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To my Dad, for many reasons that he would be too embarrassed for me to detail here, but a simple one has been his unwavering, unquestioned support throughout my life. And his constant exhortation to me as a writer, If You Want It To Be A Success, Make it Read Like A Dick Francis . . . Here’s hoping I got it right, Dad.

And,

To Talaiasi Labalaba – my first military hero – who came from a village in Fiji only a few miles from where I grew up. He died in a place called Mirbat in a conflict that few remember, making a sacrifice that the Ministry of Defence deemed sufficient only for a Mention in Dispatches. Thankfully his former comrades in the SAS, following a higher code, knew better. And today Labalaba’s valour is permanently honoured in a way that no medal could achieve – a statue of him in pride of place next to the regiment’s founder at Hereford. A unique distinction.


Bolt Action is truly a work of fiction. It’s make-believe. Readers may recognise certain incidents and concerns. That doesn’t change the fact that I have used my imagination when it comes to the story and with details like technical aircraft specifications. Any similarity between my characters and a living person is a complete coincidence, a total fluke.


At the second tee of the Karachi Golf Club

Sindh Province

Pakistan

4.49 a.m. (6.49 p.m. in Washington)


It is not a good look for a Pakistani army general. Even a retired one. The shocking pink cardigan. Light blue plus-fours. Especially the two-tone golf shoes.

On the other side of the world someone mutters towards the video image of the general’s attire, ‘Talk about the dangers of shopping online . . .’

The audience watching their target by satellite phone in Langley, Virginia, has been down this road before. Many times. They understand danger and risk, but only as one-dimensional operational concepts.

A veteran Agency analyst adds, ‘It’s what happens when you dress in the dark because of the shitty hours you have to work,’ the needle of two failed marriages in her voice.

They are diligent and attentive in their work but hardly flushed with excitement. After all, they’ve quarterbacked dozens and dozens of renditions and extractions, and the world hadn’t even come close to ending.

Not until now. This time it will be different. Different because the tiniest changes can unleash the most devastating consequences. And this tiny change, this tweak that the CIA intends on making, will turn an early morning hit-up into the most perilous round of golf. Ever.

Back to the video feed, and everybody notes how the general has packed a few pounds on to his small frame since being sent into retirement a year ago (there was an uncorroborated report he wore a corset).

Each time he tops or slices or hooks his drive into the humid gloom, General Ali Mahmood Khan swears . . . Laanat. Damn. Mayooskun. Hopeless . . .

The mild swear words easily carry the dozen yards to the two wiry, dark-skinned CIA operatives lying prone under a thicket of shrubs and tall weeds. Both could easily pass for locals. The live feed of this lamentable golf is also being watched on a boat anchored offshore, to the west of Karachi, near the sandstone cliffs of French Beach. The exfiltration point.

The championship golf course lies within the sprawling Karsaz naval base, so the general’s security detail this morning is light. He feels safe. Just a bodyguard and a driver for the Tiger of Baluchistan . . . his fawning local media title.

The second hole runs in a northerly direction. Par five. Good eagle chance. Two hundred yards away a huge tree stands in the centre of the fairway just before the dogleg right. It’s there the bodyguard waits, holding a lightweight walkie-talkie, to report whether any of the general’s shots clear the tree. Nothing reported so far.

The general’s chauffeur kneels over a yellow bucket of lime-green luminescent balls. Only a handful remain. Dutifully he places a fresh one on the tee. The action is illuminated by the bright lights of the general’s Mercedes SUV, which is parked to the rear. Engine on, air-conditioning on. The outside temperature is already an uncomfortable twenty-four degrees.

The general waggles his rear end, wriggles his wrists. Winds up, releases and fires the ball almost sideways off the white tee marker.

The watching CIA officers duck instinctively as the shot blasts through the undergrowth above them, like the discharge from a shotgun.

The green-hued video signal tumbles.

Everybody in Langley, in the blue-lit room, watching the monitor, sucks in a collective breath.

‘Are we OK, Victor Three?’ The crackled female voice of concern, thousands of miles from the dangers of sliced golf shots.

Two taps on the throat mike signal, We’re OK.

Shakily the picture re-establishes itself, focused on the features of the controversial former military strongman. The man who had once headed the ruthless Afghanistan unit of the Inter-Services Intelligence Agency, which had ushered in and then supported Taliban rule. After 9/11, the unit was wound down and General Khan had been transferred to lead the paramilitary Frontier Corps in Pakistan’s so-called Tribal Areas that border eastern Afghanistan. For the next five years he excelled at not finding anybody the Americans tasked him to find. What he could do was dip into the almost $5 billion worth of military hardware with which the US subsidised Islamabad’s side of the war on al-Qaeda.

And then there’s the missing cash. Hundreds of millions of dollars. Reimbursements for losses and the wear and tear from raids and patrols within Pakistan’s notorious Tribal Areas that never took place or were vastly overstated.

Which is why, irked that American national treasure might actually be keeping all these Islamic nutcases in clover, Washington wants General Khan. Reluctantly, and only under a welter of evidence and with another two billion dollars’ worth of military aid hanging on the matter, Islamabad has given her tacit approval. But in a totally deniable fashion.

Five minutes later, General Khan fires off his last errant golf ball. ‘Light me,’ he grumps moodily to his driver, who lights a cigarette for him, and then disappears down into a long, low valley to search for two buckets of glowing golf balls.

General Khan retreats to the comfort of his Mercedes, opening the driver’s side to switch off the headlights before settling into the back seat with a slam of the door. Suddenly all is dark and quiet. Mynah birds squabble in the distance.

The two CIA operatives focus on the red pinprick of cigarette burn through the tinted windows. In three weeks of observation, the general’s two gofers had never taken less than nineteen minutes to return to the car. Two taps on the throat mike, followed by another two. Good to go?


Long pause.

In Langley, the analysts and operation officers eyeball each other, searching for the first sign of the famous CIA backslide, a real house speciality. Inevitably focus settles on one of the Agency’s associate deputy directors, who is playing wallflower at the rear of the hermetically sealed cabin. The most senior officer in the room understands two things very clearly. One: it’s either on or off. Right now. And two: ultimately, this whole thing will be on my neck.

Everybody knows this operation had been conceived by the wunderkinds brought in by the new president, is nothing less than a political power play, and that this particular rendition is against the expressed wishes of a number of the Agency’s old hands. The bureau chief in Islamabad, for instance, who’d cabled his opposition in the clearest terms possible. ‘No way. Hell no. No damned way. No freakin’ chance . . .’ Fifty times in total.

But that’s a minor irritant in a bigger game. The wunderkinds are trying to re-create the Agency, purging and promoting, bending Langley to a new, more inclusive purpose driven by a president who talked loftily about New Beginnings and Transformative Agendas. Code for Forget the Past. While that old warrior mentality is slowly stripped out, irony of ironies, there is still an audience that needs to know the Agency has teeth. And rendering General Khan – even against the advice of senior agents on the ground – is part of buying some quiet.

So. The associate deputy director rubs his jaw. Lot to think about, standing here on the edge. He blinks up at the main screen and the dark outline of the Mercedes, weighing up the multitude of narrow, operational things that could still go wrong. An almost imperceptible nod of the head is followed by, ‘Rock and roll. Let’s do this thing.’

