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one


Knightsbridge, London, UK. 1738 hours.


His name was Hauser and he moved down the corridor as fast as his bad right leg allowed. The metal toolbox he carried was heavy and exaggerated his limp. He paused in front of the last door on the right. A yellow sign on the door read ‘WARNING! AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY’. He fished a key chain from his paint-flecked trousers and skimmed through the keys until he found the right one. His hand was trembling. He looked across his right shoulder at the bank of lifts ten metres back down the corridor. Satisfied the coast was clear, he inserted the key in the lock and twisted it. There was a sequence of clicks as the pins inside jangled up and down, and then a satisfying clack as the lock was released.


Hauser stepped inside the room. It was a four-metre-square jungle of filing cabinets, cardboard boxes and industrial shelves with a tall, dark-panelled window overlooking the street below. Hauser hobbled over to the window. An electric pain shot up his leg with every step, like someone had taped broken glass to his shins. He stopped in front of the window and dumped a roll of black tarpaulin he’d been carrying under his left arm. Then he set the toolbox down next to the tarp and scanned the scene outside. He was on the fourth floor of an office block adjacent to the Lanesborough Hotel at Hyde Park Corner. The current tenants were some kind of marketing agency who, he knew, were badly behind with their rent. They’d have to relocate soon. Shame. From that height Hauser had quite a view. The pavements were packed with commuters and tourists flocking in and out of Hyde Park Corner Tube station. Further in the distance lay the bleached green ribbon of the park itself.


Yep. It was quite a view. Especially if you wanted to shoot somebody.


Hauser was wearing a tearaway paper suit that had been vacuum-packed. The overalls came with a hood. He also wore a pair of surgical gloves. The suit and gloves would both prevent his DNA from contaminating the scene, as well as protecting his body from residue such as gunpowder. Now Hauser knelt down. Slowly, because any sudden movement sent fierce voltages of pain up his right leg, he prised open the toolbox. It was rusty and stiff and he had to force the damn thing apart with both hands. Finally the cantilever trays separated. There were three trays on either side of the central compartment. Each one was filled with tools. Hauser ran his fingers over them. There was a rubber-headed hammer, tacks, putty, bolt-cutters, a pair of suction pads, a large ring of different-sized hexagon keys and a spirit level.


There were two more objects in the bottom of the main compartment of the toolbox. One was a diamond cutter. The other was a featureless black tube ten inches long and three and a half inches wide. Made of carbon-fibre, it weighed just 300 grams, no more than a tennis racquet. Hauser removed the tube. There was a latch on the underside. Hauser flipped this and a pistol grip flipped out, transforming the tube into a short-barrelled rifle.


Hauser cocked the bolt. The whole operation had taken four seconds. Four seconds to set up a selective-fire rifle effective up to 300 metres.


Hauser set the rifle down and took the diamond cutter from the toolbox. Moving with speed now, he ran the cutter around the edges of the window until he had cut out a rectangle of glass as big as a forty-inch TV. Then he took out the suction pads and, with one in either hand, pressed them to the sides of the cut-out sheet. The glass came loose easily. Hauser laid this down on the floor with the suction pads still attached. Then he took the black tarp, hammer and tacks and pinned one end of the material to the ceiling, allowing the rest to drape down over the opening. Seen from the street below, the tarp would give the appearance of reflective glass. If anyone looked up at the window, they wouldn’t see shit.


Going down on one knee, Hauser tucked the stock tight into the Y-spot where his shoulder met his chest. His index finger rested on the trigger, then he applied a little pressure. He went through the drill he had practised thousands of times before.


Breathe in. Breathe out.


Keep the target in focus.


Firm shoulder. Left hand supporting the right.


The woman in his sights meant nothing to him. She’d simply been the first person he targeted. She was sitting on a bench and eating a sandwich. The optics were so precise that Hauser could identify the brand. Pret A Manger.


He pulled the trigger.


She was eating a sandwich one second and clutching her guts the next.


The subsonic .22 long rifle rimfire round tore a hole in her stomach big enough to accommodate your middle finger.


And he went for the stomach with the next seven targets too. Unlike head shots, gut shots didn’t kill people, and Hauser had been specifically told not to kill. Only maim. He kicked out the rounds in quick succession. Two seconds between each. With each shot the muzzle phtt-ed and the barrel jerked.


The bodies dropped.


The crowd was confused by the first two shots. The built-in suppressor guaranteed that the shots didn’t sound like the thunderous ca-rack of a bullet. But when the third target fell they all knew something terrifying was happening. Panic spread and everyone ran for cover.


Twenty-four seconds. That’s how long it had taken Hauser to leave eight civilians sprawled on the pavement soaked in their own blood and pawing at their wounds. The victims were strangely silent. No one else dared approach them. Any sane person would wait for a clear sign that the shooting had stopped.


Hauser stepped back from the window. He was confident no one had seen him. The suppressor had phased out more than ninety per cent of the sound, making it difficult for anyone to clearly understand that they were gunshots, let alone pinpoint their origin. A breeze kicked up. The tarp fluttered. Hauser quickly folded up the weapon and stashed it in the toolbox. He removed the overalls and stuffed them into the toolbox. The overalls he would dispose of shortly, in a nearby public toilet, courtesy of a lit match and some wetted toilet paper to cover and disable the smoke detector. He left the room.


Police sirens in the distance. And now screams from the crowd, as if the sirens gave them permission.










two


Hereford, UK. The next day. 2233 hours.


He downed it in three long gulps that had the barmaid shaking her head and the three gnarled alcoholics at the other end of the bar nodding welcome to the newest member of their club. Joe Gardner polished off his London Pride and tipped the foamy glass at the barmaid.


