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For Robert – the best crew chief


I could ever ask for.






Noun: airside


“The area of an airport terminal beyond passport and 
customs control.”






ONE


The storm’s first traces came in thin lines that ran along the windows of the shabby Opel taxi, the invading rain’s advance guard ticking off the glass. The sun had set, but dregs of watery light lingered over the German countryside, the slow approach of the heavy clouds chasing it down.


Slumping untidily in the back seat, Kevin stared out at the flat scenery beyond. In his mid-forties and average in almost every aspect, his features were fixed in the too-serious expression that had become his default in recent months. The grass and the trees and the occasional house passing along the roadside were ghostly impressions, barely connecting with him.


Kevin drifted inside the warm bubble of the taxi’s interior, rocking with the gentle motion of the vehicle. He willed his mind to stay blank, to stay rooted in this empty moment and as far from harsh reality as possible.


Hollow. That was what he wanted to be. Nothing in his mind, nothing in his heart . . . Nothing at all. Just to be free of everything for a while, before the hammer came down and his life continued to fall apart around him.


His gaze dropped to his lap and he felt the giddy trickle of panic building behind his eyes. It came and went as a wave, washing in and out.


Kevin’s hands contracted into fists around the strap of his shoulder bag, the black bulk of it lying next to him, the edges of the nylon band biting into his palms as he gripped it, his knuckles whitening.


His eyes flicked up to the windscreen, briefly catching sight of his dejected reflection in the rear-view mirror, then down to the dashboard. The taxi cruised at a steady seventy kilometres per hour, and Kevin had a mad moment when he entertained the idea of jerking open the door and rolling out onto the hard shoulder zipping by outside. He imagined himself tumbling into the muddy ditch at the side of the road, vanishing into the undergrowth, the taxi receding into the distance as if nothing had happened.


The driver misinterpreted Kevin’s turn of the head and glanced up to make eye contact via the rear-view. ‘Do not worry,’ he said, exposing a broad smile. ‘You are my last fare of the day, but you will make your flight.’


Wedged into the driving seat, the man was Afro-German and round like a barrel, and he radiated a good-natured joviality that rebounded completely off his passenger’s morose mood.


Despite the proudly displayed Ghanaian flag dangling from the mirror, the taxi driver spoke English with the characteristic pronunciation Kevin had come to associate with Plattdeutsch, the ‘low’ dialect used throughout the local area of Rendsburg-Eckernförde and the greater Schleswig-Holstein region. He’d quickly learned not to bother with his limited grasp of German after his first few trips to the country. Almost every local he met spoke English with classroom precision, and gave him the same tight smile that said stop mangling our language, we’ll do this in yours.


‘Was this your first visit to Germany, my friend?’


‘More like my last.’ Kevin automatically pitched down his accent a few notches, unconsciously smoothing off the edges of his native Londoner intonation.


The driver’s floodlight smile dimmed. ‘You don’t find it to your taste?’


He gave a grunt of bleak amusement. ‘No, it’s the other way around, I reckon. I’m the one who’s not wanted here.’


‘Ah.’ The driver gave a sage nod, as if Kevin had imparted some nugget of wisdom to him, then turned his eyes back to the road as they changed lanes.


The taxi shifted on to the airport approach, the ring road around the complex framing two runways connected at their northernmost points. A commuter jet lofted upward from the airstrip, running lights blinking as it rose into the hazy embrace of the heavy clouds.


From the air, Flughafen Barsbeker looked toy-like, with the black lines of the runways and the clumps of buildings sitting on a level disc of grassland. It rested on a rump of coastline south of the nearest town and several hours of autobahn driving east of Hamburg. One side of the airport ran down to low trees, a rocky shore and the cold waters of the Baltic Sea, over which approaching jets would make their final turn before landing. It didn’t serve anything bigger than short-haul airliners and private planes, taking in meagre traffic from Scandinavia, neighbouring Poland, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, even the odd Russian arrival. Only one airline ran flights into Barsbeker from the UK, and over the past six months Kevin had become more familiar than he ever wanted to be with them. He had been in and out of the small municipal airport so many times that he could practically navigate its passenger-facing spaces blindfolded.


Having killed the conversation, Kevin spent the last few minutes of the trip trying to recover the comforting blankness he had felt before. A tension headache gathered at the base of his skull and he tried to will it away, without success.


As he looked up again, the taxi rolled to a halt at a drop-off outside of the main terminal. Long and low, the building was an uninspired box of glass and metal with the charm of an industrial greenhouse.


Kevin put his hand on the door handle and hesitated, as a sense of finality settled on him.


Last time.


Once he stepped out of the car and entered the terminal, he would never come back. The final flight home to England and the grim truth past it was all that awaited him.


Then the driver was at the taxi’s boot, recovering Kevin’s other piece of luggage. That done, he opened the passenger door for him. ‘Sometimes the lock gets sticky.’


‘Right.’ Kevin climbed out, dragging his shoulder bag like it was one of those black iron balls on a length of manacle chain. He registered a dot of rain on his cheek as he dug out his wallet, found a fold of euro notes and overpaid.


The taxi driver thanked him and his expression changed, becoming almost fatherly. He took Kevin’s hand and shook it. Kevin reciprocated without thinking.


‘You will be all right, my friend,’ said the driver, and his warm smile showed again. ‘Never forget, it could always be worse!’ He patted Kevin on the shoulder as an afterthought, and clambered back into the taxi with a cheery wave.


Kevin watched the Opel depart and the man’s words triggered a brief, searing flash of anger, the force of it so strong it surprised him.


It could be worse? Kevin’s jaw hardened, suddenly seething with resentment at the other man’s glib platitude. Everything is going wrong with my life and that is the facile bit of genius advice you want to leave me with?


‘What the fuck do you know about it?’ The hissed words escaped him as he glared at the road, giving voice to the rest of his thought. His resentment vented loudly enough that he drew the attention of an elderly couple walking in from the nearby parking complex.


