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Prologue


He edged forward and with each step his breath came faster.


Every time Pablo moved closer he increased the risk that their dogs would see him, hear him, smell him.


But he had to go closer because Nikko had demanded detail. The questions he must answer were specific. He could not even see the building yet but was aware of the drone of machinery and of the arrival of more vehicles.


He was there because of his kid brother. Pablo was middle-aged, near to his 45th birthday. He was married – happily, he thought – and was the father of three children, two boys and a girl. Neither his wife nor children knew where he was at that moment in the dwindling afternoon light, nor would they benefit in any way from what he was doing. This was all about his kid brother who would be locked in the crowded cages of the prisoners awaiting trial or investigation in the La Modelo gaol in Bogotá. Each time Pablo thought of his kid brother, 22 years old, an afterthought or accident by his parents, and the reputation of violence and bestiality in the prison of 11,000 inmates, his resolve was strengthened. He edged forward, pushing away undergrowth. Thorns cut his face and hands, and sometimes he scuffed dead leaves and foliage. He was careful to avoid fallen branches where the sap had long gone – they would be brittle, would crack easily, noisily.


His home was four rooms, a bath behind a curtain off the kitchen, and a living area where the TV was. He and his wife shared one bedroom and his children slept in the other, which was an increasing area of difficulty as they grew older and more sensitive about their own sex. At the back was a brick shed for the toilet with a drop under the seat, and beside the shed was a lock-up garage. Pablo parked his vehicle at the front of his one-storey home, built of concrete blocks with a roof of corrugated iron. In the garage, protected by a padlock, he stored the tins of paint that he tried to sell six days a week at his stall in the town’s market. The ability to feed and clothe his family depended on the amount of paint that he sold. He could have made a better living if it had not been necessary to pay a sum each month to the enforcers of a “prominent person” in the town, and also to contribute to the wages of the local municipal office, and sometimes to the police.


Now, his pick-up – 16 years old and with 110,000 klicks on the clock after at least two modifications of the gauge – was parked on the verge of a main road, four kilometres out of the town of Leticia. Pablo had walked, and then crawled, and his trousers were filthy from the mud and his fingers bled, and insects swarmed around him, searching for the softness of his ears and his eyelids and his nose, but he did not swat them away or clap them between the palms of his hands.


The river was a meld of reds and browns, and was constantly changing in texture. It was raining. When the rain came down from low leaden clouds, the river rose quickly, and the mosquitoes multiplied: he had been brought up to exercise self-control and had been lectured at home, in school, in church, that it was wrong to blaspheme. The mosquitoes were feeding off him now, and when he hissed at them some took advantage and flew into his mouth and found his tonsils and went behind his yellowed teeth and he had to stop himself spluttering.


It was the dogs he feared most. The engineers had brought them and the older, fiercer ones were kept hungry and were tied to running wires, but there were also the family dogs and puppies that some of the men were fond of. Pablo knew about the dogs from the many times he had edged close to where the work was taking place on this bank of the upper reaches of the Amazon river. The only times in his life that he had been close to messing his trousers had been when he was close to the big shelter that had been built and where a generator throbbed and where the dogs barked, sometimes in a frenzy and sometimes out of boredom. Men patrolled the perimeter of the site, where the cleared ground met the wall of the jungle. They carried automatic weapons and he presumed them to be veterans from the war with the guerrillas: they had faces as hard as those of their guard dogs. Pablo had not been in the military, had never owned a firearm. Here, away from the town, a shot would not be heard, and a body could be quickly lost: a shallow pit would suffice or a splash in the river and a brief feeding opportunity for catfish and piranha.


He had seen the strange craft grow over the period of seven weeks that he had been coming to this place and each time he came he was more terrified. After pillars had been sunk and the steel frame erected, a roof had been built to cover the first stages of the craft’s construction. Day after day, and usually long into the night, the generator moaned and cried, and the welders had fastened the fierce lights, and hammers had belted at the joints, and twice a week Pablo had taken up his position and had observed.


It was a huge project, building the craft – would have cost more money than he could imagine – here in the dense jungle beside the river, and with skills that he could barely comprehend. He did not know where it would sail to, how far, and through what dangers if it were not assembled with every rivet, nut, bolt and sealant secured, and an engine inside that must not fail, and the risk – so great – of the men in it drowning . . . But he did know what its cargo would be, the white powder that ruled with such violence, and brought such rewards. Pablo had felt quite safe at the start but it was different now as the long length of the hull had become recognisable and more men had come to the site by the slipway that a bulldozer had fashioned. More armed men and more dogs and all of them hungrier. Last week a portable crane had lifted the diesel engine into place. The fuel tanks were already there and the previous evening they had been filled and Pablo had estimated that the tanks had each been capable of carrying 20,000 litres. A small, squat tower sat on top of the craft and he had seen two men who disappeared into the hatch more often than the others – and he assumed they would sail with it when it was launched and went down the river towards the open ocean. It frightened Pablo, now that it had taken the shape of a boat that could travel underwater, just to look at it, and he tried to imagine how far away was its destination. When they had tested the engine at the back it had raced, chucking out fumes, acrid and black.


Pick-ups arrived in convoy, came along the track to the building inside which the craft had been built. Pablo thought the cargo was stored here because those who held the guns had become more menacing and the dogs took a cue from them. There was a bedlam of noise. Pablo needed to be closer, needed to see better. And fear became almost terror. He knew, as would anyone who lived in that town on the Colombian frontier where the state’s boundary was marked by the winding path of the Amazon river, what fate would be handed out to him if he went too close. But he moved forward, . . . and the mosquitoes attacked his face in waves, and the thorn bushes were dense and caught at his clothing and he had to unpick himself each time and not let the material rip. He had to get closer if he were to assess the quantity of the cargo, its weight and its packaging. And he was there because of his kid brother.


The boy was an idiot. He had none of the disciplines taught to Pablo by his parents. He had been spoiled, protected from the reality of humble life, and had repaid his parents with shame and anguish. The last few years of the family’s life had been made a misery by the choices of the little bastard. It was not good enough for him to make a living through hard graft. He wanted affluence, and fast. He started work as a junior in the lower ranks of a cartel that functioned in the capital. The kid had been a courier and had ridden his scooter into a chicane set up by the paramilitary police. Had been arrested, and been relieved of ten kilos of pure uncut cocaine powder. Had gone into the communal cell at La Modelo, and Pablo winced at the thought of what might happen there to his kid brother. He had been spotted by an agent of what they called the Administration who would have been trawling through new prisoners to identify some who might be useful. He had gabbled out to the agent where his parents eked out their last years: irrelevant . . . Had spoken of an elder brother who lived in that useless backwater of a town, Leticia: a chord struck, interest piqued. A military helicopter had flown the agent from Bogotá and had landed him in the compound of the community hospital. He had sat astride the pillion of a Honda bike and been driven away into the night to a lock-up garage at the back of Pablo’s bungalow. Not a negotiation, not a matter of haggling as it would have been over the price of paint.


“Quite simple, my friend. Easy for you to understand what I have to offer,” Pablo had been told. A cigarette had hung from the side of the man’s mouth. He spoke with a calm American drawl and seemed unconcerned at the matters he spoke of. “Your little brother is in a bad place, my friend, and I would not like to contemplate his future until he has aged, lost his looks, and the passage between his cheeks is no longer tight. Luckily, for him and for you, I happened across him. It is possible that – for very specific information – I might find the time to intervene on his behalf and see to it that he gets a gentle ride, and is soon at liberty. That’s one side of the coin. The reverse of the coin is that I do not have the information that is important to me and I do not have the time to get the kid a better outcome. You are with me? Not too difficult to understand?”


“What do I have to do? What information?”


The smoke from Nikko’s cigarette kept the insects at bay. Pablo had had to strain to hear him, he spoke so quietly. “The information I need is exact and particular. I don’t want shit. Fuck with me, Pablo, and the kid has a hard time of it. Cooperate with me, it is possible that he might one day see the light of day. I don’t do charity, Pablo. I do deals, and I rely on honesty in return. Your kid brother would wish you to comprehend the terms of what I offer. You are following me?”


