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‘At heart this is first and foremost a cracking good thriller … a lot of good stuff here not often found in a crime novel’ Crime Novel Reader
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‘A well-crafted, admirably constructed, and convincing tale of modern corruption, touching on topical issues, The Abrupt Physics of Dying has introduced Hardisty as a serious player in the (eco-) thriller genre, and I expect impressive things from him over the coming years’ Charley Barnes, Mad Hatter Reviews


‘An exceptional debut thriller … well-written, the prose clear and crisp, the voice clear and authentic. Tense and moving, it grabs you by the throat’ Atticus Finch 
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‘Hardisty writes with incredible passion and technical precision and the reader can never be quite sure who is good and who is bad, which keeps the reader gripped to the end … an epic reading experience that will have them yearning to know what happens next’ Segnalibro Blog
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‘Think Jack Reacher and then some … adventurous and fascinatingly topical’ Tracey Walsh
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‘There exists no limit to the blindness of interest and selfish habit’


Charles Darwin


 


‘Our fears do make us traitors…’


Macbeth, Act IV, Scene ii, William Shakespeare



















Contents











	Title Page


	Dedication


	Epigraph


	Map


	Part I


	1 No Difference the Instrument


	2 2.7 Seconds of Nothing


	3 A Talisman of Sorts


	4 The Chasm between Now and Then


	5 Their Glorious Youth


	6 Three-Day Head Start


	7 A Hundred Hours


	8 Candaules’ Queen


	9 The Difference between Living and Dying


	10 Just a Deep Breath Away


	11 Instruments of Darkness


	12 Leave Me in the Sun for the Vultures


	13 Purgatory


	Part II


	14 The World Can Go and Fuck Itself


	15 Weapons Ready, Hearts Racing


	16 Constantinople Electric


	17 It Could Have Been Any of Them


	18 Likelihood and Consequence


	19 Maybe It Had Never Been There at All


	20 Things You Do Not Know


	21 It Can’t Hurt You


	22 English as a Foreign Language


	23 Wanted Dead


	24 A Few Miles from Deep Water


	Part III


	25 F=GMm/r2


	26 Dead Reckoning


	27 Extinction


	28 The Killing Gene


	29 Looking Down Through Blood


	30 Tears for Wool


	31 This, You Were Given


	32 Twelve Years of Silence


	33 Honoris Crux


	34 Altruism


	35 Thirty Weeks and a Hundred Years


	36 Backwards from Being


	37 Everything They Shared


	Part IV


	38 Trust


	39 Natural Selection


	40 The Ladder of Divine Ascent


	41 As Good as Anything Else


	42 Playing House


	43 The Illusion of Mercy


	44 The Only Thing That Mattered


	45 A Question of Faith


	46 A Hell of a Thing


	47 Hurt


	48 Each Minute Has a Price


	49 Dark Wells of Gravity


	50 The Blind and Ruthless Levers


	51 Violence Having Been Done


	Part V


	52 Should Have Been Twenty


	53 The Future Spread out before Them


	54 The Price You Paid


	55 Death Comes Soon Enough


	56 Life


	57 Her Dark Insanity


	58 What You Had To Forsake


	Acknowledgements


	About the Author


	Copyright




























[image: ]




















Part I























1


No Difference the Instrument


30th October 1994: North coast of Cornwall, United Kingdom





It was a good place to hide. From almost any vantage the cottage was invisible. Notched into a wooded draw at the top of the bluff, accessible only on foot, the place looked as cold and dead as the Devonian slate and mudstone cliffs from which it was made. Forty minutes now he’d been watching the place, as dusk faded and night came, but he’d seen no one, nothing to suggest danger. Just the crash of the waves on the shingle beach below, the whip of wind through the trees.


Claymore Straker shivered, pulled up his collar and watched the storm come in off the Irish Sea. Rain clouds scuttled overhead, low and fast, moving inland over the gorse and the stunted, wind-bent trees. The first drops touched his face, the cold fingertips of a tenhour corpse. Winter was coming, and he was a fugitive.


Eight and a half weeks he’d been here, anchored into the cliffside, staring out at the grey solitude of the sea, watching the depressions deepen. Fifty-nine days, one thousand, four hundred and twenty-two hours not knowing where she was, not knowing if she was alive or dead, uncertainty burning away the very fibre of him. And today he’d cracked. He’d succumbed to worry and fear and he’d walked all the way to Crackington Haven, fifteen miles across the national park. Defying Crowbar’s orders, he’d gone into the village, found a public phone, and he’d made a call. Just one. And now he was more worried than ever.


Clay hefted his bug-out bag onto his shoulders and started towards the cottage. The path tunnelled down through a tangle of wind-shaped scrub, the branches closing over him as he went. Hands reached out from the darkness, snatched at his clothes. A thorn caught his cheek, nicked open the skin under his left eye. He cursed, bent low and followed the track as it swung back towards the cliffs. By the time he emerged from the thicket, the rain was coming hard and flat, squalling over the bluffs. He raised the stump of his left forearm over his eyes, trying to shield his face from the icy darts. There was the dark outline of the slate roof, the chimney pot just visible, the low stone wall that enclosed the small courtyard.


He had just moved into open ground when the clouds broke. Moonlight bathed the cliffline like a parachute flare. And there, just outside the cottage door, the back-lit silhouettes of two men.


Clay stopped dead. A gust raked through the scrub, a loud tearing as a sheet of rain whipped over the bluff. The men were only metres away, blurs in the slanting rain. They were looking straight at him. Seconds passed, slowed to the tick of insect wings in a childhood dream, then stalled completely in chrome-white illumination.


Surely they’d seen him.


One of the men shifted, shook the rain from his coat. A voice rose above the wind. Clay couldn’t make out the words, but the tone was calm, unhurried. As if commenting on the weather. Or the football scores. And in that moment, as the realisation came to him that perhaps these men were simply lost, walkers strayed from the park, he thought how powerful are the doubts we carry inside, how strong these prisons we make for ourselves.


He was about to raise his hand in greeting when the two men turned away and walked the few paces to the cottage. One bent to the lock, worked it a moment, then pushed open the door. The other pulled a gun and burst inside.


