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About the Book

The Assassin

A gangster is poisoned. A crooked financier dies in a car
crash. A bomb explodes in a crowded hotel. And all the
evidence points to Samuel Carver.

The Target

The newly-elected US President promises to end global
slavery. Now the world’s most powerful people-traffickers
want him dead. And it looks like Carver’s taken the contract.

An Innocent Man

But Carver swears he’s out of the game. These days he
works to protect people, not kill them. So who is setting him
up? What hidden enemy wants so badly to destroy him?

A Race Against Time

Alone and on the run, hunted by MI6 and the US Secret
Service, Carver must fight to clear his name. And the only
way he can do it is to confront an assassin even deadlier
than himself... and stop a fatal shot that will be heard
around the world.
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For my children



Lara Dashian was as pretty as a pixie, as fresh and full of
life as a wildflower meadow on a sunny spring day. At the
age of eighteen, she was loving, dutiful and unsullied, her
parents’ pride and joy. Then she left her hometown of
Armavir in western Armenia and caught a bus to the capital
Yerevan to meet a man her aunt had said could get her a
good job in the West. When her supposed benefactor took
her papers and her meagre savings and then shut her in a
cellar beneath a suburban bar, Lara learned the hard way
that some people will sell their own family to buy a new TV,

The naive, innocent girl that she had been until then did
not exist any more. She had been ripped apart by the
process of repeated sexual assault, punishment and
intimidation that people-traffickers call ‘breaking in’. Its
purpose is very straightforward: to accustom young women
to the inevitability of rape and the absolute necessity, for
their own self-preservation, of acting as though they enjoy
it. Lara had cowered in terror as another girl, brave enough
to resist, was beaten to death before her eyes as a warning
to the other unwitting slaves with whom she had been
imprisoned. Her old self had been left behind for ever as a
new Lara obeyed her tormentors and stepped aboard the
plane that would take her, via Munich, to Dubai.

She had no idea where Dubai was, no more
understanding of her final destination than a sheep has of
the slaughterhouse. And just like an animal, she was traded
along the way. The deal was done in a coffee shop at
Munich airport between the trafficker who had flown her
from Yerevan and another man, heavily built, with a puffy,



unshaven face, heavy gold chains around his neck and
wrists, wearing a black leather jacket.

‘This is Khat,’ the trafficker had said.

Lara sat in silence while the two men haggled over her
selling price. While they batted numbers back and forth -
laughing, switching from coffee to beer, enjoying
themselves - Lara tried to come to terms with the unreality
of her situation. One man had brought her to the café, and
another would take her away: her new owner. She rolled
the words around in her head - ‘my owner’ - but could
make no sense of them. It seemed impossible that such a
thing could happen as all around her the life of the airport
carried on regardless, still less that she would simply sit
there and allow herself to be bought and sold. And yet it
had been so.

Now she was bought and sold every day.

In the past week alone Lara had been with at least thirty
men, maybe more. She did not count them any more, just
the money they gave her. She had to make fifteen hundred
dirhams a night, roughly four hundred US dollars, or two-
seventy in euros: Lara was rapidly acquiring a head for
currency calculations. If she succeeded, Khat would let her
microwave a cheap frozen meal before he locked her away
in the bare room where she and his three other prostitutes
passed their days. If she failed, he would hit her with
vicious jabs to the stomach that left her lying on the cheap
nylon carpet, winded, weeping and retching.

Now another sale was in prospect. That evening, when
Khat came into the room, he seemed upbeat, but also edgy.
He looked the girls over, considered for a moment and then
pointed at Lara. ‘You,” he said. ‘Get dressed, your best
clothes. Take extra care when you paint your face. You're
coming with me.’

On the way out, Khat told her that a wealthy Englishman
had arrived in Dubai. He was very well connected to the
city’s most powerful men. He was looking to buy a girl for



his own, exclusive use. And he was willing to pay up to
thirty thousand euros to get exactly what he wanted.

