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ða com of more under misthleoþum


Grendel gongan, godes yrre bær;


mynte se manscaða manna cynnes


sumne besyrwan in sele þam hean.


Beowulf







Then Grendel came stalking from the high moors, down misty slopes, the mark of God’s anger on him. Rapacious destroyer, determined to ensnare one of the race of men in that great hall.







Prologue


The last thing Lina had said to him was, ‘Find Jarrah for me, Aubrey. Find my brother.’


Savage couldn’t move his legs. The stench of burning rubber and metal was thick and vile, clogging up his throat, scouring his lungs with every breath.


Something floated down through the debris-filled air, still partly alight, a wavering red line against a dusty, smoke-filled sky. A shred of some bright material. Silk, perhaps, from one of the dozens of glorious bolts of silk on display in the nearby bazaar, their colours a vivid temptation for women in the ubiquitous black hijab. They had stopped by a cloth seller’s stall after finishing their morning coffee, ducking under the low awning to admire its array of fabrics out of the scorching Afghan sunshine. The smiling cloth seller had greeted them in Arabic, suggesting a foreigner’s price for the tall, blond Englishman in his jeans and white, short-sleeved shirt, then instantly lowering it under Lina’s dark scrutiny.


The burning shred touched his cheek and Savage lifted an instinctive hand, brushing it clumsily away, as yet unaware of pain.


Find Jarrah for me, Aubrey. Find my brother.


Memory came back slowly, piecemeal, and with it a creeping sense of dread.


Savage had been leaning inside Abdul Walid’s van, keeping his head below the level of the dashboard so as not to be seen, hunting through tatty documents in Arabic, and empty snack packets and drinks cans in the glove box and on the filthy floor of the van. He’d been looking for evidence that Jarrah had been there, that he had met with Abdul in Kabul, perhaps even worked as a courier for him as part of his cover. That was what they’d heard from their sources: that he and Abdul had been thick as thieves in the months before he disappeared. Any evidence would have been useful. But Savage was hoping for a handwritten note or document, anything with Jarrah’s name on it.


Then he’d felt an enormous, soundless impact.


It had lifted Savage off his feet, and the van with him, flinging them both several feet away, joined together in a tunnel of unholy fire. He’d watched the van – or what was left of it – roll silently over him inside a burning cloud that had obliterated the dazzling azure of the skies above Kabul. Like some unspeakable apocalypse straight out of the Old Testament.


That was roughly when he’d lost consciousness.


How long had he been out?


Blood ran down his cheek and bubbled into his mouth, the iron-rich taste baffling. It took Savage another moment to realise it was coming from a wound high up under the hairline. There was something embedded there, he realised, fumbling at the wet, jagged edge of the wound. Some kind of metallic shrapnel.


He knew that smell too. The familiar stink of exploded ordnance.


‘Bomb,’ he mumbled through bleeding lips, and slowly began to pick himself up out of the hot, smoking wreckage of Abdul Walid’s van.


The marketplace had been obliterated.


The leather goods stall and its nearest neighbours no longer existed. Where they had stood was a thick cloud of dust and debris. And scattered, burning bodies.




Chapter One


Aubrey Savage noticed the scarecrow first, drenched and bowed on its wooden stake, its shambolic straw head hanging low. And so nearly missed the woman in the lay-by a few hundred metres further along, bent over the open bonnet of a classic MG in the pouring rain. Passing, he caught a glimpse of a wild, pale face, dark hair streaming bedraggled down her back, and thought at once of a romantic line from Keats that made him feel like a nineteen-year-old student again.


I met a lady in the meads, Full beautiful, a faery’s child . . .


The car had drawn his attention before the woman, of course. Its ghostly gleam was impossible to miss on a moorland road at dusk.


Diamond White.


Early-1970s from the partial registration, and almost exactly like the classic MG he’d owned in his pre-army days.


A fantastic little car, but increasingly unreliable with age. He was not surprised to see it broken down in this near-horizontal downpour, either. Those old MGs hated the rain. Distributor cap had got wet, in all probability.


An easy fix, Savage thought, peering back at the car in his rain-flecked wing mirror. A two-minute job, if you knew what you were looking for.


But did she know?


As the woman straightened to stare at him, he checked the wing mirror again, and then laughed, astonished.


Savage was not given to helping damsels in distress. Too much bloody trouble, in his experience, and he was not in a mood for interaction with the opposite sex. Not today, and certainly not given where he was headed, a meeting too-long avoided. But this woman intrigued him. Enough to make an exception to one of his rules. At first glance, he had missed what she was wearing, her outline lost against the white car under a rain haze. But her outfit, in this remote location, a lonely spot on the moorland road between Postbridge and Princetown, coupled with this appalling weather, made a Good Samaritan response almost obligatory.


He turned his beast of a camper van in the opening to a five-bar gate marked Private, and headed slowly back to the lay-by – if it could be called a lay-by; a mere semi-circle of gravel at the side of the lonely road, surrounded on both sides by grasslands and high, rolling moor to the horizon. He had been planning to park up in Yelverton again that evening. Maybe grab some fish and chips for supper.


But at the back of his mind, he was dreading what lay ahead. Anything that might put off his visit for even half an hour was a welcome distraction.


The driver stood there in the gloom, backed up against the open bonnet, hands behind her back, staring at him through the rapid flick of his windscreen wipers. He guessed her to be somewhere in her early twenties, heavily made-up, her mascara running.


She looked scared.


No, Savage thought, studying her face more closely. Not scared.


Terrified.


Of him?


It was possible, he supposed. He was a big guy in his thirties, drastically short hair a hangover from his army days, out on his own. He might well seem a potential threat to a woman alone, especially on an empty moorland road like this.


Smile, he told himself.


Savage turned off the engine and jumped down from the cab, forcing his mouth to crack into that unfamiliar grimace he called a smile. The ground was boggy and waterlogged, despite the dry weather they had been enjoying in the South West for three days previously. He had come down the motorway from Bristol to Exeter, spent a day looking round the cathedral city, then driven in a leisurely fashion around the lonely side roads and lanes of Dartmoor.


He’d been drifting, in other words.


Putting off a long-delayed visit that part of him was reluctant to make.


But today, rising with the sun in a fuel station car park near Yelverton, he had drunk a strong cup of coffee, and admitted to himself that the day had finally come.


It had been nearly a year since Lina had died. He had made her a promise. A promise that her death had done nothing to diminish. It was time to keep it.


‘Hello?’


She watched his approach, wide-eyed, silent.


Was he so intimidating? He was a stranger, of course, and a man. And the light was failing around them. Dusk fell rapidly on Dartmoor. He recalled that from previous visits. Soon it would be full dark.


‘Engine trouble?’


He had spoken mildly enough. But the woman continued to stare at him as though in fear for her life, and said nothing in return.


