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         Praise for The Armageddon Trade 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Full of insight into how the trading floors actually work (no surprise from a City journalist of repute,), it never lets up for a moment. Fresh as today’s headlines, it reminds the world just how close it could be to financial meltdown.’ – Geoffrey Wansell, Daily Mail
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Like a digital-age John le Carré, Clem Chambers spins a gripping tale of terrorist apocalypse informed by a deep understanding of financial markets and computer technology’ – Ted Greenwald, Senior Editor, Wired Magazine
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘At last, a book where the words finance and thriller truly belong in the same sentence’ – Steve Eckett, former Barings trader and co-founder of Global Investor Bookshops and Harriman House
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Hit the panic button! A spell-binding look, by a market master at what happens when professional money meets international terrorism. On the outcome of this trading hangs billions of dollars – and millions of lives.’ – Richard L. Hudson, former Editor of The Wall Street Journal Europe, author of The Misbehaviour of Markets
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Part science-fiction, part Grisham thriller, The Armageddon Trade plays out its doomy prophecies with unerring skill… a real page-turner’ – Mark Campbell, Crime Time
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘More shocking than a squirt of lemon juice in the eye’ – Sally Nicoll, author of the bestselling spread-betting diary, Bets and the City 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘With uncanny accuracy, Chambers takes you into the mind of the young-gun bank traders. He’s been there and done that himself. But disturbingly, he also takes you into the mind of the fanatical terrorist. Whoa!’ – Paul Wilmott, the world’s foremost quant and founder of Wilmott.com
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘a cracking idea for a book… Chambers clearly knows his stuff inside out’ – Sharon Wheeler, reviewingtheevidence.com
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Captures the nature of the traders behind the foolishness and greed stalking the financial markets’ – Alex Brummer, City Editor, Daily Mail
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Terrifying’ – Geoff Cutmore, CNBC Anchor
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘A timely tale of catastrophic market trading and economic collapse’ – Evening Standard
         
 
         
             

         
 
         No one writes better yarns about the city’s dark side than Clem Chambers. The Twain Maxim is riveting. – Zoe Strimpel, CityAM
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The Twain Maxim will scare the pants off even the most hardened investor.’ – David Linton, UK’s leading technical analyst with Updata
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         ‘A mine is a hole in the ground with a fool at the bottom and a crook at the top.’ 
         
 
         Mark Twain 
         
 
         March 1900 
         
 
         Samuel Clemens gazed up at the Royal Exchange, its sooty face imposing and fierce. “It seems strange to me that in two years New York will house its market in a yet mightier building.”
 
         “Humbug, Mr Twain,” said the publisher. “As robust as you Yankees are becoming, the power of the British Empire will remain greater.”
 
         Clemens smiled beneath his droopy white moustache.
 
         A man in a pork-pie hat ran up to them, panting like a dog. “Mr Twain – Mr Twain! May I introduce myself? My name is Phineas Crouch. I’m a stockbroker and a great admirer of your work. I would like to offer you,” he said, catching his breath, “as humble thanks,” he gulped, “an opportunity to invest in a most exciting mining promotion in South Africa.” He seemed almost overcome with excitement. “It’s a truly remarkable opportunity and I can make it conveniently available to you.”
 
         The sun was setting behind the iron-grey clouds and the gas lights were being lit. A shabby man was shovelling horse dung into a little cart. Clemens looked at the broker and allowed himself a private smirk. “You know, son, a mine is a hole in the ground with a fool at the bottom and a crook at the top. Excuse me if I don’t take you up on your kind offer.”
 
         The publisher frowned at the broker and they walked on.
 
         “The best way to ruin a good gold mine,” continued Clemens, “is to start the digging.” He chuckled. 
         
 
         April 2008 
         
 
         It was cold. The air con was never bloody right. Baz’s head was throbbing – he’d drunk too much whisky the night before. The woman curled up on the far side of the bed had most of the duvet. He threw back what remained over him, got up and walked slowly to a white wicker chair. His fiftyish body was in reasonable shape, considering the abuse it had received over the years. It was covered with a red-brown fuzz so he resembled an ape. He put on his Bermuda shorts and ambled to the windows.
 
         He drew back the curtains and looked out on to a beautiful Cayman Islands morning. The world outside was chalk white and ultramarine. He pulled back the sliding door, went across the deck and down the wooden stairs to the white sand beach. He could feel the sun on his chest and the heat filling his torso. He arched his back, arms outstretched. ‘Thank you, God,’ he said, as he waded into the sea.
 
         After a few minutes in the warm water he returned to the house. The tart was standing at the window, wrapped in a gauzy piece of linen. He was smiling at her as he ran up the stairs, sand falling off his feet. She passed him a towel. “Thank you, lovely,” he said.
 
         “Do you want me to stay for another week?” she asked.
 
         “It depends,” he said, trying to empty the water out of his right ear into the towel. His head cocked, he gave her a mischievous look. “On how much it’s going to cost me.”
 
         “The same,” she said, without a flicker of emotion.
 
         “Baby, I’d have another week for ten thousand but not twenty.”
 
         “That’s all right, darling,” she said, turning slowly away. “I understand. Perhaps another time?”
         
 
         He chuckled. “Yeah, another time.” He bent down and caught the hem of her wrap. “But seeing as you’re here until lunch, I should make the most of you.” He pulled on the sheet and she let it fall away from her. Naked, she struck a pose like Botticelli’s Venus on the shell. He stepped up on to the deck and dropped his wet trunks. She took his hand and led him towards the bedroom.
 
         May 2008 
         
 
         Baz hated the Internet. When he typed his name into Google it brought up way too much information about him and his dealings – far more than he was comfortable with. You might need to be some kind of stalker to spend days piecing the patchwork together, but if you did it wouldn’t show the sort of picture he wanted.
 