Lara had gasped at the figure. Despite the income that
prostitutes could generate, the sheer number of women on
the market meant that they could usually be bought for less
than the price of a rusty old second-hand car. In Munich
she had fetched just 2,800 euros, inclusive of airfare. No
wonder Khat was tense. If Lara caught the buyer’s eye, he
stood to make back more than ten times what he had paid
for her.

‘But if I have to bring you back here ...” He gave her a
cold, leering smile like a wolf eyeing its prey. ‘... I will hit
you so hard, it will make all the times before seem like I
was only tickling.’



Fifty years ago Dubai had been a dusty, insignificant speck
on the map of the Persian Gulf. Yet by the time the twenty-
first century dawned it was said to be the fastest-growing
city in the world. Barely a week had gone by without the
opening of another new five-, six- or even seven-star hotel,
each claiming to be more luxurious, more outrageously
indulgent than the last. Amidst this brash, relentless
extravagance the Karama Pearl, an unimpressive structure
barely a dozen storeys tall, was not the most obvious place
for a wealthy visitor to conduct his business. It had one
feature, however, that marked it out from anywhere else in
Dubai: a nightclub that was one of the city’s prime
locations for picking up prostitutes.

Tonight, as always, there were tarts wandering from
table to table looking for business, but they were just the
supporting cast. The stars were up by the bar that snaked
down one side of the club. There stood six pimps, each with
their most desirable property: six stallholders touting for a
foreigner’s custom in a human souk.

The girls who were coming up for sale cast quick,
competitive glances at one another, each as fearful of
failure as Lara, knowing only one of them could succeed.
They toyed with their hair and tossed their heads. As they
shifted nervously from foot to foot, their heels tapped
against the floor like the shoes of skittish racehorses
coming under starter’s orders.

Across the room, on the far side of the club’s dancefloor,
sat the man for whom the whole display was being staged.
Lara guessed he was probably in his late thirties. He was



simply dressed in a white shirt, the sleeves rolled up below
his elbows, faded jeans and loafers. He wore no jewellery
besides his watch. He had short dark hair and a face whose
sharply defined features suggested that the body beneath
his clothes was lean and fit. Only his mouth, with its full
lips and sullen expression, jarred with his clean-cut
features. Lara had become an expert in reading men’s
faces. This one, she thought, might have a cruel streak. Yet
he was handsome, there was no denying that, and rich, too.

She wondered why he had to buy a girl when plenty of
women would happily give themselves to him for free.
Perhaps he already had a wife, or simply preferred to pay
for what he needed. Some of her regular clients thought
sex was simpler that way. All women cost money, they said,
but at least with a whore you knew the bill in advance.

It still seemed strange to Lara, even now, that when they
talked about a whore, they meant her.

Next to the buyer lolled an Indian, whose chubby
physique and plump, smiling cheeks could not disguise the
sharp, predatory glint in his eyes. Khat had pointed him out
when they first walked into the club.

‘That is Tiger Dey. He controls much of the market for
foreign labour in Dubai: the labourers on building sites, the
cleaners in hotel rooms ...” Khat had given her a wry,
almost resigned look she had never seen on his face before.
‘He controls you and me, too. Every night, you give me the
money, but in the end, Tiger Dey is the one you are working
for.’

Now, Lara saw, Dey and the Englishman were looking
towards the bar, running their eyes along the line of
candidates, pausing from time to time to confer with one
another. She could see Dey trying to be persuasive,
emphasizing his points by gesturing with his right fist.
There was a bright-red cocktail cherry, taken from the
drink in front of him, dangling between his thumb and
forefinger. It looked absurd hanging there. Maybe that was



why the other man was laughing as he held up his hands in
mock surrender, letting Dey win the argument.

The Indian leaned back on the velvet banquette, popped
the cherry into his mouth and threw away the stalk. Then
he raised a finger to summon one of the bodyguards who
were deployed around his table, pointed at the bar and
dispatched him.