The now assured female voice comes through in their earpieces. ‘Victor Three. You are good to go. Confirm. Good to go.’

Three and a half minutes later the dark blue Mercedes four-wheel-drive slows at the massive fort-like gates guarding the 250-acre Karsaz naval base. General Khan is unconscious but little dabs of glue have been applied to his eyelids. His tinted window is down, his hand resting on the sill, and the car eases comfortably around the sets of tank traps. There’s scurrying in the guardhouse but it’s quickly noted that the car details are correct. Two other bodies on board. Everything tallies with their paperwork – which is the only thing a smart soldier worries about. Later the two guards would swear the general’s eyes were definitely open. Looking straight ahead. And deadly serious.

Half an hour later General Khan’s driver and bodyguard are ready to expire from the novel experience of their jogtrot to the gatehouse in steam-heat conditions. There’s a great deal of flapping and faffing as both men are revived. Then a fiery back-and-forth as to whether the general was in the front of the Mercedes driving and therefore in control, or in the rear and in some kind of peril. Finally, thirty-five minutes later, the alarm is raised.

As the sun’s first rays edge the horizon and backlight the skyline of Karachi to the left of them, a Zodiac inflatable noses through the gentle breaking waves on French Beach. On the water, they still have the cover of dawn’s shadows. Just. Navigation is by a hand-held GPS tracker. The boat scuds along at top speed due south a mile or so, to rendezvous with an eighty-two-foot Monte Fino Sky Lounge cruiser.

After forty-four minutes General Khan is carried on board like a rolled length of carpet. By flashlight, there are some basic medical checks; all personal effects, his belt and shoelaces removed. The twin diesels click out of idle and the fibreglass hull crushes its way forward as the boat powers up to twenty-three knots. The general is deposited in the VIP stateroom, the plush drapes closed. All sheets, cables, wires, glasswork and breakables have been removed. Langley gets its first detailed report by secure phone.

Only as they round Cape Monze to the west and put the loaf-shaped Churma Island between themselves and Karachi do the running lights start to flicker on. And everybody settles down, feeling well pleased. Ahead lies a comfortable seventeen-knot cruise down the eastern side of Oman and Yemen, shadowed by a US destroyer, and into the welcoming arms of America’s latest foreign toehold: Camp Lemonier in the former French colony of Djibouti.

Pretty much a textbook operation. Damn it if the thing wasn’t flawless, the associate deputy director was happy to report in an email to his boss.

Four days later

A telephone call to the CIA’s station chief in Islamabad starts with the words all field agents hate: ‘You’re going to want to make sure we’re on the record here, William.’

Long sigh. ‘Damn it, Remmy.’ The soft Louisiana accent belongs to station chief William Lamayette, who swings his feet off his desk. ‘You sure about this?’

The person initiating the call from CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, is retired marine lieutenant colonel Remmy Gardener – the head of the Agency’s Office of Terrorism Analysis, one of the twelve departmental streams of opinion and information that fold into the Directorate of Intelligence. In theory, the DI ‘identifies’ what the problem is and the possible solutions, then the National Clandestine Service delivers whatever is agreed as the ‘fix’. Like Lamayette, Remmy Gardener is an old hand.

‘Deadly serious,’ says Gardener. ‘The latest on your best buddy. Ali Mahmood Khan.’

Lamayette cuts in, reproachfully. ‘Stop, Remmy. That’s not my case.’ You should know that. ‘The White House twelve-inched Langley, so Langley turns around, spanks my ass like a two-bit whore. Ignored pretty much everything I had to say on that shitbag Khan.’

The satellite phone line goes silent for a while. Just a low hum as Gardener enunciates his words carefully, ‘Let’s say, for argument’s sake, information was passed to me that questioned the wisdom of the whole operation. Just as you outlined in your various cables. Now. Who should I share this with? The guys upstairs who okayed taking out General Khan, and are still prettying up their Ivy League blazers . . .’

‘. . . More like licking each other’s balls.’

Lamayette’s language is famously evocative and it takes Gardener a little while to get that uncomfortable image out of his head. ‘Let’s just say they’ve confused an operational victory with a strategic success. So. Should I pass this information to them, or to the one person who advised against this in the first place?’

Lamayette almost bolts out of his chair. ‘You, sir, are a man of integrity and genius.’ And he gets to work setting up the software profiles, so that their conversation can be recorded, then entering the protocols of those to be copied on the file about to be generated. It takes a couple of minutes, and then Gardener recounts . . .

‘The maître d’ pulled me away from a dinner about, what? . . . ninety minutes ago. I was at the Marriott on Pennsylvania Avenue. The maître d’ said there was a call on the house phone. Asked for me by name. Knew what I looked like, my rank. Everything.’

‘And . . . ?’ Nothing too remarkable so far.

In his Islamabad office, Lamayette’s gaze flicks across the five flat-screen TVs showing rolling news . . . the four clocks . . . Washington, London, Kabul and Islamabad . . . and the illuminated map of the world, which lights up longitude by longitude with the passage of the sun. It is 10.56 p.m. in Washington, just coming up to 9 a.m. in Pakistan.

‘A South Asian voice. Pakistani probably. Well educated. Kind of nasal tone. Like his voice hadn’t quite broken . . . I made sure to write down pretty much what he said . . . “You are holding my client. General Khan. I am his representative . . .”’

I told them this would happen. And a spasm of cold, quailing fear drills right through Lamayette’s massive frame. From head to toe. His first considered reaction is that a call to the Marriott would be untraceable after the fact. He knows the hotel. Perhaps eight hundred rooms all told. How many calls a minute in the early evening would a hotel switchboard like that handle? Too many. Then, how would someone know Gardener’s movements? Somebody in his office? But Gardener was a pro, his team would be tight. Must have been surveillance of some kind. Lamayette, being a station chief, gets paid to analyse and he recognises what this adds up to. Good tradecraft, plus excellent intelligence equals . . . Take This Seriously.

‘What did you say?’

Gardener continues. ‘I reply, “I don’t know what you’re talking about but let’s say for argument’s sake I understand . . . what do you want?” The guy laughs, says in his haughty voice, “But I don’t want anything. Ha. Ha. Ha.”

‘So I says, “Good. So I can get back to my dinner?”

‘“My client instructed me that if ever he was out of contact for more than forty-eight hours I should make this call. Just to let you know that we know.”

‘“Well, thanks a bunch for doing your job. Now my dinner’s getting real cold . . .”

‘“Lieutenant Colonel. Your table has not yet been served. You would do well to treat me with some courtesy.”

‘He was right, of course. We were still on the bread rolls.’ Gardener snorts, a man who doesn’t enjoy being bested. ‘Afterwards I walked the whole damned floor. Don’t have a clue how he knew . . .

‘Anyways, he carried on:

‘“The general was a leader to many and in his name revenge will come. By your actions, America, you have unleashed a very terrible thing. You have started the clock. Nobody . . . not even if you returned the general to us today . . . not even he can stop this thing. The forces of revenge have been unleashed. They have taken wing. And whatever happens, they cannot be recalled. For they have taken wing . . .”’

Oh, shit, thinks Lamayette. That really complicates things . . .