         Baz Mycock was a respected mining promoter, or so his Filipino web team had sprinkled liberally around the Net, but even that designation gave a clue as to what he did. Pop venues had promoters, and dodgy selling practices were called promotions, so at best “promoter” might be seen as a nice word for “pimp”. In reality, it was a nice word for “scammer”. Mining promoters, however, fulfilled a need. Just like a real pimp, they sold product to a desperate and grateful audience – the gambling fraternity who bet on volatile stocks.
 
         An Arabian thoroughbred was designed to race not to transport, and in much the same way his promotions were meant to trade violently and not necessarily turn into mines. The stupid, greedy rich wanted their fun and he provided it. He double-checked his BlackBerry. It listed all his contacts. He checked the DVD again; all his contacts were there too.
         
 
         He ejected the DVD – didn’t bother to close down the computer – then took out the power cord and mouse. He walked from the study into the bedroom and out on to the deck, then went down the stairs to the hot sand. There was only so much shagging and swimming he could bear. It was time to start the next deal. He hopped up on to the jetty and walked to the end. Notebook under his arm, he climbed down into the speedboat, cast off and drove into deep water.
 
         The gentle waves slopped against the hull as the speedboat wallowed, powerless, the engine gurgling. Baz tossed his notebook overboard. Its LEDs flashed red and green as it spun through the air, then plopped into the water; a plastic capsule of toxic metals. He pulled the accelerator handle and turned the boat hard right. The last repository of undeniable truth about his last operation was now gone for good. Anything left was hearsay.
 
         The water fizzed as the bow of the boat carved through it and the smell of brine filled his nostrils. “Game on,” he shouted to the world.
 
         October 2008 
         
 
         “Not now, love,” said Baz, shooing away the scrawny lap-dancer. “Congo, that’s where I’m going. Congo’s where it’s at.”
         
 
         She sat down on the fat leather arm of Ralph’s chair. “Shoo,” said Ralph, smiling charmingly. “Later, my dear. Give us a few minutes.”
 
         Ralph was about Baz’s age, fifty, and had been a broker in dodgy mining stocks all his life. These days, they called people like him “corporate financiers”. He had been helped along in his career by his dashing looks and even now – at a distance, in a kind light, through soft gauze – he looked pretty good and might even be mistaken for a man in his twenties. He liked to imagine himself as akin to Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray. Baz looked like the picture in the attic, his face as worn as a Hell’s Angel’s leather jacket. Up close, though, Ralph’s physiognomy was not that of youth: in the cold hard light of day, the lines of his face showed deep, while his nut-brown hair with its schoolboy cut sat ridiculously on the head of an older man.
         
 
         “It’s the right time.”
 
         “It’s very flat out there for resource plays,” said Ralph. “Mining’s completely out of favour, as you know.”
 
         “Right,” said Baz. “Good time to start winding up a new one.”
 
         “Quite,” said Ralph, not really agreeing.
 
         “It’ll take me a year or so to get the project rolling.”
 
         “You’ll need a nice parcel of rights this time round,” said Ralph, and had a sip of his brandy.
 
         “Right,” said Baz. “Got to get something really tasty. Congo’s perfect. All the minerals on God’s earth are there. The place is jammed with metals. It’s just a question of hooking up the right deal.”
 
         “A year, you reckon,” replied Ralph, happy that Baz wasn’t going to ask him to raise money in the worst stock market since 1929.
 
         “Yeah. Right now no one wants deals so no one’s doing any. It’s a perfect time for me to do some with the Congolese. They’re bound to be feeling the pinch. No buckshee like the old days.” 
         
 
          “True,” said Ralph. “Very true.”
 
         “By the time I’ve got a nice parcel of rights, things’ll be picking up and I’ll have a lovely mine, all ready for you to raise money for.”
 
         “So, you’ll want to float the project on the London AIM market in about two years?”
 
         “It should be ready for an IPO by then.”
 
         Floating a company on the stock market was when the real fun began. The Initial Public Offering gave anyone the chance to trade its shares. While pre-IPO money raising was the dress rehearsal, the IPO was Baz’s scheme’s opening night.
 
         “Want a pre-IPO money raise?”
 
         “Of course.”
 
         “Pre-pre-IPO money raise?
 
         “Obviously.”
 
         “Founders’ stock?’ He meant the cheap shares handed out at the birth of the deal. It was a promise of free money later.
 
         “Ker, ker, ker.” Baz laughed, nodding.
 
         “Warrants, options, convertibles, shadow stock?”
 
         “Ker, ker, ker.” Baz raised his glass.
 
         Ralph clinked it. It was going to be another mining ramp from the master. Baz always made “the boys” money while the suckers got utterly fleeced. Every few years he would show up with a new deal. “The boys” would get a nice piece of action and the suckers would take the bait for the umpteenth time and be shafted.
 
         Ralph turned. “Young lady,” he called. The five, mainly naked, girls on the stage turned towards them. He stared at the particularly scrawny unhealthy-looking one with the badly enlarged breasts, who swung limply around the central pole. She was dressed in only a light blue spangled thong.
         
 
         “Yes, you, pretty thing.”
 
         She straightened and came towards them in what might have passed for a lazy, seductive strut.
 
         “Sounds like a runner, Baz,” said Ralph. “We’re in.”
 
         Baz was peering at the stage. The short blonde tart was passable. “Good news,” he said to Ralph, wagging a finger at her. She caught his drift.
 
         
             

         
 
         McCoy was a mining engineer. However, his job was not designing mines but validating potential ones. He extrapolated the findings of explorers and outlined the possibilities of deposits that had been sketchily defined by seismic tests, drilling cores and other such geological evidence. It was his rubber stamp that got many a speculative mine off the drawing board and, more often than not, he had to be wildly optimistic about the data he was provided. Optimism was well remunerated by promoters like Baz.
 
         He lived in the middle of a thousand hectares of Canada, in a house many would consider a shack. There, the detritus of a lifetime of mining projects had built up into a clutter only its solitary parent could love.
 