The old folks tutted, and Kevin’s jolt of fury was immediately doused by the impulse to apologise. He gave a weak smile they pointedly ignored and, sheepishly, he followed them into the building. He pretended he couldn’t understand them talking about how rude and boorish the British had become these days.


Kevin crossed the threshold of the automatic doors, releasing a sigh as heavy as the weight of the world.


His case was a boxy ‘Pullman’ with roller wheels and a long handle that let him drag it across the terminal’s polished floor. Matching his shoulder bag, it was made of dark ballistic nylon and styled to look like something a covert agent would use in a high-octane espionage thriller. Tactical, military-specification luggage for the business-warrior at large, said the label.


Kevin remembered buying the bags at a high-end luggage store in London because he thought they looked cool, much to the amusement of Sadie, whose tastes ran to gaudy brands with lots of flashy gold detail. She’d mocked him about the purchase, he remembered, and not with gentle humour.


Honestly, put the word ‘tactical’ in front of anything and a man will buy it, she’d said. You’re Kevin Tyler from Hackney, you’re not Jason bloody Bourne.


In retrospect, comments like that – a million of them over the course of their marriage, if he was honest – had marked the path to their divorce.


Two years after the separation, going home to an empty house and an empty life still weighed more as a curse than a blessing. But marrying had been a mistake, for both of them. Neither Kevin nor Sadie had been what the other really wanted or needed in their life, and it had taken too many years of decaying feelings between them for that truth to become inescapable. The whole thing had been a waste of time.


Well. Not completely. There was Madeline. Their daughter, bright and beautiful, somehow the synthesis of the best bits of her mother and her father with the worst of their traits left behind. We did that part right, at least.


Thinking about Maddie always lifted Kevin, and it briefly pushed back the gloom from his thoughts. He wandered the concourse, his path taking him past the landside branch of Relay near the arrivals board. The open-fronted store was racked with newspapers and magazines, jostling for position with tourist knick-knacks and colourful displays of sweets. He didn’t see what he wanted there and carried on without stopping.


Predictably, Kevin’s brief peak of better mood faded as he approached the check-in desks. Dwelling on his daughter brought a different kind of dejection to bear – guilt this time – and he pulled the shiny black tile of his smartphone from an inner pocket of his jacket, thumbing the power switch to wake it. As he expected, there were more text messages, joining the list of those he still hadn’t replied to. He read the most recent one.


Just checking in again, it began. Late class this eve. Screening of Yojimbo at the Film Forum for study, so phone will be on silent. Text me, Pop, plz? Maddie ended the message with XOXOX and a smiling emoji.


Kevin raised an eyebrow at the idea of her voluntarily sitting through a ponderous samurai epic, but then chided himself for the ungenerous thought. She never took things too seriously, except when it came to her studies, and then the needle swung the other way.


Madeline Tyler wanted to direct movies one day, and her dedication to that goal had netted her a scholarship to the New York Film Academy. She was the first member of Kevin’s family to do something like that, the first Tyler in living memory to break away from their dirt-under-the-fingernails, working-class roots and go out into the world as an artist.


He was immensely proud of her, even if he felt awkward trying to articulate it. But that was overshadowed by how much it worried him. Kevin had no idea how the film business worked beyond pushing the right button to watch loud, kinetic blockbusters on Netflix.


It was alien to him, as a man brought up in a work ethic where only hard graft, cunning and the occasional bent rule made you money. He didn’t know how to counsel her, let alone how to keep her safe in that sort of world.


At the start, in a rare moment of post-divorce unity, he and his ex-wife had tried to talk their daughter out of going to America. Both of them were quietly fretting about their only child living in New York City, with its larger-than-life, hair-raising reputation, both afraid that she might fail out there and be chewed up by an unforgiving system. Kevin imagined Maddie coming home bitter and tearful, his brilliant girl’s vital spark of creativity snuffed out by cruel reality.


But she won her father around to her point of view. She convinced him with her relentless enthusiasm. Sadie didn’t see it, of course, but then Maddie’s mother rarely changed her mind once it was set.


He remembered another airport, another bland terminal building, when they came to see Maddie off at Heathrow. Kevin gave her a silly going-away present – a keychain of a tiny clapperboard – as Sadie cried theatrically into the shoulder of the bloke she was currently shacked up with.


If anything ever happens to her over there, I’ll blame you. After Maddie boarded her plane, Kevin’s ex had jabbed him in the chest to underline her point. It’ll be your fault and I’ll never forgive you.


And something had happened to Maddie over there, just not the kind of thing that either of them had expected.


The stab of guilt returned. Considering that Kevin was approaching the end of a day that had practically been assembled out of fuck-ups, the one that lingered, the one that tormented him the most was assuredly his fault and his alone.






TWO


‘Der nächste bitte, next please.’ The desk agent had the enthusiasm of someone whose shift was minutes from ending, for whom the ticks of the clock could not come quickly enough.


‘Good evening,’ offered Kevin, with an equal lack of intensity, advancing towards the check-in.


‘Welcome to KnightSky Air.’ The woman – German, middle-aged, and businesslike with it – displayed a plastic smile that didn’t reach her eyes. ‘Any hold luggage, sir?’


‘No, just these carry-ons.’


Kevin had made an art of austerity in his packing over the past few months, stripping it down to the absolute minimum that would fit in an overhead locker, all so he could get on and get off the plane as swiftly as possible. Anything that could pare off even a few seconds from the tedium of air travel was worth the effort. Standing beside a baggage carousel was the dullest part of the ordeal, staring blankly at other people’s cases drifting by while you waited vainly for yours to emerge.


He handed over his passport and ticket. The agent eyed the paper dismissively. ‘You do know that you can use your smartphone rather than print a boarding pass?’


‘I’m aware,’ he replied. ‘I just prefer . . . You know. A real thing. Something in my hand.’ As much by trade as by personality, Kevin was an engineer, and that mindset brought an attachment to physical objects and a healthy scepticism about the reliability of technology. The one time he hadn’t brought a paper copy, he’d been stuck at Gatwick for hours when KnightSky’s buggy smartphone app had decided to eat his flight reservation.