The object of all this intrigue, General Ali Mahmood Khan, is nothing if not a logical man. With complete equanimity, he could see what was going to happen to him: obviously at some point the Americans would take him down. He had long been pulling on the tiger’s tail, joyfully helping himself to hundreds of millions in Washington’s military aid. But worse. Such is the soul-enveloping intensity of his hatred that he’d given over every ounce of his brilliance to help her enemies.

One day the tiger will bite back. He knew this. Inevitable, he told himself. But my money is safe. My children are young men, raised to be strong, ambitious and crafty. The new Khan dynasty will rise on my death, a martyr’s glorious death, killed by the evil hand of US imperialism. There is nothing to fear in death. For every great South Asian dynasty is born in martyrdom. Nehru. Bhutto. Bandaranaike. And that wretched family in Bangladesh . . .

And so he communicates the gist of his plans to his two sons in a series of postcards . . .

The civilian leadership in Islamabad would sell him out in private, while squealing with outrage in public. Fair enough. That meant, as in a game of musical chairs, he would suddenly find himself without a seat. Therefore, when he conceived his plan he took into account two things: he should consider himself dead or as good as dead, and whatever he planned, he should make sure it was unorthodox. Because in his mind, against this enemy, the unorthodox would always triumph.

Macchar. The Mosquito. The message that his lawyer had delivered to the CIA man in the Washington hotel could not have been more clear . . . The general was a leader to many and in his name revenge will come. By your actions, America, you have unleashed a very terrible thing. You have started the clock . . .

Khan is an avid, even greedy, student of everything to do with America. His interest more like a ghastly fascination. A pure hatred.

To a soldier like Khan, America’s time has run out. The heavyweight boxer who lumbers around, punch drunk and arms flailing, a deadly mix of overconfidence and unknowingness. The watching crowd of nations complicit in one awful secret: the next challenger will put this fellow down. Just one shot, the right combination, and a new order will be born. The rest of the world watches through the ropes, willing it to happen . . .

Khan had a copy of CIA director George Tenet’s We’re At War memo, issued to all his staffers within days of September 11th. ‘There can be no bureaucratic impediments to success. All the rules have changed. We do not have time to hold meetings or fix problems – fix them quickly and smartly.’ Fine words, but almost ten years had passed and all of this systemic weakness has brought America to the verge of collapse. Teetering on the edge.

The US dollar was finished, drowning in trillions of debt, mostly held by foreign powers or overseas sovereign funds. A decade of stock market growth lost, kaboof, in months. Discredited financial and government institutions. Hundreds of billions in unfunded liabilities in Medicare, pensions and social security about to fall due . . . and still their politicians bicker and fight and drag the country downwards.

Just what General Ali Mahmood Khan wants. To drop America to her knees. To deliver a defeat, like Port Arthur, Dien Bien Phu, or Suez. To forever change America’s destiny. To leave her as the once-mighty imperial powers of Russia, France or Britain had been left. Naked, vulnerable and so very ordinary in the eyes of the rest of the world.

In his neat postcard penmanship, the general maps out his plans, the timeline his sons must follow. The narrative, he reminds himself fussily, the narrative is so important . . .


You remember my birth date? March 15th 1954. I was born on the very same day that Charles Piroth committed suicide. By then, he had only one arm and couldn’t kill himself with his sidearm because he needed two hands to cock the weapon. So he mumbled his apologies to all those he had failed, retired to his bunker, clasped a grenade to his chest and pulled the pin. And as he died, on the same continent, almost three thousand miles away, your father came into this world. Perhaps the hand of Destiny. No?



Tiny, precise strokes, the nib scratching at the card and the Pashto script flowing like Arabic from right to left, his shoulders hunched over the lines, stopping every so often to rub his eyes. The general’s phones, his emails, everything, he knows, is being monitored. But not the mail . . . who would think to monitor the mail?

Colonel Piroth had been commander of French artillery at Dien Bien Phu. He’d bragged about the 105- and 151mm howitzers, how they would annihilate the ragtag volunteers of Ho Chi Minh, and his General Giap. But for all Piroth’s boasts, his artillery never ‘saw’ Giap’s forces, never could spot his emplacements in the jungle. Instead it was the Vietnamese, an invisible enemy, who rained hell down on to the besieged French forces. Snapped their will to fight.


Imagine. The French took mobile brothels into battle with them, prostitutes to give them courage. And Piroth’s commander even issued General Giap with a written challenge, as if he were a musketeer. Understand this, my son. America right now is like France at Dien Bien Phu . . . No stomach for the fight, too fat to care.



The details of Operation Macchar covered a total of forty-eight picture postcards; ninety-six, as there were two sons.

A lot of information about General Khan’s extensive Pashtun connections, the almost impenetrable bonds of debt and honour that would spring into action with the correct supplication and coded words . . .


The American warlords will learn that no amount of push-button technology or military hardware will defeat a multitude of people animated by a righteous cause. We will deliver that cause. We will deliver that righteous anger. We will deliver Operation Macchar . . .



He personally affixed each of the four-rupee stamps then he took the time to pack the cards carefully into a tatty chamois cloth, bound many times over with elastic band. This unremarkable package he entrusted to his senior housekeeper, who, under pain of dishonour, promised faithfully to post them if the general failed to appear any morning.

The Why and the When of Operation Macchar are detailed on the back of the postcards. Clues as to the Who, the Where and the How are on the picture side. There are ninety-six, but only three different images.

One card shows the faithful masses swirling around the vast, cube-shaped Holy Kaaba in Mecca, performing tawaf, the counter-clockwise thronging that lies at the heart of the Haj pilgrimage. This is the Who of the plan, a representation of Muslim innocents, those that are to be sacrificed, and whose fiery death would send up an unyielding shriek of outrage to unite the world.

The How is elegant, simple and totally unorthodox. A profile-shot of a twin-engine Boeing 777 in the colours of Pakistan International Airlines, on final approach, flaps and landing gear extended. The pride of the PIA fleet.

And the Where is a view of New York. An aerial shot with the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island in the foreground and in the skies above Manhattan vast plumes of red, white and blue, coloured smoke from the tailpipes of a half-dozen fighter jets. A postcard to celebrate the recent fiftieth anniversary of NORAD, the North American Aerospace Defense Command.


. . . And by his hand, we shall trap the US president into ordering the deaths of Muslim innocents. By his hand, we shall trap his country, and the world shall see the Truth.





Tristie Merritt had spent a lifetime defying the odds.

It was one of the reasons she proved so good for the British Army, and why the British Army, having taken her in as a private, fast-tracked her from junior soldier to officer. Female officers make up about one per cent of the 100,000-strong army but female officers who started in the ranks are so rare the army doesn’t even keep count. There’d been none like her in Tristie’s intake at Sandhurst, nor the year before, or the year before that. Singularly tough odds. Yet time and time again, she proved herself. When writing up Tristie’s paperwork for the Royal Military Academy, under the section marked Other Comments, her commanding officer had borrowed a line about Katharine Hepburn: ‘I have no doubt you will discover that Merritt is the born decider, dominator, organiser, tactician and mesmeriser’.