Lara soon discovered why Dey had been so insistent.
One of the other prostitutes was Indian. She was a
beautiful creature, with lush curves, heavy, sensuous
features and turquoise eyes that dazzled against her
flawless brown skin. The bodyguard stopped by her and
jerked his thumb back towards the table where his boss
was sitting. As she trotted away, her owner pumped his fist
in triumph.

Khat snorted contemptuously. ‘It will not be her.” He
looked across the room to where the girl was arriving at
the buyer’s table. ‘That one prefers white meat. I can tell.’

A few minutes later, he was proved right. The Indian girl
came back to the bar, her haughtiness replaced by a look of
desperate ingratiation. Her pimp screamed abuse at her
and then slapped her hard in the face. As she began to cry,
he grabbed her upper arm and pulled her towards the exit;
she pleaded with him frantically, her words punctuated by
sobs. No one moved a muscle to stop him or help her
Whatever a man wanted to do with his property, that was
his business.

Lara had no time to speculate about the fate that
awaited the Indian girl. At the far table, the Englishman
was pointing at Dey, as if to say, ‘I told you so,” and it was
his host who had to shrug and admit defeat. Again the
bodyguard was sent over to the bar.

This time he pointed at Lara.

For a second she could not move. Then Khat gave her a
stinging spank on the backside that sent her skidding
across the polished wood of the dancefloor until she



managed to stop, compose herself, tug her tiny skirt tight
against her upper thighs and walk towards the men who
now held her life in their hands. They were grinning
broadly, amused by her attempts to restore a little dignity.

Lara hoped that was a good sign. She did her best to
smile back.

The Englishman patted the dark velvet upholstery to the
right of him, indicating she should sit there. Lara did as she
was told, turning her body towards him. She placed her
right hand on his inner thigh and leaned towards him,
feigning a little gasp of pleasure as her left breast brushed
against his arm.

Lara waited for a second, expecting the reaction that
such a blatant display of availability usually provoked. But
when the man put his hand around her wrist, it was not to
guide her fingers higher towards his crotch, but to gently
push her back until she was sitting upright on the
banquette. Lara could not stop the fear of rejection
flickering across her face, but he smiled, much more softly
this time, and said, ‘It’s OK, don’t worry.” Then he looked at
her quizzically. “You do speak English, right?’

‘Little bit,” said Lara, who was rapidly adding a whole
new vocabulary to the smattering she had learned at
school.

‘OK then, what’s your name?’

‘Lara.’

‘Hi,” he said. ‘My name’s Carver.’
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The Englishman called Carver looked Lara up and down.
His face betrayed no indication of what he thought of her.

‘I very good at sex,” she blurted, not knowing what else
to say. ‘You take me please, we have good time.’

Now Carver laughed. He looked past her, towards Tiger
Dey, and said, TI1 give the girl one thing, she’s
enthusiastic.’

As the Indian smiled in agreement, Carver looked at
Lara again, leaned towards her and, almost to himself,
murmured, ‘But you’re not enthusiastic really, are you,
Lara? I can tell.’

Lara felt confused, unable to decide if she was doing
well or badly. She could not read this man’s eyes. At first
she had thought they were blue, but close up she wondered
if they might be green. In the dim light of the club it was
hard to tell. Either way, there was something not quite
right, almost unnatural about them.

Before she could pin it down she was distracted by a
movement at the very edge of her peripheral vision. Even
while he gazed at her face, Carver seemed to be doing
something with the drink on the table beside him, though
she could not tell what it was.

Then suddenly the spell was broken.

‘I like her,” said Carver, relaxing back into the seat and
talking to Tiger Dey again. ‘She’ll do ... my little Lara,” he
continued, giving her bare thigh a friendly squeeze.

She gave him a nervous smile, hardly daring to believe
that he had chosen her, still uncertain that the deal was
done.