‘Another,’ he said.


The barmaid snatched his empty glass and stood it under the pump. Golden beer flowed out of the nozzle and settled into a dark-bronze column. She cut him a thick head and dumped the glass in front of him.


‘Cheers, Kate.’ Gardner raised his glass in a toast but she had already turned her back. ‘But you’re forgetting one thing.’


Kate sighed. ‘What’s that?’


‘Your phone number.’


‘The only thing you’ll get from me is a slap.’ A disgusted expression was plastered over the right side of the girl’s face. Gardner doubted her left side was any more pleasant. ‘That’s your last pint till you settle your tab.’


‘Give us a break,’ Gardner grunted, rooting around in his jeans pocket for imaginary change.


Then a voice to his left said, ‘This one’s on me.’


On the edge of his vision Gardner glimpsed a red-knuckled hand slipping the barmaid a pair of crisp twenty-quid notes. She eyed the queen’s head suspiciously before accepting it.


‘Thanks. This’ll about cover it.’


‘My pleasure,’ the voice said. ‘After all, we’ve got to look after our own.’


The voice was hoarse and the man’s breath wafted across Gardner’s face and violated his nostrils. It was the smoky, medicinal smell of cheap whisky.


‘Didn’t I see you on the telly once?’


Gardner didn’t turn around.


‘Yeah,’ the voice went on. ‘You’re that bloke from the Regiment. The one who was at Parliament Square. You were the big hero of the day.’


The voice swigged his whisky. Ice clinked against the glass.


‘You look like a bag of bollocks, mate,’ said the voice. ‘What the fuck happened?’


Gardner took a sip of his pint. Said nothing.


‘No, wait. I can guess what happened. I mean, fucking look at you. You’re a joke. You’re a right fucking cunt.’


Gardner stood his beer on the bar. Kate was nowhere to be seen. Then he slowly turned to face his new best friend.


‘That’s right. A complete and utter cunt.’


He looked as ugly as he sounded. Red cheeks hung like sandbags beneath a pair of drill-hole eyes set in a head topped off with a buzzcut. He was a couple of hundred pounds or thereabouts, half of it muscle and the rest fat that had been muscle in a previous life. The glass in front of him was half-full of whisky and ice. The glazed expression in his eyes told Gardner the drink had not been the guy’s first of the night, or even his tenth.


‘I’m not looking for trouble,’ Gardner said quietly.


‘But you found it anyway. You know, there’s nothing more tragic than a washed-up old Blade.’ The man pulled a face at the prismatic bottom of the tumbler. ‘Know what? Someone should just put you out of your fucking misery now.’


Gardner attempted to focus on the guy and saw two of him. Sixteen pints of Pride and a few shots off the top shelf will do that to a man. Rain lightly drum-tapped on the pub windows. The guy leaned in close to Gardner and whispered into his left ear.


‘Me, I’m from 3 Para. Real fucking soldier. Real fucking man.’ He winked at the barmaid. ‘Ain’t that right, Kate?’ She smiled back flirtatiously. Then the guy turned back to Gardner. ‘Now do me a favour and fuck off.’


A shit-eating grin was his parting gift.


Gardner swiftly drank up. Made for the door.


Outside in the deserted car park the rain was lashing down in slanted ice sheets. Gardner zipped up his nylon windcheater to insulate himself against the cold and wet. The Rose in June pub was set on the outskirts of Hereford and the low rent was probably the only reason it hadn’t shut down. Gardner made his way down the back streets, snaking towards the Regiment’s headquarters. He navigated around the housing estate that used to be the site of the old Regiment camp on Stirling Lane. Now it was all council-owned. The rain picked up, spattering the empty street that edged the estate. Gardner couldn’t see more than two or three metres in front of him. A ruthless wind whipped through the street and pricked his skin. Gardner closed his eyes. He heard voices, subdued beneath the bass line of the rain.


When he opened his eyes a fist was colliding with his face.
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2301 hours.


The fist struck Gardner hard and sudden, like a jet engine backfiring. He fell backwards, banging his head against the kerb. A sharp pain speared the base of his skull and it took a moment to wrench himself together. You’re lying on your back. Your cheek is on fire from a fucking punch. And Para is towering over you.


Para’s hands were at his side and curled into kettlebells. He hocked up phlegm and spat at Gardner. The gob arced through the rain like a discus and landed with a plop on his neck.


‘Get up, prick.’ Para’s voice was barely audible above the hammering rain.


Gardner wiped away the spittle with the back of his hand.


‘I said, get the fuck up.’


Gardner noticed two guys with Para, one at either shoulder. The guy on the left was shaven-headed with black dull eyes and the kind of hulking frame that you only get from injecting dodgy Bulgarian ’roids. He wore a grey hoodie and dark combats. Gardner noticed he was clutching a battery-operated planer. The guy on Para’s right stood six-five. A reflective yellow jacket hung like a tent from his scrawny frame. He smiled and revealed a line of coffee-brown teeth. He was holding a sledgehammer. Raindrops were cascading off the tip of its black head.


‘Call yourself a Blade,’ Para said. ‘You’re just a washed-up cunt.’


Hoodie and Black Teeth laughed like Para was Ricky Gervais back when he was funny.


Gardner began scraping himself off the pavement. The rain hissed. The guys were crowding around him now. He swayed uneasily on his feet.


Black Teeth was gripping the sledgehammer with both hands. He stood with his feet apart in a golf-swing posture and raised the hammer above his right shoulder. Gardner knew he should be ducking out of the way but the booze had made him woozy. Dumbly he watched as the hammer swung down at him.