Sandhurst’s instructors – the so-called Directing Staff – read all that Hepburn stuff and couldn’t have been less impressed. Somebody’s Talking Out Their Arse Big Time. First, there was the issue of Tristie herself. By the standards of recent female cadets, Tristie was both likeable and desirable. Uncommonly so. To the army’s wise heads, that was a red flag, especially as she didn’t fall in with the lesbian cadets, of whom there was always a hard core. But more than that, the DS couldn’t help notice her quiet confidence. This didn’t rise to the level of pride or insolence, more a subtle, certain knowledge that the army wasn’t going to fault her or break her. Just wasn’t going to happen. So she became a bit of a challenge, a pet project, and the DS found themselves focusing on Tristie, wanting to push her to the limit above all others.

They made her student platoon commander on perhaps the most demanding exercise, Marathon Chase, a two-day, 50-mile tactical-advance-to-battle. Let’s see how Barbie girl does with this . . . The tab involved criss-crossing the South Downs Way, every step of the route in sleeting rain and near-zero visibility. Yet her group of thirty passed with flying colours, Tristie leading from the front or, when needed, pushing and pushing from the rear. Cajoling the weakest, swearing at the waverers, imploring her team, and then literally dragging the last two male cadets over the line. The DS platoon commander, an experienced army captain, was Old School on the subject of female officers and whether they were really up to the job of leading male soldiers. Even he noted, approvingly, in his report, There’s something in her eyes, like she’s saying, I’ve seen it all. I will lead my soldiers and take care of my soldiers. They can trust me because there is nothing in this world that can be done to me that is worse than that which I have already faced.

What that was, the world that Tristie had emerged from, the instructors only caught in glimpses . . . she was the only cadet to have No Family listed on her forms, therefore nobody came to watch her Passing Out or accompanied her to Father’s Dinner Night . . . but it didn’t really matter.

Because the truth was best summed up by one of the DS, a barrel-chested warrant officer from Merthyr Tydfil whose first combat was almost twenty years before. Purposefully he’d tabbed every step of the Downs alongside Tristie, watching her, willing her to cock up.

Back in the sergeant’s mess, everybody crowded around to hear the Welshman’s verdict . . . Aye, lads, You’re Not Wrong There . . . She’s A Pretty One, I’ll Give You That . . . He couldn’t stop himself beaming with something like pride . . . But More Than The Fact She’s Damned Good Looking, Let Me Tell You, She’s Fucking Brutal Too. In the mess that was an astonishingly rare compliment towards a female, let alone a female officer.

A consequence of this was that you could walk into any guardhouse, barely take twenty paces inside an army base, and there’d be somebody who knew of Captain Tristie Merritt, or knew someone who did. Oh yes. Her, they would say, and there’d be a wry grin, a flash of a smile, and a story to follow.

This helps explain why Ward 13 came together so quickly. Tristie’s reputation helped because it inspired confidence. But also she had no trouble convincing those she was recruiting that the Ministry of Defence had more than enough money to be doing a better job with the lives and welfare of their ex-servicemen. She knew from her own experience that all non-coms pride themselves on their radar-like ability to detect bullshit; bullshit from their officers, but especially bullshit from the MoD.

The MoD is awash with cash. But, and even the simplest squaddie knows this, the tray is tipped in the wrong direction . . . not to the serving man or woman, or the injured, bereaved or the recently demobbed. But towards people like Sir Dale Malham.

A little bit of background here, so you can understand why it was Tristie felt honour-bound to pick Malham and use him to bankroll Ward 13.

Tristie had five different files on Malham. A lot from newspapers and the Internet of course, but the glossies too, for as the money started flowing in, the whole arc of his life changed with it. Hello! OK! . . . The old Dale Malham was discarded. The new one thoroughly made over. Ginger beard trimmed back to a chin-tuft goatee. Elegant side whiskers, Richard Branson-style. Angry Socialist wardrobe junked for a range of suiting from morning coats to shooting jackets with hand-sewn edges and horn buttons . . . Country Life. Tatler. North East Life.

Then, a short burst of bad publicity. Long-suffering wife Maggie and their clutch of children jettisoned for a lithe former gym instructor and swimwear model. His ‘life partner’.

How?

Malham was a seventeen-year veteran MP serving up until 1996. Aged just fifty-four, he turned in his safe seat (bagging himself a knighthood, as the exit door banged behind him). Why? He had his eye on something more rewarding. By 2000, he was a multimillionaire.

The key for Malham was his seat on the Commons Defence Select Committee. It scrutinises the military on behalf of Parliament. He had watched the MoD struggling to come to terms with the end of the Cold War. Quickly it became clear that the three services had a mass of overlapping training, catering, storage and supply, and research facilities; everything from barracks and underground bunkers, to housing, airfields, rifle ranges, victualling and ordnance yards. The combined assets made the MoD the second-largest landholder in the country. Which is well and good when readying for war but, with the collapse of the Iron Curtain, the government wanted a peace dividend: either less public money for the military or more of their spending would have to come from cashing in these overlapping or redundant assets.

In late 1994, over a long lunch, a lobbyist tugged at Malham’s ear. A syndicate of German pension funds, bursting with cash, was keen to find credible and risk-free investments. Perhaps the MP might be interested in a friendly meeting? In due course he learnt that in Germany the concept of Sale and Leaseback was going great guns. What about the 44,000 homes that were owned by the MoD? If these were sold to, and then leased back from, a company fronting the pension funds’ interests, the MoD would receive a huge injection of cash while retaining both possession and use of the properties.

It was a perfect bit of timing.

Malham took eighteen months to nudge and nurdle the deal through the back rooms of Westminster. It was then that he quit his seat, and things started to move quickly. Two months later, to no particular fanfare, he was announced as chairman and chief executive of a new, privately held company called Imphal Holdings. Less than a year before the 1997 election, the deal was finally announced.

On signature, Imphal paid £1.6 billion to the Treasury for the ownership of all 44,000 homes and accommodation belonging to the Ministry of Defence. The MoD leased these back for an inflation-adjusted fee of £140 million a year while also accepting sole responsibility for maintenance and refurbishment.

Note the cunning mismatch. All of the cash from the Imphal deal goes into the Treasury. But the maintenance and refurb costs come from the budget marked Defence. This being the same iron-fist-tight budget that pays for commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan. Pays pensions and compensation for death and injury. Plus a whole generation of new expensive war toys. (The MoD’s twenty largest weapons projects are at a minimum £3 billion overspent and almost forty years late.) With all that stress on just one budget, guess how much of Imphal’s money actually washes back from the Treasury into maintaining and refurbishing houses the MoD doesn’t even own any more? Not enough.

Within ten years, Imphal had secured another dozen sale and leaseback agreements with various arms of the government. All payments recession-proofed, of course. And Malham had parlayed his success into a vast Georgian mansion set in two thousand wild acres of Northumberland woods and farms, with twenty estate cottages to lord over. And, in London, a Belgravia residence with its own internal lift and indoor swimming pool. Price tag £7 million.

While Malham was quad-biking across his green acres or tootling up and down in his London lift, Tristie Merritt was serving out her last year in the army. She had been badly injured near Lashkar Gar in Afghanistan, took a long time in rehabilitation, and by December was put out to pasture in a barracks in south Wiltshire, a place called Tidworth, while her high-ups tried to work out what to do with her.