‘It is more efficient,’ the desk agent said pointedly. ‘Better for the environment.’ She inclined her head towards a sign extolling the virtues of the airline’s green policy, complete with a guilt-inducing photo of a polar bear clinging to an ice floe.


Kevin had gone through this conversation on each flight in and out of Barsbeker. Normally, he would have let it go, but today his tolerance had worn to nothing. He resisted the opportunity to suggest that the airline actually do something about their awful environmental record instead of dumping responsibility on their passengers, and settled for some light sarcasm.


‘I’ll offset my carbon footprint by not getting out of bed for a week, OK? Can we . . . ?’ He made a vague move-this-along gesture.


‘Of course, sir.’ Her fingers racing over her keyboard, the desk agent switched off the smile, and replied in the tone of voice one would use to say whatever, idiot.


Kevin’s gaze slipped to the neighbouring desks, to the Elite Class counter for LuftFluger’s flights to Southern Europe and the Mediterranean. They even had a length of red carpet to walk down. He wondered what it would be like to board an airliner and turn left for a change.


No money for indulgences, Kev-oh. Kevin heard the words of Colin Fish echoing in his head. Got to watch the pennies, eh?


Colin was Kevin’s business partner and the co-owner of Luna Designs, the money guy to Tyler’s engineering savvy. He prided himself on squeezing every pound until it screamed, and while that was a useful asset for a small-scale enterprise like theirs, there were times when Kevin wished he could afford to dine on steak instead of quarter-pounders.


Everything he had earned, every asset Kevin owned had been poured into keeping Luna afloat, and now he wondered if it had all been tossed into a black hole. The wave of his bleak mood started to build again, and the desk agent picked up on it, seeing the shadow pass over his face.


Her expression softened and her tone grew sympathetic. ‘Sir, I’m sorry, but there is a problem with your boarding pass.’


Kevin sighed. ‘Of course there is.’ The day had not quite finished the business of repeatedly kicking him in the balls.


She told him the laser scanner wasn’t registering the barcode. ‘It happens a lot. If you had the app on your phone . . . ’


He leaned forward. ‘Can I have that back?’


The desk agent returned the pass and Kevin pointed at the forest of black bars on the sheet. ‘The printing impinges on the space around the lines. Should be clear all the way around, otherwise the scanner glitches when it tries to read it.’ He smoothed out the paper and scraped away some of the offending ink.


‘How do you know that?’ said the woman. She rescanned the pass and her computer gave an agreeable chime.


‘We use the same kind of thing at my company,’ he explained. ‘Automated handlers scan the product, send it where it is supposed to go. If the code’s smudged, it doesn’t work.’ Kevin reached into his shoulder bag for a sample – he always carried a few to hand – and passed an empty, tan-coloured water bottle to her. It too had a barcode embossed on the side. ‘Here, keep it.’


‘Thank you.’ The desk agent exchanged the bottle for his now-stickered pass, and weighed the container in her hand. ‘Very light.’


‘But strong. Made out of recycled paper. Lasts for months, but it’s also biodegradable. Much better for the planet than those.’ He jutted his chin at a plastic water bottle sitting next to her keyboard.


‘Oh, toll,’ she replied, turning it over. ‘Luna,’ she said, reading out the logo on the bottom.


‘We make them,’ said Kevin, and then sighed again. ‘We try to. It’s not easy convincing the pop makers to switch from plastic and cans, you know?’


‘Pop?’


‘Limonade.’


‘Pick up the pace, please?’ A terse, plummy voice issued out from behind him, and Kevin turned to see a man with an expensive suit and an impatient, purse-lipped expression. Like Kevin, he held a British passport, but unlike him, he also clutched one of KnightSky’s frequent-flyer cards, clearly expecting it to smooth the path for him.


Kevin returned a sour look and made a show of stepping aside. ‘Be my guest.’ Mr Gold Card didn’t hesitate and barged past to the check-in. Kevin gave the desk agent an apologetic look and walked off, heading to the arch that delineated the landside and airside sectors of the airport.


The departures gateway was a sunny yellow, to hint at the idea of warmer climes and holiday fun awaiting those who passed through it.


Kevin had nothing like that to look forward to, and he glanced at his wristwatch as he joined a short queue for the nearest security lane. The bulky Promaster told him he was on schedule, with plenty of time to make his flight, provided nothing else went wrong.


What are the odds of that? Kevin asked himself. He fiddled absently with the strap of the titanium watch; made for divers, it was one of the few extravagances he allowed himself, and while the closest Kevin had ever come to scuba was swimming-pool snorkelling, he held on the fantasy that one day he might actually be able to do the real thing.


His boarding pass was rechecked, rejected, and rechecked again, earning him stern looks from the unsmiling customs officers manning the automated barriers. Kevin couldn’t hide his tension, which made him wonder if he looked shifty, and that in turn made him even more self-conscious.


He went through the motions of the next stage of security, where a scanner arch and x-ray conveyor belt were waiting. Belt off, jacket off, coins and phone and watch and wallet in the pockets, bags in the tray, trays on the conveyor. Kevin completed each action with the robotic precision of a veteran traveller, aware that every move he made was being scrutinised.


Ahead, a group of noisy Englishmen in football shirts clowned around, generally making life difficult for the customs officers, and Kevin kept his distance, not wanting to be associated with their disruptive behaviour.


He watched his trays roll away as he stepped through the metal detector, and heard a strident ping. Problem.


‘What now?’ he muttered.


Another security officer used a sensor wand to give him a close inspection, and the offending issue turned out to be foil from a half-tube of boiled sweets in a trouser pocket. Satisfied, the officer waved him on.


When Kevin reached the other end of the conveyor, his trays had vanished.


His heart jumped in his chest. Everything he needed was in them, money and credit cards, passport and ticket. If they were stolen, he literally would have only what he was stood up in: not even a belt to stop his trousers slumping at his waist.