Straight into his solar plexus. Thud!


A million different pains fired in the wall of his chest. He heard something snap in there. Heard it, then felt it. His ribcage screamed. He dropped to his knees and sucked in air. The valley of his chest exploded. He looked up and saw Black Teeth standing triumphantly over him.


‘What a joke,’ he said.


Black Teeth went to swipe again but Hoodie came between them, wanted a piece of the action for himself. He’d fired up the planer and was aiming it at Gardner’s temple. Gardner managed to climb to his knees. He didn’t have the energy to stand on two feet, but he wasn’t going to lie down and leave himself defenceless. First rule of combat, he reminded himself: always try to stay on your toes. The planer buzzed angrily. Gardner was alert now, his body flooded with endorphins and adrenaline. In a blur he quickly sidestepped to the left and out of the path of the planer. Momentum carried Hoodie forwards, his forearm brushing Gardner’s face, the planer chopping the air.


Then Gardner unclenched his left hand and thrust the open palm into Hoodie’s chest. Winded the cunt. Hoodie yelped as he dropped to the ground. The planer flew out of his hands and Gardner reached for it, but Black Teeth was on top of him and bringing the sledgehammer in a downward arc again. Gardner feinted, dropping his shoulder and leaving Black Teeth swiping at nothing. Out of the corner of his eye Gardner spied Para fishing something out of his jacket. Gardner folded his fingers in tightly and jabbed his knuckles at Black Teeth’s throat. He could feel the bone denting the soft cartilage rings of the guy’s trachea. The sledgehammer rang as it hit the deck.


Para had a knife in his hands now. Gardner recognised the distinctive fine tip of a Gerber Compact.


‘Fuck it, you cunt,’ said Para. ‘Come on then.’


Para lunged at Gardner, angling the Gerber at his neck. Gardner shunted his right hand across and jerked his head the same direction, pushing the blade away. Then he launched an uppercut at Para’s face. His face was a stew of blood and bone.


Gardner moved in for the kill. He grabbed the planer and lamped it against the side of Para’s face. Para groaned as he fumbled blindly for the Gerber.


Too late.


Gardner yanked Para’s right arm. He pinned his right knee against the guy’s elbow, trapping his forearm in place. Then he depressed the button to start the planer. The tool whirred above the incessant rain as he slid it along the surface of Para’s forearm. The blade tore off strips of flesh. A pinkish-red slush spewed out of the side of the device. Gardner drove the planer further up Para’s arm. His scream turned into something animal. The skin below was totally shredded, a gooey mess of veins coiled around whitish bone. It didn’t look like an arm any longer. More like something a pack of Staffies had feasted on.


Pleased with his work, Gardner eased off the button and ditched the planer. It clattered to the ground, sputtered, whined and died.


The rain was now a murmur.


‘My arm,’ Para said. ‘My fucking arm!’


‘I see you again, next time it’s your face.’ Gardner’s voice was as sharp as cut glass. ‘Are we fucking clear?’


Gardner didn’t wait for an answer. He gave his back to the three fucked-up pricks and walked down the road, past the construction site. He had reached a crossroads in his life. Lately he’d been getting into a lot of scraps. And deep down he was afraid of admitting to himself that fighting was all he was good for. The problem was, he was no longer an operator. His injury had reduced him to cleaning rifles and hauling HESCO blocks around Hereford, and the suit did not fit a fucking inch.


He was a couple of hundred metres from the site when his mobile sparked up. A shitty old Nokia. Gardner could afford an iPhone 4, but only in his dreams. The number on the screen wasn’t one he recognized. An 0207 number. London. He tapped the answer key.


‘Is that Mr Joseph Gardner?’


The voice was female and corporate. The kind of tone that belonged on airport announcements. Pressing the phone closer to his ear, Gardner said, ‘Who’s this?’


‘Nancy Rayner here. I’m calling from Talisman International.’


Gardner rubbed his temples, trying to clear the fog of booze behind his eyeballs. The name sounded vaguely familiar.


‘The security consultancy?’ the woman went on. ‘You submitted a job application . . . let me see . . .’ – Gardner heard the shuffle of papers – ‘. . . two weeks ago.’


Her words jolted his mind. Fucking yes. He did recall applying for a job. He also recalled thinking he had next to no hope of getting it. Talisman were one of the new boys on the security circuit. He’d not heard anything, and figured it was the same better-luck-elsewhere story.


‘We’d like to invite you for an interview.’


Gardner fell silent.


‘Mr Gardner?’


‘Yes?’


‘How does tomorrow sound? One o’clock at our offices?’


It sounded better than good. It was fucking great.


He said simply, ‘OK.’


‘Excellent. So we’ll see you tomorrow at one.’


Click.


Gardner was left listening to dead air. Suddenly the drunken mist behind his eyes was lifting. He tucked the mobile away, dug his hands into his jacket pockets and quickened his pace.


Maybe he wouldn’t be hauling gravel around Hereford for the rest of his miserable life.










four


London, UK. 1257 hours.


As the First Great Western train slithered into Paddington, the passenger announcement shook Gardner from his slumbers. ‘All change.’ The doors bleated and opened, and Gardner made his way to the Underground. The concourse was crawling with armed police patrolling around with their Heckler & Koch MP5K submachine guns strapped around their chests. Gardner afforded himself a wry smile. These coppers couldn’t shoot their way out of a wet bog roll yet here they were prancing around like fucking Rambo. He parted with six quid for a one-day Travelcard and caught the Bakerloo Line towards Elephant and Castle. Twelve minutes later the Tube coughed him up at Charing Cross.