‘Best not to keep the bonnet open too long. Not in this weather.’ Blinking away rain, Savage glanced past her into the engine cavity. ‘Do you know what the trouble is? Would you like me to take a look?’


‘It just stopped.’ She had a thick, Devon burr, the sort of countrified accent he associated with cream teas and long, sunny afternoons spent outdoors. ‘I didn’t know what to do.’


He could not resist. ‘On your way to church? Or did you change your mind?’


Again, the wide-eyed stare.


‘Sorry?’


He nodded to her sleeveless white dress. It was sodden, and see-through in places, and could have been a clubbing dress, he supposed. But its simplicity of styling, and the discreet sequins on the bodice, both suggested a more symbolic purpose. The sleek white silk clung to her slender frame, stopping just above the knee. Her tights and white shoes were splattered with mud.


‘That’s a wedding dress, isn’t it?’


She didn’t answer his question, her eyes evasive. ‘Look, if you can get it started again, I’d be dead grateful.’ Her wary gaze kept shooting back the way she had come, as though expecting someone else to appear. But the road to Princetown remained empty under the glowering skies. ‘I’m in a hurry.’


There was a fine black tattoo on the inside of her left wrist. It looked like a letter, elaborately drawn.


P?


He tried to see but she clasped her hands behind her back, her look suddenly defensive. Not his business, anyway.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’ll check it over for you. It could be the distributor cap. Sometimes they get dirty or crack on these older models. But you should wait inside the car. You’re getting soaked.’


‘I’d rather not, thanks.’


The young woman made a face, rubbing her bare arms, and he could see now that she was shivering. Her close-fitting dress had been ripped open along one side seam, and recently too, white threads still hanging down.


There wasn’t much room in an MG. Had she torn her wedding dress deliberately, to make driving easier?


That certainly suggested she was in a hurry.


Desperate, even.


‘Why not wait in my camper, then?’


‘I’m wet.’


‘I don’t mind. There’s a clean towel in the back if you want to dry your hair while you wait.’ He stuck out a hand, trying not to stare at the sodden clinging silk of her dress. ‘I’m Aubrey, by the way.’


‘Dani.’


They shook hands in a perfunctory way. Her grip was loose and slippery.


‘Go on, honestly. This could take a few minutes.’


‘Thanks.’


Dani wrapped both arms about herself and dashed to the passenger side of the van, climbing inside out of the rain.


Savage bent to inspect the engine, wishing he had a torch. Daylight was already fading under the dark clouds.


He ran a hand over the cooling engine, looking for the most obvious faults. But everything seemed to be in its rightful place, and the oil was at a good level when he checked it. It was a pleasure to see an MG engine again, after all these years. And so well-maintained. Not her car, he guessed. It just stopped. Not what he’d have expected to hear from the knowledgeable and conscientious owner who had kept this classic car in such excellent condition. The groom’s car, then? Or was it hired for the day?


Had she stolen the wedding car itself to make her getaway?


None of your business, he reminded himself. You stopped to help restart a broken-down car, not get involved in some love story gone wrong.


He fiddled about under the pouring rain. It was not the distributor cap. The inside of the cap was clean, as were the contacts, and there were no cracks to let in water and cause a possible engine misfire. He lowered the bonnet two-thirds of the way, and then gently dropped it so it clicked shut.


Going round to the driver’s side, he stooped to adjust the seat setting to his rangier build, then climbed inside the MG and closed the door.


Rain streaked the windscreen and pattered noisily on the roof, the car interior a gloomy little cave. The dashboard was clean and tidy too, as were the vinyl seats and foot wells. Directly opposite, the brunette was sitting stiffly in the passenger seat of his camper van. Her head was bowed, hair falling down to hide her face. Dani – perhaps short for Danielle – was staring at her lap. Probably trying to make a phone call.


Then he realised her mobile was still poking out of her handbag on the seat next to him, beside a zipped-up sports holdall.


So what was she doing over there with her head bent?


Crying? Praying?


He heard the rumble of a diesel engine coming flat-out along the moorland road, and waited. A moment later, a dirty white Ford Transit flashed past at speed, the long-wheelbase version, and the diminutive MG shook in the wake of its passing. White Van Man, and a typical example of his species. Doing somewhere in the region of eighty miles per hour, at a rough guess, on a country road barely fit enough for sixty.


Savage shook his head.


The key was still in the ignition. He turned it, listening for the familiar roar.


Nothing.


He waited a moment, counting under his breath, then tried again. The engine turned but did not start. Was it flooded? That did not seem feasible. She had been here a while. Only then did his gaze rise to check the fuel gauge.


The needle was flat to the red.


Gathering up her things, Savage climbed out and locked the MG. Then he ran back to the camper van through the rain. Handing over her handbag and sports holdall, both now glistening with raindrops, he said, ‘Mystery solved.’


‘Did you get it started?’


‘Not yet.’


He passed her the MG key too, then started the camper van engine. She looked at him anxiously but there was really no need. His van ran on diesel and was therefore unaffected by the damp weather. It started first time. He set the windscreen wipers going again, peering ahead through the gloom, then over his shoulder. A few cars had passed while he was checking under the bonnet, but now the road was clear. No other headlights in view.


‘Don’t worry,’ he said easily, ‘it’s a simple enough fix. When did you last fill her up?’


‘I’m not sure.’ Her expression was carefully blank as she took a moment to consider the question. ‘Last week?’


Definitely not her car.


‘Is that fuel gauge accurate?’ He knew the gauges on those older models often stopped working. ‘Or does it always read as empty?’


‘I . . . I think it works OK.’


‘Then you’ve run out of fuel, that’s all.’


He glanced at his mobile on its dashboard mounting. It was slightly askew, as though hurriedly replaced. Had she taken his phone and tried to make a phone call with it? Unlikely she’d have got through the password. He wondered who she had been hoping to call.


‘There’s a filling station down in Yelverton,’ he said. ‘Unless you know of a nearer one?’


She looked uncertain. ‘I don’t think so.’


It was a long, winding drive back to Yelverton through narrow country lanes. But he could hardly leave her stranded at the roadside in this appalling weather, with night coming on. And he seemed to recall, from studying the maps online, that the next fuel station in the other direction was even further. Dartmoor National Park was an excellent place to visit. But it was not known for its wide selection of filling stations. Hence the need to keep an eye on your fuel gauge, he thought drily.


‘I can’t lend you a spare fuel can, I’m afraid. Mine’s been used for diesel. But the garage is bound to sell them. You can fill it up at the pump, then I’ll drive you back here. Shouldn’t take more than half an hour. Forty minutes, tops. How’s that?’


‘Thank you,’ she said.


She was plucking at the damp hem of her dress with nervous fingers. Her voice was husky, tinged with reluctance. Dani did not want to return the way she had come.