It was as if a gallows door had opened beneath his feet.


Adrenaline hammered through him. He wavered a moment, then sprinted to the wall and dropped to the ground. A loud bang from inside the cottage amped out through the open door – a gunshot? A door being kicked in? Clay pulled the .45 calibre Glock G21 from under his jacket, cradled it dry in his lap, worked the action. He remembered Crowbar slamming the gun on the table the day he’d left him here. Stay put, his old platoon commander had said. I’ll come get you when things calm. Whatever you do, stay clear of town. With that bounty on your carcass, every poes from here to Cape Town will be hunting you.


Clay swallowed hard then started along the base of the stone wall, keeping low. He reached the cottage, crouched and looked seaward across the courtyard. The door was less than five metres away. It was the only way in or out. He waited, listened, but all he could hear was the pounding of the surf and the wind buffeting the cliffs, and above it all the drowning crash of his own heart.


How the hell had they found him, here of all places? Had someone recognised him in town? He’d been in and out in less than twenty minutes. Who, other than Crowbar, knew about this place? Knew he was here? Questions boiled in his mind.


But he didn’t have time to think them through. The door opened and one of the men stepped out into the rain-swept courtyard. He was short and stocky, powerfully built, and wore a black, thigh-length raincoat and a black baseball cap. He took a few steps towards the wall, shoes crunching on the gravel. They were city shoes; must have been wet through. A pistol with a long silencer hung from his left hand. He stood for a moment looking out to sea. Clay raised the G21, steadied it on the stump of his left arm and aimed for the middle of the man’s chest.


Just then, the second man stepped out into the rain. He was taller, wore a dark jacket and was bareheaded. Slung across his chest was a Heckler and Koch MP5 machine pistol. As Clay shifted his aim to take out the more heavily armed man first, the shorter man reached for his cap and pulled it off his head, slapping it against his thigh as he turned to face his companion.


‘Hy is nie hier,’ he shouted above the wind. ‘N’ volledige opfok.’ 


Clay’s heart lurched. The sound of his native tongue pierced something inside him. He’s not here, the man had said. A complete fuckup. He’d said it in Afrikaans.


‘Ja, maar hy was hier,’ said the taller man, looking out towards the bluff. But he was here.


The other man nodded. ‘Kan nie ver wees.’ Can’t be far.


Clay knelt behind the wall, the Glock trained on the man with the MP5. His hand was shaking. These were his countrymen, Boers by their accent, men who by their look and demeanour had in all probability fought against the communists in Angola and Southwest Africa, as he had. Their presence here, in the foresight of his gun on an autumn night on the north coast of Cornwall, seemed impossible, the ramifications a nightmare.


Clay knew he had to act quickly. He could run, disappear into the heathland, go west along the coast, give himself a head start. But they’d already managed to get this close. If he ran, they’d follow, just like they’d done with the SWAPO terrorists all those years ago, tracking them like Palaeolithic hunters, wearing them down with calloused feet, pushing them hour by hour towards the quicksand of exhaustion. It made no difference, the instrument: helicopters or spears, stones or high-powered assault rifles. Even, as he’d learned to his horror, back then during the war, the cocktails of muscle relaxants and incapacitating agents that shut down everything but your brain, suffocated you as you fell to the sea from four thousand metres, a silent scream drowning in your throat. Clay shuddered at the memory.


The tall man turned, looked down the track, readjusted the sling of his weapon so its muzzle pointed down, and said something to his companion that Clay could not make out. A gap opened in the clouds. Moonlight flooded the gravel courtyard again, pale as a false spring day. The two figures stood silhouetted against the hammered steel background. Clay breathed in, steadied his aim.


I did not ask you to come here, he said. I did not will this or want it in any way. I know why you are here, and I cannot let you leave. You have given me no choice. No choice.


He exhaled, squeezed the trigger.


The large-calibre slug hit the tall one between the shoulder blades, severing his spine. His legs collapsed under him and he sandbagged forward, inert, hands limp at his sides. Before the dead man’s face hit the gravel, Clay shifted left, aimed for the other target and fired again. This time to wound, to incapacitate, not to kill. The man spun right, fell to the ground. But then he was up, scrambling towards the cliffs, his feet flailing and slipping in the gravel. Clay was about to fire again when the lights went out, the moon suddenly obscured by a thick bank of cloud. The target was gone, black on black. Clay could hear the man scrabbling on the crushed stone. He aimed low along the wall of the cottage, fired blind once, twice, aiming at the sound: deflection shooting. Slowly his night vision returned. The tall one was where he’d fallen, face down, the rain pelting his back. Otherwise, the courtyard was empty.

















2


2.7 Seconds of Nothing





Clay scanned the open ground beyond the wall. Nothing. Had he hit the other guy? The way he’d spun and fallen, Clay guessed yes. But he couldn’t be sure. Unarmed, the guy would try to run, if he could. But did he have a backup weapon? He might be hiding on the cliff side of the cottage, hurt, bleeding, waiting for Clay to come to him; or perhaps he was moving around the building now, trying to flank him.


The clouds had thickened, and the world was every shade of black, liquid and heavy, screaming out its anger at these desecrations, this waste. Clay leaned into the wind, almost blind, soaked. The cliff edge was a pace away. Waves exploded against the rock below sending chutes of sea spray hurtling up towards him, the foam black like the sky, the salt coating his lips, stinging his eyes. He turned and crouched, tried to cover his eyes, peered along the cliff edge. Nothing. Just the dark outline of the cambered roof, the low front wall built into the cliffside. Clay knew he had to move fast. By daylight, his chances of getting clear would fall away rapidly. Any hope he might have had of getting some information out of his would-be assassins was gone. At this point it was about one thing: survival.


Clay sprinted back to the courtyard and knelt beside the corpse. The rain had washed the bullet wound clean, sluiced the blood away over the gravel. He pushed the Glock into his waistband, flipped the MP5’s strap over the dead man’s head and pushed him over onto his back. The man’s eyes were open but his nose and teeth were smashed. Pieces of gravel pushed into the skin, the mouth, pierced through the bottom lip. It would have hurt like hell if he’d been able to feel anything when he hit the ground. 