‘Herr . . . Tyler?’ A laconic voice with a thick slice of the local burr drew his attention. Kevin pivoted on the spot, finding not a security guard, but a uniformed police officer at a counter off to one side. Kevin’s trays were arranged in front him, including his passport open at the photo page. The policeman beckoned. ‘Come, please?’


‘Here, mate,’ said the last of the football fans, as he elbowed by to join his friends. ‘Don’t let him take you out back and grab your nuts, right? Reckon he fancies you!’ The comment drew a torrent of mocking laughter that did nothing for Kevin’s anxiety, which flipped through a roller coaster rise and fall as he approached the policeman.


He felt relief that his stuff hadn’t taken a walk, then trepidation over whatever had caused the German cop to pull him out of the line.


Could it have something to do with the deal? He shook his head before the panicked thought could take root. Unlikely. His anxiety saw connections that didn’t exist. Or so he hoped.


Kevin took a deep breath, forced himself to adopt a neutral expression, and uttered the mantra of every innocent man. ‘Is there a problem, officer?’


The policeman frowned at the question, deep lines building across his oval face. He had searching brown eyes set behind a pair of black-rimmed spectacles, and the kind of bulldog quality Kevin always associated with coppers. He was a few years Kevin’s senior, wearing a stab vest emblazoned with the word POLIZEI over a light blue shirt. He made a show of taking off his peaked cap and putting it aside.


‘Herr Tyler,’ he repeated, cocking his head, ‘what kind of explosives do you have in your bag?’


‘What?’ Kevin felt his colour rise and he froze on the spot. His unease jumped through the roof.


‘We have detected traces of volatile materials.’ The man had an identity pass hanging off his vest, and Kevin saw the name Alfons, B. written on it. He gestured with a chemical swab, giving the Englishman a measuring look. ‘Perhaps you have been on a military base recently? Are you in the military?’ He said the last in a tone that suggested he thought it unlikely.


Kevin had the sudden impulse to say I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you, and he let out a nervous laugh. ‘Uh, no,’ he managed. ‘Wh-what kind of material? Did you detect, I mean?’


Officer Alfons glowered at the readout of a device in front of him. ‘Cellulose residue.’


‘Oh. Oh!’ Kevin snapped his fingers, as his brain caught up with what was happening. ‘I have production samples in my carry-on. Cardboard bottles. They have a cellulose component in them, they might have tripped your, uh . . . ’ He trailed off.


‘May I?’ Alfons asked for permission to open his bags, but didn’t wait to get it. The policeman rooted through the contents, deliberately taking his time.


When he didn’t find anything that looked bomb-like, he ran a second swab around the bag and through the chemical sensor, then relented, apparently satisfied at the benign nature of Kevin’s shirts and underwear.


‘Very well,’ he intoned gravely. ‘Now comes the difficult part.’


Kevin blinked. ‘Pardon me?’ He had a sudden premonition of a strip-search and rubber glove session, the football fan’s warning ringing in his ears.


‘Now you must put it all back,’ Alfons explained, smirking slightly as he spread his hands, indicating the mess of unpacked clothes.


Kevin bit down on his annoyance, realising that the policeman was amusing himself at his expense. Typical cop behaviour, he reflected, like the man’s blunt question about the explosives. Designed to deliberately wrong-foot you, in the hope you might say something incriminating.


Alfons stood back, arms folded, and under his watchful glare Kevin did his best to restore order to the messed-up contents of his baggage. It was awkward in the cramped area alongside the security arch, and it took longer than he would have liked. At one point, the Gold Card guy strolled past along the express pre-check lane, grinning at Kevin’s predicament. Kevin resisted the urge to give him the finger as he carefully rolled his socks into tight cylinders and repacked them.


‘Sorry to inconvenience you,’ said the policeman, more to fill the silence then out of any actual regret. ‘But with the way the world is, we all have to do our part to watch out for the terrorists, yes?’


Kevin wondered how likely it was that gun-toting fanatics would target some unremarkable airstrip in the back-end of the German countryside. He zipped up the bag. He just wanted to be gone.


‘We are so busy looking for them, ordinary felons do as they please.’ Alfons continued, scowling at his own observation. Then he leaned forward menacingly, extending one hand to point at a poster on the wall. ‘Keep your eyes open, ja?’


Kevin glanced at the sign. It showed a woman frowning seriously in the direction of an abandoned bag, beside a telephone number for the airport’s security hotline.


Wenn du etwas siehst, read the message beneath, sag etwas. ‘If you see something, say something,’ Alfons translated, then waved him away.


Kevin put his watch back on and checked it again. The buffer of time in his schedule was quickly dissolving, which meant he needed to get moving if he wanted to make it to the gate. The better places among KnightSky’s cheap seats tended to go quickly once economy class boarding began, and Kevin had learned from experience that if he wasn’t near the front of the line, getting the prized exit aisle row would be impossible.


He threaded through the duty-free area, following a trail snaking past ostentatious displays of perfume, gin and cigarettes, and emerged into the plastic reality of the terminal proper.


The rectangular building extended away to the north and the south. Exiting security, low-numbered boarding gates were on the left, high-numbered on the right. Two levels were open to the public, the upper for the incoming arrivals and the lower for departures. Broken up by thick pillars of white-painted concrete every few metres, the main concourse of Barsbeker airport was divided into sections for a few shops and a cluster of fast-food concessions on one side, with passenger waiting areas along the other. The latter were optimistically described as ‘lounges’ but in reality they were just rows of chairs clustered around TV screens suspended from the roof, forced up against the glass looking out across the runways. A fish tank has more style, Kevin reflected.


The change in atmosphere after passing through security was palpable. Landside, where taxi drivers milled around with handwritten signs, or expectant families waited for their loved ones, there was a kind of weary flatness to everything – as if the building itself said you’re here now, you have no reason to stick around. Landside didn’t want you to dwell.


In contrast, airside was an aimless no man’s land, the null space where you weren’t quite actually on the ground, but you weren’t exactly on the wing either. Airside was anticipation, anxiety and boredom captured in a big glass box.