Scared of being caught?


But why?


Who might be coming after her?


Dani didn’t look like the sort of woman who would have any difficulty telling a man she no longer wanted to marry him.


In fact, she looked like trouble.


Savage checked his mirrors, then pulled out onto the lonely road in the dark. The van shuddered, coughed and then roared as he moved up through the gears, gathering speed. Her handbag was clutched on her lap, he noticed, the sports holdall lodged safely down beside the gearbox. She had one foot on the holdall, as though afraid it might slide about when he cornered. Which was always possible.


They passed the scarecrow again, unlikely in its field of rough, moorland grass. This time, he barely glanced at its bowed figure.


‘So, Dani,’ he said, ‘want to tell me why you’re running away from your own wedding?’




Chapter Two


‘I’m not running away.’


Savage said nothing. Not because he was impolite, though his sister might have disagreed with that, but because he knew that saying nothing was often the best way to get information out of a reluctant informant. And there was something about Dani that suggested there was more to this than a simple lovers’ tiff. He needed a good story to take his mind off the important visit he had still not managed to make, but which loomed ahead of him like an obstacle in an otherwise clear road.


‘I had second thoughts, that’s all. Not a crime, is it?’ Pulling down the sun visor to check her reflection in the mirror there, she wiped streaks of mascara off her cheeks with unsteady fingers. ‘I’ll be fine once I . . . After I’ve had a break from him.’ There was stress in her voice that did not match her words. ‘A breathing space, that’s what they call it. Some time away.’


‘In his car?’


‘It’s not his car.’ She glared at him, then her shoulders slumped. ‘It’s my dad’s, OK? I was in a hurry, so I took it. Dad won’t mind. So long as I don’t bang it.’


‘He must be very understanding.’ Savage thought of his own father, and his hands unconsciously tightened on the steering wheel. He pushed the thought aside, focusing instead on the dark, low-hanging clouds ahead, shot through with the last vestiges of dull rainy light. Dartmoor was brooding on every side of the narrow road, its broad, bare expanse slipping inexorably into night as they drew closer to Yelverton. ‘So you had second thoughts and drove off in your dad’s MG, leaving your man at the altar?’


She had found a tissue in her bag and was making hurried repairs to her make-up. ‘Something like that, yeah.’


But in fact nothing like that, he interpreted.


What was she leaving out?


‘What’s his name?’


She did not answer for a moment, then said in a cold, determined voice, ‘I don’t really want to talk about it.’


‘And I don’t really want to drive back to Yelverton. I was on my way to Princetown for a night’s rest off-road. Maybe some fish and chips while I listen to the radio. I’m planning to visit someone tomorrow morning and want to be fresh for that. But I was brought up to be helpful, so here we are. Alone together on a dark road.’


Now it was her turn to be silent. Considering, perhaps, that she knew nothing about him. That she had run from one difficult man to one who could turn out to be something worse. A rapist, or worse. Out of the frying pan into the fire. And with no other cars in sight, possibly for miles.


He softened his tone. ‘Look, it can get lonely, living in a van. I understand perfectly if you don’t want to tell me what’s happened. It’s none of my business, I get that. But I’d appreciate a little conversation, at least.’ He glanced at her, but she had turned her head, looking out of the side window. ‘In return for the ride?’


‘OK.’ Her voice was muffled. ‘If you put it like that.’


‘Thank you.’


She rubbed a little porthole on the misted-up side window with her fist. ‘Terry.’ Her tone was flat, matter-of-fact. She did not sound very excited. Perhaps she really had changed her mind about marrying him, and it wasn’t just a case of last-minute nerves. ‘His name is Terry Hoggins.’


‘Your boyfriend?’


Again, she hesitated. A split-second. The liar’s hesitation. ‘Yes.’


He thought about the letter P tattooed on the inside of her wrist. Was that the initial of her real boyfriend, perhaps? Or perhaps he was reading too much into a simple preference for keeping her business to herself.


‘And your dad? What’s his name?’


No hesitation this time. ‘Geoff.’


‘No second name?’


‘Geoff Farley.’


‘Into classic cars, is he?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Your dad. Geoff. You said that was his car. It looked pretty well-maintained to me. Which is a labour of love with those old MGs. So I’m guessing he must be interested in classic cars.’


There was something off about her responses. About the whole business. He was not sure he wanted to pry too much, though. His stomach rumbled. He was still thinking about supper. There was a good chippy in Yelverton. He remembered it from last time he’d visited the moor. The kind with freshly cooked fish and a large glass jar of pickled eggs on the counter. If it was still there, of course, and being run by the same people. It was some years since he’d been to this part of the world, after all.


Peter had taken him to the chippy with Jarrah, the three of them eating their chips afterwards on a town bench. The Three Musketeers. Watching the world go by, with a paper wrap of chips. As much world as could be found on a quiet evening in a small Dartmoor town, that is.


‘I guess.’ She shrugged, considering the question without much interest. ‘We’re not that close.’


‘You live with Terry, is that it?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Except you decided you didn’t fancy being Dani Hoggins.’


Dani did not answer.


She had found a lipstick and was applying it with deft, automatic strokes. Coral pink. She made a face at herself in the mirror like a goldfish, then looked satisfied, tossing the lipstick back into her bag.


‘What about you?’ she asked suddenly. ‘You married?’


Savage stared straight ahead into the dark curtain of rain, saying nothing. And not merely because he didn’t like any of the options available to him in response to that particular question. There were lights coming up the other side of the hill. Another car, moving fast through the empty landscape. Its headlights dipped as it crested the hill, then suddenly switched to full beam, dazzling him through the pouring rain.


He swore, braking and instinctively half-closing his eyes.


‘Idiot!’


He flashed his headlights, but it made no difference. He was being deliberately blinded, the cab of his camper van almost floodlit as the other driver came on at speed. The car looked like an old Land Rover Defender, sandy-coloured. It was wobbling all over the road.


Savage hugged the verge, wondering if there was going to be a collision. Not a head-on. But a glancing blow, perhaps.


Fleetingly, he caught a glimpse of a furious face behind the wheel.


Round-framed glasses, reflecting his own headlights. Ginger hair, possibly. Hard to say if it was male or female, but if pushed, he would have guessed a young male. Though that could simply have been down to the suicidal pace and uneven driving.


There was someone else in the car, a dark formless shape in the passenger seat. Perhaps wearing a hoody. Certainly there was no face visible.


Dani moaned and sank her face in her hands.


The car shot past them.


Savage blinked and shook his head, the halo of those blinding lights still ghosting in his vision. There had been some wording on the back of the Defender, an advert of sorts. But he hadn’t been able to make out what it said in that swift, dark glimpse.


He checked his wing mirror, and frowned.