Clay grabbed the machine pistol, checked the action and flipped off the safety. The other man’s handgun was there in the gravel too. Clay picked it up, thrust it into his jacket pocket and sprinted towards the back of the cottage. Rounding the corner at a crouch, he moved along the landward wall. Here he was in the lee of the wind, shielded from the rain. At the far corner he paused, took a deep breath, raised the MP5 and rested the forestock on his stump. This was the fourth side of the building, the only place he hadn’t checked. If the guy was still close, this is where he’d be. Clay breathed out and pivoted around the corner, swinging the MP5 around and down the line of the wall, into the full fury of the wind.


No one. Just the slate and the dark grass grown up around the stone foundations, and beyond, the dark, godless anger of the storm. Clay looked out across the rain-swept gorseland. If the man had fled out there, Clay would never find him. He moved along the wall towards the cliff and peered over the edge. It was forty metres straight down (d), with only a narrow, slippery ledge of slate and an involuntary [image: alt] seconds of nothing but gravity (g) and empty space to the shingle below.


The man had disappeared. Perhaps he’d fallen off the cliff and been dragged out to sea, taken by the storm. Or, with his friend down, he’d panicked and run. If so, he was probably making his way back to wherever they’d left the car. The nearest paved road was about three kilometres inland, paralleling the coast. Either way, Clay could be sure of one thing: word would be out fast, and they’d be closing in.


It was time to go, time to get back to Rania, find her and disappear for good. Keep that promise he’d made to her, to himself. Maybe change the trajectory of his life, find some of those things he’d been looking for, atone for the wrongs, one more just done.


Clay let the MP5 hang on its strap, turned back and made his way to the courtyard. He’d grab a few things from inside then sprint to the road. If he could find the car, he’d take that. If he couldn’t, he’d go overland on foot. 


The men had left the cottage door open and the swirling wind had carried rain and dead leaves across the old slate floor tiles. Clay slipped as he came in, caught himself, started towards the fireplace. He’d taken three steps when a flash of movement caught the furthest edge of his vision.


Clay’s instinctive turn towards danger was less than one-eighth complete when the blow caught him high on the left shoulder, knocking him off his feet. He crashed to the floor, the MP5 flailing about his neck. A dull ache spread through his arm, replaced almost immediately by that acute precision of screaming nerves, hot and wet. He turned to see his assailant slam down hard onto the slate, forearms breaking the fall with a crack, a bloodied blade in his left fist. It was the gunman, the Boer from outside. He’d slipped as he lunged in attack, and now he grunted in pain, scrambled to his knees and dived at Clay, the blade flashing. Clay rolled left and whipped his arm across his body and down onto the man’s forearm, deflecting the blade and sending his attacker twisting to the floor. Clay followed through, driving the man’s knife hand down hard onto the slate flag. The knife spun across the floor. Clay groped for the MP5’s pistol grip. His finger found the trigger. He was about to raise the weapon for a shot when the Boer lunged. A burst roared out in the enclosed space. Rounds clattered off stone, splintered wood. The Boer hit him with a full body tackle, punching the air from his lungs. He came down hard on the slate. The Boer’s full weight was on him now. The pistol grip was gone from his hand. The Boer grabbed for the MP5’s forestock, wrenched it hard, jerking Clay’s head forward. They were face to face, inches apart, the smoking weapon wedged between their bodies. The Boer was trying to pivot the MP5’s muzzle down into Clay’s chest. Clay could feel the thing digging into his ribs. He twisted his torso and drove his hand into the space between their bodies and grabbed the weapon. As he did, the Boer bared his teeth like an enraged hyena, snapped his head forward. Clay turned his head just as the Boer’s jaw cracked shut, an enamel snap and the kiss of lips against his cheek. A kiss that would have taken away half his nose. Clay’s hand was on the pistol grip now. He found the trigger guard, prised away a finger, crushed it against the curved metal of the guard. The man screamed in pain. Then the shallow-grave rip of the MP5, its detonations muffled and drummed up through two chest cavities. Bullets shredded the kitchen cabinetry. Cordite stung his nostrils. For a fraction of a second they stared at each other, realising that somehow neither had been hit. Clay had his thumb wedged into the pull space behind the trigger now and jerked back hard on the pistol grip, hammering his knee into the man’s body. The Boer grunted, clamped down hard on the MP5. The guy was strong. Clay was winning the battle for the trigger but losing the fight for the gun. He tried to roll out, but the Boer outweighed him. He could feel the bastard’s breath on his face, smell the cigarettes and crap coffee. The gun’s barrel was coming down onto Clay’s throat, touching now, as the Boer levered his weight, still trying to pry Clay’s fingers from the trigger. Clay gasped for breath, pushed back with all his strength. He could feel the barrel crushing his windpipe. Pain seared through his brain, began its too-quick metamorphosis into panic. The Glock was there in his belt, he could reach it with his stump. If he still had two hands this would be over. But he didn’t, and it wasn’t. The Boer shifted his balance forward, putting all his weight into the MP5, trying to choke Clay to death, going for the kill.


There are moments in any struggle, any battle, when outcomes hinge on the thinnest line, a fraction of a degree. Now, Crowbar used to call it back then, during the war. The moment when winning or losing, living or dying, depended on what you did right now. Whatever Crowbar was, he was no fatalist. Nou, seuns, he’d yell, charging forward, R4 dispensing single-shot judgement on any who chose to stand and die. Now.


Clay raised his knees and pushed up hard against the floor, a powerful hip thrust that over-balanced his attacker, momentarily releasing the pressure on his neck. Clay arched his back, lined up the man’s head, and with every joule of energy he could summon, whipped his neck forward. 


Clay’s forehead made contact with the man’s nose. The cartilage collapsed as if it were raw cauliflower. He could hear the crunch. Clay rolled away, twisting the MP5 on its strap and sending his attacker crashing to the floor. Clay gasped for air, fumbled for the MP5’s grip. By now the Boer was up, blood streaming black over his lips and chin. He stood a moment, frozen. A stab of moonlight flicked across the room. The man was fair-haired, with big, pale eyes set in anxious sockets and a heavy, farm jaw, a goddamned voortrekker if he’d ever seen one. Clay raised the MP5. The Boer’s eyes widened.