“What must I bring you?”


He had been told. He had been given contact codes. He had been handed a mobile phone that was programmed to transmit only text messages and with only one number loaded. A last drag on his cigarette. He had been shown a photograph of what he was told was a similar craft to the one about to be built on the river bank downstream from the town. The cigarette was thrown away, then stamped on. “You do not deliver, I do not deliver. Understand, I could intervene in mid-build, any day I want, and could catch a crowd of little guys, but I’m hankering after bigger cats. They’re not here, they’re way down river, far from here. So . . . This is good, my friend, because I want to know when the big splash happens in the river and you want your kid brother to get clear of that gaol. My word is my bond . . . Keep thinking of the boy and where he is. Been a pleasure to meet you.”


A quarter of an hour later Pablo had heard a helicopter go low over the town, almost above his home, and veer away into the night. He had been told the next morning that a woman in the San Rafael hospital was enduring a difficult birth and had been airlifted to a larger medical unit, and people seemed satisfied with that reason for an army Huey flight coming in during darkness. He had looked outside his garage before setting up his stall in the market and had found the crushed cigarette, half smoked, a Marlboro Light. A week later he had started his regular vigils on the river bank and reported on the phone given him . . . and each time he was there, and the fear began to merge with terror, he would try to imagine what his kid brother, the idiot, might be going through.


The rain was torrential and the cloud ceiling seemed barely above the caps of the trees. In front of him, mostly masked, the work had intensified. More noise, more clamour, more shouting. He thought it must have been a tractor that had dragged the shape out from under the protection of the roof. Next came a torrent of men carrying packages the size of the sacks used for cement, but he could not see clearly, not enough to satisfy him that he had fulfilled his obligation to the American who called himself Nikko. Had to perform the duty or the kid would remain in the cage at La Modelo, where old men would want to penetrate him. He went even closer. It was about family blood and family responsibility, and he moved closer still. He crawled on his stomach, prising creepers and low branches aside, and tried not to curse the insects hovering around his face, or the thorns snatching at his clothes.


He saw the tankers’ pipes had been detached, the fuelling finished, and the trucks reversing away. All done as a military operation. Ladders against the hull and men on different rungs, taking the packages and dropping them down through the hatch: he saw the way that the men buckled under their weight and realised that several tonnes of cargo were being loaded. He recognised faces. One from the bank where he lodged money every week, precious little of it. One from the police, traffic section – a joke in Leticia because there were so few vehicles – who had gained a good discount from him for paint, avocado colour, to decorate his home. And another stallholder who had ordered three tins of magnolia for freshening the interior of a parochial hall. He needed to go closer because the mosquitoes had bitten around his eyes and they were swollen and his vision was poorer. It had rained each day of the last nine, and each night, and was worse than he could remember.


A small branch snapped under the weight of his right hand as he pressed down to lever himself closer. He had almost reached the line where the foliage finished and the cleared space started.


He had not noticed the branch until his weight rested on it. It made a sharp crack. Would have been a half-centimetre in diameter . . . he might have eased from his path, just that evening, a hundred branches of that size. This one had broken. He froze, and thought he was rewarded with luck. The knots in his shoulders loosened. The loading continued, the armed men strutted in front of him, laughing and smoking, and the tractor had been driven off to the far side and he saw two men in dark boilersuits being hugged and kissed: he assumed them to be the crew and knew it was very near the time that the beast, all gleaming metal, went down into the water. He would see it engulfed by a wave of mud-brown water, would watch it go out into the river, would send his message to the man, from the Administration, would turn around and head back the way he had come.


He heard a little high-pitched squeal and a snort of breath. He decided he would say that he had drunk too much beer – the Costeña label – and had fallen asleep on his porch and the mosquitoes had found him. That’s what he would say to the other stallholders in the morning to explain the state of his face. The squealing was in his ears, and warm breath was panting on his face. He thought it was a rat. Only the black caimans of the crocodile family could keep the number of rats along the river bank under some sort of control. He lashed out at the creature. It screamed, and he felt teeth fasten on his hand, needle sharp, and he could not free them. A moment of agony coursed through him, and the craft was moving down towards the waterline and torches were following its progress . . . He had struck a puppy. Its mother came fast. The bitch was snarling, and heading for Pablo, and the dogs on the wires took up the frenzy, and the men with guns turned away from watching the hull, moving on tree trunk rollers, towards the dark expanse of the water.


The bitch found him and only then did the puppy loosen its teeth from his hand, and more dogs came, and torches. The craft went into the water and a rippling wave surged across the width of the river. He had the phone out, and tried to read the screen and to hit the right keys. Just needed the one word. Launched. Should try to add something about his brother, and the validity of the deal struck, but the bitch had a hold of his shoulder and was dragging him towards the cleared ground. He thought he had pressed Send, did not know if he had, and lost his grip on the phone. A torch shone in his face and alongside the beam he would see the short barrel of a rifle, and more men came running. The bitch was pulled off him and kicks began to land on his head and shoulders.


A voice called out, “That you, Pablo? What the fuck are you here for?”


Another voice. “A spy. What else? A fucking spy.”


He was lifted, sagged, then stood. He was punched and then clubbed across his head with a rifle. More men came. Perhaps they were distracted, perhaps the major moment was behind them, the launch into the river; perhaps it was surprise at finding him there – Pablo, the poor cretin who sold cheap paint off a stall in the market each day. Perhaps it was confusion based on his sodden appearance and his puffed and damaged face. Perhaps . . . There would not be another moment, that he knew. He turned in a quick swivel movement, stamped his feet and lifted his knees, and tried to charge away back into the undergrowth. The dogs came with him. He thought they did not shoot because of the dogs. He was stumbling, slipping; they were jumping clear of the branches and the vines, and birds scattered above them. The torches from behind showed him the way towards the river and the ground dropped. It was a game for the dogs. The shouting of the men dinned in his ears. If they had hold of him they would interrogate him, torture him. After they had tortured him, and gained the name of Nikko from the Administration, they would kill him. After they had killed him they would go to his home, the bungalow where his wife and children were, and they would burn it and then set light to the garage where he stored his paint. He heard a blundering pursuit, had only a few more metres to fight through before he came to the sodden bank and could slither into the water.


There was much that Pablo did not know.


That a minimum sum of one million American dollars had been budgeted for the building of the craft.


That the total weight of the cargo was four tonnes.


That the street value of the cargo, pure cocaine powder, would be in excess of 300 million euros, a currency he had never seen nor heard of.


That the craft was starting its journey to the mouth of the Amazon river that was 2980 kilometres away, and then would attempt to cross an ocean and sail another 6000 kilometres.


Knew only of the deal done with Nikko and the presence of a stamped-out cigarette to prove they had met. He loathed the drugs, detested the agony they made in his life, hated them for where they had put his kid brother.


He slid into the water. The dogs gathered on the bank and their barking was raucous behind him. Away to his right he could see the outline of the craft, a shadow on the deep brown murkiness of the water, and could hear the engine engage and smell the foul belch of the diesel fumes. And he went under. He kicked and struggled and panicked and floundered, and imagined the circling piranha and catfish, and thought a black caiman would soon find him and they could grow to five metres in length and had wicked jaws. The rain spattered on the water around him. He could barely see, and for the last time – and with a prayer in his mind – he went under.


The craft passed, and the river swirled hard against him and he saw the name of Maria Bernarda painted on the hull. Then Pablo’s consciousness failed and the last sensation he was aware of was the churn of a propeller driven by a modern 350 horsepower diesel engine. He sank, gulping river water into his lungs, and no longer had the prayer in his mind or the image of his brother.










1


The wind was in his face. There were not many mornings, as Jonas Merrick maintained his schedule and crossed the bridge over the Thames, that the damn wind was not blowing. One more morning when his raincoat was plastered against his back and he needed to have a firm hold on his trilby.