         McCoy filled his whisky glass, put the bottle down and said, “No, mate, no. We want it in Kivu, next to Nyiragongo. It’s a pretty much unexplored area in Congo, right on a seismic fault with a fantastic volcano slap-bang in the middle.”
 
         Baz topped up his glass. “This volcano, is it hot?”
 
         “Hot?” laughed McCoy. “It blows up every year or two. Big fucking ash clouds everywhere. It’s perfect for the gold story.” 
         
 
         “Hydrothermal, right?”
 
         “Right. Gold and silver too.”
 
         “They love the hydrothermal pitch,” said Baz. “‘Gold dissolved in water precipitates out in veins,’ I tell them, and they get all stressed out. ‘Gold can’t dissolve in water,’ they say. ‘Everyone knows that. You’re having us on.’” He took a slug of whisky. “‘Oh, no, Mr Fuckface Fund Manager. Gold dissolves in water at two hundred degrees centigrade, like bath salts in your tub, and in our volcano we have lots of seriously hot water coming from the centre of the earth carrying gold with it. Look it up on Wikipedia!’” He quaked with laughter as McCoy grinned at him. “Brilliant. Once they verify that, they believe anything I tell them.”
         
 
         Sensing his time was right, McCoy said, “I want three mil.”
 
         Baz was no longer laughing. “That’s twice as much as last time.”
 
         “I know, but this is the last job for me. I’m getting too old for it.”
 
         Baz stared at the old drunk. He was right: he was too old for the job. “OK, three mil it is, but we’ve got to have more than gold.”
 
         “Copper and rare earths – lots of rare earths. Elements like indium are hundreds of dollars a pound, these days.”
 
         “Give me more.”
 
         “Diamonds.”
 
         “Gold and diamonds?” queried Baz.
 
         “Why not? We find diamond kimberlite and then we find some gold as well. It’s a copper mountain with gold veins and a network of kimberlite volcanic pipes in it.”
 
         “Like it,” said Baz. “With rare earths thrown in.” 
         
 
         “In the gold veins.”
 
         “Platinum?”
 
         “That would be pushing it.” McCoy sank his whisky and poured another.
 
         “Come on.”
 
         “Cobalt, maybe.”
 
         Baz paused. “I like that. We could start with looking for cobalt and trash the share price when we don’t find it. Then we come up with the kimberlite.”
 
         “And then the gold.”
 
         “It’s sounding good.”
 
         McCoy picked up his pencil and ringed an area on the map where the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda met.
 
         “Up to about ten minutes ago, pretty much since Mobutu fucked off to hell in ’ninety-seven, this whole region has been at constant war. It’s been a nightmare of murder, rape, depravity.” He jabbed the pencil down to emphasise each word. “It’s the perfect place for the hole.”
 
         “McCoy, you’re a bloody genius.”
 
         “I want all the money by IPO.”
 
         Baz scowled. “A hundred thousand a year until IPO, a mil on IPO, a mil on the dump and the balance six months after completion.”
 
         “A quarter of a mil a year and it’s agreed.”
 
         “Two hundred a year.”
 
         “I want three million or you can find yourself another mining engineer.”
 
         “You might be sweet but you aren’t unique,” said Baz, smiling as he topped up his glass.
 
         McCoy poured himself some more whisky. “Two hundred and fifty K a year et cetera. Can you drink to that?” 
         
 
          “Phah,” said Baz, raising his glass. “Why fucking not? You sure we can’t have platinum?”
 
         “Yes. No. Yes. No, we can’t have platinum.”
 
         February 2011 
         
 
         Fuck me, thought Baz. It had cost him a hundred euros in bribes just to get through immigration at Kinshasa airport. The arrivals hall was chaos, packed with an impenetrable crowd that seemed intent on keeping the traveller hemmed in. It was as hot and humid as a Turkish bath attendant’s armpit.
 
         “Oi, Baz!” called a deep voice he recognised, above the noise of the crowd. “Over ’ere.”
 
         He caught sight of a stocky figure in white shorts and a loud Hawaiian shirt.
 
         Thank Christ, he thought. He raised his hand in salute.
 
         Mark Higgins had been a soldier once, a pretty good one. He was not, however, much good in Civvy Street and had found himself quickly back at work in “security”. He liked to think of himself as a mercenary, but he didn’t do any fighting. He wasn’t comfortable with the moniker “bodyguard” – it sounded like a servant with a gun. He liked “security consultant”. He consulted by looking mean for his clients in unsavoury spots around the world and by knowing his way about. He found the latter easy – he was naturally attracted to the sleazy underbelly of any city. Once he had that mapped out, the rest of the places were just tourist destinations. His impossibly wide forearms bore dark green tattoos, blurred but military-looking.
 
         “What a shithole,” said Baz, by way of greeting. 
         
 
          Higgins smiled, his missing right dog tooth giving the expression a frightening aspect. “What did you expect?”
 
         “I’m getting fucking soft,” said Baz. “Too much shagging on the beach.”
 
         “Come on, matey, let’s vamoose. Mind how you go.” Higgins grabbed his heavy case as if it was empty and shouted, “Gangway.”
 
         There was a minor explosion of guttural French from the crowd, but it parted as he pushed through.
 
         Baz tucked in behind.
 
         “Come on, out the way,” Higgins snarled, carving his way through the chaos. “Allez, mate, allez.”
         
 
         “Fuck,” said Baz, as the door of the Merc slammed, insulating them from the heat, noise and smell of the airport.
 
         “We should have gone to Papua, Marky.”
 
         “Would have been a good choice,” said Higgins. “Didn’t want to say, mate, but when we were here last, and it was called Zaïre, it was fucked. Now it’s the Democratic Republic of Congo, it’s double-fucked. But you’ll get used to it.”
 
         “Yeah,” said Baz. “A bottle of strong grog, a packet of extra strong condoms, and it’ll start to look up.”
 
         “There you go,” said Higgins, as the car pulled away from what remained of the kerb and out across the uneven road surface.
 
