘That’s the trouble – it isn’t funny. Even if I discounted half the things he said afterwards—’
 
         ‘Which you can’t.’
 
         I let my breath out fast, an annoyed gush. ‘Yeah, right, that’s easy for you to say. You haven’t spent half your life trying to get his attention and the other half wishing you hadn’t succeeded.’
 
         ‘That’s just it,’ he said, and he’d matched my tone. ‘I can view him as an outsider – God knows, he’s always done his damnedest to make me feel that way. He’s a cold-hearted bastard at times, but he doesn’t have the emotional capacity to be vindictive. And he’s not a drunk.’
 
         He tilted his head so I knew he was looking directly at me. I felt the prickle of it across my skin even though I couldn’t see his eyes.
 
         ‘Reasons?’
 
         He crooked one arm behind his neck to support it. ‘You’re physically fit. We both know that and, hell, he probably knew before we did. Calling you a cripple is gross exaggeration and he’s not a man prone to flights of fancy. So why did he say it? What did he hope to achieve?’
 
         ‘O-K,’ I said, reluctantly absorbing his words. ‘But what about the drinking problem? How can you be so sure about that?’
         
 
         He gave a soft, bitter laugh. ‘My father was a drinker, remember?’
 
         I never knew Sean’s father. Long before Sean and I first met, the man had been killed in an inebriated car crash, which wrecked his ambition to die of liver failure at the earliest age possible. By all accounts, he had not been a happy drunk. I squeezed Sean’s arm.
 
         ‘I’m sorry.’
 
         ‘Forget it.’ I felt him shrug. ‘All I meant was, I know the signs and your old man doesn’t have them. Besides, how long do you think he could keep the shakes quiet when he spends every day holding a scalpel?’
 
         I sank back onto the sheets, frowning.
 
         ‘But I heard him admit to it, completely unequivocally, on camera, and it’s the kind of admission that will totally ruin his career – if it hasn’t done already. Why the hell would he say that, if it’s not true?’
 
         ‘Seems like he said a lot of things today that weren’t true,’ Sean said. ‘You either accept he’s flipped his lid and we book him a nice padded room at Bellevue, or you go and bully the truth out of him.’
 
         He paused and though I couldn’t see his face clearly I could hear by his voice that the smile was back full strength. ‘After what you did to Nick today, I’d say you’ll have no trouble on that score.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         
 
         One of the things I quickly learnt to love about New York was Central Park early in the mornings. I ran there and, whenever I could find an excuse, I detoured through it using one of the numerous sunken roads.
 
         It was extravagance on a grand scale to have such an expanse of carefully created countryside tumbling down the spine of one of the most expensive areas of real estate in the world. Early on, I’d been staggered to discover that the park covered more than eight hundred tranquil acres. Not just the lungs of Manhattan but the heart of it, too. New York is never entirely still. There’s always some part that twitches, shrieks or quivers. But Central Park is the closest thing to stillness that it has.
 
         The leaves were just beginning to turn – losing their lush-ness and not yet fully ablaze – building up tension towards what I’d been promised would be a stunning autumn display. 
         
 
         I left behind the dog walkers and the power walkers and rode south down wide streets made narrower by the sheer height of the buildings on either flank. Brief flashes of sunlight splashed down between them as I wove through the spray of the sidewalk sweepers and the steam rising from the subway vents.
 
         The Buell cantered lazily beneath me, all that bunched muscle constrained by no more than the slight rotation of my right wrist, bouncing gleefully over the generically appalling road surface. I eased back to let a stoplight drop from red straight to green at an intersection in front of me, then cranked on the power, feeling the shove in the small of my back as the rear tyre bit deep. And it came to me, quite suddenly, that I was happy here. Content, even.
 
         And I was not going to let my father’s bitter spill of lies spoil it for me.
         
 
         Because Sean was right – it was out of character. My father might well carry over the clinical detachment from his work into his family life, but he’d never been mean-spirited with it.
 
         Until now.
 
         
             

         
 
         By the time I reached midtown, traffic was starting to herd towards the morning crush, jostling to the usual accompaniment of Morse code horns. I ignored the half-hearted bleat from a yellow cab I caught napping in the inside lane – if I didn’t cause him to slam on the brakes, it didn’t count as obstruction – and pulled up on the opposite side of the street from my father’s hotel.
         
 
         I let the bike idle by the kerb for a moment, unzipping my sleeve to check with the Tag Heuer wristwatch Sean had bought me as a Welcome to America present.
 
         By it, I worked out I had roughly an hour before politics dictated I show my face in the office, even after a late-night assignment. Plenty of time for what I had to say.
 