He was shovelled along by the gusts and felt uncertain on his feet. Out on the mid-way spans of Lambeth Bridge the memories came hard and bad. Truth to tell, an expression that his wife, Vera, liked to use, his recall of the matter of the bridge and his fall into the water, his near-death experience and his ultimate rescue, was never to be erased from his consciousness. Jonas had been “loaned” by his employer, the Security Service, to its rival and senior organisation, the Secret Intelligence Service – as welcome as a cuckoo in a songbird’s nest – to root out a traitor in their building, a leaker to the hostile Russian agencies. He had succeeded, had identified the miscreant, and in a foolish moment of vanity had dispelled his image of boring naivety, and had handcuffed the guilty party to his own wrist as they approached a discreet welcoming party of detectives from the Branch. Totally unexpectedly, she had seemed to face a death wish who had plunged over the bridge balustrade, and taken him too, throwing him down into the cold, dark, strong and hideous current. All more than a year ago and still as fresh as the previous hour.


It was his habit to walk from Waterloo station along the embankment beside the wall of the Archbishop’s Palace and then turn sharp right and, using the bridge pavement, face his destination. The bleak, grey stonework of Thames House was where he would end up each weekday morning, and in the late afternoon, punctually enough to set a wristwatch by, he would reverse the trek and stride out for the station and the crowded commuter link to his home. He did not have to walk. He could have taken a bus over Westminster Bridge and walked past the House of Commons, or he could have taken a taxi each way. He walked because he always had done and prayed God that he always would. Protection was now offered only on random days. If that Friday had been chosen, by now the first part of his escort would have peeled off. Sometimes they were in uniform, sometimes obviously armed, sometimes drifting along behind him in “civvie” dress. He approached the high point of the bridge, and always quickened his stride to reach it. Could not really help himself, same every morning and afternoon, every crossing. He would look away from the pavement, from the traffic lanes and from the safety of the parapet and balustrade, and would peer down at the water. Often he would lose sight of oncoming pedestrians and bump into them or get in their way. Sometimes he was cursed, sometimes snarled at: he never apologised. Jonas Merrick never apologised for anything or to anyone.


He gazed down at the water. The wind buffeted him. He held tight to the handle of his faded and water-damaged briefcase that was linked by a fine chain to a handcuff bracelet on his right wrist. He wore the same coat that he had worn that weekend morning and the same brogues, and the lifeboat team had fished out the same hat which had lost a little of its shape, and he had on the same jacket and the same trousers. Vera would turn up her nose at them, complain they still stank, but had not binned them. On his right wrist, close to the bracelet, was the white scar where the police-issue handcuff fastening him to that woman – called herself Frank, had a lowly rank, but total access – had dragged away a ring of skin when they had gone down together into the river. Then must have had a second thought about dying in the cause of a faraway motherland. Might have reckoned, with icy water swamping her, that Czar Vladdy’s regime was only worth living for, not dying for. Had changed her mind, and had heaved him up, fastened him to a rope dangling from a moored barge, and had made her farewells. Always saw her face, quite calm, and to hear her voice – “I had a good run, enjoyed it, walked all over them. Goodbye, Mr Merrick.” Had rather liked her, had rather admired her, and all his own fault anyway for wanting the vanity bit of planting cuffs on her wrists and leading her towards the cage.


It never seemed good, the water flowing beneath the arches of the bridge. Cruel, mysterious. That morning a little tug boat was pulling a line of barges weighed down low by a load of gravel. He shivered, had cause to, and kept going.


He saw Kev and Leroy coming towards him. Nobody barged into them. Nobody swore at them, was sarcastic, complained if they got in the way. Both had H&Ks in their hands and Glocks in holsters bouncing on their thighs, and gas and flash-bang grenades hooked to their belts, and both were huge in vests that were supposed to be proof against low-velocity bullets. Always, if they were on shift, they came a little across the bridge to meet him and then walk behind him as he completed his journey. There would be light conversation: the weather usually did the business. Some 2000 men and women, from a kaleidoscope of races and ethnic origins, worked in Thames House, and none was brought by escort to the bridge’s median point and then handed over to the care of other guns . . . only Jonas Merrick.


He had been parked in a backwater. Little was expected from him, and he would be out of harm’s way.


Her body had never been found upriver or down towards the estuary. Not all bodies were recovered but the Thames gave up, in time, most of those who had gone in and drowned in the foul water. It was possible that she, “Frank something”, had survived. Possible, but not probable. But a difficulty if she had made it out of the river. Quite a big difficulty. A difficulty that would have put Jonas Merrick’s life in the cross hairs. Two men from Czar Vladdy’s “elite” GRU assassination team, on a mission into Denmark to take down a defector had, with Jonas the puppetmaster pulling the strings, been killed by British “irregulars”. He always let a sneer play at the sides of his mouth when the word “elite” was used, thought it exaggerated and seldom an adequate description of incompetence . . . but dead, they were. That pretty young woman with the gold hair and the starched blouses would have known that he, old Jonas and past his retirement age, had done the necessary, been the facilitator.


Pack the job in? A flat refusal.


Move house, go into hiding? Not considered.


Close protection? For a few days, then withdrawn. But he was seen off the train some mornings and into work, and back again in time for the 17.39. That, with a poor grace, he accepted.


Kev and Leroy watched him carefully. Both had seen him go into the water, both had thought him lost. Both would have blamed themselves without having cause to.


“Morning, Mr Merrick.”


No familiarity. A curt response. Jonas seldom showed warmth. “Morning.”


Kev suggested there could be a shower before midday, and Leroy believed it would get brighter in the west, and the wind was expected to drop.


“Have a good day, Mr Merrick.”


“Will try . . .”


Actually, he rather enjoyed the backwater into which he had been dunked. He went for his coffee and pastry in the café by the side door of Thames House. The backwater into which he had been put was crime. Jonas was off counter-terror, withdrawn from counter-espionage, and concerned himself now with OCGs. The Organised Crime Groups had swallowed his interest. That morning he wolfed down his Danish, gulped his coffee, and hurried to his desk because a tasty little business was coming to a completion. Enjoyable, most certainly.


Jonas took a lift to the third floor, walked along the south-facing corridor, went into Room 12. The surveillance people had the room and he was left with a cubicle in a corner, a locked door and frosted glass to screen him. Facing him were a rogues’ gallery and a large-scale map that showed land masses at the extreme west and extreme east and otherwise was ocean, but he ignored those. On the wall in front of his work surface, above his computer screens, was a soft-focus blow-up that showed a youngish man – slept-in jeans with worn knees, a crumpled T-shirt, a lightweight windcheater, a gaunt and pale face with a week’s growth of beard and tousled hair – who leaned against the door jamb of a corner shop. Seemed to be a busted wreck of a young man, all ambition gone, and maybe waiting for his next dose of brown, or some smack. Jonas took off his raincoat and hung it on the hook below the one holding his trilby, detached his briefcase from his wrist, and took out his lunch box and a Thermos for later. He switched on his computer and sat while it ground through its wake-up.


Jonas looked up, smiled as if to a friend, said softly, “Morning, Kenny, hope you slept well, had a good night.”


 


Low sunshine blistered on to his face.


He blinked to clear his eyes and coughed to free up his throat, then sharply shook his head as if to rid himself of his mind’s confusion.


Where was he? Why was he there? Most important, who was he?


It was a ritual that needed doing every morning, and was better performed alone. He could hear her in the kitchen, bare feet slithering, and a kettle starting to scream. Started to find answers – and who was she? More blinking and more coughing and more shaking his head and the answers came and the boxes were ticked. He arched his back, yawned. He heard cupboards opening and closing, then the clatter of mugs being set down. Did he want milk? She had a prim voice, tutored with the help of a language school but her idioms were flawless and she owned that confident – arrogant – gait of the Dutch, and he was long down the road from merely liking her. Yes, milk but no sugar.