Kevin always felt disconnected in airports, as if part of him was rendered rootless, searching for somewhere to put down, to be grounded once again. Like theme parks, shopping malls and casinos, airports were more machines than they were buildings, pumping mechanisms made to flow humans from one end to the other as smoothly as possible. Airside was cut off from the real world, in a little pocket reality of its own.


The tiny wheels of Kevin’s Pullman case ticked across the floor as he steered it around other passengers who clearly were not in anything approaching the same hurry as him. He knew the best path to take in the shortest possible time, but that didn’t account for the people who strolled, dithered and vacillated as if to a plan of their own. A plan to make Kevin Tyler’s schedule fail miserably.


On a day when whatever could go wrong had gone wrong – catastrophically, ruinously so – every tiny delay or impediment that followed, no matter how minor, innocent or circumstantial, was one more jab directed specifically at him.


Kevin’s attention was on that thought and not where he was going, so when the big man in the green jacket slammed into him, the hit was so hard he literally spun about with the force of the collision.


Shocked more than annoyed, Kevin looked up into the broken face of a streetfighter, all deep-set eyes and crumpled nose. He tried not to recoil from the aura of casual menace radiating from him.


‘Entschuldigung,’ said the man in the jacket, grinding out the word as if he were chewing on a chip of granite. The expression meant ‘excuse me’, but his tone made it sound like a dire profanity.


Kevin tried to dredge up a feeble complaint, but the other man had already turned his back and walked away. Cheeks burning, Kevin snatched irritably at the handle of his carry-on and continued towards the departure gates.






THREE


Dieter Boch straightened his jacket and walked away from the gawping foreigner without waiting to see if he would offer a retort.


He didn’t expect one. In Boch’s experience, most people who had the misfortune to get in his way tended to back down quickly when confronted. Those who didn’t learned the full stupidity of the wrong choice swiftly enough.


Boch surmised the man was British. There was something in the way they carried themselves that made it obvious. There were only two kinds, thugs and snobs. One would bark like a dog and have to be put down with a nose-breaking punch, and the other could be cowed by the threat of the same.


For a brief instant, Boch had the sense that he actually recognised the foreigner. Something about him did seem vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place from where. After a moment of searching his recollection, he came up empty and dismissed the distraction, his mind snapping back to more immediate considerations.


He scanned the terminal for any sign of the courier, finding nothing. His lip curled in irritation. He should be here by now.


Boch didn’t like this place. The confines of the building, the scrum of idiot civilians, crying children and chattering women eroded his patience. Everywhere he looked, Boch’s sight picture was crowded with the undisciplined and the thoughtless, stumbling through their day without care or attention. Any one of them could suddenly present a problem if the wind blew the wrong way, and it was the nature of his profession that he had to be ready to deal with that – quickly, and with the heavy application of force – whenever the moment might arrive.


He automatically measured everyone he passed in terms of what damage would have to be done to incapacitate them. A punch here, a kick there. It was habitual, the trigger for his violence waiting below the surface. Waiting for an excuse.


Dieter Boch does not have an off switch. That was how the counsellor had put it, before they discharged him from the Bundeswehr. His time in the German army had brought it to the fore. He was unable to go through life without perceiving it down the barrel of a metaphorical gun. For Boch, everywhere was a danger zone, every street a potential ambush site, every person he encountered either a target or an obstacle. They told him to seek therapy, to find a way to flip back that switch in head. To get some peace.


They didn’t understand. Boch didn’t want to turn it off.


Peace bored him. He liked living like this, like a shark cruising through an ocean of minnows. It gave him clarity of purpose, and what more could a man ask for?


Of course, there had been problems at first. Out of the military, he struggled to find employment where his attitude could be a benefit instead of a hindrance. Nightwatchman, club bouncer, truck driver – those jobs hadn’t been a good fit, each falling short of accommodating his talents. But when Boch had become a bodyguard, he finally fell into his ideal profession. He could be a one-man army in that role, protecting his principal and intercepting any threats.


And if he was sometimes called upon to perform other, riskier duties, ones that exposed him to greater danger and skated over the edge of legality . . . That was where he could be his best, most capable self.


Dieter Boch considered himself both blessed and cursed in equal measure. Blessed, because few men could say they were truly at home in their work. Cursed, because of the sorry circumstances that tied him to his current employer. But he had learned long ago that life was a trade-off between what a man could tolerate, and what drove a man to violence.


Up ahead, Boch saw a heavy-set figure in a dark suit and red tie enter the airside zone, casting around with a questioning expression. Their gazes locked for a fraction of a second and the man gave an imperceptible nod. His name was Ansel Fuchs, but whatever passport he carried would have said something different.


Boch feigned interest in the view out of the terminal’s window, watching a twin-engine Dash-8 turboprop accelerate down the runway and claw its way into the heavy sky. Fine rain lined the glass, but Boch’s focus was more on the reflection in it than what lay outside.


He observed Fuchs finding a seat in one of the waiting areas, in front of a departure gate that had long since closed, near an automated vending machine.


Boch approved. He could approach and make it look like he was buying a drink without arousing suspicion. His old comrade had not lost any of his skills.


Employing Fuchs for this task had been a pragmatic decision on Boch’s part, accommodating his boss’s demands as best he could in the short amount of time provided. He knew he could rely on his ex-army colleague to be discreet and thorough. Plus, Fuchs was always looking for extra work to pay off his debts, so he jumped at the chance to earn some additional euros. Ansel’s weakness was poker, and Boch remembered games in the barracks where Fuchs had lost so much, he made it seem like an Olympic sport.


Boch had his own weakness, of course. His would have brought him to ruin, had other parties not intervened.


He licked his lips and pushed that thought aside, walking to the vending machine. He made a show of selecting and purchasing a bottle of Schwip Schwap, before settling into a chair to sip at the gassy, orange-infused cola. Neither man looked in the other’s direction.


‘Dieter,’ Fuchs said quietly, by way of a greeting.


‘Ansel,’ he replied. ‘You look well. How is the wife?’