         
             

         
 
         The ministry building looked and smelt like some godforsaken east European orphanage.
 
         They had been waiting for fifty minutes.
 
         Baz was scowling. “It’s always the fucking same, Marky.”
 
         “We could be here for days,” said Higgins.
 
         “On the hour we’re off.” 
         
 
          The ten minutes passed slowly. As the second hand swept into the next hour Baz picked up his briefcase and got out an envelope. He pulled a five hundred euro note from his jacket pocket and tore it in half. He put the left half in the envelope and the right half back in his pocket. He put his card in the envelope. He laid the envelope on top of the briefcase and wrote in big block capitals: “LAURENT JALBINYO”. He got up, walked over to the receptionist and gave her a big smile. He took out a five thousand Congolese francs note and put it under the envelope. “S’il vous plaît. La lettre est pour mon ami.”
         
 
         She took the envelope and looked very happy indeed. Five thousand francs was three days’ pay.
 
         “À bientot,” he said. “Merci.”
         
 
         The girl said something incomprehensible and Baz turned away. “Let’s go,” he said to Higgins.
 
         
             

         
 
         Baz was lying by the hotel pool in the fading evening heat. They had gone on a bender the night before and Higgins hadn’t reappeared. Baz was a bit surprised by the no-show but, then, Higgins had been drinking like a drowning man. He’d wait another day for contact from his connection, then start looking for a new one. He took a swig of his Primus beer. He could taste the maize in it.
 
         His BlackBerry began to vibrate on the table in a heavy purr. He watched it for a moment, then snatched it up. No caller ID. “Baz Mycock.”
 
         “Mr Mycock…”
 
         Bingo, thought Baz.
 
         “…very sorry about yesterday. There was a mix-up. Oh, my God, so many problems.” 
         
 
          “Sorry to hear that. Problems can be expensive.”
 
         “I’ve had a moment to read your proposals and I received your letter. I hope I can meet with you.”
 
         “I’m at the Hotel Grand, why not come over?”
 
         “I can be there at lunchtime, if that is convenient for you.”
 
         “Fine, see you then.”
 
         “Thank you.”
 
         Baz hung up quicker than necessary. No one did him any favours by taking his money.
 
         
             

         
 
         Jalbinyo looked as nervous as a rabbit eating too far from his warren. He was wearing a tired blue suit and his shirt collar was frayed. The flecks of curly white hair on his balding head stood out starkly against his skin. As they sat eating he seemed to be in constant motion, swaying slightly from side to side as if the joints holding him together had been loosened.
 
         He had let Baz do all the talking, laughing, clapping and punctuating Baz’s schtick with exclamations. He wasn’t drinking enough for Baz’s liking.
 
         “Well,” said Baz, halfway through his steak, “have you got my letter?”
 
         Jalbinyo looked startled. “Letter?” He patted his suit jacket. “Oh, Jesus, yes.”
 
         He pulled out the envelope.
 
         Baz took it, then put the other half of the five hundred euro note into it. He smiled. “Laurent, I need the names of the two best lawyers in town and the best accountant. I want invites to the right parties.”
 
         “No problem, my friend.”
 
         “But it’s the rights I’ve got to get sorted, and I want to come to an understanding with you.” 
         
 
         “I’m listening.”
 
         “I need you to look after me and I’ll be very grateful if you do.”
 
         Jalbinyo nodded, clearly confused. “Very grateful?”
 
         “Yes, very grateful – if I get my rights.”
 
         “Magnificent,” said Jalbinyo. He squinted. “How do you mean, ‘grateful’?”
 
         “Well, I need you to sort out my mineral rights for me. When I have them I’ll pay you a hundred thousand euros.”
 
         “Oh, Jesus, oh, God.” Jalbinyo glanced around furtively. Then he looked back at Baz and smiled suddenly. He leant forwards. “There are lots of costs.”
 
         “I know,” said Baz, “but none of them gets paid until I have my rights all done, dusted, signed and sealed. Then I’ll send you twenty thousand euros a month and you’ll take all the running costs from that.”
 
         Jalbinyo sat back, pouting reflectively. He seemed about to say something until Baz shot forwards in his chair. “Don’t fucking try to negotiate with me,” he spat, spraying a little chewed steak from his mouth. “There are fifty friends in fifty countries who’ll take that and call me ‘sir’. Don’t give me any shit. Just say: ‘Yes, Baz. Thank you, Baz. That’s just perfect, Baz.’”
 
         Jalbinyo sat back. “There are a lot of costs,” he said again.
 
         “I know, I know,” said Baz, dismissively. “Lots and lots of costs.” He paused and scowled. “Look, Laurent, as long as I get no trouble, the money will flow. The moment I get shit it stops. It’s a simple relationship.”
 
         Jalbinyo clapped. “You are a funny man, Baz.”
 
         Baz grinned and nodded. He caught sight of Higgins in the doorway, shook his head and Higgins stayed back. “No, Laurent, I’m a simple man. DRC is a big place with a capital about as far from the interior as you can get. All I want is forty square miles of useless land next to your country’s most dangerous volcano. It’s so far away from Kinshasa that it’s nearly in Rwanda. Maybe I am funny, but what could be simpler?”
         
 
         Jalbinyo scratched the right side of his face. He breathed in to speak.
 
         “Don’t tell me about costs.”
 
         Jalbinyo laughed, clapping his hands in front of his face and holding them there. “Relax, Mr Baz Mycock. I will look after you.”
 
         Baz smiled.
 
         “But…”
 
         “No buts.”
 
         “But it will take time.”
 
         “That’s OK.”
 
         Jalbinyo held out his hand and Baz shook it.
 
         “Now,” said Baz, putting a hand into the briefcase by his seat. “Here are five thousand euros as a float. That’s all you’ll see from me until I get my rights delivered. I hope it’ll speed things along for us.”
 
         Jalbinyo took the envelope and put it into his top pocket.
 