Life had not been kind to Gardner since he had stopped MI6 agent Leo Land from engineering a conflict between Israel and Iran. Land had been publicly humiliated and war narrowly averted, but the media didn’t give Gardner any credit. Not that he wanted it. Aimée Milana, the journalist he had been protecting, had been killed by a sniper’s bullet in London’s Parliament Square in front of the world’s media. The 7.62x51mm NATO round entered her left eye, bored through her brain and exited via her left shoulder. Aimée died immediately, and in death she became both martyr and the intrepid investigator who had uncovered the plot. Gardner hadn’t loved her, but he cared enough to let her take the afterlife glory.


He emerged from the Tube into the chaotic embrace of Charing Cross. More coppers. The crowds were thinner than he recalled from his last visit. The shooting at Knightsbridge had put everyone on edge. Copies of Metro carpeted the ground, stamped with shoeprints and bird shit. He caught half of a headline, the word ‘HORROR’ in big bold letters next to a pixelated CCTV image of a woman covered in blood. He hooked a left onto the Strand and kept an eye on the clouds, bulging like overfilled flour sacks.


Gardner quickened his stride and tried to feel at ease in the cheap suit he was wearing. He carried on down Whitehall and the classical buildings imposing themselves between old boys’ boozers and souvenir shops. At the back of the Household Cavalry’s headquarters Gardner hung a left onto Horse Guards Avenue and tipped his head in quiet respect at the statue of the Gurkha outside the Ministry of Defence. Left again and he found himself on Whitehall Court. Twenty metres down the street he found the place he was looking for.


Compared with the ostentation around it, the building looked subdued. It was three storeys tall with a stucco front and an oak door, above which a dark glass fanlight framed the company name in finely etched gold letters: Talisman Security. The ‘International’ had been shortened to ‘Int’l’. Gardner approached the intercom to the right of the door and pressed the buzzer.


‘Yes?’ a woman squawked.


‘Joe Gardner. I’m here for the interview.’


Static crackled from the speaker. Gardner scratched his freshly clipped beard, straightened his tie.


‘Please enter.’


There was the diplomatic click of a lock being released. Gardner gave the brass doorknob a twist and entered the reception. The woman who had spoken to him through the intercom greeted him with a stern face. She was disappointingly old and fat. He was signed in and given a visitor ID badge.


He rode the shuddering box lift up to the first floor. When he stepped out he got a surprise. This floor was nothing like the gentlemen’s club décor of the reception. Gone were the dark-framed portraits and the musty smell of old money. Instead he was in a white-tiled corridor with frosted-glass office doors. A fragrance like freshly chopped pinewood hung in the air. He stopped outside the interview room for a moment and wiped his brow.


Gardner had faced down terrorists and been shot at by African warlords, but job interviews scared the shit out of him. Fuck it, he thought. Let’s get it over with. He opened the door and entered a long and wide meeting room. A white walnut table faced him. A deck of Cisco phones were lined up on the table, along with a projector, and at one end of the room was a pulled-down white screen.


Three figures were seated at the far end of the table.


On the left was a woman. Slimline body, small breasts, early thirties. Her brunette hair was tied back in a businesslike manner and she was dressed in an understated skirt suit. On her wedding-ring finger she wore a discreet band that depressed Gardner.


The guy on the right was almost as thin as the bird. He was sitting stiffly in his chair and scribbling on a notepad. Conservative-blue suit, white shirt, grey tie. His face was smooth and clean-shaven, his fingernails immaculately cut. He didn’t look like he had ever lifted a weight, let alone spent a night in the jungle.


Then Gardner set eyes on the figure sitting in the middle, and did a double-take. He blinked. His eyes were not deceiving him. The man was sitting with his hands splayed in front of him and broadcasting a smug, taunting look at Gardner.


‘Hello, Joe,’ he said.


There was a long pause while an invisible rope tightened around Gardner’s chest.


‘This is Nancy Rayner,’ said the man, gesturing to his right. ‘And this is Danny, my PA,’ he added, nodding at the corporate twat to his left.


But Gardner couldn’t take his eyes off the man in the middle.


‘You two know each other?’ Rayner asked, her eyes flicking between Gardner and the man sitting next to her.


‘We do,’ breathed Gardner. ‘Hello, John.’
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1334 hours.


John Bald looked good for a dead man. He was decked out in an olive-green Ralph Lauren polo shirt, stonewashed jeans and brown Timberlands. The muscles on his forearms bulged like a pair of knotted garden hoses about to burst. A TAG Heuer Aquaracer watch glinted on his wrist.


‘You’re not here,’ Gardner said. ‘You’re fucking dead.’


Bald leaned back and laughed at the ceiling. It was a full-bellied, confident laugh and it made Gardner feel like he was something Bald was scraping off the bottom of his shoe.


‘And now I’m back,’ said Bald. ‘Hallelujah! It’s a miracle, Joe – isn’t it?’


Gardner edged closer. Deep, thick scars were pressed into Bald’s cheeks like barbed wire. His forehead was marked with pink gashes. Scar tissue. It all came hurtling back at Gardner. The village of Brezovan. The Presevo Valley, Serbia. He had looked on helplessly as Russian mafia goons pumped Bald full of hot lead. The rounds had rent terrible damage, thundering through Bald’s body and tearing off clumps of flesh. And Gardner hadn’t been able to do a thing about it.


‘But I saw you with my own eyes. You had more holes in you than a fucking choirboy.’


‘I got lucky,’ Bald said. ‘I was out of it for hours. Lying there in that fucking foul ditch. Left for dead. Then I came to. It was dark but somehow I managed to drag myself to the nearest town. God knows how I made it that far. Some farmer found me. Drove me to the hospital. I remember bright lights and a doctor telling me I wouldn’t make it.’