‘Left me.’ Fuchs shrugged. ‘Surprised it took her this long.’


Boch made a noncommittal sound. He wasn’t really interested in the other man’s private life. He glanced at the black gym bag sitting on the floor between them, tucked slightly under an empty seat. A red tag on the handle showed the bag had been cleared through security. ‘You got it here with no problems?’


‘Obviously,’ said Fuchs, shifting in his seat. ‘No one flagged it. Baffles in the lining make it look like books in there.’ He produced an airline boarding pass from his pocket and studied it. ‘So, are we done? I don’t have long . . . ’


‘Your money will be waiting when you land in Berlin.’ Boch anticipated the next question.


‘Good.’ Fuchs pushed the bag in Boch’s direction with his foot as he stood up. ‘Are you still working for that rich prick from Hamburg? Is this for him?’


Boch shut him down with a shake of the head. ‘Don’t spoil your good work by getting nosy.’


‘I’m just looking out for a fellow veteran.’


Boch glanced up at Fuchs for the first time, his eyes narrowing. ‘Did you open it?’


‘Don’t insult me.’ Fuchs was affronted by the suggestion. ‘I’m not an idiot. I know how this works.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Boch relented. ‘Of course you do.’ I would never have employed you otherwise.


Fuchs sighed. ‘Will you take some advice, Dieter?’


‘I’m sure you’ll give it to me even if I say no.’


‘That idiot paying you. Everyone dislikes him. There must be better people who can bring you work.’


‘He’s brought you work too,’ Boch shot back.


‘No, you brought me the work, he’s only funding it. Seriously, from one stoppelhopser to another . . . ’ Fuchs used the old military slang for a soldier, calling on their shared history to bolster his argument. ‘Cut your ties with Von Kassel before he drags you down.’


‘It’s not that simple.’


‘Isn’t it? What’s stopping you from walking away? I could get you a new job by tomorrow morning.’


Boch didn’t respond to the question, unwilling to entertain the answer. As for the latter part of the statement, he had no doubt that was true.


Fuchs worked for a criminal gang, operating as muscle and breaking the occasional leg. The other man had been company boxing champion back in the army, so he was good at it. But that wasn’t the life Boch wanted. He knew himself well enough to understand that if he was only paid to hurt people, there would come a day when he wouldn’t be able to stop doing it.


‘No disrespect intended,’ he said, ‘but roughing up late payers who owe money to the Turks? I will pass.’


‘At least it’s honest thuggery. You work for a politician.’ Fuchs said sourly. He straightened his jacket and glanced at a nearby departures screen. ‘My flight’s boarding, I have to go. Mach’s Gut.’


‘Mach’s besser.’ Boch sipped his soda as the other man set off towards one of the gates. Fuchs had barely been on the ground at Barsbeker for an hour, just long enough to deliver the bag.


When he was sure that no one was paying attention to him, Boch put aside his drink and drew the gym bag around, turning it to examine the zip fastener holding it closed and the tiny padlock that secured it. He had the only key, and used it to remove the lock.


Checking one more time to be certain he wasn’t being observed, Boch drew back the zipper a little way and put his fingers through the gap, tracing over the shape of the contents within. He could tell from his cursory examination that everything was present and correct.


Pocketing the padlock, he gathered up the bag and walked back across the terminal, in the direction of the shopping concessions and the food court.


He replayed his old friend’s comments as he carried out the next step. Fuchs was right. Hardly anyone beyond a core of loyal supporters had a good word to say about Lars Von Kassel – the moneyed, controversial, always self-indulgent minister of the Federal Cabinet. Yet Boch’s employer continued to rise upward, buoyed by society connections, base cunning and a kind of crass charisma that appealed to his more common constituents. Boch would never have voted for such a venial man himself, but that was a moot point. For better or worse, he remained tethered to the politician’s fortunes.


In an ideal world, the bodyguard would have made sure that his principal stayed as far from tonight’s business as possible, but Von Kassel never took advice from anybody, especially from someone as lowly as a member of his staff.


I can make this work, Boch told himself. He shot a look in the direction of Barsbeker’s first-class lounges, where he had installed his employer at an open bar with instructions to remain there for the duration. All he needed was for Von Kassel to stay in his lane, as the Americans said, and the hand-off would pass without a hitch.


Boch could pretend the odds of that were good, but that would be pointless self-delusion. It would be best if he got this done before Von Kassel’s typical recalcitrance became an issue.


In a couple of hours, we will be back on the autobahn, he thought, and this will be in the rear-view mirror.


Kevin’s expression soured when he saw a thick clump of passengers already filling the waiting area in front of the gate for the London-bound KnightSky flight. Any chance of getting a better seat allocation evaporated. He’d been in this situation before, the last time on a plane packed with a school party heading home after an international field trip. Kevin endured that flight crammed into the corner of a back-row window seat, and the only way he could have been farther from the front of the plane was if he had stayed on the tarmac.


This departure was always busy, the last of the day from Barsbeker to the UK, but on this rainy evening it seemed worse than usual. Bored, grumpy passengers milled around in front of the gate and none of the KnightSky staff was remotely interested in dispersing them.


The group wasn’t anything approaching a queue – it was at best a mass, lacking the orderly manners that came naturally to the British. Working extensively in Europe, especially here in Germany, Kevin had quickly learned that the locals on the continent didn’t go in for that sort of thing. You pushed your way to the front, and if other people’s feet were run over by your case, that was on them.


He tried to see if the aircraft that would take them home was already at the gate. By now it should have been disgorging its cargo of arrivals, while the on-board crew gave the cabin a cursory clean-up before packing in the next load of human freight.


But he couldn’t see anything, and that didn’t bode well. Giving a resigned sigh, Kevin didn’t bother to join the back of the waiting group, and he wandered to the wide alcove across the way, where the Kaffee Tek franchise was located.


The man working the noisy coffee machine looked up as he approached, and for a second he showed a blank face; then his expression caught up and he smiled widely.