‘Wat julle gestuur het?’ said Clay. Who sent you?


The Boer blinked twice. ‘Fok jou.’


‘Who sent you, damn it?’


The Boer glanced towards the open door, the gale howling outside. Then he looked back at Clay and smiled through the blood. ‘Mandela het my gestuur,’ he slurred. Mandela sent me.


Clay pulled the trigger. Nothing. A jam. Or out of ammunition. He dropped the MP5, reached for the Glock in his waistband. And then the light was gone, and so was the Boer.


Clay scrambled to his feet, Glock out, the MP5 flapping about his neck, and staggered to the door. The man was already across the courtyard. Clay raised the G21, took aim through the slanting rain. The Boer hurdled the low wall and stumbled into the gorse just as Clay fired. Clay ran across the courtyard to the wall. A dark shape was lurching towards the cliff edge, about thirty metres away now, barely silhouetted against the sea. Clay steadied himself, raised his weapon. The Boer stopped, turned. He was right there, the abyss before him. Clay fired. The Boer pitched back and was gone.
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A Talisman of Sorts





Clay walked back across the courtyard, the pain in his arm rising now as the endorphins and adrenaline burned away. The rain had relented and the cloud cover thinned. Moonlight sent shadows twitching across the landscape. He knelt once more beside the dead man and went through his pockets, extracting a wallet, three extra magazines for the MP5, a set of keys with a BMW ring, and a mobile phone, its standby light blinking red. Clay flipped open the phone and thumbed the scroll button. Nothing. The phone was password protected. He pulled out the SIM card and threw the phone over the cliff.


Back inside the cottage, he lit a lamp and inspected his arm. The knife, still lying on the floor, had sliced through the sleeve of his leather jacket and into his deltoid. He walked to the bathroom and opened the big cupboard. Crowbar’s idea of a medical kit resembled a military field hospital. There were giving sets, IV kits, every size and shape of bandage and compress, sutures, tape, morphine, coagulants, antibiotics by the carton, splints and slings. Clay took off the jacket, winced as he pulled the grey hooded sweatshirt over his head and pulled off his shirt. It was a clean slice across the arm, about three inches long, at least a couple of centimetres deep. Not too bad. He’d been lucky.


He stood and watched the blood ooze from the wound. As he’d lunged for Clay, the Boer had slipped on the wet floor and missed his target. Those new city shoes he’d been wearing, the shiny wet leather soles, had probably saved Clay’s life.


Which shoes you put on in the morning. 


The side of the helicopter you got out of.


Where you decided to step. Here, or here.


These were the things that determined if you lived or died, whether you ended up in a coma for the rest of your life, lost your legs just above the knees, went home in one piece, physically at least. The brute physics of it – in retrospect always so pure and clear, something you could calculate, but in the causation so utterly unpredictable and, in the end, so spectacularly unfair. And for so long it had been for him the ultimate argument against the existence of God, and since he’d met Rania the ultimate argument for Him. For without His arbitrage, what possible explanation? What meaning?


One thing was certain. Allah, if he was out there, had a warped conception of justice, but a hell of a sense of humour.


Clay washed and dried the wound, snapped open a vial of disinfectant and doused the upper part of his arm, letting the sting nudge away this pointless philosophy. Soon he had the wound passably sutured and bandaged. He was getting good at working one-handed, much better than the bumbling frustration of the first weeks. He grabbed a box of painkillers, extra sutures, gauze and compresses, more disinfectant, a box of morphine, two clean towels and a box of surgical gloves, carried them into the kitchen and put them on the table.


Time was running. Clay threaded on a clean shirt, a dry hoodie, and hunched into the wet leather jacket. He opened up his bag, stuffed in the extra medical supplies. Then he grabbed the MP5 from the table, cleared the chamber, pulled out the magazine, and slid weapon and ammunition in with the supplies. From the drawer under the sink he fished out a box of .45 shells for the Glock and dropped them in with the other stuff. He walked to the fireplace, opened the flue, reached up and worked loose the blackened brick just above the baffle, pulled out a metal tin and extracted a fold of cash, sterling and euros, and two passports: Marcus Edward, Canadian, from Vancouver; and David Jackson, a Brit born in Shepton Mallet, Somerset. Both documents contained the same photograph of Clay, taken two and half months ago, the day after the killings in London, the eyes narrow, the mouth drawn, the hair chopped back. He looked like someone else, someone older. Clay stashed the money and passports in the inside breast pocket of his jacket. He glanced at his watch. Just gone seven. Maybe ten and a half hours of good darkness left. He pulled a rain poncho from a hook near the door and pulled it over his head.


Not for the first time he wondered about this place he’d come to know so well. Hints of its recent past were everywhere. The half-used boxes of ammunition under the counter, the shredded railway sleepers in the buttressed shed outside, old copies of the South African Sunday Times yellowing in the coal scuttle, cupboards stocked with enough lamb stew and tuna to last a year. And now a dead man outside the front door.


He breathed, closed his eyes a moment. Then he walked to the bookshelf, pulled out an old hardback volume of Macbeth, stuffed it into his jacket pocket, killed the lamp and walked out the door for the last time.


Clay set off down the footpath at a run, the wind at his back, the rain gusting in sheets that flayed across the open blufflands, the gorse shivering with each whip of the lash. The car couldn’t be far. He was going to find it and put as much time and distance between himself and this place as he could.


As he ran, the telephone conversation of earlier that day replayed itself in his mind, the words finding cadence with his footfall.


Crowbar had answered first ring.


‘It’s me, broer.’


‘I told you to keep quiet,’ Crowbar – Koevoet in Afrikaans – had said. He’d sounded drunk.


Clay switched to the language of his childhood. ‘I haven’t heard from you.’


‘Where are you?’


‘Town.’


‘Kak, Straker. I fokken told you–’ 


Clay cut him off. ‘Have you heard from Rania?’


Silence, and then: ‘No. No, I haven’t. But there have been–’


‘What, Koevoet? Have been what?’