The driver had slammed on the brakes. He’d stopped a few hundred feet beyond them, and was now attempting to turn his Land Rover on the narrow road.


‘Friends of yours?’ he asked, slowing his own pace. He was not interested in racing a couple of Dartmoor locals, especially given that the driver looked drunk. Drunk or high. Whichever, it was probably best to pull in to the side of the road and have an actual conversation with these guys, let them get whatever it was out of their system.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Whoever they are, they’re coming back.’


‘Don’t stop.’ She sounded terrified again. ‘Keep driving.’


‘Look, they’re not going to—’


‘Please don’t stop.’


Something in her voice made him slacken off the brake. But it made no difference. Thirty seconds later, the Land Rover Defender roared past them again, engine straining, loud in the night.


Was he hoping to taunt Savage into racing him?


Fifty feet ahead, the driver braked violently, just before the bend. Red brake lights lit up the near-horizontal rain, and a rough expanse of moorland grass beyond the road, picking out the eyes of some startled pony in the distance. The Land Rover shuddered to a halt, finishing slewed halfway across both carriageways, effectively blocking the path ahead.


Savage swore, braking hard.


The camper van skidded on the wet road, the wheel nearly wrenched out of his control as he fought to keep it from colliding with the other vehicle. He was vaguely aware of the Land Rover’s passenger door opening, and a tall figure getting out. Then the van was bumping along the sodden verge, missing the Land Rover but crashing instead against thorn bushes and other unseen obstacles as it slowed, eventually subsiding into a boggy stretch which, thankfully, did not turn the van over as he had feared.


He threw off the seatbelt and fumbled with the door handle, jumping out into the relentless downpour.


‘You bloody fool,’ Savage began, striding back towards the Land Rover. But the car was already moving again, straightening up as it headed for him, its headlights on full, blinding him again. ‘What the hell . . .?’


He jumped back onto the verge behind the van to avoid being hit, and the Land Rover accelerated past him. A few seconds later, he heard it stop. A door opened, and he thought he heard a muffled noise. A shout of some kind? Not a man. It had been too high-pitched for that. The door shut again with a thud before he had even rounded the back of the van. Then the engine revved violently.


He stared after the car as it roared off towards Yelverton. It rounded the bend at an insane speed, then its red tail lights vanished as it headed down the hill. With astonishing swiftness, the road became quiet again, insistent rain the only sound audible for miles in both directions. As though nothing had ever happened.


Going back to the driver’s side of the van, Savage furiously wrenched it open. ‘Some friends you’ve got,’ he began, then stopped, staring at the empty space where Dani had been sitting.


Her door was hanging open, rain pouring down beyond it.


She was gone.




Chapter Three


Savage stood there, fists clenched impotently, staring at his passenger’s empty seat. Then he ran round to the other side of the van. There was no sign of her there either. He walked round the van again, stared up and down the desolate, black, rain-drenched road calling her name, then realised he was achieving nothing.


He went back to the cab for a torch and his raincoat.


Kitted out for a search, he walked along the verge for some ten minutes, his hood up, the raincoat affording him little protection against the driving rain, and shone the torch beam across the barren moorland on both sides, calling out, ‘Dani?’ at intervals. Then he reversed his steps, doing the same in the opposite direction, in case she had become scared and run away despite the dark and the rain, heading back towards the remote pull-in where they had left the MG.


He gave up the search, which had been perfunctory anyway.


Dani had been desperate enough to ignore the weather conditions and make a run for it across the moors, of course. He’d seen terror in her eyes when the Land Rover appeared over the hill. Then she’d hidden her face in her hands, like a fugitive ducking the beam of a prison searchlight.


But that was not what had happened.


One of the doors to the Land Rover had opened while he was standing about outside in the rain like a fool.


He had heard it clearly.


Then the door had slammed shut again.


And somewhere between those two sounds, he’d heard a muffled cry. The kind of angry, frightened cry someone might make if they were being bundled into a car against their will.


Savage returned to the camper and shone the torch over the road surface in front of the bumper. If there had been any signs of a struggle here, the relentless rain had erased them. Or perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps she had taken one look at her boyfriend and all had been forgiven between them.


Perhaps those guys had been rescuers. Not aggressors.


But why disappear into the night afterwards in that loud, dramatic way?


Rescuers would have stopped to interrogate him. To ask why he was picking up random women in lay-bys. Maybe to warn him off too. Or to thank him. To shake his hand for having saved their errant bride from a drenching by the side of the road. For being a Good Samaritan and stopping to help, rather than passing by on the other side.


He crouched down, rain dripping down his face, to survey the damage to the front and nearside of the camper. There were scratches and a bad dent to the front bumper, and the lower part of the van was mud-black in places, fragments of thorn bush caught underneath. It looked cosmetic though, nothing serious. His only problem might lie in coaxing the lumbering camper van off the soft verge, which had become part-marsh under all this rain, and back onto the road.


Standing beside the open passenger door, Savage looked at the empty seat again. He was filled with impotent rage at his own stupidity.


Whoever had been in that ancient Land Rover Defender, they’d driven out along this desolate road in search of Dani, the missing bride. Like tracking down a piece of lost property. And as soon as they had discovered their runaway, they’d taken her back again. Without so much as an introduction, or a conversation about the rights and wrongs of it. Lost property found and reclaimed, thank you very much.


Their retrieval of Dani Farley had been almost contemptuous in its ease.


And he had done nothing to prevent it.


He slammed the passenger door shut, and squelched round through the muddy puddles to the driver’s side. It took him a few moments to negotiate the camper van back onto the road, the tyres spinning angrily at one point, tossing up mud and grass tufts. But eventually he was free of the boggy verge, and back on solid tarmac.


Deciding not to turn back and spend the night in Princetown as planned, he drove on slowly in the direction taken by the Land Rover, back towards Yelverton.


There was always that chippy, after all.


*


Parked up in a muddy lay-by on the outskirts of Yelverton, he bent to put the wet torch back into the glove box. Which was when he realised Dani had left something behind.


Her sports holdall.


It was tucked in under her seat, still zipped shut.


That decided it.


It was unlikely a runaway bride would have transferred to the Land Rover of her own accord, yet failed to take all her possessions. Even if she had been overwhelmed with joy at the sight of her groom-to-be, and forgiven him instantly, she would never have abandoned her bug-out bag to a stranger.


Which was what this holdall represented, by his reckoning.


A bug-out bag.


A bag packed long in advance, specifically in anticipation of this moment, of the need to escape at a moment’s notice. It would contain a clean change of clothing, some toiletries and personal effects, plus enough cash to survive up to a week on the run, if she was sensible. Debit and credit cards could be tracked, and accounts blocked. But cash was both anonymous and universal.