Bald’s eyes shone like polished steel.


‘It took me six months to recover,’ he said, his gaze now dropped. ‘I was so weak I could barely lift a spoon to my mouth.’


Gardner tried to take in what Bald was telling him. The pain flared up in his ribcage again. He put a hand to his chest and caught his breath.


‘You OK?’ Bald looked genuinely concerned.


‘I’m fine,’ Gardner said much too quickly.


‘Why don’t you have a seat?’


Gardner deposited himself on the chair facing Bald and accepted a tumbler of chilled water from the PA. Now Rayner was flicking through a neat stack of papers in front of her. Danny had his thin lips sealed. Something didn’t seem right about him in Gardner’s mind. He knew John Bald better than most. And Bald would never hire a bloke as a PA. He’d go for a smoking-hot blonde every time.


‘Let’s get down to business, shall we?’ said Bald. ‘That’s what we’re here for, after all.’


Gardner nodded and gave Bald a chummy smile.


‘’Course,’ Gardner said. ‘I’m glad you’re alive, mate.’


‘Likewise, Joe.’ Bald was grinding his jaws like he was chewing tarmac. ‘It’s fucking good to see you. Not many of us old Blades left in the world, is there? You’re practically family.’


Gardner smiled and felt the lead weights lift from his shoulders. No one knows me better than John, he was thinking. John was a lying, thieving bastard, but he was also an old mucker. I’m fucking in here, he told himself.


‘Thanks for inviting me up here,’ Gardner said, framing his premium-grade smile. ‘I really appreciate you giving me this opportunity, John.’


‘Don’t mention it,’ Bald said, generously waving aside the compliment. Rayner placed a sheet of paper in front of him. Bald took a breath mint from an expensive-looking little metal case and popped it into his mouth. Gardner caught a glimpse of the paper and recognized it as the CV he’d emailed to Rayner when applying for the job.


‘Very impressive credentials,’ Bald said, raising his bushy eyebrows. ‘I mean, seriously fucking good. Says here you were awarded the MM in 2 Para by the age of twenty-one, applied as a candidate for Selection aged twenty-three and passed at the first attempt.’


‘Yeah, that’s right,’ Gardner said. His smile began to crack at the edges as he wondered, what’s John trying to get at? He knows all this shit already.


Bald said, ‘You finished second overall in the long drag. Who was first?’


‘You were.’


Bald slapped a hand dolefully against his forehead.


‘Fuck me, that’s right. I’m always forgetting that.’ Rayner suppressed a laugh while Bald returned to the CV and read on. ‘One tour of duty in Kosovo, undercover work with the SRR in Northern Ireland, two combat tours in Iraq as part of Task Force Black, then combat operations in Afghanistan. And then – oh, what’s this?’


He tapped at a note at the bottom of the page.


‘Says here you sustained combat injuries in Afghanistan.’


Gardner was still trying to hold the smile. Bald stared down the barrel of his bulbous nose at him. His voice was growing louder, his Scottish accent more pronounced. ‘I know that too, of course. I was there. I was the one who saved your fucking life.’


‘And I’ll always be grateful—’


‘Lost your hand, though,’ Bald cut Gardner short.


Gardner instinctively covered his artificial left hand with his right. Bald passed the CV back to Rayner and shook his head.


‘No. I’m sorry, Joe. But your combat injury, your fucked-up hand, whatever you want to call it – I can’t consider you for this job. We’re looking for someone who can, well, really grasp this opportunity with both hands.’


Rayner laughed, this time out loud, unable to hold it in. Gardner could sense his temper breaking loose. He slammed the glass down on the table.


‘The hand’s not a problem,’ said Gardner. ‘Come on, mate.’


Bald shook his head. ‘Sorry. Mate.’


‘But no one else has the experience I’ve got. You know that. Come on, John. Give me a fucking chance and I’ll not let you down.’


Bald shrugged with his lips.


‘That’s all well and good. But we need someone who can blend in.’


Gardner frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I can’t go into too much detail, Joe. But our client believes they have a terrorist sleeper cell operating at the very heart of their organization.’ He glanced hesitantly at Danny. ‘We’re looking for someone inconspicuous. And that hand of yours? Well, it stands out like an Arab at Gay Pride.’


Gardner felt his jaw muscles twitch. It had taken him the best part of six months to get his foot in the door with the security companies. Most of them had more operators than jobs, especially now the work in Afghanistan and Iraq had dried up. Opportunities elsewhere were limited to guarding Saudi princesses and protecting African diamond mines. As for MI6, they had cast him out without so much as an iTunes gift certificate.


Bottom line: this interview was Gardner drinking in the last-chance saloon. And John Bald, the mate he thought had died in a hellhole village in the Balkans, was pissing all over his dreams.


‘I can do this, John,’ Gardner said.


‘With that thing?’ Bald angled his head at the prosthesis. ‘I don’t think so.’


Danny excused himself and left the room. Gardner watched him leave and turned back to Bald.


‘Don’t do this to me.’ His voice echoed off the walls. ‘We fought alongside each other, for fuck’s sake. I’m not asking you for a favour, I’m just asking for an honest chance. I know—’


‘I’m sorry, Joe.’ Bald held Gardner’s gaze. The look in his eyes was pure, unfiltered indifference. That was the worst of it for Gardner. His old mucker didn’t hate him. He just thought he was a fucking joke. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other business to attend to.’


Bald strode confidently towards the door. He rested a hand on Gardner’s shoulder.


‘Never mind, mate. There’s always your local Jobcentre.’


