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CHAPTER 1

Four paces. That’s their window to take her. When she’s coming down the front steps of the clinic, that’s too early: the steps have cast-iron railings on either side, so they won’t be able to get behind her. And once any part of her body is inside the Land Rover, that’s too late: the open door will be in their way, and if she manages to hook herself onto some part of the interior, like maybe she wraps her arms around a headrest, then it’s a tug of war. So all they have is the four paces between the steps and the kerb. It’s no time at all. But if they miss that window, if she slips back into the building or the car drives away with her inside, they will never get another chance.

Across the road from the clinic, Luke is kneeling by his bicycle pretending to tighten the spokes with a wrench, and he’s wearing the full kit – spandex trousers and jersey, gloves, helmet, sunglasses, anti-pollution mask – in the hope that anyone who sees him will think, ‘Yeah, that looks like exactly the kind of nerd who would park up in the middle of Marylebone to tune his bike like it’s a fucking viola.’

Also, the mask hides his face. The problem is, it’s not ideal for taking deep calming breaths. He keeps telling himself that cyclists wear masks like this while they’re huffing and puffing up hills, so objectively they can’t be that bad, but all the same he feels like he’s trying to breathe through a face full of cavity-wall insulation. The only way this could get worse would be if he puked into it before he could get it off, which unfortunately feels like a genuine possibility, because Luke is the most nervous he has ever been in his life. He cannot imagine any happier news right now, any more wonderful gift, than the operation suddenly being called off. Even though this is what they’ve been working towards for months.

It’s 11:46 a.m. He glances up and down the street. On the outside, most of these posh Georgian townhouses look just how they must have the day they were built, but on the inside they have some of the most advanced medical technology in the world; apparently there’s a surgeon here who will give you VR goggles when you come for your consultation so you can see what your breasts will look like after he’s finished. What surprised Luke when he first came to Harley Street was that even the most exclusive clinics have their waiting rooms right at the front, in what would once have been the drawing rooms, so anybody can peer inside. In fact, the townhouse opposite is the only one on the whole row with frosted glass in its tall sash windows.

Since then he’s been on several more scouting missions, so he knows the street’s rhythms. The little half-hourly swells of patients arriving for their appointments. The couriers picking up blood and sperm samples. The delivery vans, like the one idling on a yellow line about four doors down – except that one isn’t actually a delivery van . . .

He hears a door open. Looks up.

A bodyguard is coming out of the clinic. Bullet-headed in a grey suit.

And behind the bodyguard, there she is. Twenty-three-year-old Adeline Woolsaw, brown hair pinned up, grey leggings, baggy beige jumper. For months now this woman has been the centre of his universe but this is the first time he’s ever seen her in the flesh. As if he’s an adoring fan waiting at a stage door.

Four paces.

Luke rises, grabbing the flash-bang from the bike’s pannier. With his free hand he wheels the bike at high speed towards the Land Rover, exactly as he’s rehearsed a hundred times. A second, older woman is coming down the steps, Adeline’s governess or chaperone or assistant or whatever she is, as the bodyguard opens the car door.

Luke pulls the pin of the flash-bang with his teeth and tosses it onto the pavement at Adeline Woolsaw’s feet.

It looks like nothing much, just a white plastic cylinder the size of a can of deodorant. They sourced it from a guy who has blown up a lot of buildings: his day job is pyrotechnics at a VFX company. He warned them that a flash-bang isn’t nearly as potent outdoors as it is in a confined space. But it doesn’t need to burst anyone’s eardrums. It just needs to buy a few seconds.

The bike clatters to the ground as Luke turns his back on the Land Rover, squeezing his eyes shut and clapping both hands over his ears, tight enough to make a seal.

But the detonation is still so loud that when he takes his hands away his ears are ringing and his guts are ringing too.

Adeline and the bodyguard and the assistant are all standing there like swatted flies, lolling, helpless. As the delivery van pulls up beside him, Luke lifts the bike up by the frame and pitches it with all his strength at the bodyguard. The bodyguard, who never saw it coming, is knocked over sideways.

The side door of the van slides open and out hops Rosa, who wears a surgical mask and a hoodie with the hood up. Together they grab Adeline Woolsaw, Rosa taking her by the left arm, Luke by the right – so he’s touching her, he’s actually touching her, this person who until now was only ever really an abstraction, a distant planet. As they drag her into the back of the van, she doesn’t resist at all. In fact, she even ducks her head a little bit, as if to make it easier for them. Which has got to be the shock, Luke thinks. At the same time, he’s starting to register that she’s sort of the wrong shape—

But then, before they can slide the door shut, the assistant or governess or chaperone wraps both her arms around Adeline’s left leg. Luke never imagined that instead of the bodyguard, who is only just getting up off the ground, their biggest obstacle would be this little middle-aged woman in a tweed suit. But she has a death grip on Adeline’s calf, so for a moment it really is the tug of war they were determined to avoid.

‘Just fucking punch her!’ Rosa says.

The problem is, Luke has never in his life punched anyone in the face. His first kidnapping has come before his first proper fight. Which sounds ridiculous, but it’s true. And so, presented with this woman who looks like somebody’s mum, he hesitates.

Rosa handles it instead. She jabs the assistant right in the eye. The assistant staggers backward, releasing her hold on Adeline. At last Luke and Rosa are able to slide the van door shut.

And now Luke becomes aware of two things that he very much was not expecting.

The first is that Adeline Woolsaw is pregnant.

When she was coming down the stairs her midsection was hidden from view by the bodyguard in front, and during the struggle just now he was too busy to really clock it. But she is pregnant. Heavily pregnant, in fact. Huge under that baggy cashmere jumper.

And the second thing is that she’s shouting, ‘Go! Go! Come on! Go!’ Urgency in her voice. Desperation.