Female, single, officer accommodation.

The gas fire Tristie shared with two other females was condemned the day after she moved in. In the next two months, nothing. No one came to sort it out. And the roof leaked. From the roof space daylight was visible between the tiles, the wind whistling constantly. She rang to report it and her complaint was routed to a call centre in Liverpool. They seemed to care less. Four weeks later an odd-job man with a ladder tried to patch it up, but complained the roofing team were ‘too overworked’ and ‘under-resourced’ to attend. The place was slick with damp. An infestation of black scum, a fungal tidemark, stained the walls at head height in all of the rooms. And, if it hadn’t been the depths of winter, you could have sworn there was moss growing underfoot, lifting the carpet off the cement underfloor. The saddest smells, of damp and decay. It was like being trapped within the pages of a Dickens novel.


When are you going to stop pretending nothing’s wrong? That little voice droning away in Tristie’s head . . .

Ticking away in the back of Tristie Merritt’s mind had been that constant tone of conscience. Maddening. She felt extreme guilt about this, hence the harping voice, but to begin with not enough guilt to do anything about it, to use the skills the army had taught her. Not yet anyway.

There are so few things left that make this country great, as in Great Britain. But the quality of her soldiers positively is one of those. The sort of excellence you could stand up against the best anywhere in the world. Now, finally, Tristie Merritt had got her act together, ready to do something. A small tip of the hat to the can-do spirit of the army that had embraced her when she edged through the door of the local recruitment office, emaciated, washed out and almost feral, aged sixteen.

When are you going to stop pretending there’s nothing you should be doing to help?

So, one particularly wretched night of damp and draughty indignation, Tristie huddled into her borrowed greatcoat, gulped down her meds and decided she couldn’t wait to get out. Get that medical discharge. Get out of the whole damned show, and start up Ward 13.

The combat injury that Tristie Merritt suffered in Afghanistan had made it unlikely she would ever return to the elite Special Reconnaisance Regiment, a special forces unit still commonly known by its former pseudonym as 14 Intelligence Company, or, more simply, ‘the Det’. She was posted back to the Adjutant General’s Corps. Truthfully it was make-work. The army didn’t know what to do with her. But it didn’t matter now. All the time she was fixed on setting up Ward 13.

And her first recruit, Ferret, a sniper, would be the most important. Not least because she would want him to vouch for anybody else she might need from within the Parachute Regiment.

The first thing Tristie had noticed about Ferret was his hands. Exquisite long fingers. Hairless. Not a tremor or shiver. Easy to imagine those gentle fingers laid over the dark metal breech of his sniper’s long-range rifle. Ferret’s army docket said he was one of the few using the L115A1. He could take out a target with an 8.59mm bullet almost a mile distant. It was all in those fingers.

His fingers were about the only flesh on display as Ferret was lying in a civilian hospital bed, one leg raised and his face and head wrapped tight with bandages. About typical for what happens when you drive into a lamp-post at fifty miles an hour. The pink of his nose and little tufts of brown hair were the only contrast to the overall white of his dressings. With an IV plugged into his right arm and an ECG pulse bipping quietly on a monitor over his head, he looked a hell of a mess. There was a strong smell of alcohol sweating through his pores.

He seemed sunken against his pillow, in the middle of his own little head-spinning world of guilt.

Tristie sat down, took one of his hands. ‘You’re in a bit of a mess, Corporal.’

No reply. His hand was cold and still. Not a twitch.

‘My name is Captain Merritt. I’m with Staff and Personnel Support. On attachment with your battalion at the moment.’

She sensed him shuffle in his bed a little on hearing the rank. He was lying a little more straight. Then he took back his hand, to work a small gap between the bandages covering his lips. Just enough to speak.

‘Is that the same Merritt who was in 14 Company?’

It made her smile. The infamous Tristie Merritt. ‘I don’t know of any others.’ 14 Company, or the Det, as it was variously known when Merritt joined, were the army’s elite undercover surveillance unit, sometimes referred to as the eyes and ears of the SAS. Unusually, given that close quarters battle is a speciality, 14 Company and its successor, the SRR, actively recruits females.

‘You still with the Det, Captain?’

‘No. I’m in a civilian hospital with you.’

‘How come . . . If you don’t mind me asking?’

‘Same problem as you.’

‘You a pisshead, Captain?’

‘No.’ She chuckled at that. ‘Not a pisshead. Injured.’

Ferret took his time to think on that. ‘They say you can fight. Box, I mean.’ Sightless as he was, his voice sounded full of wonder.

‘They say you can shoot.’

‘Good enough to end up in here,’ and with that, and an uuunth sound that registered incredible pain, he turned away. Towards the light of the window.

Army paperwork showed that Ferret had had an unblemished disciplinary record until about four years before. Then the slow downward spiral had started. The investigating Military Police had even been kind enough to transcribe the incident in Basra.

One hundred and twenty degrees of heat. Battledress. Orders that required no movement. Minimal water. Plus that special jumpiness that operations in built-up areas always give you. One final factor to send a tremor through your bowels: the knowledge that in Iraq nothing is as it seems to be. Or as it should be. This was personified in the shape of the slouching Iraqi liaison officer whose real name everybody had long stopped using. He had aviator glasses, a droopy moustache and looked remarkably like Saddam himself. He was known simply as Shifty.

Intelligence said the Jaish Al Mahdi would be sending through a big arms shipment made to look like a truckload of sheep, of all things. This would be their restock of the improvised explosive devices that had been decimating British convoys. The handover was to be at a crossroads.

The file said the surveillance group had been in place for about three uncomfortable, fretful hours when a short, veiled woman appeared around a corner to the rear of the carefully hidden team. The heels of her open-toe sandals raising little dust clouds as she scurried up the street. Full plastic bag weighing down one arm.

Almost as if a scent was in the air, the woman sensed something was wrong. Something that needed investigating. It had started innocuously enough: a quick burst of radio traffic, Someone get this woman away from here. Then the panic. A spotter from the Iraqi Army had seen her reaching under her veil; judged this to be a threatening posture, or so the inquiry afterwards had been told. There had been a surge of Arabic yammering on the radio. Back and forth. Louder and louder. Then came the translation. Shifty was now shouting in English at the top of his voice. She’s not a damned female. More desperation and confusion . . . Shifty panicking now, She’s JAM in a veil . . . Unsettled, the British commander made a thoughtful errrrr sound on the radio that seemed to take for ever to end. On my life, she’s a bomber, promised Shifty. Silence on the comms. Now, now, now, he shrieked. You must. You must. Then one very clear order from the officer in charge, as the veiled woman took a step into the shadows at the back of the surveillance post: Go lethal. Combatant.

So. Ferret had taken his shot. From just over three hundred yards. Compensating for crosswind and bullet drop, he drilled his shot through the civilian’s skull. Just as he had been trained to do. Watched the faintest spray of brain fluid and blood in the tinted lens of his sight, and the whiplash jerk of the head and the tipping forward, followed by the graceless collapse. Readied himself for the next shot.