‘Articles in the paper. Written by Lise Moulinbecq. That’s her alias, isn’t it?’


He’d told her to keep quiet, stay hidden. Irony flooded through him, that particularly brutal nausea. ‘What articles?’


‘Something about Cyprus. Some sort of scam involving stolen antiquities.’


‘Get me out, Koevoet.’


‘Look, Straker.’ Crowbar coughed, deep and bronchial. ‘I have connections in the police. They don’t know who plugged Medved and his two thugs, but they know it happened in your hotel room. They want you for questioning.’


Killing Rex Medved had been the first right thing Clay had done in a long time, the first unselfish thing. But even as he’d pulled the trigger, something inside him had been pulling the other way, that promise he had made to himself a decade ago, after he’d fled the war, the insanity of a country tearing itself apart: no more killing. And then, deep in the wilds of Yemen, just five months ago, his day of reckoning had come. He’d met Rania. And that night when he’d killed Medved, it had been for something that mattered. It had been for her, for all those people in Yemen that Medved had screwed over, the dead kids, all the poisoned villagers whose minutes and hours and years had been chewed up and shit out into the open sewer of exploitation.


‘Be patient, broer,’ said Crowbar. ‘It’s going cold.’


‘Cold? A hundred thousand pounds cold?’


Crowbar laughed. ‘Not anymore, broer. Medved’s sister raised the reward to a million, just last week. And that’s just for information. She’s offering twice that for the hit, ja.’


Two million pounds. Enough to change a life: pay debts, buy freedom, solve problems. It changed everything, for him and for Rania, raised risk to the sixth power. 


‘Congratulations, Straker. You’re finally worth something,’ slurred Crowbar. ‘If it wasn’t for this new job in Angola, might even take it on myself.’


After all these years, Crowbar was going back to Africa, this time to fight someone else’s war. As he’d said on the drive down to Cornwall, he didn’t know how to do anything else, and wouldn’t want to if he did. He’d even tried to recruit Clay into ‘The Company’ as he’d called it.


Clay heard Crowbar light a smoke and exhale.


‘This Medved woman is not the kind of person you want to get mixed up with, mind.’ The clink of glass, pouring. ‘Maybe you can just wait her out.’


‘You’re not listening, Koevoet.’


‘She’ll be dead in six months, by all accounts. Some degenerative liver disease. One failed transplant after another. She’s now convinced that the only thing that can save her is this lost icon thing she’s searching for.’


‘Icon?’ he said.


‘The Patmos Illumination, some twelfth-century Eastern Orthodox trinket. They say it was carved out of wood from the cross.’


‘Which cross?’


‘The cross, for fok’s sake, Straker. They say Christ’s blood soaked in, that you can still see the hole where they drove in the spike for his hand.’


‘Koevoet…’


‘They say it has the power to heal. You know, make the blind see, all that kak, ja.’


‘Koevoet.’


‘They say that it vanished, years ago. Wonder if it could help me.’


‘God damn it, Koevoet.’


‘Never been the same since I took that FAPLA bullet.’


‘I don’t have six months, Koevoet. I’m leaving. With your help or without it.’


‘Okay, seun. Go back to the cottage. Now. Stay put a while longer.’ 


‘I’ve got to get off this island, Koevoet. The weather’s killing me.’


Crowbar laughed, the rasp of his cigarette lungs. ‘Look, Straker, it’ll take a while to organise, a week maybe.’


‘A week? No way, broer.’


‘For fok’s sake, Straker,’ growled Crowbar through the line. ‘For once in your life can you just do what you’re told?’


He had trusted this man with his life so many times. Never had he known anyone cooler under pressure. Clay could see him there now, R4 gripped in one burly hand, massive golden-haired forearms bare in the Ovamboland sun, those blue eyes shining their battle light through the dust and the smoke, striding along the line as if he were on manoeuvres, the rest of them all scared shitless, staring up at him from the bottom of their holes, the metal ripping through the air all around like arcing electricity, him urging them up – return fire lads, steady now – like some old-time Regimental Sergeant Major. If you hadn’t seen it you would never have believed it, understood what courage that took, to expose yourself to that horrible mutilating reality, to see other men fall with shattered limbs and holed, jellied skulls, to will yourself into that cathedral of horrors. And Koevoet had done it repeatedly, routinely, until the men in the platoon came to look upon him as invulnerable, a talisman of sorts, immortal even, as others more careful were killed and maimed all around him.


‘Look, oom, I’m serious.’ Clay let the Afrikaans word of respect sink in. Uncle. ‘If they’re after me, they’re after Rania, too. I need to ontrek.’


‘Okay, Straker. Two days. Just get back to the safe house. Sit tight, ja. I’ll set it up.’


‘Air?’


‘No way, broer. You wouldn’t get past check-in. The airports are still being watched.’


‘How then?’


‘I’ll come down to get you. Tell you then.’


‘I’ll set another place for dinner. We can discuss Shakespeare.’


Koevoet grunted. ‘How you liking the place?’ 


In truth, the solitude of the little cottage had done Clay good. He missed Rania more intensely than he had ever thought possible, none of his defences, the thousand mile deserts, the numb Atlantics of disavowal, the sheer fucking hate, able to resist her. And after a while he’d stopped trying to fight it, started to live with it, this thing lodged inside him like some exquisitely jagged trajectile. Thus armed, each day without her became a second chance. He started drinking less, suffering at first, pushing through. He took long walks along the coast, avoiding towns and villages, covering twenty or thirty miles a day over chevron bluffs and shingle beaches, watching the gulls whirling in the breeze, the sun strobing through shot-holed cumulus onto a sheet-metal sea, getting strong again, daring to think about the future. Evenings he pushed makeshift weights, did sit-ups, chin-ups, push-ups till his muscles screamed. He practised in the shed with the silenced Glock. He read, hours by the fire, the rain washing the hours and nights away.


But that was finished. And as he ran through the night, he recalled his final words to Crowbar. ‘Two days,’ he’d said. ‘If you don’t show, I’m gone.’


Two days. A lifetime.