As if she wants them to get away.

As if she doesn’t realise she’s being kidnapped.

As if she thinks she’s being rescued.









CHAPTER 2

As Cam puts the van into reverse, Luke and Rosa force Adeline onto her knees, up against the side of the van, so they can zip-tie her wrists behind her back. They practised this over and over with Cam standing in for the target, but it’s different with a big pregnant belly in the way. Luke tries not to be too rough, but Rosa doesn’t hold back.

‘Hey, you don’t need to do that,’ Adeline says. ‘You don’t need to – hey—’

It finally seems to dawn on her that she is not, after all, being rescued. And she starts to struggle. But it’s too late. The zip tie is already tight around her wrists, and now Luke slips a black drawstring bag over her head. As Cam takes a corner at high speed, the three of them nearly topple over together, but Luke manages to grab one of the cargo straps hanging from the wall. As they reposition her, pulling her down onto her side, Luke isn’t sure if they ought to be supporting her belly the same way they’re supporting her head, and anyway he’s hesitant to put his hands on it – though when he does he finds that Adeline’s jumper is probably the softest object he’s touched in his life, like a fleece sheared from the ghost of a goat. Lastly, they zip-tie her ankles as well, and Luke sees that one of her suede sandals must have come off during the scuffle.

The whole routine goes smoothly, or about as smoothly as you could hope for in the circumstances. But when Luke sees the result – a pregnant woman curled up on the floor of the van, hood over her head, wrists and ankles bound – the image wallops him like that punch Rosa threw at the assistant. At that moment what he’s feeling does not at all resemble triumph.

So he’s not ready for it when Rosa pulls down her mask and pulls down his too and then kisses him, kisses him as if she wants to fuck right there in the van. He’s so surprised he freezes up, and after a moment she detaches, frowning. They aren’t supposed to talk too much in front of Adeline, but he wants to tell her that it’s premature to celebrate, because it’s not like they’ve got away yet. Not even close. And anyway his mind is racing, trying to work out what this development means for them.

Isn’t this going to look terrible? Aren’t people going to be horrified? Obviously the kidnapping was going to alienate a good chunk of the public no matter what, but what about the people in the middle, the people who are supposed to be shocked out of their complacency, the people who are supposed to come over to their side? How is this going to look to them? Taking an enemy prisoner is an act of war, but kidnapping a woman who’s just about to have a baby – doesn’t that feel a bit like a war crime?

‘Who are you?’ Adeline says, her voice muffled by the bag. ‘What is this?’

‘We’re the Nail,’ Luke says gently. ‘We don’t want to hurt you. Do as we say and in a few days we’ll give you back to your family.’

‘But I don’t want that. I don’t want to go back to my family.’

Rosa says, ‘Where’s your phone?’

‘I haven’t got a phone.’

‘Don’t lie.’ With absolutely none of the reticence that Luke has been feeling about the softer parts of Adeline’s body, Rosa starts frisking her from head to toe for electronics.

‘I’m not. I haven’t got a phone. I’m not allowed one.’

‘GPS tracker? Panic button?’

‘On my left wrist.’

Rosa unclasps from Rosa’s wrist what looks like an expensive fitness tracker, with a shiny black face and a rose-gold strap. She passes it up to Cam in the driver’s seat and he tosses out of the window.

‘Is that everything?’ Rosa says, still patting her down.

‘Yes.’

‘Anything you don’t tell us about, I’ll find it anyway. I don’t care if it’s up your fucking fanny, I’ll find it. So give it up now, because if I find it and you haven’t told me, there will be consequences.’

‘That’s everything, I promise you.’

The van’s back windows are covered so it’s only by feeling cobblestones under the tyres that Luke knows they’ve pulled into the mews off Devonshire Street. Cam parks and gets out of the van. Luke hitches up the bottom of the black bag so that Rosa can put a strip of duct tape over Adeline’s mouth, then pulls it back down and tightens the drawstring under her chin. As they’re wrapping a big tartan blanket around her, Luke hears a garage door being hiked up. Then Cam bangs on the roof of the van: ready. Luke slides open the side door, then grabs Adeline under the armpits as Rosa takes her ankles. ‘Don’t squirm or we might drop you,’ she says.

Along one side of the mews is a row of garages that have been in limbo for a long time because some developer bought them hoping to build houses but then Westminster Council wouldn’t allow it. So they’ve been sitting there empty behind their GARAGE IN CONSTANT USE signs, until last night, when Cam broke into one and left a second van inside. Like the first van, it has a fresh set of cloned plates, ordered from a company in Jersey where they don’t ask too many questions.

The gap between one van and the other is just a few feet, and they’re overlooked only by the spindly fire escape of a building on Weymouth Street, so there’s nobody to see them transfer their big lumpy cargo. Also, there are no CCTV cameras in this mews, which is the reason they chose it.

However, the wider neighbourhood has plenty of them. It’s so central, just a quarter mile south of Regent’s Park, and as well as the clinics for the rich there are embassies around here, consulates, high commissions. It was mad, actually, to do this in W1. But they didn’t have a choice. The Woolsaws so rarely come into the light. Even for four paces.

It means, though, that when the police comb through all the CCTV footage from the area, they’ll probably be able to connect one van to the other. Meaning that this change of vans is not an escape, it’s just a way to buy time. If they really want to cover their tracks, they’ll have to go a lot farther afield.

So Cam takes them west.

By now Luke is not running on adrenaline so much as a slow-cooked stew of anxiety hormones, and periodically a skin forms over the stew when nothing happens for a little while, but then the van stops and the stew erupts again because Luke is absolutely certain they’ve been caught even though it’s really just a red light. After several rounds of that, it’s a relief when he feels the van decisively speed up, because that means they’re past Marylebone Road and up onto the Westway. Cam hasn’t said a word since well before the kidnapping. But that just means everything’s going according to plan.