Where? Easy. In a renovated cottage, once part of a cattle barn, on the outskirts of a village on the Atlantic shore. Rented it – one bedroom, a good living space with a kitchen at the back, a bathroom, and a patio with views across the harbour and then the expanse of the sea. The place was Camariñas and the outlook was over the Costa da Morte, and he hoped that the cottage brought him only to within touching distance of death, but no closer.


She carried two mugs from the kitchen.


Why? Always important in his circumstances to wake and get those damned questions answered, not to slip head over heels before he was alert. He was there because of his work. The work was in the main city of the region, Corunna . . . Never did count the tourist trap of Santiago as the principal place with its hotels that fleeced visitors who had come on pilgrimage or to gawp at old churches. Corunna was almost 50 miles away and he did the round trip three or four times a week. He was an investment advisor. A grand title. Here, he was called an asesor de inversiones registrado – important to be “registered” which gave a ring of honesty to what he did. In uncertain times, where pitfalls were littered to trip up the ignorant, he took savings and placed them where they were safe and could be relied upon. Had been there just over three years and had put together a respectable portfolio of clients, mostly with small sums, some who had believed in him sufficiently to place larger amounts that they needed to safeguard from the scandalous greed of the tax authorities, and a very few who needed the full washing machine treatment.


He pushed himself up and his shoulders were high against the bedhead. She wore nothing. None of her own clothing, nor any of his, not even a towel. She walked towards him and held the mugs firmly and did not slop any of the coffee, and did not have to step over or around any discarded underwear thrown off in a hurry. Not that sort of an occasion. All rather orderly. Everything folded neatly. His were in a stack on a hardback chair by the window, his shoes placed together on the floor. Hers were on the lower chair and lying on the cushions. Done slowly. She had started to strip off in that way, carefully, no shyness, and he had followed her example. There would have been in Corunna or Santiago plenty of celibate monks who knew what it was to have purposefully tied a knot in it: this was the first time since he had come to live in the Galicia region that he had shared the bed, old and with ferociously noisy springs, with a girl, with a woman, with a friend or with a lover, and both of them stone sober. “They”, his crowd, were advised against “relationships”. They were warned of complications. Top of that list would be speaking, half awake, of a dream or a nightmare and then having to offer an explanation, or of the pillow talk when queries were dripped in an ear while fingers played on the lower stomach. “Better not to,” the psychologists urged, “better to just go and take a cold shower, alone.” No regrets and he thought her brilliant. Brilliant and important. He took the coffee mug. She sat beside him, made no effort to cover herself with the rumpled sheet.


Who? The time of maximum danger was on waking. The “where” and the “why” could be fudged, not the “who”. Had to have in place who he was that day . . . bad times ahead if the legends became knotted, twisted. Seriously bad times if he were living the identity that he had cast off before travelling on the slow ferry across the Biscay and docking at Santander, or the one he had perfected before that, and worse than bad times if he slipped back into the times when he knew his own name and so did everyone else who knew him, at school and at work, and his parents – and his wife, and his son and daughter. Had to scrub them out. She was looking hard at him. He felt the coffee slurping over the mug’s rim and was sprinkling across his stomach, and more of it glistening on the pendant that hung on a chain around his neck. He was 29 – which was a constant in all of the legends – and was unmarried and not tied down, and she’d said that she was two years older and had no ties, no complications . . . Not a one-night stand, not an occasion on which lifestyle journalists laid down behavioural rules. He thought there was a possibility that it was a relationship with legs – needed one, and thought he deserved one – and that it could go places when the matter was closed down, curtained off, and he had moved on. When he had ditched the legends and the deceits, had handed in his card, had cut the links. Big stuff for him to think of and the coffee had scalded his stomach. His work would likely be done by the end of the coming week, and then it would be time for a fast exit. He pulled a face, grimaced.


“You all right? I have that effect on you, that you tremble?”


A limp smile. “I’m good. Fine. You know, waking, getting bearings. And another dull day lining itself up . . . The coffee, thanks.”


He was beyond allotted time anyway, and should have been withdrawn months earlier, had been almost ready to leave with all the attendant complications left hanging. A quiet voice had come through on his phone, with a tinniness that meant it played through the scrambler connection, so quiet that he had to strain to listen with the mobile clamped to his ear. He thought it an old man’s voice, and he had been told that he was staying in place, not a request – just told. And work had started to fidget for his attention and only for a few more minutes could its demands be delayed, which was a bastard. Reasonable to assume his long-time control officer had been bypassed and was now outside the inner loop of the new regime handling him. He grimaced, like that was a nervous tick when he lied. And the week, he predicted, would come fast, always did at the end, would stampede, be hard to keep abreast of: with the lies came danger.


“Promise?”


“Very good – and thinking you very special.”


She laughed, more of a chuckle, and used her hand to wipe the coffee off his stomach. Then kissed him lightly. “And I am happy that you said it, Kenny.”


 


Like a well manufactured cobweb, fine lines stretched out across an ocean, across a continent and half the length of a country. At the heart of the web, in the cubicle inside a work area designated as 3/S/12, devouring information and coordinating action, an elderly man played the part of a spider.


 


“Right, Mrs Govier, I’ll get that done.”


That evening’s reservations were to be cancelled. No explanation, nor one expected. New ones to be made, same destination but different routes. No apology, as most of her customers would have given. But this was a prized customer, the most important.


Whenever she took a booking from Doloures Govier, Nansie’s cheeks flushed and her voice took on a slight stutter. Her name was Nanette, but to “Jimbo” Rawe she was “Nansie”. That morning, early and in a pleasant enough shopping arcade off a tree-lined avenue in one of Liverpool’s more expensive housing areas, Nansie was – again – between the bloody rock and the bloody hard place. When Doloures Govier, or one of her family or associates, came to arrange a flight booking and accommodation, Nansie would see to their business inside her personal office at the back of the shop. She’d leave the door open, so she still had a view of the girls at their desks and their punters, and could see the posters of Mediterranean and Caribbean beach resorts displayed in the windows, and out into the street. It was a pretty ordinary vehicle for what she assumed the Govier clan was worth, a VW Passat, and her son was at the wheel and had a window open and dropped fag ends on the pavement. And wouldn’t care, why would he?


The rock was the Govier family. The hard place was “Jimbo” Rawe.


The reservations were in the name of Smythe. The passports to be used matched that name. The travel agency’s facilities were required so that neither a paper nor an electronic trail was left behind. Phones usually used would be left at home: those carried would be switched off before the journey to the airport, away across country in the north-east of Britain, and in the air, and during the transit in Prague, and another in Milan, and before the final onward leg. Cumbersome procedures but relatively foolproof . . . It was Friday, and Doloures Govier and her younger son, Patrick, would be flying out of the UK on the following Tuesday. The eyes of the woman across the desk from Nansie were hard and powerful, seemed to penetrate her inner thoughts – which were about fear – which was why her cheeks had coloured and her speech had become a stammer and she made several errors on the screen in front of her and needed to correct them. The Goviers had money invested in the little business that Nansie ran: it had seemed a good idea at the start-up when capital was required, now was a millstone. They were the rock. Their authority, Nansie was sure of it, survived on a diet of violence. Out on the street, visible between the posters and at the wheel of the VW Passat, with a fag always in his mouth, was Xavier – who was mental, who was violent, who would disfigure her, who would display not a pinch of mercy if she were thought to have betrayed them.


