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One


Almaty, Kazakhstan. 1901 hours.


John Bald observed Memphis Hay from behind the wheel of a VW camper van. Headlights set to full dark, engine still tap-tapping out its death song. The van was parked amid the yard clutter of a scrap-metal dealership forty metres due south of Hay and his Lada Niva 4x4, in the shadowy underside of a concrete overpass on the outskirts of Almaty.


Bald looked on as Hay popped the boot on the Niva and a goon from the local Tengir drug gang elbowed him aside, ran his bare-knuckled hands over the contents. The Tengir goon wore a pair of ball-hugging jeans and a white V-neck T-shirt, and he looked like a swollen testicle. He had rocked up to the drug meet a minute ago in a battered Mazda 6, parked eight metres further down the road from the Niva. Testicle’s buddy was propped against the Mazda’s hood. Guy was decked out in a Brazil national football team tracksuit. Six foot two of bright yellow and green douche bag.


Bald watched Hay lug a brown suitcase out of the Niva’s boot, dump it on the ground in front of Testicle. The guy nodded, waved to Brazil, who retrieved a black gym bag from the back seat of the Mazda. Bald knew two very important facts about the meet. The brown suitcase belonging to Hay contained thirty keys of opium base, the shit that got processed into heroin for the street crackheads. He also knew the black gym bag contained the money: 120 grand in clean US bills. And in roughly thirty seconds the money and the opium would change hands, and then Bald would strike.


Brazil carried the gym bag over to the Niva. Posters were lathered onto the walls of a derelict warehouse between the two vehicles, about the only strokes of colour in an otherwise monochrome landscape. Posters of the Kazakh and Russian presidents pressing the flesh, the Kazakh flashing a chummy smile at the camera, dumb-looking borik fur squatting on top of his head.


Brazil chucked the gym bag to Hay. The hippie caught it like he was catching a baby. He weighed it up for a moment. Then he stuffed the bag into the front passenger seat, and Bald sat up in his seat. He was inching closer to a big fucking payday. Now all he had to do was wait for Testicle and his mate to piss off. Then Bald would ambush Hay and make him an offer he couldn’t refuse. The kind of offer best made with the business end of a semi-automatic handgun.


‘Baby, do you think they have animal sanctuaries in Panama?’


The voice belonged to a Dutch blonde hippie Bald had been plugging called Saakje Wolfswinkel. Saakje was a tight package of slappable arse and punchbag tits, good enough to make Bald forgive her Marxist bullshit and dreadlocks. She was seated at a laminated folding table set way back in the camper van’s living area, and she was sparking up a joint. Bald smelt the sweet fumes filling the cab.


‘Yeah. No. Fuck should I know?’ he said.


‘I was thinking about it, and I’d like to run a sanctuary. Help the animals, you know.’ Saakje paused and sucked hard on the joint. ‘Baby? We’re gonna live down on the beach, right? In a hut, just like you promised?’


‘Just like I promised,’ said Bald.


‘And we’ll grow old together? Like, for ever?’


‘Nothing lasts for ever,’ he said distractedly. ‘But yeah, whatever lasts less than that.’


Bald tried to phase out the sound of her voice. He phased out, too, the constant drone of traffic roaring along the overpass. All his energy and senses were focused on the drug deal going down beneath it. Now Hay was parading around to the driver’s door of the Niva while Testicle was lugging the suitcase back to the Mazda. Brazil had a hand wrapped around a shotgun shaped kind of like a clunky AK-47, a weapon Bald immediately ID’d as a Saiga twelve-gauge.


Almost time, Bald told himself. He tightened his grip around the TT semi-automatic pistol on his lap. The TT was a weapon way past its sell-by date, but he liked the heft of the grip. Could feel the eighty years of killing engrained in its moving parts.


‘Tell me the plan again,’ he said, keeping his eyes on the Mazda.


‘But we’ve been through this, like, already,’ Saakje replied, saying the last word like a child.


‘Yeah. And now we fucking go through it one last time. So we get it right.’


Saakje shrugged and said, ‘You’re gonna block the road so Hay can’t escape from the overpass. Then you’re gonna get out and do things to him I don’t want to know about. Then you’re gonna get our holiday money, and I’m gonna take the wheel and put my foot to the floor.’