About twenty minutes later, the van comes down off the motorway. They must be in Park Royal. The largest warehouse district in Europe, a city-within-a-city here beside the railway sidings. Wholesalers of double glazing, wheelchairs, baklava. Lots of it perfectly respectable, but not all of it: squeezed into the smaller, odder-shaped lots, the little triangles and rhombuses, you find the more fly-by-night operations, the dodgy wrecking yards and the fake handbag importers.

There, you can nip up a ladder and disconnect the CCTV cameras, and nobody will notice for weeks. Which is exactly what Luke and Cam did two nights ago in a little patch of nothing-much between a warehouse and a body shop. And Park Royal has a constant flow of white vans just like this one, hundreds every hour. If you switch vehicles in a blind spot, then you can just disappear into the herd.

So in this down-the-back-of-the-sofa zone with the dead hedge and the wheelie bins and the rotting stack of shipping pallets, they go through it all again: waiting until Cam gives them the all-clear, then carrying Adeline across to yet another van, this one silver and still decaled with the logo of the heating company it used to belong to. But they don’t leave right away. Instead, they wait, nobody talking, Rosa holding Luke’s hand, Cam still up in the driver’s seat so he can keep lookout, Adeline lying there on her side. She must be wondering what’s happening.

What’s happening is that they’re leaving a buffer. Yes, this corner might be a blind spot, but the police will be able to piece together a lot of footage from the cameras nearby, and you don’t want them to be able to say ‘At 11:31 a.m., this van entered Park Royal, and at 11:34 a.m., this other van left Park Royal.’ That makes it easy for them. Instead you hold on as long as you think you can risk it. Every minute that goes by, that’s more vehicles leaving Park Royal, more decoys, more chaff, more innocent catering vans the police will have to chase up before they ever get to you. In any other circumstances watching a clock makes time goes slower, but Luke finds the wait so unbearable that staring at his Casio actually helps, the seconds winking by a reassurance that the universe hasn’t just completely ground to a halt—

Adeline groans through the duct tape.

Luke looks at Rosa. And Rosa shrugs to say they shouldn’t pay any attention. All the same, he plucks at the fabric of the bag to make sure it’s not blocking her nostrils.

Then they hear the helicopter.

It doesn’t sound that far off. Once again, Luke looks at Rosa. And this time, she doesn’t look as relaxed.

‘Cam,’ Luke says.

‘Chill out,’ Cam says. ‘Nothing to do with us.’

‘Should we get going anyway?’

‘No. Parked is good. We’re just another van. If they were looking. Which they aren’t.’

But then, as if to express her disagreement, Adeline groans again. Luke sees her hands clench into fists – and sees, also, a dark patch on her leggings that wasn’t there before.

The helicopter is definitely getting closer. Luke’s bowels have been thrumming at various frequencies ever since Harley Street and this just adds one more. ‘Cam,’ he says again. But this time Cam doesn’t answer.

Adeline is knocking on the floor of the van with the one sandal she still has on. Not thrashing around but knocking like she’s trying to signal to them. Knock knock knock. Knock knock knock.

Luke can’t take it any more. He goes to the back windows of the van and pulls back one corner of the blackout cover.

Right away he sees it. A flash of blue and green.

From here he has a view down the alley between two warehouses, and at the other end of the alley there’s another access road, and that’s where it was, just for a moment, about a hundred yards away. He’s certain. That fluorescent chequerboard pattern on the side of police cars.

‘Cam,’ he says. ‘Police.’

And at the same time he becomes aware of a smell inside the van, not strong but definitely new, a sort of sweet, bleachy smell.

Adeline’s still doing it. Knock knock knock. Knock knock knock. So Luke loosens the drawstring of the bag again and pulls the tape off her mouth.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Rosa says to him.

Before he can answer, Adeline says, ‘I’m fairly sure I’m going into labour.’









CHAPTER 3

[image: Opening single quotation mark]I thought you’d pissed yourself,’ Luke says.

‘I wish it were just that,’ Adeline says.

‘You’re saying that’s your waters breaking?’ Rosa says. ‘I thought it was like emptying a bucket out?’

‘Sometimes it’s more like a little leak in the bucket,’ Adeline says. ‘Look, this is my second time. I know what it feels like. It feels like this. I’m sorry if this isn’t a good moment but it’s really not up to me.’

Luke gets a bit claustrophobic any time a barber so much as drapes a hot towel over his eyes, yet somehow Adeline is conversing in a relatively normal way even with most of her face still covered by the bag. Luke doesn’t understand how she can stay so calm. And on top of that, he’s wondering what she means about this being her second time. Because it can’t be, can it? She’s only twenty-three, and in all their research on the Woolsaws, which has been pretty fucking thorough, there’s never been any mention of a grandchild.

All Luke knows about the beginning of labour is something a friend once told him, a friend who had kids pretty young, about how for her it was like when you’re just starting to come up on MDMA, not euphoric yet, just a whooshing change in your sense of everything as your brain is flooded with new chemicals.

He peeks out past the blackout covers again, and sees two more police cars whip by.

And then they hear a siren.

A siren is really, really, really bad. Because a siren means the police aren’t even worried about tipping them off. It means they’re confident of having them cornered. It means they’re just trying to get more backup here as fast as they can. In hindsight all the worry Luke felt up until now was like a hot-towel wrap compared to the dread that swallows him at this moment.

Cam is exposed up at the front, so he now squeezes past the seats to join the others squatting beside Adeline in the back.