With that Bald exited the conference room. Rayner trailed in his wake. Gardner was left alone with nothing but a glimpse of bling and a life rapidly disappearing down the shitter. The notepad Danny had been writing on was lying on the table. Gardner craned his neck at the open page. It was covered in doodles. The cunt hadn’t even been paying attention.


They had invited him down for nothing.


Gardner was humiliated. He didn’t own a watch, having pawned his Breitling SAS watch in order to pay off credit card debts. But the stylish antique clock on the far wall told him it was just past two.


He needed a beer.


He pissed off out of Talisman’s offices and tramped back up towards the Strand. Finding a boozer that charged less than four fucking quid a pint was impossible, so Gardner bought twelve tinnies of cheap lager from a corner shop for a tenner and headed for Temple Tube. Beside the station, with its scattershot of grey-faced street sellers, was a tiny park. South of this ran the Victoria Embankment. On the other side Arundel Street climbed up to the Strand east of Somerset House and the Savoy. Gardner settled on a park bench and knuckled down to the important work of getting shitfaced. He lost track of time. At some point the peat-bog sky dulled into a cocktail of purple and orange clouds as night closed in over London. Earlier the area had been throbbing with important people. Now it was abandoned.


Gardner kept on drinking.


By the time he cracked open his eleventh 500ml can of imported Czech piss it was gone ten o’clock and he was the last fucker left in the park. He tipped more lager down his throat. Then he wondered again about Danny the PA. No, hiring a bloke as a secretary wasn’t like the Jock bastard at all.


Gardner downed his twelfth beer and was surprised when he reached down to the black plastic bag only to discover it was empty. The bag fluttered along with the breeze. Urban tumbleweed. The world had stopped being a grid of straight lines and distinct edges. Now things were blurred and vague and dreamy. Gardner checked his pockets for loose change. Seventy-three pence. Not enough even for one fucking can. He stood up, rearranged his balls and headed for Temple station. Caught sight of the clock in the station and realised he was too late to make the last train back to Hereford. But then, in the glow of the street lights, he spotted Bald striding confidently down Arundel Street from the direction of the Strand.


Gardner put his plans on ice.
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2212 hours.


Bald wasn’t alone.


There was a woman on his arm, all high cheekbones and thin lips fish-hooked at either corner into a sly smile. Gardner guessed Eastern European. Her eyes were wide, round as marbles and lime green. She was wearing a short black skirt that showed off her catwalk legs and a white blouse that gave Gardner a sneak preview of her tits as the couple drew nearer. Large and probably fake, but who cared? She was the kind of package Gardner would peel off his eyelids to spend the night with. She reminded him of the painful fact that it’d been a year since he’d last had his end away.


She had her arm entwined around Bald’s. They were so absorbed in each other they were oblivious of Gardner. When they were just metres away, he retreated into the shadows of an anonymous office building at the bottom of Arundel Street. Bald and the woman carried on towards the Victoria Embankment.


A small voice in the back of Gardner’s head told him to follow.


Gardner counted to ten then stepped out onto Arundel Street. Bald and the woman were now approaching the Embankment, where traffic screamed by, red and white car lights zipping along like neon dragonflies. Gardner watched the couple stop on the corner. The woman stood on the tiptoes of her six-inch heels and whispered something into Bald’s ear. For a second Gardner thought he’d been rumbled. But then Bald traced a hand from the woman’s cheek all the way down to the subtle curve of her arse. With his other hand he hailed a black cab. Then Bald reached into his wallet and handed the woman a blue keycard of the kind you get in fancy hotels. The cab pulled over. Bald held open the rear door and Mrs Eastern Europe 2011 gave him a final kiss before climbing inside, and the cab catapulted off into the night traffic.


Alone now, Bald set off westwards along the Embankment, towards Waterloo Bridge. Gardner followed. He kept a safe distance of forty metres between himself and Bald. At his nine o’clock the Thames slithered like a lake of jellied eels.


The traffic thinned out the further along the Embankment Gardner went. After four hundred metres Bald passed Waterloo Bridge and Gardner wondered where his old mucker was going. Another three hundred metres and they were beyond Villiers Street. Now Bald scaled the steps leading up to the Embankment Bridge two at a time. He had a long stride and Gardner had to push himself to keep up. He couldn’t afford to slip any further behind. By the time he reached the footbridge he was sweating hard. The London Eye hung on the southern canvas of the Thames, skeletal and still. The walkway was deserted. Support pylons straddled the bridge at fifty-metre intervals, drawing up lengths of steel cable high above the walkway. He could hear the sludgy lapping of the river fifteen metres below.


Just you and John, that voice in Gardner’s head said.


Time to get revenge.


Gardner broke into a run. Twenty metres became ten and suddenly Gardner was drawing up behind Bald and fighting the urge to smack him in the back of his head.


‘Hey,’ Gardner said. ‘I want a fucking word with you.’


Bald stopped dead in his tracks. He did not turn around. As if he had known all this time that Gardner had been tailing him. Instead he dropped his head and his shoulders and said wearily, ‘What is it, Joe?’


‘That interview was a load of bollocks. You were never gonna give me the gig, and fuck you for making me come all the way up here for nothing.’


Now Bald turned around. He kept his hands casually tucked into his jean pockets. A rage Gardner had never known before surged in his bowels. He could feel it at the back of his throat. There was six metres between them. Then Bald took a few strides closer to Gardner.


‘You’re drunk, Joe. Go home.’


But Gardner stood his ground. ‘I’m as sober as I’ve ever been.’ He was surprised at how badly he was slurring his words.


‘Your mouth smells like a rat pissed in it.’