She was stroking Bald’s arm the way other people stroked cats.


Bald hated it when she did that.


Up ahead Hay was flipping open the driver’s door of the Niva. Was about to climb inside when he stopped short. For a cold second Bald wondered what the fuck was going on. Then he heard a noise, like ice being stabbed with a pick. Footsteps treading on broken glass. Bald couldn’t see where the footsteps were coming from. Not to begin with. Then Hay spun around and looked beyond the Niva, and Bald chased his eyes and saw it too. Movement in the gloom. Twenty metres south of the Niva. And in the same moment Bald realized his plan was fucking sideways.










Two


1907 hours.


Bald counted two of them.


They came into view at Hay’s six o’clock. Emerged from the warehouse and gunned towards the Niva. They were both wearing football tracksuits too. Guy on the left wore Turkey’s national team’s colours: red and white with an Islamic crescent on the back. He had a shaven head that revealed a bumpy scalp, and the kind of squat frame that indicated serious steroid abuse. Guy on the right wore Germany’s, and had a face like a sack of gravel. The pair of them were kitted out with PP-2000 submachine guns. Both fitted with laser optics and tactical light attachments on their Picatinny rail systems. They looked like a couple of ex-squaddies who’d robbed a discount clothing store.


‘Who are they?’ Saakje asked. She had propped herself between the two front seats.


‘Fuck knows,’ said Bald. ‘But I do know that Hay just walked into a trap.’


Saakje frowned. Somewhere behind that curtain of marijuana haze, she dimly understood that this was bad news.


Now Hay was turning to face the muscle charging at his six. He glanced back at Testicle. The Kazakh shrugged and smiled apologetically, but Hay just stood rooted to the spot, his hippie brain desperately trying to process the scene playing out in front of him.


He was still trying to figure it out as Turkey raised his PP-2000 level with his torso.


Then he figured it out.


He tried to run.


He’d made it about a metre and a half when a tongue of flame lashed violently out of the PP-2000, three hot slashes of 9x18mm Parabellum zipping out of the barrel and shattering his ankle. He dropped to the ground, clutching his ankle, the joint jutting out like a strip of splintered wood. His body was shaking. Bald heard Saakje whimpering behind him. Brazil swaggered over to Hay. Stopped at the foot of the hippie prick and cocked his head at him curiously. Hay’s face was stretched with pain. Brazil booted Hay onto his front and traced the Saiga twelve-gauge up from his shattered ankle to a spot between his eyes. Then he traced the Saiga back down to his bollocks.


Squeezed the trigger.


The shotgun barked. Hay jolted. A large dark-red stain splattered his jeans. There was a hole where his manhood used to be, wretched and flabby. A brown pool quickly formed under him. Brazil laughed as Hay voided his bowels. He patted Hay on the head and ruffled his hair. Bald watched Germany approach Hay and lower the PP-2000. Aimed the muzzle at his skull.


But Germany didn’t shoot.


Instead he raised his weapon at a spot due south of the Niva. Turkey did the same.


Their PP-2000s pointed directly at the camper van.


‘Baby, what—?’


Bald frantically shoved Saakje’s head between her legs, ducked down behind the dash alongside her. Two rounds cracked through the air and pounded on the side of the van. The shriek of metal shredding metal was ringing inside Bald’s ears. The rounds ricocheted off the plywood in the back of the van, where Saakje had been sat thirty seconds ago.


Bald heard two more bursts discharge from the PP-2000s. The rounds spattering against the windscreen, the van shuddering. Then he heard the windscreen glass shatter and cascade over the cab, shards of it raining down on the back of his head.


And then, just like that, the shooting stopped. Bald glanced over the dash. He spotted Germany and Turkey beyond the shattered windscreen. They were shouting at Testicle and Brazil. Testicle was ten metres to their right. He was hurrying into the driver’s side of the Mazda and frantically gesturing for his mates to follow. Bald realizing, way too late, that the Tengir were making a grab for the cash and the opium. They’d seen Hay show up to the meet all by himself, done the math, and naturally concluded that they could work both angles. In their shoes, Bald would’ve done the same.