‘How the fuck did they get here so quickly?’ Rosa says. She gives Adeline a hard cuff on the arm. ‘What didn’t you tell us about?’

‘There’s nothing else. You saw the tracker. Where would I hide another one of those?’

‘I don’t know, maybe you have a chip in your ear like a fucking dog!’

‘What I have is a surname which makes things happen quickly. Sometimes much more quickly than one would ever believe.’

Adeline could be right, Luke thinks. Maybe all it takes is the word ‘Woolsaw’ going out over the radio and instantly the entire policing apparatus of Greater London converges like a single organism. Maybe somewhere near here there’s a blood-spattered spree killer wearing only one handcuff because the arresting officers ran off halfway through. Cam was sure the Met couldn’t react fast enough to track the vans in real time, and Luke trusted him, but what if every CCTV control room in London was drafted at once? Luke begins to wonder why they ever thought they could pull this off.

There are unmistakably at least two helicopters overhead. The van feels even smaller now that they’re all here in the back together, foxes in a den as the hounds draw closer. Cam goes to the back windows to take a look himself.

‘Cam, what are we going to do?’ Luke says.

Adeline is doing what sound like breathing exercises, but she keeps losing the rhythm, the long, regular, serene breaths breaking down into short, shaky, grindy ones.

‘I don’t know,’ Cam says. And to hear Cam say that is almost worse than the sirens. Those words are doom to Luke. Because Cam’s been through everything several times over. Cam always, always knows what happens next.

‘Can you see anything?’

‘Yeah. There are guys getting out of a van. They’ve got guns.’

A noise on the roof of the van. A tapping. Rosa lets out a little whimper of surprise, then claps her hand over her mouth.

‘That’s just hail,’ Cam says. ‘It’s started hailing.’

Which is odd, because even a few minutes ago, when they were switching vans, the sky was a perfect blue. But the tapping doesn’t stop.

Luke watches Cam, wondering what’s going through his mind. In the planning stages they talked about worst-case scenarios. About what they would do if it ended this way. And one point they agreed on was that they weren’t going to bother with the Quebec thing.

The Quebec thing is saying to the police ‘Put us on a plane to a non-extradition country or we’ll kill the girl.’ The reason they call it ‘the Quebec thing’ is because, as far as they can tell, that’s the only time in history it’s ever worked: Quebec in 1970, when five Quebecois separatists took the British trade commissioner hostage for two months. The night the police found their hideout, they tossed a note out through the window saying they’d murder the trade commissioner at the first sign of a raid and demanding that the Canadian government fly them to Cuba in exchange for his release. And the Canadians actually obliged. The next morning, a police escort accompanied the kidnappers and their hostage to an old World’s Fair pavilion in Montreal, where they handed him over; then a Royal Canadian Airforce helicopter took the kidnappers to the airport; and from there an RCAF plane took them to Havana. The head negotiator apparently described the atmosphere on the flight as ‘relaxed, quiet, and subdued.’

Maybe it could only have happened in Canada. Much more commonly, when people tried something like that, it was more like Munich two years later, the authorities just playing along until they could shoot the kidnappers dead on the runway.

So the Quebec thing was out. They weren’t chumps. But what they would do instead – well, that they never entirely agreed on. A few weeks ago Rosa said that, hypothetically, if they ended up killing Adeline Woolsaw after everything went to shit, then at least they would have struck a blow. If they were going to prison for a long time anyway, at least it would show the world that you could fight back, tooth and claw. The bastards would feel fear after that, not just the Woolsaws but all the others of their kind.

Cam didn’t say he agreed with her. But it didn’t seem like he really disagreed either. Sometimes Luke thinks he should have walked away as soon as he found out that was on the table. But he didn’t. He’s here. And what is Cam thinking right now when he looks at Adeline?

The hail is getting louder. ‘Can someone take my jumper off, please?’ Adeline says, her cheeks flushed and sweaty. Luke hesitates, but then a wave seems to crash through Adeline, and she cries out, writhing on the nonslip mat. He has to do something for her, and the jumper is loose enough that even with her wrists behind her back he can pull it up off her torso, although he has to reach through it, her jaw moist against his wrist, to make sure he doesn’t also pull off the bag as he’s stretching the neckline over her head—

Rosa taps him and mouths, ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Because there was never anything in the plan about keeping the hostage nice and comfortable.

All the same, he finishes pulling the jumper inside out around Adeline’s shoulders until it’s dangling off her by the sleeves, which is the furthest he can get with her wrists still tied. She has a white vest on underneath and Luke feels renewed amazement at how big her belly is. He realises he can bunch the jumper up like a pillow under her head, which has a pale grid down one side from being pressed into the mat—

The sound of glass smashing, outside the van, some distance away.

Luke thinks of a sniper on some high floor knocking through a window to make way for his rifle barrel.

But then they hear shouting too. A car alarm going off. Then another.

It has to be the hail, which isn’t a tapping any more but a pummelling louder than the helicopters.

Cam is still at the back windows, so Luke pokes his head between the front seats, staying as low as he can, so he can get a look through the windscreen.

The clouds are so thick and dark it feels like dusk, and they’re hurling polar quantities of ice at Park Royal. It’s the most furious hailstorm he’s ever seen.

And they aren’t even getting the worst of it, here in the van. He can see broken windscreens, creased bonnets, dangling wing mirrors. One of the cameras they so carefully disabled has been torn off its bracket. At the edge of the scrapyard there’s a skip heaped with bulging waste bags, and the waste bags are quivering around and spurting out their insides like somebody getting shot to pieces with a chain gun.

He sees a lot of police – some in full tactical gear with carbines slung across their chests, others in the normal black vests and white shirtsleeves – but none of them are even looking at the van any more, they’re all just huddled in whatever shelter they can find, one beneath the open lid of a wheelie bin, another in the cab of a forklift. Out in the road, two of them are carrying a third to one of their vehicles as if she’s a battlefield casualty.