‘What do you think that ape is going to want for her?’
Carver asked.

Tiger Dey smiled. ‘He will want whatever I tell him to
want. You will give me thirty thousand, and I will give him
half of that. He will not dare to complain.’

‘Excellent,” said Carver and Lara, watching him, was
struck again by the sense that something about him wasn’t
quite right. She realized that Carver was acting, just as she
so often did. He was giving a performance. But why, and
what would it mean for her?

She knew at once that such questions were futile. Her
only hope was to make him like her. So Lara put a happy
look on her face and giggled sweetly when Carver asked
her if she wanted a drink to celebrate. She laughed again
when Carver told the waiter to put a cherry in it.

‘Don’t worry, darling, it’s not for you,” he said. ‘It’s for
Tiger. He can’t resist those cherries, can you, mate?’

‘Indeed, they are my fatal weakness,’ the Indian agreed.

‘Hang on, what have we here?’ said Carver, reaching
into his own, empty glass and pulling a waxy red fruit out
by its stalk. “There you go, have a cherry on me!’

He lobbed it over the table. Tiger Dey caught it one-
handed and popped it in his mouth, to a cheer from Carver
and an excited squeal and burst of applause from Lara.

As the merriment subsided, Carver reached into the
inside pocket of his jacket, took out a tightly stuffed
envelope and slipped it across the table. ‘Thirty grand in
five-hundred-euro notes,” he said as Tiger Dey picked it up.
‘ won’t even try to beat you down.’

‘You would only end up paying even more. In any case,
this one is worth the money.’

Within minutes, Khat had been led across to them and
given his share. Lara could see him biting back the urge to
complain.

So he is scared too, she thought, relishing his fear. Then
she heard Tiger Dey telling Carver, ‘She is yours, my friend.



Do with her as you will.’

‘In that case, I'm going to find out exactly what I've just
bought.” Carver looked at Lara and, mimicking the
patronizing tone of a husband to his wife, said, ‘Finish up
your drink, darling, I think it’s time we left.’

He took her by the hand as he helped her up from the
table and then slipped his arm around her waist as they left
the club, crossed the lobby and took the lift up to his top-
floor suite.

It struck Lara as Carver held the door open and ushered
her in that she would never be going back to Khat’s
apartment, the locked room and the beatings. She did not
have to make fifteen hundred dirhams tonight. She just had
to persuade this strange, disturbing, handsome man that he
had been right to buy her, and that he wanted to keep her.
Perhaps, if she were very good, he might want to make her
his proper girlfriend, or even his wife. Her eyes welled up,
though she did not know if it was from relief, from hope or
just because she was a young girl, far from home and
weary to her bones.

Carver ran a finger under her eyes, wiping away the
tears. ‘Don’t cry,” he said. Then he took her in her arms.

It began as a hug of consolation, but soon he pushed a
little harder against her, and Lara found herself pushing
back, although she could not say why. In all the times she
had been with men, she had only ever given them what
they wanted - no matter how much it disgusted her, no
matter how badly it hurt - because the consequences of not
doing so were even worse.

So was it fear that made her long to please the man who
was taking her now? When he picked her up and carried
her across the room, she wrapped her arms around his
neck and pulled her mouth to his, so that he had to jerk
away, laughing, just to see where he was going. And then,
very gently, he lowered her down to the bed.
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Lara lay with her eyes shut, expecting at any moment to
feel Carver’s weight upon her, wondering if this would feel
different to all the other times. It took her a few seconds to
realize that he was not joining her on the bed. She opened
her eyes to find him still standing, fully clothed, taking
more money from a leather wallet.

‘This is for you,” he said, placing the money on the
bedside table. “Twenty thousand dirhams. Now I must go.’

It took a second or two for Lara to understand what he
meant. He was leaving her. She had failed somehow. He
was going to return her to Khat and demand his money
back. She sat upright, terrified, pulling a sheet across her
chest.