And the hard place was “Jimbo” Rawe. Two years, he had been on her back and leaching information from her. Would have had the tip-off from HMRC that she might be “useful”, could be “helpful”. No one in Nansie’s family had ever had a business of their own, climbed up that ladder, and might even, one day, have enough to start a second branch of the agency. Had been free and easy and a bit casual with the Value Added Tax payments in the early days and that had become a habit and the records were covered up, and there were shortfalls on the National Insurance, and “Jimbo” Rawe had wandered in and the girls out front were leaving and he’d hung the CLOSED sign in the window and had smiled expansively, and had gone through to the back and sat himself down. He’d said, matter of fact and making out that it was not a “big deal”, that the VAT business added up to fraud and that the National Insurance was a criminal discrepancy. The penalties for VAT fraud and NI abuse would certainly lead to a business closure with an insolvency order, or maybe a few months for meditation in HMP Styal; he sounded relaxed and fished in his pocket for his pipe. Had told her what he wanted of her. She’d blurted, “They’d fucking kill me.” He’d grinned, but icy cold. “Try us, we might top that.” He was a detective inspector, semi-retired but not quite, had been around since Noah beached the Ark. She’d had no doubt that he would have turned her over for a full Revenue investigation had she refused him. Harder at first than now, but she gave details to him of any business coming her way through the Govier clan.


She did the printout, handed the sheet to Doloures Govier.


The woman across the table felt in her handbag and a purse emerged, bulging with the load of cash, big bank notes, that it contained. The cost of the flights was checked and the necessary money counted out. It was always cash. Confirmed that the return was open and via Rome and Vienna. She did not get a handshake, nor thanks, knew the power of the customer. Had thought that if she, Nansie, had those assets then she would have dressed like it was party-time every morning and come to work in a sports car, open top, and flashing jewellery. Opposite her, the chair was scraped back and the Matriarch, what one of her girls had called her once and giggled and been rewarded with a kick on her ankle from Nansie, was on her way. A miserable cow of a woman, and the boy behind the wheel was pure evil and everybody said that, and . . . She’d have a coffee, a strong one, then find an excuse, make a call, and arrange a meeting. “Jimbo” Rawe liked to meet in an underpass where there was graffiti, and broken light fittings and a powerful smell of piss, and maybe a few needles on the ground.


A rock and a hard place and when they were smacked together, they caused proper pain. Nansie was trapped and had no idea how to shift herself clear, not an idea in hell. She made an excuse to the girls, and was gone. There had been more customers in the waiting area, leafing through brochures and expecting her to welcome them and have their business. But she was between that piece of granite and that heavy anvil and had bigger priorities – and might go to prison for fraud and might end up in A&E with her face sliced open.


 


The spider figure crouched in his chair in front of his desk. The strands of the cobweb all led to him and were kept as separate as he could manage. Some days there was pandemonium in the room beyond his door, when the surveillance crowd were rushing to an emergency stake-out, and sometimes they were raucous in their reaction to a “good” lift. Jonas Merrick ignored diversions. News came to him from many quarters and he stored and fed from it, and plotted its further use.


 


The cloud down low and the rain coming in at an acute angle.


No stability inside what they called the cockpit. And certain suicide, to be out of the safety the cockpit offered and trying to get forward on the narrow decking, more than 15 metres long, and to the hatch sealing off the cargo compartment and work it loose. Impossible. The vessel shook and rolled, cannoned into walls of wave. The stink inside was constant, the chance of sleep was small, and tempers were frayed. There had been a good mood and morale had been high at the start, and the weather had been kind at the extreme west of the Atlantic when they had left the Amazon delta. Not any longer. Now the craft was less responsive to the wheel adjustments and navigation was harder, and the food had become more repetitive and disgusting.


The captain, the man paid to make the decisions, was Diego. He did not wear a uniform and there were no bars of rank on his shoulders. His position of authority was marked instead by the reward he would be given for sailing the semi-submersible from the Amazon to a rendezvous on the eastern side of the Atlantic, close to the archipelago of the Azores. He had banked $75,000 already, had assumed command two days sailing downstream. His crew were Emiliano and Matias, and they had received only $25,000 each as their first payment. On completion, Diego would be paid an additional $175,000, Emiliano would receive a further $50,000 and Matias $100,000 because he was the engineer and important: without him four tonnes of pure cocaine was not going to cross the Atlantic. They thought it a fair deal. They were Colombian nationals and from a shit town higher up the Amazon basin, from Leticia where the beast had been built, but Diego was a European and from the town of Cambados on the Galician coast. None of them would have risked that eventual payday by emerging from the cockpit, which was a metre above the waterline when they rose and a metre below it when down in a trough. Communication was by shortwave radio, low power and low range, and unlikely to be monitored.


It was the second day that they had attempted to make a transfer, and the second day they had failed.


In the low light and with the spray rinsing the heavy-duty Perspex of the cockpit hatch, Diego could just see the final wave from the two pilots. He knew them both. Once, long ago, Diego had been a star speedboat driver.


The fast craft came out from the inlets on the Costa da Morte and powered far into the Atlantic and did a meeting off navigation co-ordinates, and took on board a cargo – worth tens of millions of American dollars when cut and beefed and wrapped and made ready for sale on a street corner anywhere in Spain or Germany or the Netherlands or France, and most especially on any street in the United Kingdom which was the milch-cow of the trade.


Except that he had once been an amateur boxer too, which was a good pedigree for pulling the girls but the wear and tear had done him down and his headaches had become more frequent and he had, in a state of almost blackout, written off a speedboat valued at 750,000 euros, Italian built and the best, on a reef off the coast from Pontevedra – it could do 60 knots before he’d wrecked it. His craft now, this monster, was capable, if the diesel engine prospered, of managing eight knots, nine maximum.


Diego had not been happy at the two speedboats circling him so close to his hull. He had shouted on the radio that they were too close and had sworn at them. Crazy bastards, like all speedboat pilots. The craziest, the lunatic and the best – Diego’s accolade – was Laureano Munoz. Had seen him wave one last time, turn his craft, and gun it. It had seemed to rise up in the water, thrust by five outboards and generating close to 2000 horsepower. Laureano would be home for a late dinner with his family with time enough to report confirmation of the decision taken the previous evening to abort, but to make one last try in daylight.


The weather had not changed. The sea was whipped by a Force Nine. The weather, for those inside the semi-submersible, had been hideous, and they had rocked and swayed and been catapulted against the walls, been lifted and dropped. An awful experience, the worst he had known. For those in the speedboats, open to the weather and with waves breaking over them, it would have been worse than a watery hell, Diego was sure of it. Each time that he had seen Laureano’s face as he circled, it had been wreathed in a smile that was manic . . .


There was a fallback plan. Natural, when the cargo weighed in at four tonnes, when the street value was in excess of $300 million.


They lost sight of the speedboats. Diego made the calculations, and checked his compass reckoning. They needed the money, Diego needed the money. They had chugged away from the sparse landmass of the Azores, and had now been crushed in the cockpit cabin with the rolling bunks and the microwave cooker and the hard porn movies and the crap bucket for three weeks. He expected, very soon, there would be an explosion of temper, was ready for it. He dreamed of the money, always the best sedative for stress. He was confident that their progress was not monitored, that they were too low in the water for satellite recognition. They were over and past the mid-Atlantic Ridge. Between the Vema Fracture Zone and the Kane Fracture Zone they had heard an aircraft but he did not believe it had altered course. The water beat incessantly at the cockpit window and the engine coughed rhythmically, and the fumes coated the insides of their throats . . . All of them needed the money. The engine was well maintained by Matias who was a motor mechanic in his home town. They went forward and the swell cut around them.


“We do another week. We have a landfall there in a week. That is Thursday evening. But I believe it travels with us, the fucking storm.”


 


The information came up on his screen.


Jonas, ignorant of most areas of science, mathematics, and engineering, read and absorbed and finally made sense of the map and the jagged line marking a route taken and the line of numbers, longitude and latitude. He moved his mouse, clicked relevantly, was shown a digest of the weather to the east of the Azores archipelago, pulled a face, pushed out his lower lip and acknowledged that it would be “inclement” in the confines of the craft.


He acknowledged the signal. Thank you, Nikko.


You’re a lucky sonofabitch, Jono, know that. All going to fall well for you if you don’t fuck up. Will drop in your lap. In the meantime, won’t exactly be a chauffeur ride for them. Have a nice day.