He’d done as Crowbar had asked. He’d gone back to the cottage, only to be met by these assassins. And now he was running for his life, half-blind through the gorse. It was raining hard, thick drops that crashed through the hedgerows and streamed from his eyes. Up ahead, a beam of light flashed across the cloud and was gone. The road was close.


He came to a gap in the hedgerow, pushed through and stepped onto a narrow lane, the tarmac sunk deep into the ground, a grassedged rut in the landscape. He stopped and peered through the rain, looking west, but there was only the dark, water-slicked road. He turned east and started walking. He’d covered fifty metres when he saw the outline of a car tucked into a pullout on the laneside. It was facing away from him, a large saloon, wide tyres. A BMW. Clay exhaled, relief surging through him. He took the keys from his pocket and started towards the car. Plans started forming in his head, destinations, routes. He’d head south to the coast. Find a boat. Try for the continent by sea.


He was within touching distance of the car when a light flared inside the passenger compartment. Clay froze. Then the sound of a window motor, the flick of a red cigarette end. One man, alone in the driver’s seat, waiting.
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The Chasm between Now and Then





Clay stood next to the car, the ruts in the road streaming black water, the driving rain heavy in his eyes. Three miles behind him was the cottage on the cliff, which Crowbar had used as a safe house for the last five years of his tenure as chief European operative for the old DCC – South African Military Intelligence’s secret Directorate of Covert Collection. And a metre away, miles from the nearest village or farm, sat this black 500 series BMW with its lone occupant.


Clay pulled the G21 from his waistband, held it close, checked the magazine. The ember of the driver’s cigarette end glowed red inside the car then died. Clay approached at a walk, the Glock pointed to the ground. He didn’t rush. The rain was coming harder now. He could hear the drumming of the raindrops on the car’s roof, see the back of the driver’s head, the green light of the dashboard clock. He tapped on the driver’s side window with his stump.


The driver jumped, whipping his head towards the sound. Through the rain-washed glass, Clay could see the man’s face, the eyes bulging white with surprise, the two-day stubble on his chin, mouth open in a curse. Clay signalled that he should lower the window. The man composed himself, moved his right hand to the control panel and lowered the glass about an inch. A bloom of cigarette smoke wafted out and dissolved in the rain.


Clay leaned towards the gap in the window. ‘Lost, mate?’


The man shrugged, tried an ugly smile and leaned forward. There was a black handgun on the seat next to him.


In that instant, the outline of the Heckler and Koch handgun clearly imprinted on Clay’s retina, the rain running cold down the back of his neck, the Glock’s trigger safety coming off, a .45 slug sitting dry in its chamber, the firing pin millimetres away, Clay wished that the man was lost, that he’d simply pulled to the side of the road in his expensive car, wipers going, interior lights on, a roadmap spread over his knees, fingers tracing the web of narrow, hedgerowed ruts, that he was late getting home perhaps, was visiting a friend, a mistress even, anything but this. But there was no map. The interior of the car was dark. He wasn’t lost.


They looked at each other, a blink. It took only a fraction of a second. The man knew Clay had seen the weapon. His eyes widened. Clay could see his body tensing, preparing itself for a grab at the gun. Clay pushed the muzzle of the G21 into the gap between the window glass and the frame. The man froze.


‘Move and you die,’ Clay said. And then in Afrikaans: ‘Verstaan jy?’ Do you understand?


The man nodded once. Of course he understood.


‘I don’t want to kill you,’ Clay said, again in Afrikaans. ‘Don’t give me a reason.’ Please, don’t give me a reason.


Another nod.


‘Get out of the car.’


The man sat, unmoving.


‘Do it.’


The man nodded again.


Clay was about to step back when the man jerked forward in his seat, pushing his head down towards the door. As he did, the window motor engaged and the glass started coming up. A fraction of a second later the car’s engine gunned. Clay just had time to pull the Glock free and jump back as the car lurched forward. Clay fired. The bullet blew out the side window. The car swerved right, stabilised for a moment then surged away, the engine screaming. It had travelled about fifty metres along the lane when suddenly it jagged hard left and ploughed up into the hedgerow.


Clay ran to the car and peered inside. The driver was unconscious, slumped over the steering wheel. Clay scanned the laneway right and left. No one, no lights anywhere. He opened the door and dragged the man free. Then he got into the driver’s seat, restarted the engine and backed the car down the lane and into the pullout. The rain had stopped now and faint moonlight shone on the wet tarmac and danced in the rivulets flowing down the gutters. Clay got out and ran back to where the man was lying, grabbed him under one shoulder and levered him up so that he could slide his stump under the other arm. As quickly as he could, he dragged the man back to the car and laid him in the grass of the verge. From here, the car would screen him from anyone who happened to drive past.


Clay dropped his pack, pulled out his torch and ran it over the man’s body. He was thin, wiry, with a closely shaved head. Clay pulled away the man’s jacket and tore away his shirt, exposing the wounds. There was a lot of blood. It looked as if the bullet had passed through the meat of the shoulder and then grazed the side of the neck, not deep enough to hit an artery. The oke had been lucky.


Using the supplies from his pack, Clay bandaged the wounds as best he could. It took valuable moments, but by the time he was done he was pretty sure he’d stopped the bleeding. If the man received proper medical attention in the next couple of hours, he’d be okay. Clay checked the man’s pockets but found nothing. He stood by the car, the rain pelting his skull again, running rivulets over his face, and looked down at the man’s motionless body, and he felt it come: the empty horror, the physical pain, the shaking, the buzz. His hand was trembling, his heart rate spiking, irregular. He felt the cold rain snaking down his spine, and the dark chasm between now and then, the infinity that separated one moment from the next, one living and one not.


He threw his pack onto the passenger seat, jumped behind the wheel, reached across the centre console, grabbed the H&K from the passenger-side footwell and stashed it in the glove box. It wouldn’t be long before Medved’s people were notified of the failure. For these were Medved’s people, here for the reward. Of that he had no doubt. And soon they would be coming after him. 


In Angola he had always been among the hunters, tracking SWAPO through the bush, chasing them across the miles, assaulting them from the air, deep inside the border. Now, he was the prey.


Clay grabbed the steering wheel, closed his eyes, concentrated on his breathing and tried to calm himself. He adjusted the seat, the mirrors, got comfortable. It was a beautiful automobile.