Dani would almost certainly not have had time to pack at the point of deciding to run. Such drastic decisions were like lightning strikes, and had a similar effect on the brain. Everything narrowed to the immediate and overriding need for escape, all thoughts of fresh underwear or 24-hour protective deodorant forgotten. So the sports holdall would have been packed on a previous occasion, and then hidden away in an obscure corner of a bedroom. On top of a wardrobe, perhaps, or in a closet.


For Emergency Use Only.


Turning off his headlights, he swung through from the cab into the seating area of his van, carrying Dani’s holdall. The bag was lighter than he had expected. Unevenly balanced too. As though it contained only a few items, one or two heavier than the others.


He could hand the bag in to a police station without ever opening it, of course. That would be the good citizen way of doing things.


But there might be something inside the sports holdall that would help locate her without needing to involve the local constabulary. An address book, for instance, though that seemed less likely now that everyone kept such details on their phones. She’d taken her mobile with her. He recalled Dani clutching her handbag as they bumped across the muddy verge. The phone had been inside it.


But there might be a photograph with information scribbled on the back. Or some official letter, perhaps mentioning her current address.


Besides, he was curious now.


What did a bride-to-be pack in her bug-out bag?


Savage sat at the table in the back of his camper van, the sports holdall sitting in front of him. A truck passed on the main road beside the lay-by, the driver going too fast for the wet conditions. Late getting home from a haulage job, perhaps. The camper van swayed in the slipstream of its passing. Glasses and pans rattled in the cupboard above his head. The dusty blind screens on the windows shook.


Savage waited.


The sound of the truck died away in the distance.


The road into Yelverton was silent again.


He unzipped the holdall.


At the very top was a blue cotton dress, folded neatly. He put it to one side, trying not to disturb the folds. Beneath that was a scrap of paper.


A greyish scrap of paper, about two inches long, folded in half. Rough texture. Thin, cheap paper. Like something torn from the blank edge of a newspaper.


He unfolded the scrap of paper.


Someone – presumably Dani, but not necessarily – had scribbled ‘may day’ on the paper. Nothing more. All in lower case letters.


May Day?


It was nearly the end of April. May Day was the 1st of May, a traditional English celebration of spring. Some called it a pagan ritual, some saw it as an excuse to sing songs and dress up in odd clothing. Some never bothered.


The two words seemed cramped together though, the space between the final y of ‘may’ and the d of ‘day’ barely discernible. It could have been written in a hurry, of course. Or perhaps the note more properly read ‘mayday’ – a universally acknowledged expression of distress, normally given at sea or in the air.


Usually ‘mayday’ had to be repeated three times to distinguish it from other call signs.


Mayday, mayday, mayday. I need emergency assistance.


This was only one word: mayday.


Did that rule still apply when the call sign was written down, though?


Alternatively, perhaps there was an entity or even a person named Mayday, and she had made a note of the name before leaving. But that made the name vitally important to remember. Otherwise, why stop long enough to make this note and slip it into her bug-out bag?


Unless it had already been in her bag. Packed away for future reference.


Mayday, though, with a capital M?


Perhaps it was a business organisation. A company called Mayday, for instance.


Or Dani was the kind of person who disdained capital letters and never used them, of course, or perhaps had not bothered to use one in her desperate need to be gone. The former was possible, but the latter unlikely, given the simple fact that, if she had been in such a rush, why bother stopping to write a one-word note in the first place?


Which brought him back to the distress call.


Mayday, mayday, mayday. I need emergency assistance.


Something clicked in his head. Was ‘mayday’ a secret code, perhaps to be given to someone at an agreed rendezvous later? A word to differentiate between friend and foe? Mayday. I’m on your side. Let me in. Give me shelter from the enemy. Or was he putting too much of his own history onto a perfectly simple case of last-minute jitters at the altar?


Giving up, he refolded the note and put it in his wallet.


For future reference.


He heard voices outside. Two people at least, about to walk past the van, front end to rear. A man and a woman. Devon accents, the woman giggling.


Leaning across, he peered out of the slats of the blind cautiously. The man came first: unshaven, wearing a grey, rain-stained hoody and a black woollen bobble hat with neon pink lettering. K A R was all he could read. Karl, presumably.


As Savage watched, the man spat at the side of his camper.


‘Effing tourists.’


The woman laughed again, saying something Savage didn’t catch. She had a blue woollen bobble hat and a round, red-cheeked face beneath it.


Savage listened to the couple as they sauntered on along the road, no doubt headed for the pub he had passed a short distance back, of which there were all too few on Dartmoor. He resisted the urge to get out and give Karl a damn good kicking for spitting on his van. But he was likely to need information later, and Karl looked like the kind of man who would have friends in that pub. Friends who liked nothing better than putting the boot into tourists. Getting arrested for affray might not be useful in the long term, even if the exercise gave him short-term satisfaction. It was still raining slightly, and the spittle would soon wash off anyway.


He returned to Dani’s holdall.


On top of the pile now were an unopened pack of black, elastic-top stockings and two pairs of underwear. One pair plain white cotton knickers, high-waisted. Very prim. One pair neon pink see-through lace panties, with a thong back. The opposite of prim.


Savage grinned, shaking the knickers out in case of more hidden notes. There were none. He put those and the black stockings to one side too.


Pervert.


Then he put his hand back into the bag, still grinning, and felt something hard and oblong. A familiar enough shape. But not one he had expected to find in Dani’s bag.


Savage stilled.


His fingers closed about the object, resting there a moment while his brain ticked through the possibilities. He could not see it yet, but knew perfectly well what he had found.


A handgun.


Slowly, he drew the gun from the bag and examined it.


It was a Glock 19.


The makers called it a ‘Compact’. For good reason. It was slightly smaller than the Glock 17 he’d used in the army. Perfect for concealed carry.


He doubted this was a legitimate possession. Dani hadn’t struck him as special forces, or an undercover firearms officer with the police. So this was almost certainly a black market weapon, obtained illegally.


The grip had been taped.


Black tape.


It was not new. Not even newish. There was a deep scratch on the barrel. Scuff marks on the underside of the butt. It had seen action. Rough-and-tumble, even. And it was loaded. He checked the magazine. Three 9mm Parabellums left.


So she’d meant business.


An empty gun, that was for show. A deterrent on the road. An empty gun would keep difficult people at bay without risking an accusation of attempted murder.


But not a gun that was loaded.


Bullets were there to be used. For firing into things as a warning – or people’s heads, for closure to an issue. No bullets, no shooting. Yet here she was, armed with – not only a handgun – but a Glock with three cartridges in the magazine.


So who had she been planning to shoot? And why?


And where the hell had she got a handgun?


This was Dartmoor, not inner-city London. A vast, remote National Park in the South West of England, mostly home to farmers and countrymen, and the occasional green-loving professional with a laptop and a high-speed broadband connection. Difficult to get hold of a black market handgun on the moors, he’d have thought.