There was a routine in the recent days of Jonas’s life in the backwater. Marginally, he thought himself blessed that his professional life no longer revolved around matters of espionage, and the business of terror and its consequences. The backwater, crime, had put a spring in his step when he came to work. He had developed almost a fondness for Nikko, welcomed the information fed to him on the progress of a semi-submersible that traversed the Atlantic, from west to east, and was now marooned in hideous weather. It would be tossed like a crisp packet dropped on a pavement on a gusty day, and would have abandoned hopes of a successful rendezvous off the Azores islands, and seemed to be headed now for a transfer of cargo off the shores of the European mainland.


Not that he had met Nikko, not that he had a photograph of the American, not that he had ever spoken with Nikko, not that Jonas had ever before worked hand in glove with an agent of the Drug Enforcement Administration. Their relationship had been based these last weeks on crisp exchanges of information via encrypted messaging on their computers.


Jonas typed. All rather outside my experience. When might they be expected to land?


A week, give or take a day. Weather dependent. Around a week.


He could wait a week. Had it all finished that evening or into that night, it would have been a rushed operation. Not all the bricks in place. He could use the week, do better coordination, tie tighter knots in the loose strings. There were big fish to be netted in the backwater – bigger and heavier and with sharper teeth than Winston Gunn, unwillingly wearing a primed suicide vest – or Cameron Jilkes, who had overdosed on pain and hatred – or Frank, or a colonel without a name who had run foot soldiers who killed in order to pay their meagre living expenses. The trouble, Jonas reflected, with the species of fish in the backwater, was that they tended to bite, had unpleasant rows of teeth in their mouths. The fish had names. Were a family. Had a mother, a father, two sons and a daughter. Jonas leaned back in his chair and it creaked under the strain, and the team in the work area outside his cubicle was gathering, laughing, dumping heavy gear, joshing, and ignored his shadow shape through the frosted glass of the cubicle. The fish were a target. He could picture them, all of them, mostly in monochrome and from surveillance or police station photographs. All of the fish would add to a good catch but he thought the elder son would be the superior specimen to net. He had the most recent stolen surveillance shot of him in the file locked in his drawer: Bengal.


 


He dropped off his mother.


Watched her climb awkwardly out of the car. Would have been flashing her thighs, maybe even her knickers, as she made it on to the pavement. Bengal did not help her. He thought his mother cared too much about his brother Patrick, about his sister Theresa, not enough about him. His father was Mikey, Two Bellies, who had been away for nine years and would be gone for at least four more – so the sentencing judge had said . . . and in HMP Walton. Bengal reckoned he alone had saved the prestige of the family, had carried them.


He gunned the engine, had business on his mind.


Doloures stared down at him from the pavement. Smoothed her clothes, straightened her hair, clung to her bag. The look was sour . . . His mother had not needed to spend the journey from the travel agent to their home talking only about fucking Patrick and fucking Theresa, like he did not exist, like he needed to know how clever his young sister was and how essential to the family was the brain of his kid brother while Dad was on his arse in his cell. He yearned for her praise and seldom received it. She went through the gate, left him like he was her bloody driver and not the guy who held the family and its future together. His opinion: her opinion was that she possessed ambition, that Patrick had a view of where they should be heading as a family, that Theresa had an understanding of money . . . him, he was just their driver, their enforcer. His opinion: they short-changed him and there was too much talk of international links, of going abroad where they were strangers, where they had no reputation. They sneered at him, looked down on him, increasingly cut him out of the planning. He lit a fag, heaved the nicotine into his guts, coughed, spat at the floor between his feet.


On Bengal’s mind was, in his opinion, important business.


That area of “important business”, she left to him. Business that important would have led, Bengal reckoned, to precious Patrick toppling over on his face in a faint. Would have led to Theresa, had she watched from the sidelines, chucking up her breakfast in a corner and against the wall of plastic sheeting.


He was Bengal . . . his birth certificate said Xavier which was a priest’s name, the one who had married his ma and his dad, and himself making it bloody hard for her to fit into the wedding dress without a quick alteration at the back. The name he was known by at home, amongst their people and to the police at Merseyside and the National Crime Agency – Bengal – had been given him by a screw at Newton-le-Willows, in the Redbank secure unit for young offenders. The screw was an east Londoner, liked the slang and liked to use his fists which was why he could dish out names and was only rarely – and painfully – corrected. He had called the prisoner, doing time after conviction for Bodily Harm, Grievous, a “bit of a chancer”. “Chancer” went with “Lancer” . . . The Lives of a Bengal Lancer was a movie made bloody years ago, the main part played by a Yank called Gary Cooper; the screw had never heard of the film or the star, but it had stuck. Used by other kids in the block, by the staff, told to his ma and his dad on a visit, used by crime teams when he was pulled in. It had stuck.


As he steered away from the kerb he reckoned there might have been a glint of light in the low wall opposite, just saw it for a moment, then lost it. Just a flicker . . . and he was thinking of the business to be done that day. A light in brickwork which made no sense, on the opposite side of the road from the family home, where Ma was, and saw her slam the door shut, had given it a kick with her heel without a backward glance at him – no bloody thanks – and he accelerated.


He drove north, used the back doubles and narrow avenues splitting terraced housing and the rat runs, and was far enough from the territory covered by traffic cameras and by the vehicle recognition kit up on poles. Bengal – how he thought of himself now – had put behind him irritated thoughts of his ma. Also behind him were the images of the tart that Ma insisted on using, Nanette, who always looked at him half frightened and half like he was dogshit on her shoe. Would give her . . . Forgot about what he would have given her.


Bengal would drive to within a mile of the location, a terrace of lock-up garages. A taxi would pick him up, a trusted driver who would take him on a loop around the garage block so he could see for himself that there were no police wagons and no unmarked cars loitering close by. A scarf around his head and a flat cap low on his forehead, Bengal would walk the last quarter of a mile to the garage.


The interior would have been screened off with plastic sheeting covering the walls and the concrete floor. Other men, equally trusted, would have carried out the preparatory work. An iron chair would have been screwed to the floor. Restraints were on the chair, would hold a man securely. At the side of the garage, but in full view of the chair, was a shelf and on it was a lump hammer. It would have cost £20 if bought singly but Bengal had done a good deal with a hardware business up in the west suburbs of the city and had bought ten and had been charged, because he had insisted on paying something, £100 for the lot. Other men would now either have been at the point of picking up the man with whom Bengal wished to have a conversation or had already done so and were now ferrying him through the back streets to the garage. There others would wait and watch the streets and would have pay-for-use mobile phones and would warn of any potential police interference. Many men were involved that morning in Bengal’s bit of business and all were trusted. All were dependent on his patronage, and all would have believed in the length of his arm and the certainty of his retribution. All would know this was to be lump hammer business and that Bengal himself would use it. And they would all know that, before the bars and restaurants opened for lunchtime service, a man who had broken the trust would be screaming, the sound distorted by a gag around his mouth, for the mercy of death. All would have rock-solid alibis, men prepared to swear on any bible, on the health of their mother, on the heartbeat of their kids, that each of the guys involved in the preparation for a punishment session had been innocent of any connection with violence: they would have been at home, they could have been out of the city with witnesses . . . It was all about trust. Also, about the certainty that Bengal would come after any of them who betrayed the family. They waxed fat on the monthly wage he paid them.


A top target for both Merseyside police and the National Crime Agency, Bengal had good knowledge of the men and women who were paid to investigate him, track him, bring him to court, lock him up. With the cash, wads of it, that always bulged in the hip pocket of his old jeans, he could buy that information as easily as going any morning of the week into the Asian-owned convenience store to collect a couple of packets of fags . . . He knew them, thought them shit. Knew of their commanders, rated them as piss, not one of them capable of nailing him.


He drove comfortably. Did not break the speed limit, nor cross double lines, violated none of the traffic laws, but twice did a double circuit of a roundabout, and used his mirrors with care. His breathing was even. He had the radio on quietly, and listened to Liverpool Live. Felt good, relaxed, had forgotten his mother, his brother and sister . . . Always felt good, relaxed, when a lump hammer was laid out ready for him, this one would be the fourth of the ten he had bought. Using a lump hammer was part of Bengal’s business. The hammer ensured trust and the certainty of fear . . . For fuck’s sake, the family did not survive without trust and without the aching cringe that fear created. Bengal was always the one who used the hammer.