         I’d aimed to arrive at the hotel late enough not to rouse my father from his breakfast, but early enough to catch him before the most convenient and obvious of the morning flights to the UK, just in case he was planning to cut and run.
 
         I eyed the same regal-looking doorman standing outside the front entrance and wondered if he’d still let me walk in unchallenged today, when I was in my motorcycle leathers.
 
         Hm, probably not.
         
 
         And just as I was debating my options, the mirrored glass doors to the hotel swung open and my father stepped out.
 
         My first instinct was to abandon the bike and go to confront him right there. I’d got as far as reaching for the engine kill-switch when another man stepped out of the hotel alongside him, keeping close to his elbow. The second man was dressed like a cheap businessman – but a cheap businessman who has his hair cut by a military barber. My hand stilled.
         
 
         As I watched, my father slowed to glance across at the man with the buzz-cut, frowning. Uncertainty oozed from every pore of his skin like a sickness.
 
         Buzz-cut moved like someone bigger than his size, with an utter physical self-assurance that almost bordered on brash. He never broke stride, simply drew level and hooked his hand under my father’s arm. Even from twenty metres away, I saw Buzz-cut’s fingers pinch deep into the delicate pressure points on either side of the elbow joint.
         
 
         My father stiffened, first with outrage, then with pain. The shock of it knocked the fight out of him and he allowed himself to be swept forwards.
 
         My first thought, when I saw the way the guy carried himself, was that Buzz-cut must be a cop. He had a tense alertness, a slightly hunched stance, like he was constantly expecting someone to throw the first punch.
 
         But I didn’t think that even hardened NYPD detectives would hustle someone of my father’s standing out of his hotel in such a way. If they’d wanted to break him down before questioning, then marching him through the lobby in handcuffs would have done it nicely. For some people humiliation works better than a beating, any day.
 
         Just as Buzz-cut succeeded in propelling my father to the edge of the kerb, a black Lincoln Town Car drew up smartly alongside them. It was identical to the vehicle my father had climbed into after his abrasive encounter with the news reporter only the day before, but they were too common in New York for me to read much into that.
         
 
         The driver pulled in fast, braking hard so my father’s companion had the rear door open almost before the car had come to a complete stop. It was smooth and precise and way too slick to be any kind of lucky coincidence. Buzz-cut must have called him in before they left the hotel lobby.
 
         Their timing impressed me. I’d spent too much time micromanaging exactly this kind of rapid inconspicuous exfil not to recognise expert work when I saw it.
 
         After that one brief show of resistance, my father allowed himself to be ducked into the back seat without further demur. I read the tension in his neck and upper body only because I knew to look. The doorman gave them a bored salute, oblivious.
 
         Buzz-cut took a moment to scan the street before he climbed in, and there was nothing casual about that highly proficient survey. I felt his gaze land on me and linger. Even though I knew the iridium coating on my visor meant he couldn’t see my eyes, I had to fight the instinctive desire to break the contact too quickly.
 
         Instead, I let my head turn away, nice and slow, and concentrated on my breathing, on relaxing my shoulders, letting my mind empty.
         
 
         Not watching. Just waiting.
         
 
         I was confident enough to know, as Parker had pointed out, that I was very good at blending into the scenery. The fact that this man took an extra second to check me out meant either I was losing my touch, or he was a real pro.
 
         And, if he wasn’t the police, what did that mean?
 
         
             

         
 
         I let the Lincoln get to the end of the street and make a left before I toed the bike into gear and followed. If the driver was as experienced as his companion, he’d spot a tail within a hundred metres.
 
         As I shot through on a closing amber and launched into traffic, I flicked my headlights off. Usually, I never ride without them or most car drivers don’t know you’re there – right up to the point you go under their wheels.
 
         But in this case, being seen was the last thing I wanted.
 
         I kept half a dozen cars back from the black Lincoln, using the extra height the bike gave me to keep him in sight. The car had a cheap glass-mount phone aerial stuck on haphazardly at the far right-hand side of the rear window. It was distinctive, and made them marginally easier to track.
         
 
         Even so, I knew these guys were too good for me to stay undetected on their tail for long. I needed help and had no way to get it. 
         
 
         Sure, my mobile phone was tucked away in the inside pocket of my leather jacket, but it was no use to me there. I cursed the fact I hadn’t bothered to fiddle around getting the Bluetooth headset that went with it to sit comfortably inside my helmet before I’d set off. That was still in my pocket, too.
 
         I wasn’t armed – unless you counted my habitual Swiss Army knife. Parker had enough clout to ensure both Sean and I received our coveted New York City concealed-carry licences in very short order, but I didn’t routinely carry unless I was working. Although I was now the fully licenced owner of several firearms, they were all locked away either at the office or the apartment. I had no choice but to stick with my father as long as I could, and ad-lib after that.
 