He weighed the Glock thoughtfully in his hand, then set it down on the table in front of him.


Exhibit A.


A concealed carry like that didn’t belong to a farmer or a countryman. Farmers who liked to shoot things typically owned bloody great shotguns: noisy, double-barrelled weapons intended for bringing down rural pests like rabbits and foxes. This was a slick, professional weapon. A killing machine for humans, not rabbits. Or it had been, once upon a time. No farmer was likely to be granted a licence for a weapon like this.


Dani was trouble. He’d known that as soon as he saw her in his wing mirror. But she had not struck him as a particularly dangerous person.


It was possible he had misread her. Just as it was possible that everything she’d told him had been a lie. That she was not a runaway bride. That she was not about to marry a local named Terry Hoggins. That her dad’s name was not Geoff. That ‘Geoff’ was not a classic car enthusiast whose Diamond White MG she had pinched in a moment of distress, in order to dump an irksome groom at the altar.


Mayday, mayday, mayday. I’m on your side. Give me shelter.


It was a professional weapon. Serviceable, but not new. And not replaced by a more up-to-date weapon, in which case this would have been relinquished. Which suggested the original owner of this Glock could be ex-military. Or more likely secret service. Someone who needed a discreet, concealed carry weapon. And had already used most of the rounds in the magazine, with no spare clip in evidence.


Nothing like Dani Farley.


But exactly like the man he was looking for.


Savage had come to Dartmoor for a very specific purpose. It was surely too much to hope this gun might be connected to his mission here. But without Dani Farley to explain the presence of this gun in her bag, he was in the dark.


He had to get her back.


But first, there was someone he needed to visit.




Chapter Four


Rowlands Farm stood on a lonely ridge of land, overlooking the moors. From the main road it looked grim and uninhabited, possibly even derelict. But on closer approach, a thin plume of smoke was visible above one chimney, and although the cows he remembered from the main enclosure were long gone, a few scrawny hens still pecked at the mud ruts beyond the gate. An even scrawnier goat bleated at him from a side pen. Not so much a farm now as a smallholding, he thought, studying a broken-down tractor rusting beside the track. He decided not to dig too closely into what had gone wrong, however. He knew better than most how the most ordered lives could unspool with astonishing rapidity.


Savage drove the camper van with painstaking slowness over the cattle grid, wincing as everything in his cupboards clinked and rattled. Something made of glass broke. An unsecured frying pan slid off the cooker top with a crash. It was like a war zone back there. But he kept his eyes forward, the hens scattering in front of him with only desultory alarm. Presumably they had to put up with the postman’s visits too.


The door to the farm house opened, and a man came out, followed almost in the same instant by two black-and-white sheep dogs.


Peter Rowlands.


He was tall and lanky in dirty jeans and green wellingtons, wearing an open-necked white shirt, mostly unbuttoned, over a grey T-shirt. The shirt sleeves were pushed up to the elbows and folded over several times, as though to keep them up. The poorly tucked-in shirt served to disguise his waistline, which seemed swollen under the gathered material. But his forearms were thinner than they ought to be, faint tattoos showing bluish-black against the pale skin.


Even in his university days, Peter had always seemed slumped, one shoulder permanently lower than the other, never showing his true height – despite being the tallest out of the three of them. Now though he looked genuinely beaten-down. And more unkempt than ever. Was he growing a beard or had he simply tired of shaving? His fair hair was longer too, brushing his shirt collar, limp and unwashed.


The dogs ran forward, barking furiously at the camper van.


Perhaps he ought to have rung first.


But that would have given Peter an opportunity to change his mind and say no, to turn him away before he even arrived.


Turning off the engine, Savage got down into the farmyard. He was instantly mobbed by the dogs, leaping up at him and sniffing his crotch enthusiastically, though they had fallen silent at a whistle from Peter.


‘Hello, boys,’ he said calmly, and bent to pat their heads. Never show fear. It was the same with horses. ‘Good dogs.’


He was smiling, but secretly he was unsure of his reception. It had been just before Christmas when he contacted his old friend about a visit, saying he’d drop by sometime in the New Year. No doubt Peter had given up on him ever arriving. But life was complicated. And he’d had a few issues of his own to work through before the trip down to Dartmoor was possible. He had got there as soon as he could.


‘Peter,’ he said, thrusting out his hand.


‘Aubrey.’ Ignoring his outstretched hand, Peter dragged him close in a surprisingly fierce hug. He smelt of whisky, and other less pleasant odours. Stepping back, he looked him up and down. ‘You haven’t changed.’ His voice was unsteady, his blue eyes watery and bloodshot. ‘Jesus, look at you. You could be twenty years old still. You bastard.’


‘You always did know how to flatter a man. Silver-tongued Pete.’


‘Elegant Aubrey.’


He had forgotten that nickname. Well-deserved once, perhaps. And sustained to a point during his army career.


‘Once, maybe. Now I’m happy if it fits and is clean.’


Peter gazed past him at the camper van, his look one of disbelief. ‘When you said you were living out of a van, I thought you were pulling my leg.’


‘Do you like her?’


‘Her?’


Savage laughed. ‘It’s a lonely life. You make do . . .’


‘I bet.’ He shrugged, rubbing at one ear. ‘Yeah, she’s . . . very nice. What is it, a five-berth?’


‘Three.’


Peter snorted. ‘A three-berth camper van. Bit of a come-down for you, isn’t it? Don’t you have some vast ancestral pile to look after?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Dad still going, is he? I saw he’d had another stroke recently. Sorry.’


‘Yeah, he’s still ticking.’


Savage glanced around the farmyard, reluctant to continue with that particular topic. He hadn’t come here to talk about himself. Grass was sprouting between cracked concrete slabs, debris and nettle patches everywhere, ironworks overgrown with brambles. It looked like Peter had given up. Not merely farming, but living day-to-day.


He felt uneasy, as though all this neglect was down to him not having kept in touch. Which was ridiculous as well as arrogant.


All he said though was, ‘So how are things down here?’


‘As you see.’


‘Got any help yet? Last time we spoke—’


‘It didn’t work out.’


‘How’s that, then?’


‘Too expensive, hiring help. And this place is too far from . . . Well, from anywhere. Nobody wants to travel all the way out here just to shovel shit. Nobody wants to travel at all, these days. It’s all laptop jobs round here now. Work-from-homers. Commute-refusers. That, and the bloody second-homers, sucking the life out of the moor. Here for a few weeks in the summer, then leaving their houses empty all winter.’ Peter turned on his heel and looked out across the moorland, a greenish-brown expanse glinting sharply in the spring sunshine. There was a loud rushing of water close by, presumably an unseen stream on its way downhill to join the River Dart. Still swollen from last night’s rain, tumbling noisily over stones. It ought to have been a reassuring sound, yet somehow it was intrusive. ‘Everything’s changed since my granddad bought this farm back in the fifties. It’s not the same place.’