He turned into an empty street. People at work if they had jobs, or shopping if they had money, kids at school. On the left was a line of semi-detached houses. The fourth one down was lived in by a man who was trusted and the forecourt was empty, as he had known it would be. He parked there, went to find his taxi. He was calm and his life was organised to suit him. Walking past the last house in the street he noted a chocolate bar wrapper on the edge of the pavement, lodged behind the weeds and pressed against the brickwork of a low wall . . . And remembered a similar wall, and a similar house, and similar bricks, but not a flash of light, and for a moment he was puzzled . . . but kept walking. Fear was important, trust was important; respect and loyalty were important. Trust had been broken and fear had not kept a man in line. Respect was in a trash can and loyalty had been ditched. What the man had done was not in itself a great crime against the family but it had broken discipline. Drunk in a pub in the Anfield district and with an unpaid debt against him of only £3000, and with the bravado of alcohol and not caring about anything said “by that ugly bitch, Doloures Govier, fat cow who needs a good shagging which she’s not getting”, and also mouthing about him that he was “a big fucking pansy, all fucking piss and wind, that Bengal, as he likes to be called”. Just alcohol talk because the man would have known better. But it was public and needed answering, which elevated the morning’s work to lump hammer business . . . There was a bit of ground in an allotment up towards Southport ready for the man who had once had too big a mouth and he’d be found in the morning, and not pretty. The plastic sheeting would be burned in an oil drum, laced with paraffin. And the hammer? The hammer was destined for the dark and mud-stained waters between the city and Birkenhead, would be lost from a crossing ferry.


The taxi was waiting for him.


 


The A Section surveillance watchers were gone from 3/S/12. Quiet ruled, as Jonas liked it. When he had been in counter-terror or ranging what he regarded as his limited talents against espionage, subversion, that bag of tricks, he would have been able to throw a net wide and trawl deep. Different in the backwater. Had to make choices, had to follow that rather bulbous nose from which a small mole grew and on which his spectacles sat. It had been put to him bluntly: “Jonas, you keep half a dozen rats hungry. They are desperate for a meal. You put a paint splodge on the shoulders of each of them, different colour. You make a judgement. You put your money on a colour – vermilion, violet, alabaster, amber, cardinal – only one chance and that is the rat you are backing as the winner. You could put them all in a sack and let them fight it out and then when the kerfuffle is over you could open the sack and see if you picked a winner. But, no point, because by then it’s too late and has only been useful in detecting the value of your judgement.” One rat chosen from the families in Liverpool where the rats were of good pedigree.


But for a deal, and a criminal trail, and an investigation that would humour him, Jonas Merrick had needed another vermin family and had studied his maps, had learned, and with the help of Nikko, had come up with the territory of the Spanish “autonomous community” of Galicia, with four provinces, had found that a Level One was based there and had made a choice as to which rat would be the best to have his shirt on, a tattersall with a prominent check. Had bet on a family there, and Nikko had not disagreed. Another file and another stack of photographs were locked away in a drawer. It was a gamble – should he have chosen poorly the lagoons of the backwater would ripple with activity and a shipment would likely be landed. Did anyone care if £300 million, street price and cut, reached the market for consumption? Not too many, but Jonas Merrick would care: not because of the collateral of human misery but because he detested being wrong, loathed being responsible for error. In a trade-off there would be two families. He poured himself a coffee, already laced with milk, that Vera had prepared for his Thermos.


 


His mother had gone to her hairdresser in Pontevedra.


Sergio did the bookkeeping. From an admired university in the Italian city of Milan, he had gained a respectable degree in Business Studies. There would have been many on the same three-year course who had been awarded more notable marks from the examiners, and who had been more widely praised for the diligence displayed during lectures and for the quality of their essays. He worked on the family accounts, the movement in and out of money owed them and owed by them. He had a mind, where assets were concerned, that was exact, and he savoured the detail of what he did in areas of profit and loss. While supposedly studying, he had gained favours from female students because of his appearance and his morals. With the former he was blessed, on the latter he was destitute. He had come home to Galicia seven years ago and his looks had lasted and his reliance on those few moral principles had further diminished. Good-looking, dark hair carefully cut, and mahogany-coloured eyes, a nose that was a major feature of his face and seemed to show strength, and always well dressed but not flamboyant . . . His mother would have snarled her displeasure if he had flaunted the wealth of the family. He had turned his back on Milan, retained only that part of his education that was relevant – had left behind his best and truest friends who were both Italian and from the far south: a girl had come from an ’Ndrangheta clan based in the Calabrian mountains – specialising in cocaine importation – and had been under occasional surveillance by, she said dismissively, the carabinieri. The boy he had spent time with was confined to a wheelchair; he had spinal damage and his body retained fragments of bullets too closely lodged among bone and tissue for the surgeons to remove. His father had been a moderate level capo in a cosa nostra family in Palermo, not in the highest reaches but well placed, and they dealt primarily in laundering and heroin importation. He had survived an assassination attempt but his son had been too close to him to escape injury. Once every month he would have a tail of guardia de finanza people which was hard for him to throw off because of his wheelchair. The Italian girl and the Italian boy were the only close friendships Sergio had made in three years and he had learned from both of them and had watched closely the care with which they countered the watchers assigned them. He had known many girls in Milan, good for sleeping with but none had lasted more than a couple of weeks before he had moved on. So many students had out-performed Sergio in the examination halls. Probably a few now lived reasonably well and were on the short-term contracts used by the major finance houses and the international banks, and might even have thought themselves successful – but not by the standards enjoyed by the family of Sergio Munoz.


He enjoyed sleeping with women, but preferred the bookkeeping which confirmed the wealth of his mother, Isabella, of himself, and of his brother, Laureano.


Isabella’s husband, Sergio’s father, was Tomas. The old man rarely figured in her thoughts, his or those of his brother. Tomas lived an almost monastic life in a converted apartment in Pontevedra. He had been a big man, an importer of quality product, had done time in all the high-security Spanish gaols and had earned the greatest respect. Tomas had been on a beach where a cargo was to be landed, had slipped on seaweed, had cracked open his pelvis on unforgiving rock, and surgical intervention had failed to restore him. He spent his days in his apartment, sat in a chair, watching TV, or playing juego de damas with old friends, and telling stories, and the games of checkers were now the limits of his interests in winning or losing. He was no longer consulted. Isabella would visit him after she had been to the hairdresser, Laureano might go once a month, Sergio no longer wished to listen to those old stories.


The lecturers in Milan would have had little comprehension of business dealings where the profits could be so immediate, and the losses so devastating. No written contracts existed, no document was witnessed by a notary. A word of agreement was exchanged, hands might touch, there were understandings.


There were good days and not such good days.


Sergio dealt with men who lived in remote farms – in unusual luxury – 8000 kilometres away in the depths of the Colombian mountains and forests. He traded with men of exceptional brutality.


In the one column for his day’s work was a figure received via courier from a new and as yet untested client, a payment in advance and more to follow later in the week – a shipment was delayed. The cash was to be moved in secure circumstances that afternoon, marked for investment. The other column caused his forehead to knit. Two nights before, the news bulletin on the Los Una station had carried reports, unconfirmed by the authorities, of the interception of a freighter off the Cape Verde islands, 3000 kilometres to the south. It was claimed that a tonne of cocaine had been seized in an operation involving Portuguese and Spanish agencies. The information, according to the broadcast, had been suppressed for a week. The shipment was intended for Sergio’s family. A problem, one that he must always be prepared to deal with, lay with the Colombians accepting the honesty of such a report. It was always a problem convincing Colombians that they had not been tricked, cheated. Would be bad for el rehén, for the hostage, sent to Latin America as proof of good faith. The Colombians were never slow to take action if they believed they were victims of deceit, that their partners were lying.