‘I no good?’ she asked. ‘No please you?’

‘You were very good,” he said. ‘That’s why I'm setting
you free.’

‘But Khat, Mr Dey, if they find out—’

Carver held two fingers to her lips. ‘Shush, don’t worry,
they won’t cause you any trouble. Do you understand?’

Lara did not. All she understood was the price she would
pay for failure. Her tears had returned as he took a hotel
Biro from the table and wrote on a scrap of headed paper.

‘Listen,” he said. ‘This is important. Are you listening?’

She nodded miserably.

‘Good. This is the address of a place called the House of
Freedom. It’'s a shelter for women who have been
trafficked. That means forced to come here, forced to go
with men. It’s in Jumeirah, not far from here. I want you to
go there. In a few days, the police will come to speak to



you. It’s nothing serious, they just want to check you really
were trafficked. But don’t tell them about me, OK? That'’s
important. Say that you escaped from your owner. Say that
you want to go home. They will help you.’

Lara looked at him in bleak desperation. ‘Can’t go home.
My family will say I am bad girl, I am whore.’

‘Here,’ said Carver, pulling more notes from his wallet.
‘That should help change their mind.’

Lara wiped the tears from her eyes and the snot from
her nose. Then she asked the question that had been
troubling her since they first met in the nightclub. “Who are
you? Why you do ... all this?’

Carver smiled. ‘I can’t tell you what I do, or why,” he
said. ‘But my close friends call me Pablo. Why don’t you do
that?’

‘Don’t go, Pablo,’ she said. ‘Please ...’

‘I'm sorry, I've got work to do. But you can stay here for
a while if you like. Have a shower. Get something to eat.
Don’t worry about the bill. But don’t stay more than one
hour. In sixty minutes, you go, OK?’

Lara nodded. ‘One hour, maximum.’

‘Good girl.’

He walked over to the door, half opened it, then paused.
‘Goodbye, Lara,’ he said. ‘And good luck.’

Before she could say, ‘Goodbye, Pablo,” he was gone.

Over the next few hours, Tiger Dey was gripped by violent
stomach pains. These were the first effects of ricin
poisoning. The 1-milligram dose - several times the
estimated minimum required to be fatal - had been
concealed within a sugar-coated pellet less than two
millimetres across, designed to melt at human body
temperature. This, in turn, was secreted inside the
maraschino cherry given to him by an assassin he knew as
Carver.



Ricin acts by breaking down proteins within cells,
causing them to cease to function. There is no antidote to
the poison, which is swiftly metabolized in the body, leaving
no trace. It is, however, identifiable by its effects, which are
incurable. In Tiger Dey’s case, these progressed to
repeated vomiting and bloody diarrhoea. Within two days
his kidneys, liver and spleen would all collapse.

Dey’s semi-legendary status, the controversy that
surrounded him and the gruesome predictability of his
demise attracted the kind of blanket media coverage that
Dubai’s rulers do not particularly enjoy. Outside the
hospital, cameramen and reporters jostled for position.
Inside, Dey’s doctors tried their best to ease his pain. That
aside, there was nothing they could do. There are few good
ways to die, but this is arguably one of the worst.

Khat, whose given name was Kajoshaj Bajrami, met a
swifter, more merciful end. He was shot in the back of the
head, at point-blank range, when he went to collect his car
in the lot behind the Karama Pearl hotel. No one heard the
silenced shots or saw his assailant. His wallet was missing,
however, and several witnesses testified to the fact that
Khat had spent the evening at the bar in the basement
club, boasting to anyone who would listen that he had just
taken fifteen thousand euros in cash off Tiger Dey for a
whore he’d bought for less than three thousand and was
past her best earning days. The motive for his murder was
therefore obvious, even if the culprit was, as yet, unknown.