Dartmoor didn’t feel like the same place as yesterday, Savage thought, let alone seventy years back. The weather was almost mild now, the sky bluish-white, the sun breaking easily through the clouds, as though yesterday’s dramatic downpour had never happened. Apart from the evidence of deep puddles, that was, and roadside verges that were more water than mud.


‘So you’re still trying to manage the farm on your own?’


‘And failing.’ Peter made a face. ‘Christ, I sound like an old man.’


He whistled for his dogs, who were busy exploring the outside of the camper van. The smaller dog came back immediately. The other stopped to cock his leg against the front driver’s side tyre, then ran back, wagging his tail as though proud of himself.


Peter studied the camper, his watery eyes blinking in the sunlight. ‘One of those might do for me if I have to give up the land. It looks snug enough for one man and his bottle.’


‘Looks can be deceptive.’


The thin lips curled back off the teeth again. ‘Is that so?’ Peter stuck his hands deep in his pockets. ‘Must be hard, I suppose, wanting a drink when you’re in charge of a vehicle.’


‘That’s why I make sure I never want a drink.’


‘Wasn’t always the case.’


There was a short silence between them. A silence charged with unspoken anger. Only to be expected, of course. But he had hoped Peter would have forgotten by now. It had been years . . .


‘People change,’ Savage said lightly. ‘Like places.’


‘Do they? Do they really change?’ With one wellington boot, Peter rubbed at a spiky patch of grass thrusting up out of a crack in the concrete. ‘When you rang, months back, and then never showed, I thought . . . Well, you know what I thought.’


‘Sorry about that.’


‘No, it’s . . .’ Peter was hiding something. He could hardly meet his eyes. ‘I’m glad you turned up in the end. Though your timing isn’t brilliant. Never was, of course. Your special skill, some might say. But you’re welcome to stay a day or two.’


‘Problems?’


‘A local issue. Nothing I can’t handle.’ Peter cleared his throat, and then straightened. He ran a hand through dirty hair. ‘Look, I was just about to make a brew when I heard the van. Shall we go in?’


*


The inside of the farmhouse was even more ramshackle than the outside. The black slate flags in the hall were mud-encrusted, there were old boxes and crates kicked to one side near the door, mouldy coats and clothing lying here and there, and stacks of newspapers on each wooden step of the staircase, leaving only a narrow channel for getting upstairs. The whole house was silent, and stank of muddy dogs and booze. Savage glanced into a few rooms on the way to the kitchen. They were in much the same state as the hall, cluttered with random debris, the living room probably the worst, the sofa grimy with age, with the remnants of late-night drinking bouts strewn across the coffee table. Beer cans, whisky bottles, a few cloudy glasses. The windows were dark with grime, threadbare curtains drawn across most of them.


Savage remembered a bright, pleasant house, sunlight streaming in through open windows, and music on constantly. The place was unrecognisable. It needed a sign on the door: Under New Management.


He wandered into the kitchen after Peter. Same deal here. Unwiped surfaces cluttered with bottles and a few empty food packets, the kind for heating up in the microwave. The sink was piled with dirty plates and bowls. A bluebottle buzzed restlessly at the window that overlooked a small back garden, hemmed in by a low stone wall. More burgeoning nettle and bramble patches instead of the neat vegetable rows he recalled from his previous visit. Beans and peas climbing up sticks, stately alliums and soft-headed potato plants. The whole cottage garden thing.


Maura had been the gardener, probably. A country girl from rural Ireland. Growing vegetables had never been Peter’s bag, despite his rural upbringing. He hadn’t even liked eating them, as Savage recalled. Chips with everything, that had been Peter. And given the dearth of chip shops on Dartmoor, it was easy to see why he’d embraced urban living once it was offered to him in Oxford.


Peter began to make some vague attempt to tidy up, clearing a newspaper off a kitchen chair, then washing up a couple of mugs in a slapdash fashion.


‘Do you ever hear from Maura?’ Savage asked.


Peter had his back to him, rinsing out an old china teapot in the sink. He stiffened, then said, ‘No,’ in a way that sounded angry and defensive. As though that question should never have been asked. And perhaps it could have been more sensitively put.


‘So you don’t know where she is?’


‘I don’t know, and I don’t care much anymore.’ Peter glanced round at him, defiance in his look. ‘That probably sounds harsh to you, after what happened to you with Lina. But it’s been two years since Maura left. And she chose to end our marriage, not me.’


‘Fair enough.’


‘Anyway, I’ve got used to being alone. It suits me. I wouldn’t have her back even if she turned up on the doorstep tomorrow.’


‘You never said why you two split up.’ Savage took off his jacket and slung it over the back of the kitchen chair. ‘I always thought you were happy as a couple. Contented, even. That this was your little paradise.’


‘Maura was the polar opposite of contented. Or she was with me, at any rate. She wanted something I couldn’t give her, you see. And her need got corrosive. It ate away at us, until one day . . .’ Peter peered into the teapot, then made a rough noise under his breath. ‘Shit, this thing is disgusting. I can’t serve tea out of this.’


‘I’m happy without.’


‘Well, I need a drink. If you don’t mind not having a glass. I think most of them are cracked.’ Peter reached down a new bottle of whisky from the shelf above the fridge. Grabbing the two freshly-cleaned mugs from the draining board, he sat down at the table and nodded to Savage to join him. ‘Straight up, or with mixer? There’s a can of ginger ale somewhere.’


‘I’m fine.’


Peter sneered. ‘Teetotal now?’


‘I’ve fallen out of the habit, that’s all.’


‘Because of the camper van.’


‘Something like that.’


‘Well . . .’ Peter poured himself a generous four or five fingers of whisky, and slammed the bottle down without bothering to replace the cap. Whisky sloshed out onto the pine table but he didn’t even glance at it, picking up his mug instead in a mock salute. ‘To absent friends.’


Savage said nothing. He waited while Peter drank, then said, ‘Talking of absent friends, this isn’t a casual visit. I was hoping you might be able to help me.’


Peter stared at him over the rim of his mug. ‘Come again?’


‘I’m looking for Jarrah.’


Peter said nothing for a moment, then took another swig and set the mug on the table. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I told you back when Jarrah first disappeared and you called, saying you and Lina were trying to find him. I told you then, if Jarrah’s gone, my bet is he’s dead. Topped himself, probably.’


‘Why would he kill himself?


‘That business with your mum. The car accident, all that shit. Hardly surprising he cut his ties with your family and disappeared. The guilt must have done his head in. I told you back then to let it go, that Jarrah was a lost cause.’


‘I can’t let it go. I made a promise to Lina.’