It had been a woman. Ferret had known that almost as soon as the round slugged into her, wrenching her head around and towards him. Unmistakably a woman. He had seen the dark eyelashes of a woman. Wide open. Fluttering in alarm and shock.

Moments later, racing around a corner had scooted a seven-year-old boy. Unkempt. A little toughie. Clothes covered in dust. Trying to catch up, looking for Mum.

Mum?

With his scope, like the trained professional he was, Ferret had tracked the boy as he tugged hopefully on the hem of the veil. Mum? He was wearing a football strip made by Umbro, the last one sponsored by Sharp: home colours for the seasons 1998–2000. White collar, black zip-up and Umbro diamonds marked out in white and black against the red of the sleeves. Manchester United. His team.

And Ferret felt his face flush with shame. That it had come to this.

The unforgiving heat notched up yet more degrees of suffering. Remorseless. He could feel the spidery touch of cramp across the inside of his thighs. And that light. That blinding light. Even when you closed your eyes it was still there. Drilling down through your skull, sawing into the vertebrae. Like the world’s tightest neck brace.

Just at that point beyond all pain, there was Shifty again. Screaming in Ferret’s earpiece. Babbling in Arabic, then barking in English, trying to insert himself into the chain of command: Take down the boy, he was bellowing. You pussies, kill the boy.

And that was when his life started to spin out of control . . . landing up in the here and now.

Ferret turned back to face Tristie. He put his hand in hers. Gently. Only later did she realise he was perhaps feeling to see whether she was wearing a wedding band. ‘You boxed a man once in the ring.’

‘A very small man. More like a boy really.’

‘But you beat him.’

Small laugh. ‘He was an idiot. And I was seriously pissed off. No great skill to beating idiots.’

Ferret’s voice was insistent. ‘But he was a male.’

Like that would have made a difference. A flicker of memory stirs within Tristie; the standard army boxing ring: twenty-three foot by twenty-three in a cold, draughty gym in the middle of February. It was one of the hoops everybody had to jump through, to get into the Det. All the instructors were on one side looking up through the ropes at the recruits. The test wasn’t so much to find the best boxer. That was largely about technique. No. These guys wanted to test for killer instinct. So the contests were Male vs Female: was the male tough enough to punch a female. Really put her down. Conversely could the female give as good as she got.

The test was known then, as it still is today, by the acronym GLF. Go Like Fuck.

‘He wouldn’t stop looking at my breasts. He was never going to win.’

She thought she saw a smile ease across Ferret’s chapped lips. He reached for a water bottle and sucked on the plastic feed pipe.

‘Have they breathalysed you yet?’

‘They tried, Captain, but the nurse shooed them away. Said they would be back within the next half an hour.’

Tristie looked at her watch.

By the way he was holding himself, Tristie could tell that the policeman waiting to breathalyse Ferret was ex-military. A proud man, with a heavily lined face and broad shoulders. He had looked tired and tense that morning. Perhaps Ferret’s case mirrored something in his own life: the world biting you in the backside when you least deserve it.

The two of them exchanged a few polite words after she had left Ferret’s bed. Then Tristie played her one card: Corporal, she said, my army-issue car seems to have been scratched up the side, and the tyres slashed. Who should I report this to? Her eyes had pleaded Can I buy this kid some time? She could say nothing more. It either happened, or it didn’t.

The policeman sucked at the back of his teeth for a moment, but she sensed just the smallest glint of complicity. Thrilled to be personally putting a finger on the scales of injustice. He turned and walked away, tut-tutting as he strode down the corridor. He didn’t come back to Ferret for almost five hours while he fussed in the car park, tooled about with the CCTV images, poked around some broken fences and hassled some kids on bikes who should have been at school.

That was how Ferret passed his test. But only by a tenth of a milligram. Sufficient for it not to affect the terms on which he had to leave the army.

Nobody would say anything either about the matter with Shifty, back in Basra. Because instead of taking out the kid, from almost nine hundred yards, Ferret had drilled a shot through Shifty’s crotch. Bad news on so many levels.

You’ve got to understand the politics most of all: the hopes and dreams of the Coalition lay in the new Iraqi Army, especially their officer corps. In many eyes Shifty was the future of the country. Indeed, he was who we were fighting for. But then real soldiers are notoriously poor at playing politics. Ferret had not only emasculated him, but worse. While Shifty was kicking around in the dust holding what was left of his reproductive organs, Ferret had taken out both knees as well. ‘Remarkable marksmanship,’ the line officer had noted in his file. ‘Sadly, not welcome back in this operational theatre.’

Two months later, when Ferret left the army, he joined Tristie Merritt. Gladly becoming the first recruit into Ward 13. Obviously she had passed some basic test of his; some gut-check sense of whether this female, former army officer was on the level or not. And through Ferret they had linked up with Piglet, who would be the linguistic expert, as well. Others would come on board once they had their hands on some of Sir Dale Malham’s ill-gotten gains.

The deed was fixed for a Friday. Late afternoon. In November. There was the usual darkness, blustery rain and endless gloom.

Ferret was sat in the Concorde Lounge of British Airways Terminal 5, dressed as expensively as they could afford in a navy tuxedo suit. Playing the City gent. Tie already undone. Jacket and cufflinks off. Sleeves rolled up.

Likewise Malham, who was on the couch opposite, unwinding after a hectic week picking the pockets of the MoD. A double Scotch on the rocks rested on his stomach as he sprawled out, feeding himself cashews, and watching lazy-eyed the business of Heathrow through the towering height of windows before him. Malham was booked on the six o’clock flight up to Newcastle. There, the former MP would slide into his pale green Bentley and take off to his country house. This was the fifth Friday night that Ward 13 had followed him. They knew his movements.

Tristie was in a poky hotel room almost three hundred miles away. Just a couple of hundred yards from Newcastle airport, in fact. Fretting. Thinking of all the things that could go wrong. And Piglet, recruit number two . . . he had the best gig. Waiting for a call in a distant beach bar on the north side of Grand Cayman. Probably looking out over a marina full of yachts and launches, and young, sleek women and old, grumpy men. Scrunching the warm sand through his toes, no doubt. Bastard.

Getting the money was down to Ferret and Tristie. Simple as that. There was an open mobile link between them. Ferret was in her left ear, both of them wearing hands-free phones. She checked her watch. A couple of minutes before 5.30 p.m. The flight was on time. Within the next ten minutes they’d be nudging their VVIP clients to the gate. It was now or never. The tension was tight in Tristie’s chest. In fifteen minutes she was either going to look very smart or impossibly stupid, with the prospect of a lot of police forever on her tail.

She thought about Sir Dale Malham in the pages of Horse & Hound, at a celebrity clay pigeon shoot with his brand-new, lovely little 20-bore Purdey over-and-under. How long can you pretend there’s nothing wrong with this situation? Then she thought about the appalling grot, the stench of that bathroom at Tidworth barracks. The contrast was just what Tristie needed to steel her nerves. When exactly are you going to stop turning the other cheek?


‘Ferret. What are you looking at?’

‘Biggest titties I ever saw.’ This is the downside of giving expensive surveillance equipment to former soldiers. Unsupervised.

‘Don’t go all horn-dog on me now.’

‘Hey.’ Sound of indignation from Ferret. ‘I’m just watching what Malham’s watching. Being as one with the target.’