At around 1.55 a.m., the man who had called himself
both Samuel Carver and Pablo stopped by a dumpster
behind a fast-food restaurant in the Deira district just north
of the airport. He deposited a brown wig within the
dumpster, making sure that it was well covered by a thick
pile of stinking waste. He had already flushed his green
contact lenses down a lavatory and swapped his white shirt
for a black one. Back with his natural colouring of deep red
hair and icy blue eyes, he made his way to Dubai



International. Having checked in online and carrying only
hand baggage he was in plenty of time to walk straight
through security and on to the 2.45 a.m. Emirates flight to
London. His ticket had been issued in the name of Damon
Tyzack.

Tired by his hard work, but delighted by its outcome,
Tyzack settled himself into a first-class private suite, lay
back and soon fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.



Several thousand miles away to the west, Samuel Carver
was hurtling across the night sky like a human dart. With
every second that passed he travelled 175 feet forwards
through the air, and fell 50 feet closer to the surface of the
earth.

For six weeks, Carver had been planning and training,
gradually dropping out of sight, going off-grid. Nobody who
knew him knew where he was. The people who had
encountered him lacked any clue to his true identity. The
chartered De Havilland Twin Otter aircraft from which he
had just jumped, almost five miles up, was routed from
Richmond, Virginia to the island of Bermuda, several
hundred miles out to sea. The crew were men who worked
on the same principles as Carver. They did the job, took the
money and kept their mouths shut. They did not know or
want to know what he intended to do once he left their
aircraft. They got him to a specified point at the time
required, and then they flew away.

Now he was lying face down with his back straight and
his head tilted slightly downwards to streamline his shape
and encourage maximum velocity. His arms were extended
behind him at forty-five degrees from his body and his legs
were wide apart. Thin membranes of rip-stop fabric formed
wings that stretched between his arms and his torso, and
from his crotch down to his ankles. There were four
minutes to go before he hit his drop zone. But there were a
myriad ways he could die before he got there.

The higher you go, the colder it gets: a little less than
two degrees centigrade for every thousand feet of altitude.



Speed merely adds to that problem by generating intense
wind-chill. Carver faced roughly the same risk of death
from hypothermia as if he’d walked out of the Amundsen-
Scott research station, down at the South Pole, straight
into an Antarctic blizzard, but his only protection from the
intense cold came from two layers of full-length thermal
undergarments beneath his nylon flying suit.

Altitude also thins the atmosphere. This can lead to
hypoxia, or oxygen starvation, which in turn causes
blackouts. An unconscious man in a wing-suit will lose
control and tumble helplessly down to earth like a stricken
aircraft. Carver’s chute was set to deploy automatically at
around two thousand feet, but if his body position was
unstable his lines and canopy could wrap themselves
around him like a spider’s web round a fly. And then they’d
just be shrink-wrap for his shattered corpse.

To combat hypoxia, Carver was using a personal oxygen
supply. But the extreme cold can play havoc by icing up an
oxygen mask, leaving the user blind and disoriented. That,
too, can lead to a fatal loss of control.

Buffeted and deafened by the air being forced around
his body as he plummeted, and as numb with cold as a
deep-frozen T-bone, Carver wondered how much difference
blindness would make. If he looked straight down, there
was nothing below him but the infinite blackness of the
Atlantic Ocean. But then out of the corner of his right eye,
he saw a sparkle of light, far beneath him, that expanded
and brightened with every second that passed, and now he
was able to get his bearings.

He was travelling from east to west, towards the eastern
seaboard of America, still so high that he could detect the
curvature of the earth. To his left, a dusting of lights from
roads and buildings and a faint line of pale grey marked the
sandy shoreline of the Outer Banks, the ribbon of barrier
islands that curved around the North Carolina coast,
enclosing a great stretch of water between them and the



mainland. To his right, looking north across the Virginia
state line, the lights he had seen glittering against the
black earth were the cities of Virginia Beach, Norfolk,
Hampton and Newport News.