And Laureano’s speedboats were hammering home in poor weather and had not taken off the cargo from the submarine, another matter of concern.


 


The mist had not lifted and was close around her and the cliff edge in front was hard to see clearly. They called the siren on the lighthouse, the Vaca de Fisterra – the Cow of Finisterre. It sounded an appropriate dull bleat of a warning cry that could be heard as far as 20 miles out to sea. She was at the end of the earth, the promontory given that name by Roman traders two millennia earlier, a place feared by the most intrepid of Phoenician sailors, and now on a heavily used trading route. She could hear the muted sound of the siren and the murmuring crash of the waves against the rocks 300 feet below.


She did not regret the night.


Had Anna Jensen been asked if she was pleased with having accepted the invitation to Kenny Blake’s cottage, she would have shrugged, not committed herself.


Had she been quizzed if the experience in bed had been pleasurable or an anti-climax, she would also have shrugged . . .


She had been in Galicia for nearly four years, had gone almost native. Spoke the national language with fluency and had a decent handle on the local dialect. She was 31 years old. Anna supposed herself the sort of woman who was prepared to let herself be seen in a state of perpetual mess. She never worried about the quality of her clothes or the absence of make-up on her face, and her hair was a tangle of gold and yellow, sometimes hooked up or knotted or sometimes tied back. She thought she turned men’s heads, and that would have been a good enough reason for her to have made few friends, during those years on the Atlantic coast. She made no effort to look attractive, which probably was reason enough to piss off most of the local women of her age – they probably thought she was a rich girl who must be living off a parental allowance, and frittered away her time painting on the precarious cliff paths.


She was squatting on a collapsible three-legged stool. She wore a faded fleece and a pair of old dungarees with a tear at the right knee clumsily repaired. On her lap was an open box of artist’s crayons. In front of her, needing to be gripped each time a gust came in off the Atlantic, was an easel. She might have worked from memory, or might have been finishing off an effort she had started earlier, before the mist, or fog, had settled over the seascape.


She created an image but now would have seen only the heather by her feet, and she heard only the siren cry of the cow built into the loudspeakers of the lighthouse, the rhythm of the waves imploding on the base of the cliffs, and the shriek of the sea birds. Had she been a romantic she might have marvelled at how they were able to fly so steadily in the wind, and sometimes as if in curiosity, they seemed to materialise out of the blank white wall of mist around her. They flew over her, squawked at her and checked whether she had dropped food around her stool.


She thought only the gulls watched her, that she was alone . . . Later, would she go back to the cottage where he lived? Repeat the action of the previous night? Cook for him? Leave her dungarees folded on the chair? Might, might not. Depended on how long she could endure the solitude of the cliffs, and the noise of the siren and the breaking waves and the gulls. Rain was forecast for later, and the cold cut through to her body.


One slow smile, spreading wide and highlighting the freckles on her cheeks and the sparkle in her eyes . . . He would have warmed to her, had uses. The mist and the gathering chill seemed to her to make Kenny Blake a degree, or several, more attractive . . . The weather showed no sign of lifting, and she worked with her crayons at the view displayed on her easel. It was where she had met him. She had met him on the cliff paths above the bays and inlets, often in the dusk, and in all conditions – sunshine, gales, sheeting rain, blistering heat. Something else they shared, obviously, a love of those wild spaces where a continental landmass met the vast spread of an ocean.


A wild place and known for catastrophe and killing, and justifying the name of Coast of Death, a harsh place . . . and thought herself alone.


 


In the café the atmosphere could have been cut with a blunt knife.


Kenny ordered his coffee, an Americano, what he always had. Had allowed his own thoughts and concerns to stifle his awareness – which was stupid and insensitive, and dangerous. It was a small café, a single line of tables, all taken, and the standing room at the counter was busy. Fredo seemed not to hear him, did not catch his eye, did not acknowledge him. Kenny was late getting into Corunna, had not yet been to his office. The drive up from the coast had been slow, and on a lane where he could usually get up a good speed he had been held up by a ponderous herd of cattle and then a broken-down tractor. These were not places where a foreigner would throw around his weight, not places where a stranger would shout for a road to be cleared.


He always came here for his Americano and then went to work. He was being ignored, and it was a moment before he read the mood.


The café was in a narrow street that ran parallel to the big, historic buildings that fronted the esplanade and the harbour area. It was next door to the office space that Kenny rented. Fredo had been one of Kenny’s first customers, and Fredo had organised the signwriter who had fashioned the business name for him, done it on dark wood – La Lata de Galletas. Fredo had brought in his extended family as additional clients, and Fredo had a boy, Gabriel, who was “away”, and Fredo had a cousin by marriage and the cousin also had a boy who was . . . A taxi pulled up, blocking the street. Kenny stood at the bar.


The atmosphere was that of a wake, a gathering to offer sympathy for the living and respect for the dead.


He was distracted. The Dutch girl, the wandering artist, was the first girl he had slept with since the break-up of his marriage, which was back in the fog of time and not supposed to have been inside the lines of his memory.


Usually he was greeted as a favoured friend and the talk would have been about football, the weather, fish catches, and the cousin by marriage might have been there.


Instructors on Level One courses told them to keep it zipped in their pants and if that was difficult then go take a cold shower, and alone. Sleeping with women, out of loneliness, dulled caution and exacerbated risk.


“Away” was the far side of the Atlantic. “Away” was an offering to demonstrate good faith. Fredo’s boy, Gabriel, was a cheeky kid who loved to slouch in new trainers on the harbour front, and who had gone “away” to ensure honest enterprise on a shipment that Kenny had heard was delayed. The cousin’s boy was another layabout with a fucked-up education who did gofer work around the Munoz clan, and had been put on the big bird that had flown west over the sea five weeks earlier and was too dumb to have acknowledged that he was sitting in an aeroplane as the assurance for a shipment coming by slow freighter which the TV channel had said was intercepted, no confirmation . . .


Traffic built behind the taxi. A delivery van, two cars, a pick-up with scaffolding poles, another car. No one hooted and no one shouted.


Fredo took his cousin in his arms and hugged him close. Nothing was said. No weeping, no kissing, no talking. That was not the way of the Galician people, as Kenny had learned. The cousin picked up an overnight bag from the floor and went out into the street. Some time in the night he would have been telegraphed, by the Spanish embassy or a consulate in Colombia, informing him that his son had been killed, then dumped awaiting collection.


The taxi pulled away. The traffic surged. The bar emptied. Fredo busied himself clearing tables and wiping the counter.


“An Americano, Kenny?”


“Please, yes . . . Fredo, I am very sorry.”


No response. Attention on the coffee machines, and a cup and saucer clattering on to the counter, and a little sweet dry biscuit. It would have been, in Colombia, a bad death. Fredo remarked on the possible transfer of a central defender from a Madrid team to the Celta team, down the coast in Vigo. The local side, Deportivo from Corunna, was now in freefall and those keen to follow the game had switched allegiance to the Royal Club Celta de Vigo which was a sort of heresy but accepted . . . Marks of torture on the body would be visible; the message to signal that the cartels would not be messed with, not cheated. It was easy conversation and Kenny had learned to make anodyne responses, not take sides in matters of football. Nor have opinions on issues outside his brief: which was to make money for investors who came to this back street, always in shadow because of the towering buildings either side, and climbed the stairs to the office that Kenny called the Biscuit Tin . . . A terrifying death and probably inflicted with knives and done slowly, and a part of the process could have been laid at his door.


His coffee was poured.


It was dirty work, foul and filthy, and he should have been out of it months before but a quiet voice over a secure telephone had told him – not asked him, told him – to stay on. It became fouler, filthier, more dirty, and there was another week to go, more dangerous by each hour. Behind the bar was a framed photograph of Fredo with his wife and son, all wearing the scarves of the Os Celestes, smiling and happy, outside the stadium in Vigo . . . He drank his coffee.
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