There’s a continuous shattering sound of ice breaking on the asphalt, and it’s difficult to make out any individual hailstone amidst the glinting shingle, but where Luke can, he sees there’s something strange about these hailstones. They’re not round, like any hailstone he’s seen before. They’re long and pointed. Like icicles. Or daggers.

A flash of movement in the sky. He looks up.

It’s one of the helicopters. Falling.

‘Oh fuck—’ he hears himself say. ‘Oh fuck—’

It twirls as it falls, and even just the twirling is sickening to see, knowing there are passengers inside that cockpit as it spins on its axis like some unspeakable fairground ride. But, even worse, the helicopter is skidding through the air on a long diagonal towards the roof of a warehouse – and now, as Luke watches, it crashes straight through. Out of sight. So he doesn’t see it hit the ground, but he hears it, a thunderous impact with a fading aftersound as the steel walls of the warehouse reverberate over the hail.

Immediately, several cops come sprinting out of their shelters, heading for the warehouse. Luke cannot imagine there could possibly be any survivors, but clearly they feel they have to check. Behind him Adeline lets out a guttural wail.

Then Luke sees blood. A spray of it from the neck of one of the sprinting policemen. And he sprawls forward onto the icy ground, carried along by his own momentum.

For a moment Luke wonders if it was a hailstone – but no, that’s crazy, a hailstone can’t do that to someone, it had to have been a bullet – there are plenty of guns around, so maybe in all the confusion—

But then a second guy drops. And this time there’s no denying what happened, because as he lies prone you can see the hailstone sticking out of him, a chisel of ice in his calf.

Before long, the entire rescue party is on the ground, punctured in one place or another by hailstones. And of course it doesn’t stop when they’re down. The storm keeps hitting them, chewing at their bodies like the needle of a sewing machine, spike after spike.

By this point Luke can see only two cops still alive. One is dragging herself back towards the shelter of a loading dock, but then an enormous hailstone, eight or ten inches long, plunges straight through the small of her back. She goes limp.

And another, less than a hundred feet from the van, is shielding himself under a metal signboard that the hail has knocked loose from a fence, big orange letters advertising MOT TESTING. He’s trying to curl himself up as small as he can, but the sign isn’t big enough to protect him properly.

‘There’s a guy out there,’ Luke says. ‘We could help him.’

‘What guy?’ Rosa says.

‘A cop.’

‘Are you taking the piss?’

She’s got a point. They are, after all, in the middle of a kidnapping. But even if they don’t want to pull him inside the van, Luke thinks they could just drive over there, nose the front bumper carefully over the cop so that he could crawl underneath.

The keys are still in the ignition. He could just get into the driver’s seat and do it. Instead of sitting here and watching while the storm hacks at this guy’s extremities.

But before he can make up his mind, it’s too late.

Because, impossibly, the blitz gets even heavier. For a few seconds the hail comes down so hard you can’t see anything else, just a staticky boil of ice unbroken in any direction, the roar of its impact drowning out all thought. How can the atmosphere even manufacture this much solid matter? By now the windscreen of the van ought to be in smithereens, but they must be parked right in the eye of the storm, because it’s almost as if the hail is avoiding them.

Then the crescendo ends. Rapidly the storm begins to ease. The hailstones are diminishing both in size and in number, so that before long the sound is once again a clatter of individual impacts rather than an undifferentiated hiss. Until it’s coming down on the roof no faster than the tapping that startled them all at the beginning.

What’s left, afterwards, is an apocalypse. An eroded, punished landscape. Broken windows, fallen drainpipes, limbless trees. Garage doors and car panels pitted and gouged. The canopy of a bus stop has collapsed onto the people sheltering under it. They lie there motionless, blood pooling on the ground, which is as crystal white as fresh snow but with a much bumpier surface, like a billion packing peanuts spilled out of a box.

The MOT TESTING guy is lying on his back, the signboard resting halfway across him. His face and hands look like raw meat. There is a long spike protruding from his eye socket.

Luke realises he can smell vomit. He turns to see that Adeline has thrown up on the mat. Good thing they took the duct tape off, although a little bit got on her hair and on the drawstring of the bag. She’s not twisting around or gritting her teeth any more. ‘Adeline, are you . . .’ He doesn’t know what question to ask. ‘Is it still . . .’

‘The contractions have just calmed down for a bit,’ she answers. ‘They’ll come back. May I please have some water?’

They have a couple of litre bottles in the corner. He props her head up so she can drink. He wants to wipe the vomit from the corner of her mouth, but there’s nothing at hand to do it with, so in the end he uses the hem of her cashmere jumper. The world’s most expensive puke rag.

‘We should get going,’ Cam says, climbing back into the driver’s seat.

At first the words hardly mean anything to Luke. The idea of escaping feels like something from another life.

But Cam is a pragmatist. Always. So it doesn’t matter that they’re all still gaping at what they’ve just been through. It doesn’t matter that the plan collided with something utterly inexplicable. All that matters is what’s next.

‘She’s right,’ Cam says, nodding at Adeline. ‘When it’s the Woolsaws, they don’t hold anything back. They would have sent everyone they had from miles around. And I don’t know if any of them survived that. Plus every camera’s in bits. If we get going now, we could be well away before the second wave arrives.’

So they reverse out of the yard, tyres crunching over the hailstones. And nobody stops them. Because there’s nobody left.









CHAPTER 4

At Greenford Roundabout they come off the motorway so they can swap vans one last time at a smaller industrial estate that straddles the canal. No more surprises, thank God. Then back on the A40 until they’re almost at the RAF base. It’s all very green and spacious out here but it’s not countryside, just golf courses and cricket clubs and shooting ranges – hobbyland. Down the West End Road, turn right at the tyre shop, and they’re home. Cam parks the van round the back, then they carry Adeline into the school.