         “You see?” said Baz. “I’m a reasonable man.” He grinned and nodded at the shadow at the door. “Just don’t ever, even for a moment, think I’m stupid.”
 
         A bulk in a Hawaiian shirt loomed up and sat down next to him.
 
         “Oh, Jesus,” squeaked Jalbinyo.
 
         “No,” said Higgins, “it’s Mark.” He offered his giant hand. 
         
 
          Jalbinyo took it as if he was expecting an electric shock.
 
         They shook.
 
         Jalbinyo smiled nervously. “Enchanté.”
         
 
         “Ker, ker, ker,” cackled Baz.
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         Jim Evans knew he was in hospital, he knew he was pretty banged up, but he didn’t give a fuck. Whatever it was they were filling him with, it was the nectar of the gods. Submerged, as he was, in sedation and pain relief, the recent past seemed like a fading nightmare, one in which a grenade had nearly torn him in half.
 
         When he fell asleep the nightmare would return and terrify him. He was running down the tunnel in the volcano on Las Palmas, trying to save the world, and the soldiers were being blown to pieces. He saw himself shoot a man in the head, then blood cascading from the hole as more bullets struck the body.
 
         When would someone come and see him?
 
         Jane was the first. She looked as if someone had beaten the shit out of her. He couldn’t hear much of what she said, but he’d given her the thumbs-up. Having a DIA agent as your girlfriend was like dating the angel of death, but it had its advantages. While he’d been saving the world she had saved his life.
 
         Next up was Max Davas, who didn’t look much better. He might be the smartest fund manager in the world but Jim’s mentor, the father he’d never had, was old and fragile.
 
         He couldn’t remember much of what Davas had said either, but Jim was happy to see him. Somehow he and Jane had helped him separate the dreams from reality.
         
 
         John, the laconic MI6 man, showed up next. Of the three, he looked worst – one cheek was covered with a giant plaster and his left side was encased in something that meant he had to wear his jacket over his shoulders. He seemed happy enough, though. He grinned a lot and told jokes Jim didn’t get.
 
         His doctors told Jim he was a lucky man. They’d taken out about half a metre of his guts and various bits of shrapnel. It was a miracle he hadn’t lost a kidney. He’d be OK, though, they said; nothing much wrong that wouldn’t heal. Jim found lying in bed all but intolerable, but they’d said it might be another couple of months before he could leave: he’d picked up an antibiotic-resistant infection. He wasn’t to worry about it, but it would slow the healing process.
 
         Now Jane was on leave and visiting him every day. In his semi-frozen state he looked up at her adoringly. She was the most amazing woman in the world. If only he could drag her into his hospital bed and make love to her … That was his goal. But by the time he was able to go home, Jane was back on duty and had vanished into the ether …
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         The sergeant wanted to whistle at the babe in the black leathers but that would have been a very bad idea. Whistling at Colonel Jane Brown would have been like pinching the butt of a Tigron.
 
         She pulled the dusty cover off her motorbike, stuffed it into the space where her helmet had been stowed, saddled up and switched on the Kawasaki Ninja ZX-14. It snarled into life. Good to be riding home, she thought, as she arced out of the hangar. At 160 m.p.h., she could be down this ten-mile straight in four minutes, but just as she hit the zone of perfect speed, she saw a police car pull on to the road behind her, blue lights flashing. She could have lost it, of course, but she throttled right back.
 
         Damn, she thought. Busted.
 
         The police car stopped shrinking in the wing mirror and began to grow.
 
         “Pull over,” came a voice from the bullhorns on its roof, and she steered to the edge of the tarmacked road, stopped and dismounted.
 
         The officer on the passenger side got out as she lifted off her helmet, but as he approached her, the car let out a sudden ‘Woot, woot.’ The officer stopped and turned. ‘Woot’ from the squad car meant that something was up. He ambled back to the driver and looked in at the computer terminal his partner had twisted around for him. “Colonel J. Brown,” it read. The gal in the leathers made a pretty strange colonel. His eyes went to “Gender”. “F,” it said. He gave his partner a look; his partner returned it. He glanced down at “Notes”.
         
 
         DIA.
 
         He straightened, walked round the front of the car and got back into the passenger seat. His partner pulled out and, as they passed her, waved.
 
         Jane put her helmet back on. Cool, she thought, starting her engine. Good to be back in ole Virginia.
 
         
             

         
 
         Jim looked at the mess that ran down the right of his torso, then rubbed some ointment on to his wounds. It burned. Bastard bacteria, he thought. He took three large strips of plaster and covered them. The abscesses were slowly closing, but after six months, progress seemed glacial. His body had lost its previously honed outline, the result of dedicated running, and he suspected his fitness had gone with it.
 
         He walked out of the bathroom into his bedroom. Jane was coming at the weekend and it was in worse shape than he was. Must do a tidy, he thought. He didn’t make much of a mess, rattling around in his palatial London Docklands flat all on his own, but the agency cleaner didn’t seem to do much. She came one morning a week and shuffled about, with her iPod on, to little effect.
 
         He sat on the end of the bed to pull his socks on, trying not to yank at his injuries. For now, the grenade had put an end to his ability to stand on one leg and hop into a sock. It was a small loss to suffer from such a bad trade. 
         
 
         He pulled on his boxers, picked up his mobile and called Davas.
 
         “Jim, how are you?”
 
         “Great,” he said, perking up at the sound of the old man’s voice.
 
         “You never ring, you never email. Have I upset you?”
 
         “No, no,” said Jim, “I know how busy you are. Don’t want to trouble you.”
 
         “I was starting to worry.”
 
         “Don’t be silly,” said Jim. “I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch.”
 
         “So what is new?”
 
         “Nothing,” said Jim. “It’s just I need some advice.”
 
         “Fire away.”
 