         Where are they taking you? I wondered. And – more to the point – why the hell are you letting them?
         
 
         We threaded our way downtown then, to my surprise, kept going. Over the Williamsburg Bridge and into Brooklyn. The Lincoln left the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway at the first exit and carried on down Broadway into Bushwick, the area dropping by stages. Fortunes change fast in New York. Things can go from safe to scary in the length of a city block.
         
 
         Inevitably, by hanging back far enough not to get made, eventually I got cut off at a light. I swore long and loud behind my visor as I watched the Lincoln disappearing into the blur of traffic ahead, wallowing over the ruts like an inflatable dinghy in a heavy swell. But, just when I thought I was going to lose them completely, the driver slowed up ahead and made a right. I pinpointed the location by the nearest signpost and dropped the clutch like a drag star the moment the light went green above me, forgetting for a moment how easily the sheer grunt of the Buell would whip up the rear tyre.
         
 
         Great, Fox. Draw attention to yourself, why don’t you?
         
 
         I almost missed the side street where the Lincoln had turned. It was little more than an alleyway, with the obligatory overflowing dumpster partially blocking the entrance, and a network of zigzag fire escapes caging in the narrow slot to the sky. I slowed long enough to spot the Lincoln stopped about halfway along, but didn’t follow.
 
         Instead, I kept going, made two quick right turns to bring me out at the far side of the alley. It must have been a squeeze to get the fat Lincoln past the dumpster in the first place and there was no way the driver would want to reverse out again so, logically, he’d exit here. After London’s intestinal mass of side streets, the US grid pattern was a breeze.
 
         I cut the Buell’s engine and was aware of the silence that rushed in to fill the vacuum as the throaty rumble died away. After a moment, somewhere behind me in one of the run-down warehouse buildings, something like a jackhammer was being put to work with enthusiasm. Other than that, the distant roar of traffic and the litter rolling gently across the cracked road surface, it was almost peaceful.
         
 
         I paddled the bike backwards into a narrow gap between two huge boxy American cars, both of which had more rust than original paint. As I nudged the kick-stand down and settled the bike onto it, I undid the strap on my helmet, reached for my phone. At least I’d remembered to charge it. Sports bikes are irritatingly short of cigarette lighter sockets when you get caught with a dead mobile.
 
         Sean picked up on the second ring, as he nearly always did. I’d never yet seen him fumble for an awkward pocket.
 
         ‘Meyer.’
 
         ‘It’s me,’ I said. ‘Want to take a guess where I am?’
 
         There was a slight pause, then he said, ‘Well, I assume from the background noise that you aren’t naked in bed and covered in half a pint of whipped cream.’
 
         ‘Yuck,’ I said. ‘If that’s your fantasy, you can wash the sheets.’
 
         ‘I’ll take that as a “no”, then.’
 
         ‘Besides,’ I went on, ‘you know full well where I was heading when I left home this morning. What kind of sick and twisted mind paints that kind of a scenario from a visit to my father?’
         
 
         He laughed. ‘Hey, for all I know, your father has hidden depths.’
 
         I glanced across at the alleyway. ‘Yeah, I rather think he’s plumbing new ones right now.’
 
         Sean’s amusement snuffed out. ‘Tell me,’ he said.
 
         I described the scene outside the hotel, giving him as clear a picture as I could manage of the man with the buzz-cut who’d put my father into the Lincoln. Out of habit, I’d kept a mental note of the number of turns and lights since we’d crossed the bridge, so I could direct Sean to my current location with some precision, even if I couldn’t tell him exactly where here was.
         
 
         ‘Well, if your old man has a self-destruct button, looks like somebody pressed it,’ he said when I was done. ‘And you’ve no idea who these guys are or what he’s up to with them?’
 
         ‘No,’ I said. ‘But the longer he’s in there, the worse feeling I get about the whole thing.’
 
         ‘OK, Charlie, listen to me. Sit tight and wait for back-up. I’ll be with you as fast as I can. Do not go in until I get there, all right?’
         
 
         ‘All right,’ I agreed, but the reluctance must have shown.
 
         ‘Promise me,’ he said, and I knew from his tone he’d hold me to it.
 
         I glanced at the open mouth of the alley again, just as movement caught my eye. A shifty-looking guy walked out, turning up the collar of his cheap jacket. He glanced both ways when he reached the open street, furtive. There were no passing cars and I didn’t think stepping out into traffic was what had him worried.
         
 
         ‘I shouldn’t have let them lift him in the first place,’ I said, hearing the stubborn note. ‘If he’s not out in twenty minutes, I’m going in after him – alone if I have to.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry,’ Sean said, his own voice calm and steady. ‘You won’t be alone.’
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