Ruislip School for Blind and Partially Sighted Children, closed since 2011. In squatter terms, it’s a paradise. Just like those garages off Devonshire Street, it’s in indefinite stasis, dead-stopped by overoptimistic capital flows. After the council ran out of money to keep it open, they sold the property to an investment trust in the British Virgin Islands. Maybe there was once a plan to turn it into something, a hotel or a private rehab centre, but in twelve years it hasn’t been touched. Sheets still on the beds, crockery still in the cupboards. The electricity was cut off, but Cam knows a bloke from UK Power Networks who came in and turned it back on for them, no meter, no bills. And the water was never disconnected in the first place. No gas, which means no hot water or central heating, and there’s mould in the walls. But they get by with hot plates and kettles and space heaters and one dodgy electric shower unit that hasn’t fried anybody yet but probably will someday.

Other than the textured mats at the top of every staircase and the Braille signs outside every door, there’s little to distinguish it from any other school building. It’s ludicrously oversized for just three tenants, but at least they have all the space they could ever need, and it’s far enough from the road that they never get any unwelcome attention (plus they’ve put up a sign outside that says THIS PROPERTY IS PROTECTED BY LIVE-IN GUARDIANS, just in case anyone ever does get close enough to see that it’s inhabited). Luke sometimes wonders if the people who own it even remember that they own it.

A bedroom – which is to say a cell – has already been made up for Adeline, one of the rooms with an en suite on Corridor B. It still has its beige carpets and pine furniture from back when the school took boarders, but it’s been modified pretty extensively for its new purpose. The door handle has been replaced with a privacy knob, like on a bathroom door, except it only locks from the outside; a peephole has been cut into the door, with a cover hanging off a nail; the actual bathroom door has been replaced with a curtain; wooden boards have been nailed up over the window; and every fitting that she could possibly use to hurt herself or anyone else – desk chair, wardrobe rail, bedside lamp, bathroom mirror, shower door, toilet-tank lid – has been taken out.

If they wanted, they could have her chained to a radiator and shitting in a pail. But even apart from how that would sound to the public if Adeline ever told her story, Cam says it would be a bad idea for them, the captors. Especially first-timers like Luke and Rosa. When you’re fighting a war you do whatever’s necessary, Cam says, even if it turns your stomach. But once you go beyond what’s necessary, once it becomes cruelty, that’s different. A lot of people seem to think that indulging in a bit of collective sadism can be a bonding exercise, good for morale. And it can, Cam says, but it’s a quick, cheap hit, and you come down from it fast, and very soon you need to do it again. You start to look at one another differently, you start to treat one another differently. Cam’s speaking from experience.

Once she’s on the bed, Cam snips the zip ties at her wrists and ankles and pulls the black bag off her head. He has his two-foot wheel wrench to hand, just in case she tries anything, even though that seems extremely unlikely while she’s in the middle of having a baby. This is the first time since the fracas that Luke has seen her whole face, and the sudden unveiling makes her grey eyes seem even brighter.

Adeline is now finally able to pull the jumper the rest of the way off, and as she flexes the feeling back into her arms she takes in her new situation. The room. The three of them still in their masks and hoods. The wheel wrench. She can probably guess that they wouldn’t have taken the restraints off her unless she was going to be here for the foreseeable future. And Luke hears, for the first time, unchecked panic in her voice as she says, ‘So are you just going to stand there and watch me while I—’

‘A doctor’s coming,’ Cam says.

Sure enough, not long afterwards, they hear the car pulling off the road. Luke goes to meet Shirley at the door.

By day, Shirley’s an NHS doctor, working at a hospital somewhere in London; Luke doesn’t know which one. Shirley Drain, his nom de guerre, is the name of a tube that sucks blood out of a wound, but it was also the stage name of a drummer in some post-punk band from the 1980s, and that drummer was male too, which is why Shirley thought of it. Even though Cam doesn’t really approve of aliases that are too colourful.

Shirley was warned beforehand that he might be needed at some point: the children of the mega-rich can be delicate flowers, and there was no knowing what boutique medical conditions Adeline might have, what exclusive psychopharmaceuticals she might be dependent upon. But there was absolutely no suggestion that they might be dealing with what they are now dealing with. His arrival is an enormous relief to Luke, who was on the verge of looking up how-to videos on YouTube.

‘Cam said it was urgent,’ Shirley says, toting his gym bag full of doctor’s stuff, ‘so I thought someone had got hurt.’

‘Not us,’ Luke says.

‘I heard a lot of sirens on the way here. A hell of a lot, around Hanger Lane. Was that anything to do with you?’

‘Some of them, probably, yeah. But not all of them. There was a storm. A big one.’

Shirley puts on a surgical mask and cap before he goes into Adeline’s room. Obviously they weren’t prepping for the Miracle of Life to take place in there, but he says he can make it work.

While Shirley is ministering to his new patient, the others go into the common room across the landing, where they take off their masks and hoods. To be back here, in these familiar surroundings, together, free, the whole thing behind them – for the first time it hits Luke that it actually worked, they actually did it, and there’s part of him that wants to be revelling like they just won the World Cup. But it doesn’t feel right yet with so much unresolved.

‘What the fuck happened out there?’ Rosa says.

‘We got lucky,’ Luke says. ‘Insanely lucky. Freak weather. Freak weather saved us.’

But even as he’s saying it, he’s not sure he believes it. And Cam shakes his head. ‘No. Mate. You know as well as I do. You saw it. That wasn’t natural.’