Few places on the planet held more concentrated
military firepower than that coastal conurbation, packed
against the shoreline where Chesapeake Bay opened out on
to the Atlantic Ocean. The US Coast Guard, Navy and Air
Force owned thousands of acres, given over to bases that
housed hundreds of combat aircraft and massive fleets of
warships: aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers and nuclear
submarines. But Carver was all alone in the sky, aiming for
the man who was his target, the man all those armed forces
were paid to protect.
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‘See that picture over there?’ President Lincoln Roberts
pointed at an antique photograph mounted in a stained-
wood frame, one of a collection of personal mementos on
the wall of the private study at Lusterleaf, his family home
near Knotts Island, North Carolina. The monochrome print
showed about twenty African-Americans gathered in front
of a building made of crudely nailed wooden planks. A
couple of them were grown men, the rest women and
children, ranging in age from grandmothers to babes in
arms.

‘Sure,’ said Harrison James. ‘You’ve had it there as long
as I've known you.’

‘That’s right, but I never told you about it, I don’t think.’
The President grinned unexpectedly, his face lighting up
with almost boyish mischief: fifty-six going on fifteen. ‘See,
all those people there are slaves. The photograph was
taken on the Gloucester Hall Plantation in Bertie County,
across the sound from here, in 1860, maybe ‘61 - round
about the time of the secession, anyway. Look at the woman
in the middle, sitting on that bench, holding her baby. Her
name was Hattie MaclInstry. Some Scots folks owned the
place, she took her name from them. The little kid on her
lap is Adelaide Maclnstry. Her married name was Roberts.
I'm her great-great-grandson. Her dad was the plantation
overseer, man by the name of Obadiah Jakes. White man.’

His Chief of Staff whistled softly to himself, shaking his
head. ‘My God, Linc, that’s a helluva story! From the
plantation to the White House. I mean, that’s ... that’s



America, Linc, right there. What an image! Wish we’d had
that in the campaign.’

‘That’s why I didn’t tell you about it sooner. I knew you’d
want it. But we couldn’t have run a campaign that was all
about moving beyond racial divisions and then shown
people pictures of my great-great-grammy on a slave
plantation.’

‘So why are we talking about it now?’

The President looked him right in the eye. ‘Because I
aim to make the fight against slavery one of the central
pillars of my foreign policy. I want to start a worldwide
crusade for freedom, use the power of our great nation for
good.’

Whatever Harrison James had been expecting, it
certainly wasn’t that. “You know, you coulda told me this
earlier. I mean, you just said we didn’t want to campaign on
race. Well, we sure as hell don’t want to base our first
administration on race.’

‘We’re not going to, because this isn’t about race,’ said
Roberts, totally serious now. ‘It’s about humanity. Africans,
Europeans, Indians, Chinese - all the children of the earth -
are being bought and sold in every nation on the planet,
including our own, in a slave trade worth a minimum thirty
billion dollars a year. You know how many slaves were
transported from West Africa to this country in the four
centuries before the trade was abolished? About six
hundred and fifty thousand. You know how many people are
being trafficked across national borders every year, right
now, in the twenty-first century? Eight hundred thousand.
The current United Nations estimate for the number of
men, women and children living in conditions of slavery
today, worldwide, is almost thirteen million. Some people
think the true figure’s twice as high. It’s an abomination,
Hal, a stain upon all our consciences, and I aim to stamp it
out.’



The President’s voice had been gaining in intensity as he
spoke. He was tall and strongly built, blessed with the
presence of a born commander-in-chief and the captivating
oratory of a gospel preacher. Once he built up a head of
steam Roberts became an unstoppable force. Harrison
James tried to pull on the brake while there was still time.