         “It’s sort of like I’m in a vacuum. It’s stupid but I miss having to get up and go to work. It was great at the bank, being on the trading floor with the guys. There was always something kicking off to make money out of. I miss the buzz. I miss working with you,” he laughed sadly, “not that I want to have to save the fucking world again or anything. It’s just I’ve got no day job, nothing to do, but also no one to do the little stuff I need either.”
 
         “Bored?”
 
         “Yes – and, well, kind of like …” He trailed off.
 
         “Lonely?”
 
         “No,” he said, “not really.” He’d lied. “I’ve got Jane and she’s over this weekend – but it can get a bit quiet when she’s working.”
 
         “Why don’t you come over?”
 
         “That’d be great – I’ll be with you after she’s gone back.”
 
         “And get yourself a butler like Jeffries.” 
         
 
         Jim laughed. “It’s an idea, but I’m not sure it’d suit me.”
 
         “A man of your position needs staff,” said Davas. “And a good butler is a top-quality manager as well as a confidant and an adviser.”
 
         Jim’s mind flapped as he poured silence down the phone to Davas. A butler was the ultimate status symbol in the world of privilege to which his strange talent had taken him. Jim could predict the transit of a stock or currency chart. On his monitor, the tiny trail of pixels represented the inexorable grindings of the world economy: to be able to see just a minute ahead unlocked vast treasure that he had barely begun to plunder. It was the skill that had led him to see that global markets were to crash to zero and that for this to happen the world had to come to a sudden and catastrophic end. With his freakish ability he had helped to find the source of the threat and had ended up nearly dead. After that, everything seemed rather bland.
 
         “Look, Jim,” Davas interrupted his musing, “let me find you one. If you don’t like him or her, I’ll take care of it.”
 
         “You’ll fire them?” said Jim.
 
         “Sure.”
 
         “OK,” he said, slumping on to the bed, head spinning. “Got to go.” He hung up and took a few deep breaths. Not good, he thought, eyes closed.
 
         His mobile bleeped with an SMS. It was from Davas. “Are you all right?”
 
         “Fine. J Thanks,” he sent back. Not quite true, he thought, but I’m not going to miss this weekend.
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         The garage door swung up and Jane rode inside, stopped the bike and jumped off, keys in hand. She unlocked the side door into the house and went into the den. There was a bowl of fruit on the table, a plate of cookies under cling-film and a little basket of silver-wrapped sweets. The mail was in a pile. It had been opened and annotated, with yellow Post-it notes poking out at the top, detailing what had been dealt with and what needed her attention.
 
         She slipped off her leathers and boots and took them with her as she sprang up the stairs. She had a shower – always more refreshing in her own place – then put on her favourite pair of jeans and a white T-shirt. She noted the difference a little weight loss had made and determined to put it on again.
 
         Downstairs, she went back to the den. Thanks, Mom, she thought, as she picked up a satsuma and the mail. She went into the kitchen, opened the door to the patio and stepped outside. A worn wooden table stood beside the pool with a few chairs. Jane sat down and peeled the fruit, popped a segment into her mouth and began to leaf through the envelopes.
 
         “$16 overcharge,” said the Post-it note on her bank statement, in a tight barely legible scrawl. “Have complained and requested refund. TBA.” Jane smiled. Her mother wouldn’t let anyone get away with taking a penny from her daughter that they hadn’t earned. The next note was attached to the phone bill: “Switched carriers. Better deal!” The bottom line on her savings-account statement showed $183,284.92. Her mother had ringed the balance in pink marker and noted “+$5327.48” on the yellow tag.
         
 
         Jane ate another piece of satsuma and turned over the next sheet. “We’re so proud,” said the note. It was confirmation of a second oak leaf to her Purple Heart. She smiled again. It was a perfect afternoon.
 
         The front-door bell chimed.
 
         She dropped the sheaf of papers on to the table and jumped up. Friendly neighbours must have spotted her come in. Doubtless, some urgent community action needed her support – paving had to be replaced or a gate changed. Whenever she was at home they always collared her fast. They knew they had to catch her while they could.
 
         She opened the door to a smartly dressed guy and two of the shiniest Ferraris she had ever seen.
 
         “Jane Brown?” said the guy, smiling.
 
         “Yes,” she said, a little surprised.
 
         “Brad Wilson. I’ve brought you your Ferrari Enzo.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the shiny red shark.
 
         “Sorry, you’ve got the wrong Jane Brown.”
 
         “Pardon me, ma’am, but I don’t think so. You are Ms Jane Brown and this is your address, right?” He showed her the paper on his clipboard.
 
         “That’s me,” she said.
 
         “It’s a gift, I believe, from a Mr James Evans.” He beckoned her to follow him. “Come and take a look.”
 
         It was an amazing-looking car. She walked towards it, taking in its fabulous lines – and stopped in her tracks. “No,” she said.
         
 
         Brad paused mid-pace and turned. “Ma’am?”
 
         “I don’t want it.”
 
         Brad flashed white teeth. “Well, I can’t say I’ve ever had that reaction before.”
 
         “I prefer bikes,” she said. “Tell him I don’t want it and give him his money back.”
 
         “We can’t do that, ma’am.”
 
         “How much?”
 
         “Five hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”
 
         “Five …” Her voice died.
 
         “Why don’t you take it for a spin, then make up your mind?”
 
         “I couldn’t afford the gas,” she barked.
 
         Brad’s partner, in the other Ferrari, was looking at her from behind dark sunglasses as Brad gently threw her the keys. She let them fall to the ground.
 
         “Look, lady, take the car for a drive and if you don’t want it then I’ll buy it off you for three hundred grand tomorrow.” He took out a pen and offered it to her with the clipboard. “Care to sign this?”
 
         “No.”
 
         He scribbled in the signature box. “If you don’t want it I can just take it away?” he offered, with a grin.
 
         She bent down and picked up the keys.
 
         “You’ll love it. You won’t be sorry.” With that, he turned away and climbed into his partner’s car.
 
         
             

         
 
         Jim snatched up his phone. “Jane –”
 
         “What were you thinking?” she snapped.
 