‘We were mates,’ Gardner said, shaking his head in the vain hope of clearing it. ‘You don’t treat a dog that way.’


Bald stepped up to Gardner’s face. Gardner could make out each individual scar on Bald’s face, the two men were so close.


‘Mates?’ Bald said disbelievingly. ‘We stopped being mates the day you left me for dead. Now be a good boy and fuck off back to Hereford.’


Gardner responded with a fist, launching a right-hand uppercut at Bald. But Bald reacted quickly. He thrust his left hand up and deflected the punch. Then he reached out with his right hand, trying to grab Gardner’s vulnerable prosthetic hand.


Gardner’s blood was up. Bald had his back against the railings and his fists level with his chest, expecting another punch. But Gardner knew the key to winning any fight was surprise. He launched his head forward, poised to give Bald a Glasgow Kiss.


But Bald was surprisingly agile. He quickly stepped to one side and left Gardner nutting thin air. And now Gardner was thrown off balance, momentum pushing him forward. Bald’s giant hands clamped around his neck and lifted him off his feet. Gardner was being dragged up and over the railings. Suddenly the ground below him disappeared. The world was spinning wildly out of control. He felt his heart pumping wildly, the wind rushing around him. Now his world was the Thames void. He tumbled into the slick blackness.
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2241 hours.


Bald peered over the frosty railings at the waters below. The night was surprisingly cold, after a mild day. The tip of each wave glimmered cold and white as a knife point. A pool of white foam marked the spot where Gardner’s body had broken the surface. For a brief moment Bald considered calling the emergency services. Then he reminded himself how Gardner had once left him for dead. No, he thought. Gardner drowning in the Thames just about evened things out.


‘Fuck you, you cunt,’ Bald said to the evaporating foam.


He moved on.


With the chunky blocks of the Southbank Centre silhouetted to his left, he descended from the bridge into Belvedere Road. He walked quickly south towards Waterloo Station, passing a gaggle of students jabbering away in some foreign language. By the time he scaled the Portland stone steps of the station’s Victory Arch, Joe Gardner was ancient fucking history and Bald was looking forward to nabbing a quick pint at the station boozer, then heading across to the Waterloo Novotel, where a Russian blonde called Lena would be waiting for him naked in bed. Christ, he was looking forward to smashing that arse.


‘Leaving so soon?’


The voice came from his four o’clock. Bald froze on the top step and slowly turned to face the guy. He was leaning against the high wall next to a bronze plaque that commemorated ‘The 626 men of the Southern Railway who gave their lives in the 1939–1945 War’. The man was sucking on a cigarette.


‘Cave,’ Bald said. ‘What the fuck do you want?’


The man tut-tutted, took another drag and flicked the butt down the steps. ‘Bad habit,’ he said. ‘Cut myself down to five a day but that’s as far as I can go. Too much stress. Nice to see you too, John. Though I’d prefer it if you just called me Danny. Cave sounds so fucking formal.’


How about I call you cunt instead? thought Bald.


Danny Cave inspected his manicured fingernails. In another life he would’ve been an estate agent peddling studios in Camden. ‘That was a nice touch at the interview – calling me your secretary,’ he said. ‘I think our friend Joe even believed you.’


‘Yeah, well.’ Bald wiped sweat from his bristled scalp. ‘I could hardly tell the lad some tosser from the Firm was sitting in on his interview. He would’ve clammed up faster than an arsehole in a prison riot.’


‘Good job I can take a joke better than my predecessor.’ Cave brushed imaginary lint from his jacket and went on. ‘The thing is this, John. I didn’t just come here to shoot the breeze with you.’


Bald didn’t look surprised, because he wasn’t. The Firm didn’t do idle chit-chat. Everything they said, everything they did, it was calculated and was only ever a half- or quarter-truth.


‘I wanted to talk to you about the job,’ Cave said.


‘I haven’t found the right man yet.’


‘Oh, but I have.’


Cave glided up the steps until he was alongside Bald. He put a bony hand on Bald’s shoulder and nodded towards the street below as a Lexus GS rolled into view. Bald admired the chrome bodywork and heavily tinted windows. Clearly the MoD cutbacks hadn’t extended to the company car scheme. Fucking typical, Bald thought. It was all right for squaddies to get lumbered with shit equipment but God forbid if anyone deprived the pen-pushers of their executive cars and expense accounts.


A driver stepped out and held open the rear passenger door.


‘Need a ride?’ Cave asked Bald.


‘I’m fine.’


‘Nonsense, man. Get in. We can have ourselves a little chat along the way.’


Bald sighed. Ever since he’d signed on the dotted line with Talisman International, Bald had kept Cave at arm’s length. But now the Firm had come knocking and if Cave wanted to talk, well, he would just have to fucking listen.


Bald shrugged off Cave’s hand. ‘Let’s get this over with.’


They walked down the steps and Bald folded himself into the back of the Lexus. It was a tight fit. Bald had packed on almost three stone in the last six months. Not so long ago he’d had a lithe thirty-inch waist, but the four inches he’d put on betrayed a life of lavish lunches. He felt slow and cumbersome.


They eased out of the station and headed south down Waterloo Road, then east towards the Elephant and Castle. Further and further away from his shag. Two tower blocks jutted out in the iron-grey skyline like a pair of giant fingers giving the rest of the world a big ‘fuck you’.


‘So tell me something,’ Bald said. ‘How did a common prick like you end up in the Firm?’


Cave rubbed his meticulous stubble and said, ‘What a drunk Scottish tool like you doesn’t understand is that people like me are the new flavour of the month in Whitehall. Those old farts with their posh accents and their fucking principles, the Leo Lands of this world – their time has gone. The world is changing, John. And so is the Firm.’