‘But, Linc, it’s not like this is new. The State
Department’s been issuing reports on trafficking for years.
We’ve been putting pressure on other nations, spending
hundreds of millions of dollars on enforcing action against
criminals—’

‘Well, exactly, we spent hundreds of millions, in total,
over several years,” Roberts interrupted. ‘But we spend
hundreds of billions on defence and the war against terror
every single year, thousands of times as much. It's time we
looked at the world a different way. We’'ve got to do
something good, something that makes us feel proud of
who we are and what we stand for. There are countless
thousands dying and suffering every day because of slavery.
What'’s more American, what’s more patriotic, than
standing up and saying, “That’s not going to happen on my
watch”?’

Now, for the first time in a while, there was a rueful half-
smile on Harrison James’s face. ‘You sound like you’'ve been
working on that speech a while. I guess we better work out
a way to sell it to the Hill, the American people and the
whole damn world.’

‘1 already did,” said Roberts. ‘There’s a conference on
people-trafficking in Bristol, England, next month.’

‘Sure, we’'re sending a delegation.’

‘I want to address that conference.’

‘Next month? But, Linc - Mr President, your schedule’s
already fixed. I mean—’

‘Screw my schedule. Make it happen.’

The Chief of Staff’s face drained of emotion as
friendship was forgotten and he became a subordinate



taking an unwanted order from his boss. ‘Yes, Mr
President.’

The room fell silent, the tension between the two men
charging the atmosphere. Then the mood was broken by a
knock on the door. It was already opening as Roberts said,
‘Come in,” and a man with bland, clean-cut features, his
mousy hair cut in a short, conservative, corporate style
came in. He wore a black suit, white shirt and sober blue
tie. A wire by his neck revealed the presence of an
earpiece.

‘Any news?’ asked the President.

Special Agent Tord Bahr of the US Secret Service
nodded. ‘Yes, sir. And I have to advise you, Mr President,
that I strongly recommend evacuating you immediately.
Our latest intelligence indicates a high probability of an
attack on you tonight. There’s still time to get you away.’

‘You're certain of the threat?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And you're totally prepared?’

‘Absolutely. As much as anyone can be.’

‘And my family are quite safe at the White House?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then I'm not going to cut and run. It doesn’t look good,
the leader of the free world hiding at a moment of crisis.
Are we clear?’

Bahr’s jaw clenched for a second before he replied, ‘As
crystal, Mr President.’

‘Thanks, Tord, I have total confidence in you and your
team.’

Roberts looked out through the bullet-proof glass that
had been fitted to all the windows of his house. ‘Guess it’s
going to be a long night,” he said. But his Chief of Staff had
already followed the Secret Service agent out of the door
and was setting about his business.
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Carver crossed the coast of North Carolina at an altitude of
15,000 feet, seeing down below him a narrow stretch of
uninhabited scrub, less than a mile wide. He passed over it
in twenty-five seconds, during which time he fell another
1,200 feet. Now he was over the inland waters of Back Bay.
This was the longest section of his journey: four miles of
open water, dropping all the time till he could feel the air
getting warmer and richer, so that he no longer needed any
oxygen. He knew exactly where he was and for now his
flight was smooth and untroubled. He had a couple of
minutes to make the best of it. After that, things would turn
very nasty again.

To his left was Knotts Island. It was about five miles long
by four miles across at its widest, southernmost end. A thin
ribbon of land connected it to the Virginia mainland,
splitting two stretches of inland water: Back Bay and
Currituck Sound. The Roberts estate lay on the ribbon, with
the main house right up against the Currituck shoreline.

Carver flew a few hundred yards to the north of the
estate. He was getting nervous now. The strong following
wind which he’d counted on to carry him on his way had
slackened and he was losing airspeed, not covering enough
distance relative to the height he was losing. His altimeter
started beeping in his ear, telling him that he was down to
3,000 feet. In no more than twenty seconds, he would have
to open his chute. It was an illusion, he knew, but the ever-
nearing roofs and trees below him seemed almost close
enough to touch. Surely he would be seen. He felt the gaze