He pulled back the slider on the TT and looked for the reassuring gold nugget of a 7.62mmx25mm Tokarev bottleneck round snug in the chamber. Found it. Smiled and snapped the slider back into position. Grabbed the spare eight-round clip from the key tray behind the gear shift.


Said to Saakje, ‘Soon as I’m putting rounds down on these fuckers, fire up the engine.’


Saakje was trying to hawk up words from deep in her throat.


‘Hay, he—’


Bald blanked her. He had no time for this shit. He prised open his door, slid out of the van and slammed the door on Saakje, dropping to a kneeling firing position behind the right front wheel. His training had taught him that the wheelbase offered the best protection against incoming rounds. He shuffled a step to his left, holding the TT in a two-handed grip for stability, his eyes keeping the rear notch in focus and the front blade sight slightly out of focus, index finger applying a little pressure to the trigger. Ready to give the Tengir the good news.


Then a siren sounded, and Bald froze.


The wailing was distant but crisp. Bald scoped the underpass. He couldn’t see the crack and pop of police lights anywhere up ahead. They had to be coming from somewhere deep within the bowels of the underpass, he figured. But the sirens were enough to put the frighteners on the Tengir. Germany and Turkey were spinning away from Bald and tearing towards Testicle in the Mazda. They dived into the rear seats, the engine thundering already as the car K-turned in the middle of the road and raced north, heading in the opposite direction from Bald and Saakje in the camper van. Away from the sirens wailing in the Kazakh night.


Leaving the gym bag behind.


Bald told himself he had one chance to act before the coppers arrived. He pulled out from behind the camper van and shuttled down the road. Made it to Hay in eight powerful strides. Saakje shouting at his six o’clock, ‘Help him, baby! Help Hay!’ Bald gritting his teeth and wishing she would shut the fuck up.


Hay was in rag order. He was lying on his back. His chest was limply inflating and deflating. A soft, flopping sound coming from his lungs. His groin was a gout of red. He was slipping in and out of consciousness. Hay rolled his eyes skyward and looked at Bald. They were bloodshot and he was almost fucking gone. Then he did a funny thing. He grinned at Bald. A big, goofy, red-toothed grin.


Cunt.


Bald sidestepped Hay. Beat a path to the Niva. Then he reached into the front passenger seat. He snatched the bag. It was surprisingly light. But then money didn’t weigh all that much. Even a million dollars felt pretty light. Bald knew such things, because he thought about money a lot. By the time he was hurrying past Hay on the return trip, the hippie fuck had almost slipped over to the dark side. He was taking his time about it, and Bald was just fine with that. He sprinted back to the camper van. Jumped behind the wheel. Dumped the bag on Saakje’s lap. Twisted the keys in the ignition. The engine cleared its throat.


‘What about Hay?’ Saakje said. ‘We can’t leave him behind.’


Bald said nothing. He just trod down. The sirens were urgent now. They had to put some distance between themselves and the carnage before the cops joined the party.


‘We have to do something.’ Saakje’s eyes were glued to Hay.


Fuck it, thought Bald. I’m not wasting my time listening to her crap. In his mind Hay had got exactly what he deserved. He wanted to play with the big boys, that was his choice. But if you rocked up to a drug deal on your own, unarmed, to meet a bunch of guys who extracted people’s teeth for shits and giggles, you were fucking asking for it.


They sped away from the road, Bald pushing the VW as hard as its engine and age allowed. By the time they had steered onto the artery of main roads that snaked around Almaty, clusters of police lights were blinking at the underpass. Bald drove in silence. Saakje retreated into the bullet-riddled darkness of the living area, hollow-eyed with shock. In the rear-view mirror Bald watched her rolling another joint. She layered the giggle weed on big time, sprinkled a few token tobacco leaves on top and rolled up the joint, lit it and took a long drag. A sign at the side of the road told Bald he was three kilometres from the overpass. Hay and the Tengir were already ancient fucking history.


‘What happened?’ Saakje was smoking the joint hard and fast. ‘Baby, talk to me.’


Bald gritted his teeth.


‘They were lying in wait to ambush Hay. They must’ve taken up positions before we arrived. Planned to drop the cunt and keep the drugs and the cash for themselves. They were probably waiting there hours ago and saw us arrive.’