He was about to start towards the A38 when he saw a blinking green light under his feet. He reached down into the footwell and retrieved a mobile phone. It was open, paused in mid dial, active. Clay scrolled through the recent call numbers, but saw nothing familiar. He was about to close the phone when his thumb stopped, hung twitching on its tendons. A string of digits burned in the display, a string whose pattern he recognised. He checked the number again, read it aloud. The London 0207 prefix, the uncanny string of primes. It was the number he’d dialled from the phone box earlier that day. Crowbar’s flat in Kilburn.
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Their Glorious Youth





The BMW was fast and smooth, the roads empty.


Crowbar’s words came to him in a flash: might even take it on myself.


Jesus Christ Almighty. Crowbar had betrayed him. He’d tried to use his own guys to collect Regina Medved’s three-million-pound reward. The tip-off and the hit. Clay could not bring himself to believe it, would literally have wagered his life against it. In so many ways, he already had. But there they were, lying dead and injured in the gorse, Boers like Koevoet, bloody Natal farm boys, lately of the DCC or 32 Battalion or some such outfit, guns for hire, mercenaries, using their years of experience to fight other people’s wars now that their country no longer wanted them.


Clay turned on the stereo, an expensive Blaukpunt. A CD loaded. He eased back the seat and settled in, the night air buffeting cold through the empty side window. A tinkling synthesised intro filled the car, building, mournful, that long single chord lasting and lasting in the background, and it made sense, really, that the men he had just killed would have been listening to this on the way here, anticipating perhaps the payoff and all it would bring. All of them of the same era, fighting that same race war. Now they were fighting each other. And then that haunting guitar and those four notes that always seemed to be asking him: where are you now? All of it always reminding him of Eben and that cheap tape deck and the Wish You Were Here cassette he played over and over in their tent at the Kunene River encampment, and the way Koevoet always came round and told Eben to turn it off, threatened to shoot the thing, run it over with a Buffel, give them all extra guard duty, and the way Eben always laughed and turned it right back up as soon as the old man had gone, and those long nights on standby, sitting by the fire, screaming the lyrics they were living out into the night with all the strength of their glorious youth: caught in the crossfire, blown on the steel breeze. Then, like now, none of it real, somehow. As he gazed through the trembling tunnel of light, the confused shadows of his memory twinned then trebled, the embers from the fire spinning skyward then blurring, come on you target, dissolving in the rain until they were gone and he was no longer sure that they had ever existed. He drove on through the night, sang it out at the top of his lungs until his already bruised throat ached. How I wish you were here.


The rain had intensified now and was falling in a continuous sheet. Dark hedgerows flew past, road spray hissing from the wheels and past the open window. He passed the first farmhouse, a distant light across the fen, and joined the B road for Launceston. Soon he was trundling along with the evening traffic, a light rain falling, the lights of the cars swimming across the wet pavement. He stopped at a newsagent and picked up a fifty-pound phone card, paying cash.


A few miles down the road he pulled into the carpark of a Tesco supermarket on the edge of town. The place was busy with afterwork shoppers, the lot almost full. Outside the main entrance was a bank of public telephones. He searched the eaves of the building. A single CCTV camera watched the automatic doors. Another was perched atop a lamppost at the far end of the lot. Clay pulled up his hood, wandered to the opposite end of the carpark and circled back towards the phones, avoiding the cameras’ eyes.


Closing the phonebox door, Clay brushed the rain from his jacket then cradled the receiver between his shoulder and ear and dialled the number. The line clicked, fuzzed and finally rang. Clay imagined the telephone on the little pinewood table next to the kitchen window, her walking from the lounge, looking out across the valley, the Dents du Midi towering in the distance, perhaps in cloud now, early snow falling at altitude. She was safe there, he told himself, veiled by a new name, a new identity, a place to live free from questions and intrusions. The ring tone pulsed for the fourth time, a fifth. Clay looked down at his boots, the rain falling across the pavement, the shoppers scurrying past with fists clenched over straining plastic.


‘Allo?’ A woman’s voice. Not Rania.


‘Is Rania there?’


‘Who is calling, please?’ A strong French accent, an older voice.


He decided to take a chance. ‘It’s Clay, Madame.’ He doubted that they would be monitoring her calls, that the police had made any sort of connection between them, yet.


‘Monsieur Clay?’ the woman gasped.


Clay knew the voice now. It was the old lady who’d led him to Rania after the violence in Yemen. The violence that had brought him here. Madame Debret.


‘She is not here, I am afraid.’


‘Where is she?’


Silence. Caution. Good.


‘Do you remember the Café Grand Quai in Geneva?’ he said. Where he and Madame Debret had met for the first and only time.


‘Oui.’


‘You held my hand. Told me about Rania’s father.’


A deep breath. ‘I am worried, Monsieur Clay. I told her that she should not leave, but she insisted.’


‘Where has she gone?’


‘Chypre.’


‘Cyprus?’


‘Nicosia, yes. Her editor has given her this assignment. He contacted her two weeks ago. At first she did not want to go. But he was insisting very much, calling her many times.’


‘LeClerc?’


‘She did not say his name.’


It had to be LeClerc, the man Clay had met in London, the one who’d finally published Rania’s story, the one who, in doing so, had helped to blow the casketlid off Medved’s corrupt and deadly oil production activities in Yemen, helped expose the murderous cover-up entrusted to the Bulgarian mercenary, Zdravko Todorov.


Soon after publication, the Medveds had lost all financing for their Petro-Tex venture in Yemen and were forced to sell the company at a loss.


‘When did she leave?’ Clay asked.


‘More than two weeks ago. You might see one of the stories she has written in the journaux.’


‘Did she say when she’d be back?’


‘No.’


‘Have you heard from her since?’


‘Non.’


‘Forwarding address?’


‘None.’


‘Telephone number? Mobile?’


‘I am sorry.’


‘Thank you, Madame.’ He was about to hang up when he heard her call out.


‘Monsieur Clay, please. Wait. She left a message for you, if you called.’ Noise down the line, scraping, a drawer being opened and closed. ‘I have it here. She wrote it for me.’