In the Heathrow lounge, Ferret was wearing a pair of wholly unremarkable glasses, except for the small button camera fitted into the frame just by the bridge of his nose. The image generated, the girl with big breasts, would be playing in the palm of his hand on a digital video recorder no bigger than a credit card. The same image was also being stored on a secure digital card.

‘You’re close enough to Malham?’ There was no zoom function on the spy camera; you only achieved that effect by physically getting closer to the target. ‘You’ve got him framed tight enough?’

‘Don’t worry.’ Ferret’s voice was reassuringly breezy. ‘He looks plenty good from here. Distracted by them big bazoomers.’

‘That’s why God gave ’em to us. To bewitch and befuddle.’

‘We’re going to get this guy. Turn him upside down and shake him for all he is worth.’

Ferret was right. Focus. Get a grip, girl. Tristie looked down at the small, boxy worktable in her three-star hotel room near Newcastle airport. The files were all tidied away. The phones were ready. She had hands-free connections in both ears. The paperwork was laid out. She was in control. Was never going to be more ready . . .

‘OK. Sir Dale Malham. Come on down.’

Tristie Merritt dialled Malham’s mobile number from the hotel phone. And the first response was from Ferret, watching him in the lounge. Putting down his drink, spilling a few nuts on to the couch. Fumbling through his jacket pockets. ‘I hope that’s you calling, ’cos he’s looking for his phone.'

‘Is me. Stand by.’


‘Got the phone in his hand. Looking at the number on his screen. Confused . . .’ Malham’s screen would show the number 0191-214 . . . enough for him to know the call came from north-east Newcastle. Somewhere within a triangle of land between Ponteland, Throckley and Kingston Park that also included the airport. A lot of housing estates. Next to his former constituency in fact. Several dozen millions of pounds ago.

‘’Ullo?’ Despite his new-found airs and graces, she knew Malham would speak Geordie to those from the city. A defence mechanism.

Tristie took a deep breath, glanced one last time at the Internet print-off. It said that a woman called Kayleigh Brook had joined First Jet Private’s Newcastle operation six weeks before. A photo off the company website showed her to be a dyed blonde and smiley. And big boned from the look of things. Size fourteen. Tristie launched into her best Geordie. ‘Sir Dale Malham?’ The inflection rising at the end. ‘Is that you, Sir Dale?’ She was as good as she was because the British Army had made her so.

‘Wey aye.’ Very slightly sozzled, but still with the politician’s touch. ‘This is he.’

Tristie continued, gushing, like a schoolgirl. ‘My name is Kayleigh. You used to know my uncle. Long time back. He lived in Harydene. Perhaps you don’t remember. Anyway, that was a way ago. I work in finance, at First Jet Private. You know . . . Them . . . You know . . . Those . . .’ She stumbles here, a little bit breathy. Trying to sound flustered, talking to her first ever knight of the realm. Golly gee.

‘I don’t know you, pet, but it’s all right. I know First Jet. You’re calling from Newcastle.’ In her other ear Ferret whispers. ‘He’s smiling. He’s with you.’

‘I gotta be canny here, Sir Dale. I don’t want no trouble ’cos it’s all very embarrassing. I’m going to get an awful rocket from your missus if she finds me out.’

‘What is it, pet?’ Malham sounding intrigued.

‘Your birthday. This coming Tuesday . . . Happy birthday, by the way, Sir Dale . . . Well. The wifie has booked a surprise flight for ya birthday and all. Private jet, like a surprise, and a big tour round France and Venice. Three nights in some very posh places. You’re not supposed to know, like.’ Ferret in her left ear. ‘He’s nodding. Big smile. Whatever you’re saying is making sense to him.’

‘We took her credit card to confirm the hotels and things. Only we didn’t run all the charges, not until this afternoon ’cos you know the fuel surcharges are always last-minute, like. But her card won’t work now. You know the end of the month is Sunday, so there’s nothing left on her card, like. No juice.’

‘Frowning now. Not a happy bunny. Going a bit red round the neck.’

‘Anyways. I dunno what to do, like. It’s right doing my head in, this. ’Cos I don’t want to spoil your party, like, but I don’t want to get a rocket from your missus if we lose all them take-off and landing slots.’ Breath. Pause. Breath. ‘And it’s Friday night, Sir Dale. And I want to go get me dancing boots on, have a bit of a boogie. And I know this thing is going to be messing with my head, like, all weekend. So I thought I’d give you a bell and all.’

Ferret speaking softly. ‘He’s got a big shit-eater’s grin on his face.’

Malham sounded leery when he spoke. ‘So. Miss Kayleigh. What exactly do you want me to do?’

Tristie gave a little breathless giggle. ‘Well, you could just tell me ya card number. And ya PIN, of course. And trust me to be a good girl with it over the weekend.’ Now a little bit saucy. ‘But I’ve never done very well at being a good girl . . . if you know what I mean . . .’

‘God’s honest truth, he’s playing with his balls right in front of me. Taking a drink of his whisky with one hand and playing with his fucking balls with the other.’

Malham’s voice sounds a little slurry. ‘Pet. Good girl or not, as much as I want to you give you my credit card . . . I’m sure you realise that’s not the wisest thing. So how’s about we try another way.’

Amused resignation in Tristie’s voice. ‘I thought you might say that . . . so I guess I’m going to have to give you the company bank account. Do things the old-fashioned way.’ She looked down at the invoice she had had faxed from the offices of First Jet Private, having spoken to the real Kayleigh Brook. It was genuine, with the correct sort code and bank address. Ferret’s voice was full of excitement. ‘He’s getting out a pen and paper. He’s going to do it.’

‘Go ahead, Kayleigh. Read me the account details. So I can pay for me own bloody birthday surprise, and keep a pretty girl like you out of trouble on a Friday night. Read it out to me. I’ll check with the bank. Squirt the money through.’

‘Aw. Thanks a bunch.’ And so Tristie did, reading out all the information Malham would need. She had rung up First Jet Private that morning saying she wanted to put down a deposit on a package they were offering to next year’s Monte Carlo Grand Prix. Asked that they fax through the invoice for payment. So it was the company’s genuine details that were being read down the phone. The details would match payments Malham had made to the same company for similar trips. First Jet Private’s own quarterly glossy circulars had boasted that Malham travelled with them to Moscow and Rome for the final of the Champions League, to Milan for some opera and a whole range of trips to Germany. To see happy pension fund managers.

The First Law of the Great Con: if your mark can’t see your point of profit, all defences will be down and you can get him for anything. ‘He’s writing it all down.’ And he did, even reading it back to make sure.

Tristie’s final words. ‘Please, pretty please, can you make sure they start the payment thing rolling tonight. Please.’ And that was the last time she heard Sir Dale Malham’s voice.

Five minutes later Tristie was out of the hotel room and in her rental car when the email from Ferret arrived. It was a high-resolution video clip lasting just over three minutes, taken from the secure digital card recording off his camera lens. Malham calling his Jersey bank.

One of the things Tristie had had to learn when she was in the various care homes of her childhood was lip-reading. It was a survival thing. The need to communicate about their ‘carers’, to mock or ridicule, or warn others, but always fearing their wrath if they were caught speaking. Silence indeed golden.