Another road sign announced they were ten kilometres north of the overpass. The road became a rough, desolate track. No streetlamps out here. Nothing but vermin for company. They were heading east towards the Charyn River Canyon. Their view consisted of stark desert and a whole lot of sky. Once he was sure no one had tailed them, Bald pulled over to the side of the road. Killed the engine, climbed into the living area and lifted the gym bag. Big smile stickered to his face.


A hundred and twenty large. This was more fucking like it.


Bald unzipped the bag. Several wads of fifty-dollar bills were nestling inside. He snatched one of the wads. Counted eighty notes in the bundle, which came to four thousand bucks. But then he dug a little deeper into the bag. Something was wrong. Bald frantically rummaged through the bag, paper spilling out onto his lap.


He had twenty grand in his hand.


The rest of the money was missing.










Three


1918 hours.


Bald checked it again, just to make sure his eyes weren’t going all David Blaine on him. They weren’t. Five measly wads of fifty-dollar bills stared out at him from the bag. Twenty thousand pissy dollars. Screwed-up balls of newspaper filled out the bag. Balls and balls of it eyefucking him.


‘What’s wrong, baby?’


Bald looked across at Saakje. She was sitting in the front of the cab and looking dazed.


‘You told me Hay had thirty keys of morphine base in the suitcase. That shit has a wholesale value of four grand a key. There’s supposed to be 120 fucking grand in here.’


Saakje bit her lower lip. Bald sensed she was holding something back. ‘What is it?’


‘Nothing, baby.’


‘Tell me, or you and me are history.’


Saakje was silent for a beat. Weighing things up inside her head. Then she said, ‘The first time Memphis dealt with the Tengir, the cops stopped him on his way back to the Farm. They searched the car and found the money. They took it. All of it. Ever since, Memphis only picks up a little money from the Tengir. In case the cops are watching him.’


‘What about the rest?’


‘He picks it up from someplace else.’


‘Where?’


‘The location changes every time. Way it works is, the Tengir tell him where to pick it up and he goes there the same evening. Sometimes it’s a bin, sometimes it’s another car parked across town.’


‘And where is it this time?’


Saakje glanced uneasily at Bald.


‘I don’t know, baby, I swear.’


Bald thought back to Hay. Thought about him lying on the slick tarmac. Blood fountaining out of his shotgunned groin, flashing that strange smile at Bald. He’d wondered about that smile. Now he knew what had made Hay so fucking merry. He knew where the 100 grand was, but Bald didn’t. And now all he had was a bounty that hardly stretched to buying a decent set of wheels, and a headache brewing in the back of his skull.


Bald had been recuperating at the Farm ever since Joe Gardner left him for dead in the Kazakh desert. Saakje had been the one who’d found him. She’d taken him to the commune. Nursed him on the long road back to health. There had been no booze there – and no bad memories either. Bald had lost weight, and the sex with Saakje had been legendary. Enough to keep him entertained for a few months.


Bald had discovered something else on the Farm too. The home-grown waccy baccy had put the brakes on his migraines. Six months and he hadn’t suffered a single attack. But the constant diet of tofu and pacifist bullshit had him aching for a change of scene. Bald was on top of the Firm’s shit list and keeping his head low had been his number-one priority. But then he had found himself sharing a bed and a spliff with Saakje and listened to her venting steam about her ex, Memphis Hay, and how he was two-faced because he preached peace and love but dealt heroin on the sly, and the acorn of a plan had formed in Bald’s head.


His only problem had been where to go with the cash and the bird. Britain was out of the fucking question. He couldn’t go anywhere the Firm had a presence, and the Firm had a notoriously long arm. The list of countries he could live in had been narrowed down to about a dozen. He settled on Panama, a state as corrupt as his own soul. He planned to use the opium loot to muscle in on the local cocaine business. Work his way up. His plan also involved ditching Saakje as soon as they touched down in Panama City.


Bald wiped down the TT’s grip on his shirt, emptied the clip and the chamber, and tossed the pistol out of the window. A kilometre on, he ditched the clip and the chambered round, surrendered them to the stark desert. They continued with their original plan, heading for Almaty International Airport. Even with a lot less money, Bald had no time to cook up a new plan. And they couldn’t very well go back to the Farm. Not without Hay. Too many questions. News of his death would reach the other hippies soon enough, and though high on weed, it wouldn’t take them long to figure out that something was wrong.