‘Then what was it?’ Rosa says. And Luke is hopeful that Cam can settle this question like he settles so many questions, that somewhere in the deep hinterlands of his experience an answer can be found. Luke, at twenty-five, and Rosa, at twenty-eight, are both rookies. But Cam, at forty-eight, is a veteran. Back in the early nineties, he took one of the more roundabout routes into activism that Luke has ever heard of. Growing up on an estate in Salford, his two older brothers were wannabe gangsters who ran security and sold drugs for acid house parties. Cam, already a pretty formidable physical presence even as a teenager, would sometimes come along to lend a hand. His brothers had nothing but contempt for the ravers, but Cam couldn’t help making friends. By 1993, he was helping to run a sound system for the anti-eviction protests in north-east London. By 2001, an old hand at only twenty-five, he was in Genoa rioting against the G8 summit. But he was already losing faith in his fellow activists, and the wimpy response to the police brutality in Genoa convinced him that they were never going to accomplish anything serious.

So he went underground. Unfortunately, leaving behind his old comrades didn’t mean he could escape the fecklessness and self-sabotage that has dogged every leftist movement since the beginning of time. Today he will sometimes compare the three types of outlaws he mixed with as a young man. ‘My brothers and their mates, when they were selling pills, they were the best organised. Then the people who put on the raves, they were in the middle. And then the people who put on the protests, they were dead last. They were the most fucking inept, easily. Which is saying a lot, if you know anything about the first two.’ The history of his efforts over the last twenty years has been a history of failure – that’s a sadness he carries openly – and he blames his allies, and himself, as much as he blames his enemies. But his determination hasn’t faltered. Luke has never been able to piece together anything resembling a chronology of Cam’s activities. But even though he’s not that old, he seems to have been everywhere, done everything. You can hear it in the way he talks, or rather doesn’t talk: it’s almost as if, once he’s said a given sentence once in his life, he never feels the need to say it again, so by now what’s worth opening his mouth for? For Cam, there’s not much new under the sun.

Except today is new. Even for him. ‘I don’t know what it was,’ he says. ‘I really don’t know. What I do know is that the CIA have done a lot of research into weather modification. Cloud seeding. They used to do it with salt, but now they have these little diamond balloons. You use them as an area-denial weapon. You fog the whole place up, then you send in the guys with infrared goggles, and they’re the only ones who can see.’

‘But it wasn’t fog, it was hail,’ Luke says. ‘And it didn’t hurt us, it hurt them.’

‘Maybe it’s still experimental. Maybe it went wrong. Happens all the time. Look at Waco, look at the Moscow theatre. And this is the Woolsaws, right? They’re going to pull out all the stops. Someone at the top is probably shouting down the phone, “Well if you’ve got this thing, you’d better use it. I don’t care if it’s supposed to be secret. I don’t care if it’s not ready.” The point is, we made it. We’ve got her.’

‘And she’s having a baby,’ Luke says. ‘All that planning and we didn’t even know she was having a baby.’

‘It’s a good thing,’ Rosa says. ‘Two hostages for the price of one.’

Cam goes outside to bring in a few more things from the van. Adeline cries out so loud it carries down the corridor and through the fire doors.

Rosa smirks. ‘Bet she thought she’d be having it in a nice comfy hospital, off her face on painkillers.’

There’s a pitter-patter at the window. Luke and Rosa freeze.

Like the van, the windows of the school are covered with black privacy film, so that nobody will see from a distance that the lights are on at night. But it also means they can’t see out.

‘Is that . . .’ Rosa says.

‘It’s probably just rain,’ Luke says.

‘But if it’s the hail again – and if Cam’s right—’

‘They wouldn’t use it a second time. After what happened.’

‘Yeah, but still—’

Adeline lets out another yowl.

Luke goes to the window, which looks out onto the overgrown field behind the main building. As on the door to Adeline’s room, there’s a square of cardboard that can be pushed to one side to peek out through a gap in the privacy film.

Just as he thought, it’s not hail, it’s heavy rain. But this isn’t like any rain he’s ever seen.

The droplets are thick and gluey, leaving snail trails down the glass. Yellowish white with twists of red or pink inside. It so blears the air that you can hardly make out the spruce trees a quarter mile from the school. If you were driving in this your windscreen wipers would manage about three wipes before they had heart attacks from the exertion.

Cam comes back into the common room, breathing hard. After just a minute outside, he looks like he’s been dipped in batter. And he reeks. It’s a strange, unplaceable reek, like if you took one of those nostril-numbing chemistry-lab smells and left it to rot in a dark place.

And unless Luke’s imagining it, he can also detect a hint of that sweetish smell from when Adeline’s waters broke in the van.

Okay, so when police used their prototype area-denial weapon, that caused some anomalous pressure system in the atmosphere which sucked up industrial runoff from a reservoir somewhere and is now scattering it across west London . . .

Any rational explanation just crumbles in his hands, no matter how hard he tries to hold it together.

Cam warned them once that very large concentrations of wealth are like deformations in space-time; they warp reality around them. The closer you get to a family like the Woolsaws, the more you depart from any recognisable everyday logic. But surely he didn’t mean this.

‘Are you okay?’ he says to Cam.

‘I need a fucking shower.’

But then Shirley shouts from Corridor B: ‘Hey, I need you in here. Two of you. Cam and somebody else.’

Cam grabs a blanket so he can towel himself off on the way. Luke follows him to the door of Adeline’s bedroom, where Shirley raises his eyebrows at Cam’s bedragglement. He wants to talk to Cam alone, meaning Luke will be guarding Adeline. So Luke puts on his balaclava. Not the old-fashioned type with three separate holes – surely nobody buys those any more unless they’re dressing up as a burglar for Halloween – but the athletic type with just one big opening for the eyes.