         His heart plummeted. “What’s wrong?” 
         
 
         “How could you buy me that car?”
 
         He wanted to say, “What car?” but that would be ridiculous. “What car?”
 
         “Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
         “What’s wrong with it?”
 
         “Everything.”
 
         “Everything?”
 
         “Everything.”
 
         “Everything?”
 
         “Stop repeating me.”
 
         “Repeating you?”
 
         There was an extended silence, which, eventually, Jane broke. “I’m a special agent in the employ of the American Government. I can’t afford a Ferrari.”
 
         “Oh,” said Jim, crestfallen.
 
         “Five hundred and fifty thousand dollars, Jim! That’s a hell of a lot of money.”
 
         “Not for me,” he said indignantly.
 
         “But it is for me,” she said, exasperated
 
         Jim sighed. “I guess.” Within seconds he had gone from elated to miserable. “Stupid of me,” he said. “I just wanted to buy you something nice, something to make you happy.”
 
         “That’s sweet,” she said, “but I can’t accept it.”
 
         “What do you want to do?”
 
         “I’ll sell it and give you your money back.”
 
         “Don’t let it worry you.”
 
         “It will. I’ll get my mom on to it.”
 
         Jim’s side was aching. “You still coming Saturday?”
 
         “You bet. I’m about to get a last-minute deal on a flight.”
 
         “I’ll send the jet.”
 
         “No, Jim.” 
         
 
         “For pity’s sake,” he heard himself shout, “it’s my plane! I can pick up who I want in it.”
 
         She backed off. “OK,” she said, “that’s really kind.”
 
         “That’s settled, then. Sorry about the car. I got carried away.”
 
         “I’m sorry too, Jim,” she said, “I really appreciate the gesture.” She hated lying. “Got to go,” she said. “Love you.”
 
         What had she just said? “Oh, crap,” she muttered.
 
         What had she just said? A big smile spread over Jim’s face.
         
 
         She had said, “Love you.” He squeezed the phone. “Yes.” He felt his whole body inflate. He wanted to call straight back, but he knew she’d burst his bubble
 
         Jane’s mobile signalled an incoming SMS. It was from Jim: “I love you too.” She groaned. She must be losing it.
 
         
             

         

         Jim looked at the foreign-exchange charts. Nothing meant anything to him. For a change, he couldn’t see the coming moves. He switched off the monitor. He’d better get tidying.

         
             

         
 
         “It’s a lovely car, dear,” said her mom. “Are you sure you want me to sell it?”
 
         Jane gazed out of the front window. Her dad was standing by the Ferrari with the next-door neighbour, admiring it. The local kids had all cycled up to stare at it respectfully too. It was like a magnet. The journey to her parents’ home had been one long, uncomfortable stare-at-Jane extravaganza. She turned away. “I’m sure,” she said.
 
         Her dad came in. “You’ve got yourself one hell of a guy,” he said, “someone finally good enough for my little girl.”
 
         Jane scowled.
 
         “It’s not that simple,” remonstrated her mom. 
         
 
         “Looks pretty simple to me,” he said. “Anyone want a soda?”
 
         “Beer,” said Jane, flopping into an armchair that almost swallowed her.
 
         “Ice T, please – the peach one,” said her mom.
 
         Jane heaved a despairing sigh. “How am I meant to keep up?”
 
         “I know, sweetie, I know,” her mother murmured soothingly.
 
         “Keep up?” came a voice from the kitchen. “He doesn’t want you to keep up. He just wants to make you happy.”
 
         Mrs Brown gave a girlish giggle. “But it is rather exciting, don’t you think? Does he love you?”
 
         Jane grabbed a cushion and grappled with it. “That is not the issue.”
 
         “Sure,” agreed her mom.
 
         “That is the only issue,” called her dad.
         
 
         “You keep out of this,” her mom told him. “It’s strictly girl-talk.”
 
         Mr Brown came in with two bottles and a beaker of Ice T. “He sounds like a keeper to me,” he said, grinning. “And you both know it.”
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         Baz looked at the FedEx package in the delivery man’s hand. He signed for it. “Thanks.” He went into the kitchen of the Mayfair maisonette and tore open the envelope by the thin red strip. “My little ducks,” he said, pulling out the contracts and kissing them. “My sweet little ducks.” He had the unfettered rights to explore and mine forty square miles of the Democratic Republic of Congo. It might as well be carte blanche from the British stock market to steal tens of millions of pounds from greedy speculators everywhere. He had done the difficult bit: he had created the truth on which he would build his lie. Forty square miles of mineral rights were not easy to come by, even in the arse end of the world, and they were priceless, whether or not there were any minerals to be had. Human optimism and avarice would do the rest.
 
         Now the trawl line was set for the huge and hungry shoal of investors that lived the dream of getting rich quick. There would be a feeding frenzy for his fabulous mine and he was about to turn the greedy dreams of many into a river of gold for himself. Rather than dig treasure from the ground, he would lever it from other people’s brokerage accounts and rebury it among his invisible deposits. He had been running the same scam for twenty-five years in Australia, Canada, South Africa and London. He wasn’t the only one at it – many others were playing the same game – yet no one, except a few terminally stupid individuals, had ever been caught. Mining fraud was the perfect crime.
         
 
         He laid the contracts to the mineral rights on the black slate kitchen counter. There it all was. The rest would be easy.
 
         
             

         
 
         Jim heard the distant sound of urgent buzzing and looked round from his screen. He got up from his desk and walked towards the front door, tucking in his T-shirt. The market was too vague for him today. Nothing seemed to be trending with any predictability so he hadn’t entered into any positions. It was a rare morning when nothing was cooking but sometimes the charts just didn’t speak to him. He was tempted by a few boredom trades but resisted. Instead he thought about Jane.
 