Eighteen kilometres and twenty-eight minutes later Bald arrowed the camper van into the short-stay car park at Almaty International. He parked as far away from the terminal as possible. Then he joined Saakje in the living area. She was seated at the table with her legs pulled tight to her chest and her chin resting glumly on her knees. The birch plywood panelling above her head was pockmarked with bullet holes.


‘I’ve never seen someone die before,’ she said to the wall.


‘Welcome to my world,’ was all Bald said.


He tipped the five bundles of cash out of the bag onto the floor. Grabbed a roll of silver duct tape and said, ‘Take off your clothes.’ He watched Saakje undress. Got a semi from seeing her naked body. It took him a couple of minutes to fix the cash to her arms and around her slim waistline. He strapped eighteen thousand to Saakje and stuffed the other two grand in his pocket. Then he locked up the camper van and they hit the tarmac.


‘Baby,’ Saakje said, ‘you’re sure no one’s going to search me?’


‘You’ll be fine.’


‘But what if they do stop me?’


‘You’re a good girl. Nothing’s going to happen.’ Bald smiled. ‘Trust me.’


‘I don’t know, Maybe this is a bad idea.’


Bald stopped her. Looked deep into her eyes.


‘I told you already,’ he said, keeping his voice low. ‘The staff here are all blokes. If they try and frisk you, you just say you want a woman to do it. End of problem.’


Saakje nodded, not yet convinced, but not yet ready to back out of the plan. The maximum amount of cash a person could take through customs undeclared was $9999. So Bald was happy for Saakje to take all the risk. And if the agents did pull her aside, he’d simply put on his best innocent mask and say he didn’t know the girl.


They reached the terminal. There was only one at Almaty International. It was white-tiled and glass-fronted with a curved ceramic roof shaped like a handlebar moustache. Bald took a final look back at the VW and checked his Aquaracer. Nineteen forty-four. In ninety sweet minutes he’d be boarding an outbound Lufthansa flight to Astana. Then onward to Frankfurt on a connecting Lufthansa flight. Then a KLM flight to Amsterdam and a three-hour layover before catching another KLM to their final destination, Tocumen International in Panama City. Total flight time thirty hours and five minutes.


In a little over a day Bald would be starting with a clean slate. Twenty grand was a hell of a lot less than he’d anticipated. But still it would be enough to get him started in the coke trade. He had the contacts. He could cash in a favour or two. Establish a foothold and work his way up.


They made their way through the river of car rental and bureau de change outlets. At the Lufthansa check-in desk Bald flashed his brand-new passport at the middle-aged trollop behind the desk. He’d obtained it two weeks ago on a visit to the British Consulate in Almaty. Showing his mug there had been a risk, but a necessary one, since he had no other way of getting his hands on a passport that looked legit.


The Lufthansa trollop scanned his passport indifferently and handed it back to him. Wished him a safe trip, but sounded like she meant the opposite. Now Bald and Saakje hot-footed it to the security zone. He motioned for Saakje to go first. They were almost home and dry. Saakje had calmed down. The dope was working its magic. She took a deep breath, flushed all that tension out of her neck and shoulders, and joined the queue. Bald looked on as she breezed cheerily through the scanner, no fucking questions asked.


Bald was up next. He tossed his keys and loose change into the plastic tray. Unlaced his Corcoran leather jump boots and placed them on the rollers. Whipped off his leather Belstaff jacket and bunched it next to the boots. Passed through the scanner. No fuss, no bullshit. Collected his possessions from the tray. Laced up his boots, slipped on his jacket. Clocked Saakje ahead of him, sauntering towards the duty-free shops.


He shaped to catch up with her.


Then he spied them. Two guys. Grey suits the colour of cigarette ash. Faces like jugs of milk, eyes like drill-holes. Heavies loitering five metres ahead of Bald. He spun around. A third heavy was already at his back and seizing his hands. Now the two heavies in front were steaming into him, grabbing his arms and dragging him away. Bald quickly gave up the fight. Three on one in a busy airport terminal, he had no fucking chance. The second heavy gave him the silver-bracelet treatment. Bald saw Saakje wander into a duty-free shop, unaware of what was happening to him.