Peter picked up the bottle with an unsteady hand and dashed another few fingers of whisky into his mug. ‘Well, if that’s the only reason you’re here, you might as well get right back in that fancy van of yours, and keep driving. Because you won’t find him on Dartmoor.’ He stared into the mug. ‘I don’t like the truth any more than you do. But there’s no hiding from it out here.’


‘Until I see proof—’


‘I’m telling you, Jarrah’s dead,’ Peter said flatly. ‘As dead as your Lina.’




Chapter Five


As dead as your Lina.


Savage jumped up and began to pace the kitchen, staring down at the slate floor with an effort. It was either that or smash his fist into Peter’s face. He fought to control his temper. To think of something else, to distract himself. Since Lina’s death, he’d struggled with anger in a way that he had never experienced in the army, regardless of the provocation.


Just his wife’s name was enough some days . . .


He stopped in front of the Welsh dresser. There was a cheaply framed photograph at the back, dusty with neglect, half-hidden behind cups and old bottles.


He lifted it out and studied the photo.


It was him, Jarrah and Peter, lying on the perfect grass of their Oxford college quad, a bottle of champagne standing prominently beside them, along with plastic cups and the remnants of a picnic. Behind them stood other undergrads in summer frocks and smart suits, mingling with tutors and family members. It had been some kind of party, he recalled. Possibly to celebrate the end of their first-year examinations. A rare privilege for them, being permitted on the quad grass, an honour normally only accorded to Fellows of the college.


His father had not turned up to the party. Neither had Peter’s. And Jarrah’s only relative within easy train distance had been Lina, his younger sister. Who had probably been sitting her A Levels at boarding school.


So they had decided to celebrate together.


Savage replaced the photograph where he had found it, at the back of the dresser, careful not to knock anything down.


‘You can’t know for sure that he’s dead.’


‘If he’s still alive, then where is he? Jarrah was never the type to drop out of sight for so long. Six months, maybe. But how long has it been since any of us heard from him?’ Peter shook his head. ‘The only possible explanation for such a long absence is that he’s dead. And given his job, that was always a danger.’


His job.


Jarrah had been recruited by the British Secret Service during his final year at Oxford. He’d been reading Politics, Philosophy and Economics. The ideal hunting ground for recruits. MI5 had approached Aubrey too, who had been reading English, but he had politely declined. ‘I’m not sneaky enough for a spy,’ was what he’d told Jarrah at the time, only half joking, ‘not like you.’


He had concentrated on Anglo-Saxon and Middle English for his degree, then gone into the British Army instead. Within two years, he’d found the army too limiting, and applied for the SAS instead. He had not expected to last the selection process. But to his surprise, the harder he was pushed and punished, the more resilient he became. He also discovered a new talent. He might not be sneaky enough to be a spy, but he was rather good at covert work. Black ops. Even now, several years out of the army, the need for that rush of sheer adrenalin had still not left him. He craved it, the way other people craved drugs or alcohol. And hated that side of himself. His inability to let things lie.


That was what had got Lina killed.


Him.


He was the one who had got his wife killed. He might not have detonated the bomb, but he was the one who’d taken her to that marketplace in Kabul, looking for Jarrah.


They’d heard the ghost of a rumour a month before. Probably nothing. But possibly something. The rumour went that an unspecified third party had seen Jarrah in the market earlier that year, talking to one of the stallholders, a massive, bearded Arab called Abdul Walid, an expert in ancient handicrafts, specialising in quality leather goods, belts, bags, travelling cases, even camel saddles. Also known for his contacts within Islamic State.


It had surprised both Savage and Lina that Jarrah might be in Kabul. As an MI5 agent, the main focus of his work would normally have been within British territories. But since the British government had been openly disavowing Jarrah as their man by that time, it was also possible that he’d travelled to Afghanistan for other reasons, as yet unknown.


Savage had sent Lina to buy a handbag from the leather goods stall while he checked out Abdul Walid’s van, parked on the other side of the marketplace. There’d been the blinding light and air punch of a massive detonation, the truck had been thrown in the air, and him with it, knocked unconscious. When he opened his eyes and struggled out of the burning van, he found a scene of carnage to rival anything he had ever seen as a soldier.


Lina had been killed instantaneously.


Among twenty-seven others, including other women and children.


Abdul Walid had also died, though not until five days later in a central Kabul hospital, having lost both legs in the explosion. He had never regained consciousness. Any information he might have held about the whereabouts of Lina’s brother died with him.


Savage himself had been lucky, according to the doctors in the emergency room where he eventually took himself that night to be stitched up and have his burns treated. Shrapnel had also peppered his right side and back. Painful but easily removed, though the scars they’d left behind were a constant reminder of his mistake.


He had survived, though.


Lucky.


Islamic State terrorism had been the official explanation on the Afghanistan news bulletins that night. Spreading fear and panic through an arbitrary bombing campaign, though IS had never claimed responsibility for that particular bomb, despite the impressive death toll. And if IS had been behind the bombing, they’d killed their own man in the blast. Which suggested that Abdul Walid had been playing a dangerous double game with Islamic State. That perhaps he’d been working secretly with the British government since Jarrah’s visit. But not secretly enough.


If he had not sent Lina to distract the stallholder . . .


‘I hear what you’re saying. And you’re probably right. Given his job, the likeliest scenario is that Jarrah’s dead. But I gave Lina my word, and I’m not ready to give up yet. Not until I have absolute proof that he’s dead.’


‘Such as?’


‘A body would do it. But failing that, some indication of what Jarrah was working on before he died. So I can piece together what got him killed, and why.’


Peter nodded without saying anything, and pushed the whisky bottle away.


‘So you’ll help me?’


‘I’ll try.’


‘Good.’ Savage leant his elbows on the table, regarding his friend steadily. ‘I know Jarrah was planning to visit you before he vanished.’


Peter’s expression became defensive.


‘He mentioned it to Lina in a phone call. He was in Germany at the time, or so he claimed. But there’d been some kind of trouble, so he was being recalled to London.’


‘Trouble?’


‘He didn’t elaborate and Lina didn’t ask. Anyway, Jarrah promised to call in and see us once he was back in England. Said he had something to tell us. Something interesting. But we never heard from him again.’


Peter was gazing towards the kitchen window. ‘What did they say at his work? MI5 or whatever it was.’


‘What they always say in these cases. They had no knowledge of his whereabouts, and they wouldn’t tell us even if they did know.’


‘Bastards.’


‘We hung on for months after that phone call, hoping to hear from him again. But there was nothing. No more calls, not even a text message. Absolute silence. Eventually, his personal effects were returned to Lina by the Home Office, which was when we drove up to his London flat and discovered it was being rented by somebody new. It seemed clear that MI5 believed him to be dead, even if they weren’t prepared to say so officially.’
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