‘All right, mate?’ He had chirpy East End London drawl completely out of place in a German municipal airport, and a cheerful manner that Kevin found endearing, if slightly irritating. ‘How’s it hanging?’


‘Low,’ Kevin admitted, letting his shoulder bag drop as he leaned on the counter.


‘Let me get you the usual. Latte, right? Extra shot?’ Off an affirmative nod, the barista set to making the drink, working the machine with deft, swift movements.


Richie – or Coffee Rich, as Kevin had come to think of him – was in his early thirties, and he had one of those odd faces that was boyish and rugged all at once. His eyes were a watery blue and his straw-coloured hair was scruffy, but his most defining features were large ears that gave him the air of a gangly, overgrown child. Richie’s talkative manner had turned him into something of a fixture in Kevin’s life over the past months. Travelling in and out of Barsbeker so frequently, Kevin had made a ritual out of getting Richie to make him an eye-opener, either to wake him up on arrival or keep him alert on departure.


In the first instance, Kevin had decided that finding another London lad over here was a good omen. Something about having that connection on each journey made him feel a little less outside his comfort zone.


Over the course of dozens of coffees, he learned that the younger man had come up in a neighbouring borough to the Tyler family, that they followed the fortunes of the same football teams, even frequented the same pubs, albeit years apart.


Like him, Richie was the product of lacklustre comprehensive schools and dead-end council estates. Both of them had got into trouble in their youth, but where Kevin had broken away from that to make a career in engineering, the younger man told the story of how his ejector seat had been a trip around the Low Countries. For Richie, when the time came to go home, he didn’t bother. He’d bounced around Europe, finally coming to rest working the Kaffee Tek franchise at Barsbeker. He lived what seemed – at least to Kevin’s eyes – a relatively carefree existence.


‘Get that down you.’ Richie placed the drink in front of him and the smell of the fresh-ground coffee perked Kevin up a little. He handed over a ten-euro note and the other man automatically scanned it under a counterfeit checker black-light by the till before ringing up the purchase.


‘Thanks.’ Kevin dumped too many sachets of sugar into the drink, but in his current mood it felt pointless to hold back on the small indulgence. ‘Seriously, man, thanks for the coffees.’


Richie opened his hands. ‘It’s my job.’


‘No, I mean . . . I won’t be buying any more.’


The other man nodded. ‘On a detox? We sell them wheatgrass juices, you know?’ He pointed at a rack of bottles of bile-green liquid.


Kevin shook his head. ‘No,’ he repeated. ‘I won’t be coming through here any more. My job is . . . ’ He trailed off, unable to find the words.


‘Done?’ Richie offered helpfully.


He held in a sigh. ‘Yeah. Done.’


‘Mate,’ Richie continued, ‘you do not look like a happy bunny right now.’


Kevin accepted his change and took a sip of the hot drink. He waited for the caffeine hit to invigorate him, but it didn’t come. ‘I’m all right,’ he lied, the impulse to cover up his failure automatic and instinctive. ‘Just knackered.’


For a moment, Richie’s cheery demeanour faded, and Kevin got the sense that the barista could tell he wasn’t being truthful. But he didn’t press Kevin on it, offering him a way out via a pat explanation. ‘Tough day?’


‘You have no idea.’


Richie sucked his teeth. ‘Not done yet.’


The tone of the other man’s words sounded like a warning. ‘What do you mean?’


The barista nodded solemnly at the crowded waiting area. ‘Your flight’s been delayed. They haven’t announced it yet, but they’re gonna, any minute.’


Kevin turned to look back at the gate staff. They didn’t appear any more animated than they had a few minutes earlier. ‘How do you know?’


Richie gestured at the Kaffee Tek booth. ‘Mate, I’m here every day, I see them working. I know the signs. Trust me, you ain’t going nowhere.’


It was the last thing Kevin wanted to hear.


After this day – this fucking shitstorm of a bastard day – every fibre of his being wanted to get as far away as possible from this country. He didn’t want to remain here, being reminded of the fiasco, for one second longer than he had to.


‘Tell you what,’ Richie said from behind him, ‘have this, on the house. Farewell gift for a good customer.’ He dropped one of the unpleasant-looking detox drinks into Kevin’s hand. ‘And next time I’m back in the Smoke, I’ll look you up. We’ll go for a pint down The Queens, yeah?’


‘Yeah,’ echoed Kevin, but his voice faded as he saw one of the KnightSky staff pick up the public address microphone at the desk and clear her throat.


‘Meine damen und herren, ladies and gentlemen,’ she began, her monotone switching back and forth between German and English, ‘entshuldigung, KnightSky Air regrets to inform you that flight four-zero-four to London Gatwick has been delayed.’


‘Told you,’ said Richie.


‘Bollocks! ’ The swear word left Kevin’s mouth at exactly the moment when a lacuna of perfect silence fell across the lounge, and everyone within earshot looked his way.






FOUR


With a catlike shrug, Sasha shook off the rain on her leather jacket and strode into the hangar. She paused inside the tall, wide doors, casting a look in the direction of the terminal building on the far side of the runways.


Nothing struck her as troublesome, but that didn’t ease her tense disposition. Scowling, she carried on, running a hand through her shock of spiky, cut-short brown hair.


Of average height with a Slavic hint to her features, Sasha cultivated a deliberately masculine look with her biker boots and matching jacket, heavy jeans and dark shirt. Complex tattoos of thorny roses grew up around her throat and emerged along the backs of her hands, the images a warning for anyone who might have dismissed the slight young woman at first glance.


Look, but don’t touch was the ink’s message, one that Sasha would willingly underline with the slide-knife she kept in her back pocket. The tattoos didn’t cover up the stark white comma of scarring that marred the flesh of her jawline, but that was another deliberate choice on her part.


The only aircraft in the hangar was her employer’s Gulfstream G550, half-covered in tarps where the maintenance crew had been working on it. Oleg Gorod’s private jet didn’t see much use other than the occasional trip down to the Emirates, and Sasha imagined that the real reason it was parked here was as an escape option.