The three wise men manhandled Bald down an artery of poorly lit corridors that reeked of antiseptic. They came to an industrial-grade fire door with a small wire-reinforced glass window. One of the wise men yanked the handle, bundled Bald into a small room. The heavy slammed the door and blocked it. Bald looked at his new home. Cream walls, lino floor warped like an old shammy leather. A small wooden table in the middle. A quilt of fluorescent panel lights spitting light onto a chair behind the table. Onto a man sitting cross-legged on the chair.


Leo Land smiled at Bald and said, ‘You’ve been a very naughty boy, John.’










Four


2058 hours.


Two thoughts struck Bald as he stood there staring at the man who’d screwed him over. Thought number one wasn’t really a thought, more an instinct that rushed up from the lizard part of his brain and urged him to punch Land’s lights out.


But then thought number two told him Land looked bad. Life had beaten Bald to the punch, and left the MI6 agent looking like a bag of shit tied up in the middle. His hair was greasy. He had bags under his eyes like iron burns. The Savile Row suit had gone, replaced by a cheap black nylon number overlong in the sleeves and frayed at the lapels. He looked like he hadn’t washed in a week.


‘You really didn’t make that very hard for me, John,’ said Land.


Bald said nothing. He stood there and felt like a cunt.


‘Presumably I don’t need to tell you how I found you? Even you’re not that dim-witted.’


‘The passport,’ said Bald.


Land clapped his hands.


‘Spot on, John. You really ought to have kept your head down, old boy. Tell me, what have you been up to all this time?’


‘Trying to avoid posh wank buckets like you.’


Land grinned at Bald. Gestured to the empty chair opposite.


‘Do take a seat,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’


Bald didn’t move. He looked at the chair like it had AIDS. Land nodded to the heavy at the door. The guy strolled over to Bald. Stopped in front of him. Grinned. Then he dropped his shoulder and jabbed a balled fist into Bald’s guts. Bald didn’t see the punch coming. It had zero backlift. The blow pushed his guts up against his abdominal muscles and sucked the life out of him. He collapsed into the chair.


Land was smiling at Bald, but only with his lips. Hate was brewing in his eyes. It was a look of such intensity that it seemed unnatural somehow, like it did not belong on that reserved face.


‘In case that didn’t give me your full and undivided attention, I’d like you to consider something,’ he said.


‘Let me guess,’ said Bald. ‘You’re finally coming out of the closet. I’m cool with that.’


‘Very droll, John. But no. The Kazakhs, as I’m sure you know, have a rather large problem with drug smuggling. There’s a sergeant by the name of Sukharov waiting outside and he’s just itching to arrest you. I hear Kazakh jails aren’t the most pleasant of places. Matter of fact, the boys back at Vauxhall are already having bets on what kills you first. The daily rape or the TB.’


Land made a gesture as if weighing the odds. ‘Luckily for you, there is an alternative.’


‘Not interested,’ Bald said.


‘I’m glad you asked. I have a job that requires your particular skills.’


‘Don’t you have some other sucker on speed dial?’


Land drummed his fingers on the table and glanced at Bald.


‘Let me be blunt. I need you as an asset for Six.’


Bald belted out a laugh, involuntary and strained, like a spasm. ‘I’m not in that game any more. That’s not my rag.’


Land steepled his fingers on the table.


‘And what is your rag, John? Smoking dope? Robbing Kazakh drug dealers?’ He was staring lethally at Bald. ‘You’re not grasping your predicament. Unless you help me fix my problem, I can’t save you from prison.’


‘I’ll take my chances.’


‘But you don’t even know what the job is yet.’


‘It’s working for you. That’s all I need to know.’


‘Do this one job for me and the slate is wiped clean.’


Bald said nothing. Just warily eyed Land and felt a pressure building inside.


‘I’m serious. No more running away from your past.’


Bald still said nothing.


Land leaned across the table. ‘I’m offering you a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, old chap. One last mission, for a new life. New name, new country. You’ll be a new man. Christ, John, we’ll even throw in a nice house. Can’t say fairer than that.’