         He was faxing fewer and fewer analysis reports to his old firm, but they kept paying him his enormous retainer. The bank was a vast financial organisation, one of the “vampire squid” that had wrapped itself around the face of the world economy. It thought in billions and aimed for trillions. His fees were less than small change compared to the scale of their schemes. Some time soon they’d stop paying him, but with £100 million in the bank he didn’t care. Money had lost all meaning for him. It was like water from a tap to a man who owned a vast lake. As a kid he had been as poor as a church mouse. Now he owned the church but had no idea of what to do with it.
         
 
         Jim peered through the spy-hole on the front door. A rotund old man, dressed as if he was going to a wedding, stood outside. He was bald, with a strip of grey hair round the side of his head. He had a beak of a nose and an eagle-like expression. The buzzer sounded again as Jim was wondering who the man was, so he pressed the intercom. “Hold on a second.” He turned the latch and opened the door.
         
 
         “Good morning, sir,” said the man, and stood to attention. He smiled. “I’m not sure whether you’re expecting me, but your friend Mr Davas suggested I pay you a call. My name is Stafford Lees.”
 
         “Max sent you?”
 
         “That is correct, sir,” said the man.
 
         “You’ve come for the butler job?”
 
         “Yes, sir.”
 
         Crikey, thought Jim. He’d forgotten about it. “Come in.”
 
         “Thank you, sir.” He walked into the hall and was immediately eyeing the place up like a burglar.
 
         “Through here,” said Jim, pointing him into the lounge.
 
         “May I say what a wonderful view you have, sir?”
 
         “Thank you.” He smiled nervously. “And it’s Jim. Please.”
 
         “Yes, sir.”
 
         “Take the weight off your feet.” He gestured to the two sofas that stood at ninety degrees to the picture window, facing each other over a low coffee-table. He sat down and Stafford, with some difficulty, lowered himself into the other.
 
         Jim noticed that the coffee-table was piled with crap. Apart from letters and magazines, there was a huge stack of fifty-pound notes. He realised, with horror, that it probably looked a bit sick. He had got the bank to run him over ten grand in cash and had plonked it there to dip into it when he needed to. There were heaps of coins, too, a couple of mobile phones, a dismantled PlayStation 3, three notebook computers, four mugs, an empty takeaway pizza box, a clear plastic bag full of random papers and a plastic rabbit. He felt rather disgusted with himself.
         
 
         “These are my credentials,” said Stafford, passing him a wad of paper.
 
         “Blimey.” The first page was headed “1980–2005, Royal Household” He turned the page. “That’s impressive.”
 
         “Have you any questions?” asked Stafford, in a strong military voice. His eyes sparkled behind circular glasses.
 
         A little switch flicked on in Jim’s head. If he had learnt one thing it was that he had to get on the front foot. You couldn’t react to a situation by letting it wash over you. He had to grab it and shake it by the collar. “Well, yes, I do,” said Jim. “Why did you leave the Royal Household?”
 
         “I had to nurse my wife, which was not compatible with the demands of my job.”
 
         “And how is she now?”
 
         “She passed away last month.”
 
         “Oh.” Jim felt awful. “I’m sorry.”
 
         “It was a blessed release.”
 
         Jim took a breath. Then he said, “Stafford, to be honest, I have no idea how this is meant to work.”
 
         “Well, first off, sir,” he said quietly, “I would expect the master to address me by my surname while I will address you as ‘sir’.”
 
         “Can’t I call you Stafford? It sounds pretty much like a surname anyway.”
 
         The butler smiled. “You may, of course, call me whatever you wish.”
 
         “What else?” said Jim.
 
         “Well, I take it, from the size of the house, that you have quarters for staff?” 
         
 
         “There’s a couple of bedsits on the top floor and, like, a small flat in the basement,” said Jim.
 
         “Very good. Now, are you a gentleman who likes plenty of staff, a cook, a housekeeper, an assistant, a gardener – well, perhaps not a gardener, but you follow my general drift – or would you prefer me to look after everything?” He raised his right eyebrow and his look drilled into Jim.
 
         Jim glanced around the sparsely furnished lounge. A cook, a housekeeper and an assistant? His home would turn into a zoo. “I’m a minimalist,” he said.
 
         “Very good, sir.”
 
         “If that’s OK?”
 
         “Leave it all to me,” said Stafford, hauling himself to his feet.
 
         “Right,” agreed Jim. He got up and offered his hand, feeling rather as though he had been hired rather than the other way round.
 
         Stafford shook it. “I’ll be in contact.” He smiled. “I’ll let myself out, sir.”
 
         “OK,” said Jim, catching sight of the pound shooting up against the dollar on his central monitor. He ran over to the screens. He hadn’t seen that one coming.
 
         
             

         
 
         The pilot had called to say Jane was on the way. Jim knew he could have gone to the airport, but with the private jets, an immigration officer met you at the bottom of the plane’s steps, glanced at your passport and you were straight into a limo.
 
         So he should have been in the limo waiting for her, he thought. Perhaps that was the kind of thing Stafford would fix up for him. He nearly jumped out of his skin when the bell rang. He ran to the door, where he took a few deep breaths. There she was on the TV screen. At last.
         
 
         He threw open the door. “Da-nah!” he said, with a grin as wide as his face.
         
 
         She dropped her kit-bag and he swept her into his arms. Immediately, he felt an agonising shooting pain in his healing wound and collapsed backwards.
 
         “Jim!”
 
         His face was contorted. “Ow,” he said, clutching his side.
 
         “Are you OK?”
 
         “Yeah,” he said, and raised his hand. She hauled him to his feet. He staggered, then found his balance. “Come on in,” he said, limping backwards as he rubbed his watering eyes.
 
         “You need a medic?” Jane asked.
 
         “No,” he replied. “Just got a bit carried away, that’s all.” He stopped, turned and kissed her slowly. “Nothing wrong with my snogging muscles.”
 
         “Let’s go upstairs and have a look at that abdomen. I’m not having you dying on me.”
 
         “Now you’re talking,” he said, squeezing her.
 
         “No more fun for you, mister, until I’m sure it’s safe.”
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