Watching him on screen, it didn’t take Tristie long to read off Malham’s sort code and account number. He was making no effort to be discreet. He explained on his mobile that the account he wanted to tap was his call deposit account. Instant access. Funds in excess of £50,000 required. She scribbled all of this down, her heart beating a little too fast. They were still a long way from victory. Fewer than forty per cent of word sounds are distinguishable by sight alone.

He spoke the amount he wished to transfer to First Jet Private, and confirmed it once again. The numbers were easy because the visemes, or visual units of speech, were simple to pick. Answered a random but fairly obvious-to-anticipate security question. Then Malham gave the first line of his address, and postcode. Next, his authorisation code, or password. That was when the fun started.

It took Tristie a couple of minutes of playing it back and forth before she could even take a guess. No, she told herself. Can’t be. She went back over it again and again and again, and the pinprick of emotion that started as anxiety somewhere in her stomach had spread. Becoming anger. Then her whole body tightened with fury. Money For Old Rope. His password was Money For Old Rope. She could have been wrong, of course. Money and Many lip-read the same. It helped that so many of even the Jersey call centres were using East European staff, so Malham had had to enunciate it carefully. It kept coming back to the same thing. Money For Old Rope. Perhaps she was being unfair. Perhaps this was a book title or obscure Dire Straits album he could have been referring to? Or was this really what he thought of his armed forces connections, and the millions he had accrued? Money For Old Rope.

Quickly Tristie checked the airport website. The flight to Newcastle was showing Closed. Pushed back from the gate. He’d be out of contact for the next seventy-five minutes at least. So she dialled up Ferret, told him carefully what she knew, and asked him to get to work. He would be the male voice that rang the bank, no point her trying. Only he could be Sir Dale Malham: transferring out chunks of £50,000. They’d agreed, keep ringing back until you exhaust the daily, weekly or monthly limit, or he simply runs out of cash. Allow two minutes between each call and you would be assured of a different person answering each time. All transfers to the Ward 13 account in the bank’s sister branch in Grand Cayman.


Good luck, Ferret, she said, feeling guilty, hoping he understood that she had done everything possible to minimise the risk, short of making the calls herself. The pre-pay mobile he used was brand new. No history. Possibly, they could back-triangulate the calls to within fifty yards of where he was in Terminal 5, which gave them a pool of about five thousand suspects. There was much more of a trail leading to Tristie, but that didn’t stop her worrying that Ferret was carrying too much of the risk.

She waited in the hotel car park. Laptop fired up, and the website set to www.openatc.com so she could watch the slow progress of Malham’s BA flight to Newcastle as it pushed north through England’s congested skies. The assumption would be that he’d make a call or get a message on his mobile as soon as the flight landed. Perhaps he would harangue his partner about her spending, discover in fact there was no birthday trip planned, maybe get a call from a supervisor at the bank, worried that an account had been flushed clean of cash. Seventy-five minutes was their time frame.

The only thing to do was sit back. Look through her rain-spattered windscreen. Try and remain calm. The longer she waited, the more her mind grew accustomed to the idea of getting caught. At least they had a good shot at some publicity: the British love the idea of a noble failure. The girl with no parents, attractive, single, exciting but deeply classified army career, tilting at windmills. Maybe she could make some sort of celebrity D-list, surviving as a rent-a-quote security expert on TV and radio. She felt her nails dig into her palms at the thought . . . an awful reality.

‘Captain?’


Huh? She jumped. It felt like only seconds later but Ferret was back in Tristie’s ear. Panicky, she glanced down at the laptop and gulped. Steady. Openatc.com showed Malham’s flight over the North Sea making its turn towards Newcastle airport. Take it easy. Deep breath.

‘Yes?’ She cleared her throat. ‘Things OK?’

Ferret sounded way down. ‘He’s run out of money already.’

‘Oh dear.’ Instantly, Tristie was thinking about Plan B, how to keep Ward 13 alive, how much would she have to borrow. And where from. ‘How much?’

Ferret sighed. And in her cold, boxy little rental car, she could feel his gloom wrap around her. How small was the amount they’d managed to scavenge? she wondered. Tell me it’s not too embarrassingly small . . .

‘A one and four zeros.’ Ten thousand pounds.

Ferret’s disappointment was obvious. Yet a tiny, sneaky part of her was relieved. Look on the bright side, she felt herself wanting to say. It was a small amount, not what they needed as seed money, but at the same time not enough to set off an international manhunt. Perhaps, she had the words ready to say, she’d over-egged the opportunity. ‘I’m sorry, Ferret. I really am.’

Quiet followed. And in that silence she searched for conversation, a female instinct, some meaningless words to soothe the sharp edge of male disappointment . . .

Which was when Ferret erupted in a gale of laughter. Almost maniacal. Then the quietest whisper. ‘One point two five million.’ He gurgled with delight, saying it again, softly. ‘A one, a two, a five and four frigging zeros.’

Tristie’s first panicked reaction had been, Put the Money Back.

‘Put it back??! Tristie, excuse my English, but are you fucking crazy? This guy calls us Money For Old Rope, and you want to give it back?!’

And, of course, Ferret was right. They didn’t. And in the Caymans, Piglet picked up the banker’s cheque ninety minutes later: £1.25 million. An hour after that, he was off, on a scheduled flight to the Bahamas. (Army humour . . . the guy is Piglet because he is the scion of a wealthy family of Jewish traders. Reubens. His father allowed him to use one of the family’s long-dormant and untraceable Cayman Island accounts, have it renamed Ward 13 Operating Funds.) Piglet then banked the cheque in a brand-new Bahamas account, and suddenly the whole thing was in business. Ward 13. This half-crazy, half-stupid idea had become reality.


Operation Macchar, minus eighteen days

US Embassy

Diplomatic Enclave

Islamabad, Pakistan


First impressions: the CIA station chief in Islamabad is bald, shiny bald. And even with a nose-guard’s broad frame, he looks seriously overweight. And when William Lamayette frowns somehow the whole of his scalp and fleshy neckline frowns with him, folding into ridges and gulleys that speak of anxiety and tension. There is something about his intensity, the way he sucks up the pressure of the job, that reminds people of Colonel Kurtz, the Brando character in Apocalypse Now. Then there is the unusual get-up. For tonight’s cross-examination with Washington he’s wearing a specially tailored black cotton salwar kameez. Not typical Agency office-wear, but damned comfortable nonetheless.

Some whisper that, like Colonel Kurtz, he is already insane. Only forty-eight years old, they tut, as if real CIA people couldn’t be losing their marbles until they were at least fifty-five. As to Lamayette himself, it’s soul destroying to feel that he is the only person taking all this seriously.

‘Jeez. You’d think these screwy bastards might have a handle on what their frigging generals were up to.’ Lamayette blows a thick stream of cigarette smoke to the ceiling. Frazzled. His hefty back and shoulders carrying his bulk distort his body to an upright turtle shape. ‘Bit of command and control wouldn’t go amiss in a country with a goddam nuke bomb. I’ve flushed away turds . . . small pebbly turds, and each one with more smarts than some of their staff officers . . .’
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‘A great read . ... gritty and authentic”
Andy McNab
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