Bald thought of the streak of pink, plasticky flesh on his left temple. The scar of a bullet that had penetrated his skull and damn near killed him in the wilds of Serbia two years back. The scar reminded Bald that Land couldn’t be trusted. That he should tell Land to go fuck himself. But the logical part of his brain saw things differently. He was backed into a corner. Leo Land had a vice grip on him, and he fucking knew it.


‘Madeira,’ said Bald.


Land whistled.


‘A bit exotic for your tastes, don’t you think?’


‘Somewhere on the beach.’


Land made a face.


‘And a kitty to get me started.’


Land frowned. ‘How much are we talking about?’


‘Two hundred and fifty large. Something to get me started.’


‘That’s a big ask, what with all the cuts and—’


‘Sterling,’ said Bald. ‘None of that euro shite.’


‘Two hundred? That’s all I’m authorized to sign off on.’


‘Two hundred and fifty or I’m out of here.’


Land sighed, then looked at the heavy and jerked his head at the door. The heavy moved around behind Bald, fiddled with a set of keys and uncuffed him. He turned like an oil tanker and left the room. They were alone now, just the two of them.


Bald soothed his swollen wrists and said, ‘What’s the job?’


Land tapped the desk and drew Bald’s attention to an A5 manila envelope. Bald hadn’t noticed it before. The words ‘DO NOT BEND’ were stamped on it in a faded red ink that reminded Bald of cheap lipstick. Land opened the envelope and tipped out a photograph. He placed this flat on the table and rotated it so Bald could get a proper look.


It was a portrait of a guy. Late forties, maybe early fifties. Roughly the same age as Land. First impression, Bald thought the guy looked like a bum. But his eyes were strange. Spectral and grey. Dull at first glance. But a closer look revealed an intensity shimmering beneath the surface. Like misted diamonds. They spoke of a man who had a lot of money but was constantly worried about losing it.


‘His name is Viktor Klich,’ said Land. ‘He’s a Russian oligarch.’


Bald studied the photograph again. It had been taken in a rush, Klich marching purposefully at the head of an entourage of corporate-looking men in dark suits.


‘This was taken three weeks ago, outside the Royal Courts of Justice. Yesterday Viktor Klich fled London on a plane to Venezuela. I need you to track him down and bring him in. And I need him alive.’


Bald said, ‘What he’d do?’


Land looked at him. ‘Klich killed a parliamentary aide.’










Five


2118 hours.


‘They call him the “Invisible Billionaire”,’ said Land. ‘Viktor Klich is the oligarch you’ve never heard of or read about. There was a time, not so long ago, when he was one of the richest men in the world. Now he’s not even one of the richest in Russia. The chap is practically down to his last hundred million.’


‘My heart fucking bleeds,’ said Bald.


Land made a snorting sound with his nose. ‘“Rich” is a relative term. If you used to be worth billions, and now you’re worth mere tens of millions, are you still rich?’


There was the scrape of wood on metal as Land slid out of his chair. He was full of nervous energy, unable to sit still for a second. Bald was surprised to see him acting out of character. The guy was normally so smooth you could spread him on toast. Something was putting him on edge.


‘Klich made his fortune in the aluminium wars. Do tell me if you’ve not heard of them, there’s a good chap. I’m assuming that the geopolitics of Russia isn’t exactly your forte.’


Bald shot Land a look.


‘You mean the bad shit that went down between the oligarchs.’


Land looked amused. Bald felt a distant, hollow scratching at the base of his skull. He closed his eyes. He could hear Land doing circuits of the room, his steps eliciting a solemn echo, like a detective retracing the steps of a killer at a murder scene.


‘When the Soviet system collapsed, Klich was thirty and worth a couple of hundred million. He was the right man in the right place at the right time. He turned 200 million into a billion practically overnight.’


‘He should go on fucking Dragons’ Den,’ Bald said.


Land gave a polite laugh.


‘During the aluminium wars murders happened on a daily basis. Smelting plant managers were decapitated. Metal traders buried alive. Journalists car-bombed. Klich hired ex-Spetsnaz operators to protect his interests. He quickly established his dominance. Then the murders stopped. They used to say the safest place to sleep in Russia if you were rich and powerful was beside one of the smelting machines at Klich’s factories. He was suddenly the most powerful man in Russia. He bullied other oligarchs into paying him protection money. Klich collected his payment mostly in the form of shares. He turned one billion into ten. Are you keeping up?’