Clay waited, said nothing.


‘It says only: ‘Ecoutons la confession d’un compagnon d’enfer.’


Clay understood only one word: enfer. Hell.


‘It is Rimbaud, I believe,’ she said. ‘Listen to the confession of hell’s companion.’


A tumour of ice materialised in Clay’s chest. He knew this, from the boy-poet’s A Season in Hell, the chapter entitled ‘The Infernal Husband’. He curled his lip, hung up the phone and stared out into the half-light of day. She’d chosen carefully, knowing he’d read this prose-poem over and over while he was in Geneva searching for her, this lament, taken by its power: I am lost. I am impure, a slave of the infernal husband. A widow.


Why this? Something was wrong. Clay pulled in a half breath, let it flow back out as vapour, then looked long both ways along the storefront pavement, out into the carpark, through the big front windows into the fluorescent glow of the supermarket, the patchwork of vivid primary colours, his insides roiling in a Southern Ocean gale.
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Shoppers raced for their cars, newspapers and umbrellas over their heads. Raindrops drummed on the stretched skins of car roofs and pelted the tarmac like bullets. Clay stared at the rain guttering down from the roof.


He picked up the phone and dialled his Cayman Islands banker. It was the first time he’d made contact since the killing. Clay gave the password and his account number.


There was an urgent message for him, the banker said. It had arrived only three days ago. Clay jotted down the name and telephone number. The prefix was for South Africa, the area code Johannesburg. He put down the phone, checked his watch, took a breath and dialled.


A receptionist put him straight through to the clinic’s director.


‘This is Declan Greene,’ he said. His new identity, a recent and unintentional gift of the Yemeni secret police, complete with offshore bank accounts, an Australian passport and an apartment in Perth, Western Australia. ‘I had a message to call.’


The director paused, as if searching his memory. ‘Yes, thank you for calling, Mister Greene. We were expecting to hear from you sooner.’


‘I’ve been busy, Doctor.’ Doing nothing. Waiting.


‘I am very sorry to disturb you like this, but you see…’ The director stopped, cleared his throat. ‘There is no easy way to say this, I am afraid, Mister Greene.’


The line crackled, empty.


‘Then you’d better just tell me.’


‘Yes, of course. We traced you through the payment you made to the clinic earlier this year, Mister Greene, and since there are no direct living relatives, not any more, you were the only person we could contact.’


Clay’s throat tightened.


‘I’m very sorry to inform you that Eben Barstow died four days ago.’


Clay’s legs quivered. Eben, the best friend he’d ever had, wounded in action in Angola all those years ago, a bullet to the head. Clay had carried him to the helicopter and he had survived, if you could call it that, physically functioning but otherwise dead. How many times had he tried to convince Eben’s parents to let him die? Now it was done. Relief surged through him, a decade of regret. It took him a moment to catch his breath, to fully process this information. ‘Did you say no living relatives?’


‘That’s right.’


‘What about his parents?’


‘They died the same day.’


Jesus. ‘The same day?’


‘Yes. Tragic. But there is something you should know, Mister Greene. The circumstances of Mister Barstow’s death, were – how can I put this – unusual.’


Just say it, for Christ’s sake. So many times he had anticipated this moment, such had always seemed the inevitability of it, but now that it was here he couldn’t quite believe that Eben was gone, that the tiny shard of hope he had carried with him all those years – wrapped up in a teardrop, a pearl, hidden away somewhere so secure he’d almost forgotten it was ever there – had turned out to be the folly he always knew it was.


‘Mister Greene, are you there?’


‘Tell me.’


‘He was shot, Mister Greene.’


Clay thought he had misheard. He was hot. Died of fever.


‘Someone broke into the hospital at night, went to his room, and shot him three times. Twice in the chest, and once in the head.’ 


Clay’s blood stopped pumping. Jesus Christ.


‘And whoever it was, they also broke into our records department. It seems they were after information about Eben, about our accounts.’


‘What did they get?’


‘Everything, I’m afraid, Mister Greene. The police said it was a very professional job. The perpetrators were in and out without being seen by any of our staff, or waking any of the other patients.’


Jesus. ‘And Eben’s parents?’


‘They died in a car accident. As I said, a tragedy.’


Clay’s mind blanked, raced. All three of them, on the same day?


‘Mister Greene, are you there?’


‘Yes.’ No, not really.


Outside, the rain was coming down again, hammering against the thin steel of the supermarket’s cantilevered roof. He pushed the receiver onto his ear.


‘There is a sizeable credit on Mister Barstow’s account,’ came the voice, faint against the din, ‘which you paid in advance, if you recall. What would you have us do with it, Mister Greene?’


Clay stood staring out at the cars and the rain coming in trembling panes. ‘Are there any others?’


‘Pardon me, Mister Greene? Others?’


‘Any others like Eben.’


‘Sorry, I don’t follow.’


‘Vets.’ Fucked up unfortunates. The half-digested shit of a forgotten war, a failed system. Him.


‘Yes, of course. There are three others.’


‘Give it to whoever needs it most.’


Silence there, so far away, in a place he used to call home. And then: ‘That is very generous, Mister Greene.’


Clay said nothing, waited a moment, was about to hang up, when the director’s voice came again, urgent: ‘Mister Greene, before you go. There is something else.’


‘I’m listening.’ 


‘You must understand. We are all very shocked here.’


Clay waited for the director to continue.


‘When we found him…’ The director paused, cleared his throat. ‘You can imagine. It was a horrible sight.’


Yes, he could imagine. All too well. Did so on a nightly basis.


‘The killer, or killers, left a message. We have no idea who it was intended for, or what it means.’


‘Tell me.’


The director paused, then continued, his voice wavering. ‘It was written on the wall, in Mister Barstow’s blood. It said: “She’s next”.’


Clay stared down at the wet concrete, the implications of this moving through him now like a slow dose of poison. ‘Are you sure, Doctor? Absolutely sure that’s what it said?’


‘No question at all, Mister Greene. The words were very clear, well spelled out, as if they had taken their time. They used a brush.’


‘Did you say brush?’


‘A paint brush, yes. They left it in the room.’
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