‘Nah, I don’t think you change. Bringing someone like you in is just window-dressing. Everything else stays the same.’


‘Look, let’s skip the bullshit,’ Cave said. His voice was matey wideboy rather than public school. ‘I want you in on this job.’


Bald laughed. ‘I already am.’


‘No, I mean I want you to do it personally.’


The words shot up Bald’s spine. In the months since his rehab, during all the tortuous phys and stretching exercises as he painstakingly coached his legs back into action, never once had it crossed his mind to go back into operations. Bald’s vision of his future included beer and golf in the Algarve and the occasional jet-ski ride.


‘I’m retired.’


Cave raised a hand to protest. ‘Think about it, John. You’re the perfect man for the job. You’ve done your years in the Regiment. You’ve got experience operating as the grey man. Christ, it makes perfect sense.’


‘Forget it,’ Bald replied. ‘Those days are behind me.’


Cave slipped into silence for a while. As they glided along the Old Kent Road, Bald saw garish supermarkets squeezed between black-eyed postwar terraces, gum-spattered pavements populated by Arab women in black and white burkhas, drunks shuffling along, holding up their piss-stained trousers. He remembered why he hated London and had resisted moving there despite the job with Talisman. He’d grown up in Dundee – Scumdee to the locals – but every weekend he’d escaped to the Cairngorms, where he learned to run and ski and row and fish. And there, in the unforgiving Scottish Highlands, John Bald had honed the skills he would one day need to become a Blade.


London could go fuck itself.


‘Shall I let you in on a little secret? There’s one or two things about this job that you don’t know,’ Cave said while staring out of the window. ‘Stuff that’s on a strictly need-to-know basis.’


That got Bald halfway curious. He’d been drip-fed intelligence on the operation, but as with everything else the Firm did, they told you only what you needed to know, or rather what they wanted you to know. Bald had been obliged to share that int with Gardner, because although he’d brought Joe down from Hereford to take the piss out of him, Cave hadn’t known that. He assumed Gardner was another candidate for the job, not some sad prick Bald wanted to get revenge on.


‘Such as?’ said Bald.


Cave crossed his legs. ‘What if I told you that the employer was a contractor that works at the cutting edge of the defence industry.’


‘I’d say that’s very fucking interesting. But so what?’


They had passed New Cross and started down the Lewisham Way, on the A20. Bald said, ‘Where the fuck are you taking me?’


Cave stared rigidly ahead and pretended not to have heard. ‘The company is Lance-Elsing. They work under the radar, developing the kind of new technologies that will blow that drunken little brain of yours.’


‘I don’t care if they make fucking Jaffa cakes,’ Bald said. ‘I’m not doing it.’


Cave stared grimly at him.


‘You forget who you’re talking to, John Boy. You’ll do whatever I say. I say, clap your hands, you’ll fucking clap. I tell you to jump, you’ll go running off the nearest cliff.’ He looked away again. ‘And if you don’t do the job, millions of people will suffer.’


‘What do you mean?’


Cave faced him again.


‘If the sleeper succeeds in their mission, in three days’ time they’ll reduce the West to rubble.’
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2359 hours.


Cave took out his BlackBerry Torch and started tapping out emails and bossing subordinates on the phone. Bald saw London’s lights fading on the horizon as the driver pulled onto the M20. The land had become a basin of dense shadows, as if black snow had fallen from the sky and blanketed the fields and trees. Bald could feel his brain pounding inside his skull. They skated past Ashford International Airport, the Lexus clocking eighty, and Bald feared that things were about to get bad for him.


‘We’ve been in close contact with the CIA for the past three months,’ Cave said after ending a call. ‘Usually the Agency wouldn’t share their lunch with us let alone operational info. But in this case they’ve got no choice. They know the sleeper’s bosses are planning to attack Britain.’


Bald said, ‘Who’s the sleeper working for?’


‘Take a wild guess.’


‘The Taliban? Al-Qaeda?’


Cave pulled a face, as if he’d just drunk a glass of piss. ‘Get real, John. The Taliban are bogged down in Afghanistan. And as for Al-Qaeda, those jokers been irrelevant for longer than the White House would dare to admit. We’re talking about a sleeper cell being groomed for several years. Possibly since they were at university. That level of planning and foresight is alien to such groups.’


‘Then who?’


‘They call themselves Lashkar-e-Taiba. They’re the sadistic bastards who masterminded the Mumbai terrorist attacks.’


A couple of miles south of Ashford the driver pulled off the M20 onto Bad Munstereifel Road. Cave continued, ‘Killing Bin Laden hasn’t changed a thing. Al-Qaeda were already a spent force. You will appreciate that we all knew that. We just couldn’t say it publicly. But the important thing about Bin Laden’s death was that he was holed up in Pakistan, right on the doorstep of the biggest military base in the bloody country. Pakistan is where the next generation of terror groups will come from, and Lashkar-e-Taiba think big. They’ve got funding and they’re not afraid to kill. And with Bin Laden out of the way, they sense this is their big moment.’


‘Bully for them,’ said Bald, and rubbed his temples.


Cave frowned. ‘You don’t sound very concerned about any of this?’


Bald closed his eyes. He could feel the pressure building. The invisible band around his head tightened. He looked down at the palms of his hands. Not this, not now, he thought. ‘Those dickheads at the Agency are big boys,’ he said. ‘I’m sure they can take care of the sleeper themselves.’


‘But that’s my point.’ Cave squirmed irritably in his seat. ‘They can’t. You know this, for fuck’s sake. You’ve been in charge of recruiting for the job.’
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