Oleg was old school in his training and his thinking, a product of the worst of the Cold War. He’d once told her that he never entered a room without knowing two details – how to escape it, and who he would need to kill to do so.


Sasha understood the value of having a way out, even if you had to cut it from blood and bone. That kind of thinking had kept her alive, and it gave her a kinship with Oleg.


She looked at the clock on the far wall, near the doors that led through to the adjoining buildings. He would be here soon, which meant she didn’t have long. She picked up the pace.


The men were gathered around a half-dozen steel containers, each one just under three metres long, secured with heavy latches and orange nylon straps. As she approached, Sasha met Vincent’s gaze and the skinny, ochre-skinned Frenchman gave her a respectful, knowing nod. Tall and seemingly made out of nothing but sharp angles, Vincent stood to one side watching the other men playing a spirited game of cards, listening as they laughed and swore at their luck.


Sasha noted Roberto’s presence, and it appeared that he was in possession of the worst hand. The burly, pig-eyed man slammed down his cards and banged a thick forefinger on one of the containers, the sound echoing as he demanded to win back his losses. His bad cards would soon be the least of his problems.


The containers were dented and scuffed with use, the company name spray-painted on their flanks in faded Day-Glo yellow: Memoria Tranzyt, with the simple logo of a dove of peace. Sasha thought that was a grisly touch of black humour, given the true nature of Oleg’s business.


‘Repatriation’ was the word they used, a fancy way of describing a shipping company whose cargo was corpses. Death was a steady trade, and it had the added bonus of being something most people wanted to keep at arm’s reach. Those two elements made the perfect legal front of Oleg’s criminal enterprise.


Dying was not a predictable thing. People perished when they were far from home, on working trips or holidays, killed by illness, violence or misadventure. And that meant leaving distant loved ones with the sombre task of transporting their deceased relative back, to be interred in their native country. For a generous fee, Memoria Tranzyt managed the shipping and handling of bodies throughout Europe and Scandinavia, moving them through their hub at Barsbeker, storing the remains in the refrigerated lockers adjoining the hangar.


Most passengers flying on commercial airliners had no idea they were sharing their journey with a few of the recently dead in the cargo bay. Pilots would declare the number of ‘souls on board’ their flights before take-off, counting up the passengers and crew. Souls, but not bodies. Then, if an aircraft crashed and remains were recovered, there would be an accurate count of who had been alive on departure, and not dead all along.


Sasha looked away from the ranks of metal coffins and saw Roberto staring at her. ‘What’s she doing here?’ He asked the question to the room, as if Sasha wasn’t capable of answering herself.


‘Come to make sure you are working,’ she told him. ‘Don’t stop. I can see you are busy.’


‘What?’ Roberto feigned ignorance, as if he didn’t know what Sasha was saying. A favourite ploy of his, he would pretend he couldn’t understand her. He blamed it on her native accent, going on about how Poles like Sasha couldn’t speak German without sullying it.


She didn’t repeat herself, refusing to play along. One of Roberto’s friends muttered something sotto voce that Sasha didn’t pick up, but the leer on both men’s faces made the content clear.


Roberto patted his cheek in the place where Sasha had her scar. ‘Why don’t you cover that up? And smile sometimes?’ He chuckled and shuffled the cards. ‘You’d be pretty if you smiled.’


Sasha poured silk into her voice, making it breathy and seductive. ‘You know what would make me smile?’ She leaned close. ‘Your balls, in my mouth.’


Roberto gaped like a landed fish, caught between shock and arousal at Sasha’s reply. Suddenly, he could understand her perfectly.


‘Your tiny little balls,’ Sasha continued, revealing the slide-knife with an oiled click of spring-loaded metal. ‘After I cut them off and boil them like kochklopse.’ She aimed the point of the blade at Roberto’s crotch as Vincent and the other men burst into laughter. Roberto joined in half-heartedly. He shot an angry glare in her direction, seething at being made to look foolish.


Sasha walked past Vincent, and Frenchman spoke so that only she would hear what he said. ‘He doesn’t learn,’ he noted. ‘You’re not to be fucked with.’


‘He’ll learn a lesson tonight,’ said Sasha, catching sight of movement beyond the hangar. ‘They all will.’


A BMW M3 saloon in metallic green livery rolled to a halt by the hangar doors, headlights catching sparkles of rainfall in their powerful beams.


Everyone stopped laughing at once, as if a button had been pushed. They knew who the car belonged to, and what it signified, that Oleg Gorod was making an unexpected visit.


Roberto and the others scrambled to gather up their winnings, hiding the cards and the ashtrays full of cigarette butts. It was one thing to slacken off when no one saw it, but they would never dare do so in front of their employer. Oleg’s fearsome reputation was richly deserved, and nobody wanted to earn his displeasure. He rarely came to the hangar for reasons other than travel, and with his private jet out of action, they could only guess at the purpose of this visit.


Sasha walked to the car as Oleg’s driver came around to the passenger door. Miros was tall, in his forties but old before his time, his hatchet face fixed with a permanent scowl as if chewing on something sour.


Sasha didn’t know much about the man, other than he had been with Oleg in the paramilitary back in the old country. Miros rarely used two words when he could use one, and did his best to say less than that. Roberto liked to call the driver ‘the Mute’, but never to his face.


Miros gave Sasha a silent nod of greeting and unfurled an umbrella before opening the door, moving it to keep the rain off his passenger.


Oleg rose out of the BMW’s dark interior, and Sasha was reminded of a wrestler walking out of the shadows towards a floodlit ring. Easily old enough to have been Sasha’s grandfather, Oleg had a broad, square face with hawkish eyes. A thin grey mane reached his shoulders down from his receding hairline, the colour matched at the even-trimmed bow of a moustache and light beard. He wore a heavy military-style jacket from some upmarket label, and Sasha imagined he selected those sort of clothes because they reminded him of his days as a soldier. Oleg was more comfortable in warrior’s garb, and rarely wore the flashy suits favoured by his contemporaries from the gangs in Hamburg and Berlin.
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