He feels awkward going into Adeline’s room. Nervous, even. But when Adeline glances up, face redder than ever, hair pasted to her forehead, it’s without interest, as if on her priority list the fact of his existence comes way, way below what’s currently going on in her body. He has the urge to give her a look of apology. He didn’t get into this so he could force a twenty-three-year-old girl to have her baby in a cell surrounded by strangers in masks. But he stops himself. If he were really that sorry, he could do something about it, couldn’t he? But he’s not going to.

‘The clinic you took her from,’ he hears Shirley say to Cam out in the corridor. ‘What exactly were they treating her for?’

‘No clue,’ Cam says. ‘Like I said, we didn’t even know she was pregnant. We only got access to the appointments calendar, not the medical notes.’

‘So you know which doctor she was seeing?’

‘Yeah, but we couldn’t find out anything about him. You look him up online, there’s nothing there. What’s the issue?’

Shirley shuts the door and slides the cover over the peephole.

But Luke wants to hear this. So he presses his ear against the wood. He feels weaselly, even more so because Adeline can see him doing it. Not that he should care what she thinks.

‘This isn’t a straightforward pregnancy,’ he hears Shirley say. ‘I can tell you that much already. But that’s about all I can tell you.’

‘How bad is it?’

‘I don’t know. And I don’t have what I’d need to find out. I’m mystified, to be honest with you. The point is, I can’t make any guarantees about this delivery. Not with what I have to work with here – and anyway, I’ve assisted with a few deliveries but I’m not an obstetrician. If this were happening on the ward, I’d call a consultant.’

‘What are you saying? Are you saying we could lose her?’

‘More likely the baby. But as I said, I can’t make any guarantees. Sometimes you lose both. Not often, but it does still happen, and it’s almost always when they haven’t made it to a hospital. Cam, I think we should put her in an ambulance.’

‘You want to call an ambulance? Here?’

‘No, obviously not. I mean we could blindfold her again, dump her in the park, call an ambulance to pick her up.’

‘She’d know she hadn’t gone far. She’d tell them that and they’d have an area to search. Unless we knocked her out.’

‘In the middle of labour?’

‘You’re telling me things could go wrong. But you don’t know that. It could be fine.’

‘Well, yeah, but—’

‘Then I think you’d better do the best you can, and the rest of us had better hope. We didn’t come this far to just give her back.’

‘What are they saying about me?’ Adeline says.

And it’s lucky she does, because Luke jolts at the sound of her voice, pulling his ear from the door while he searches for a response – which means he doesn’t get caught eavesdropping when Shirley comes back in.

‘If we’re really going to do this here, I strongly suggest we put something waterproof under her,’ Shirley says. ‘Otherwise you’ll be stuck with a mattress that looks like someone got murdered on top of it.’

Cam tells Luke to go and forage a couple of shower curtains from bathrooms down the corridor. When he returns, Shirley examines them and says, ‘That’s mildew.’

Cam gives him a look like he’s running out of patience, and Shirley takes the point. ‘I will need a change of sheets as well.’

‘In the wardrobe.’

So Luke leaves the bedroom without ever answering Adeline’s question, and it feels wrong, when you’ve just heard that someone could die or lose their baby, to walk away like that. But what could he possibly say? ‘Good luck! Hang in there! We’re all rooting for you!’

Back in the common room, he at least wants to say something to Cam. He’s on Shirley’s side. He doesn’t want Adeline’s life to end in that room, nor her baby’s, no more than he wanted it to end in the van as the police closed in.

Anyway – to take the pragmatic view, the Cam view – it wouldn’t be good for the Nail. In PR terms, kidnapping a pregnant woman is already bad enough. But if that were followed by tragic news about a botched delivery . . .

But once again he doesn’t say anything. Because he’s already scared that Rosa and Cam think he’s weak. He didn’t lamp the assistant when he had the chance, and then he was so solicitous with Adeline in the van, and then he wanted to rescue that cop during the storm. There’s something about the way Rosa has looked at him since then. As if she’s reassessing. And certainly Cam will have picked up on it all too, even if he’s given no sign yet.

This operation was supposed to be Luke’s chance to prove himself. Well, he did, didn’t he? They got her. But is he proving, also, that he doesn’t really have the temperament for this? That he’s fundamentally an amateur, a liability?

Shirley still has a life outside the Nail, but Luke doesn’t. He gave up everything else. He hasn’t talked to anyone from his old life in over a year. The Nail is his only home now. If Cam decided he wasn’t up to it, sent him away, he has no idea where he would go.

So he holds his peace. And this is weakness too. Not having the balls to speak up when it matters. But at least it’s a private weakness.

Back in the common room, Rosa has the TV on and she’s flicking back and forth between the BBC and Sky News. Coverage is about equally divided between the abduction of Adeline Woolsaw and the extraordinarily destructive hailstorm in northwest London. A phone video from an upstairs window in Park Royal shows people sheltering under the canopy in front of a supermarket until the canopy glass starts cracking over their heads. Regarding the kidnapping, there’s no CCTV footage from Harley Street yet, just a couple of pictures of Adeline released to the media by the family. The public are asked to be on the lookout for a woman meeting her description. Rosa snorts at this: ‘Uh-oh, I guess we shouldn’t take her out for Nando’s tonight like we were planning.’ Luke notices that there’s no mention of any pregnancy.

Then Cam turns the TV off. After all, the only thing that’s operationally relevant at this point is how much the police know, and it’s too early to glean anything about that from the media. Later, when he notices Rosa refreshing a news website on her phone, he scolds her. ‘No more of that. Doesn’t help. Time like this, you stay in reality: you don’t watch them watching you.’

So they just sit there in silence and wait.
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