‘Just crack on with it,’ said Bald.


‘Klich had a disagreement with an old friend. Chap by the name of Valery Favorsky. I presume even you have heard of Favorsky?’


Bald nodded. ‘He’s the guy who owns the football club.’


Land nodded back.


‘Favorsky also owns a submarine, the world’s largest private yacht, an island in the Maldives and a mansion in an exclusive gated community in Moscow designed to look like Kensington Palace Gardens. He got all this through acquiring ownership of a very small gas company in eastern Russia. Then he bought other, much bigger gas companies.’


‘I’m guessing for that kind of action, he didn’t go to his bank manager and ask for a loan.’


Land shook his head. ‘The money was gifted to him by the Kremlin. By the President himself. As a way of undermining Klich. You see, Klich had incurred the President’s wrath. He was pumping millions into the Communist Party and the Russian Christian movement. He’d accused the government of bribery and cronyism. He exposed corruption inside the Kremlin, leading all the way up to the President. So the President needed to silence Klich. He used Favorsky to achieve that goal.’


The MI6 man loosened his collar. Like he couldn’t breathe.


‘The President provided the funds for Favorsky to launch a hostile takeover of Klich’s aluminium giant. Klich protested. The Russian judiciary upheld the sale at a knockdown price. In one blow Favorsky had become the richest man on the planet and Klich was buggered.’


Land tapped a finger on the photograph. ‘That’s why Klich was going to the High Court. Which is where all the oligarchs take their cases, even though they have nothing to do with British law. They don’t trust the justice system in their own country, you see. And they love all things British. So this was Klich’s last throw of the dice. His last chance to claim back the billions he’d lost to Favorsky in the takeover.’


‘What happened?’


‘He lost the case.’


Bald shrugged, like he gave a solid crap.


‘The same day Klich left court, his financial adviser called him from Moscow. We picked up the chatter at GCHQ. Seems there were three men spying on him outside his house. Next day police found his body in a grave in Ramenskoye, forty kilometres outside Moscow. Klich never took that flight back to Russia.’


Bald scratched his elbow. ‘Why even bother going to court? If he knew the President and his mates would come after him, he’d have to go into hiding even if he won the case.’


Land squirmed, all the soft lines on his face cracking up. He looked at Bald the way ruperts had looked at him in the Regiment, contempt and curiosity etched into his features.


‘Not necessarily, old fruit. If Klich had won, he would have been able to pay a small army to protect him. Buy a football club, too, make himself a public figure. That way the Russians would never be able to touch him. But when he lost, the gloves were off. He knew that. We did too. And that’s why we decided to make him an offer.’


‘What kind of offer?’


‘Protection, John. In exchange for intelligence. The inside track on the Kremlin.’


Land had now completed his ninth circuit of the room. He stopped behind his chair and propped his manicured hands on the back rest, then stared at Bald long and hard. He was trying to look his usual smarmy self. But the corners of his mouth were twitching, his eyelids too. Land was a bundle of nerves, and he was having trouble hiding it.


Bald said, ‘So Klich was good mates with Putin and he got fucking rich, and now he’s only got the odd million, you try and work the old charm. What the fuck’s this got to do with killing some aide?’


Land harrumphed, gave his back to Bald. He paced to the door and gazed out through the wire-mesh window, humming a thought. ‘Zara Axline, the aide, was working for a Lib Dem MP by the name of William White.’ He waited for the name to mean something to Bald. It didn’t. Bald didn’t do politics. The MI6 man frowned at the floor and said, ‘William White sits on the Parliamentary Defence Committee.’


Bald blinked at him.


‘Axline was sleeping with William White. At the same time Axline was also sleeping with Viktor Klich.’


Bald said nothing. Land fidgeted and made a pained face, like he was trying to cram a cricket bat up his arsehole.


‘We found her body yesterday in the master bedroom of Klich’s pad in Mayfair. She’d been there for a few days. Advanced state of decomposition, face unrecognisable.’ Land was back at the table now, reading from a report he had taken out of the envelope. ‘She had, quote, “severe bruising to her breasts and marks consistent with cigarette burns on her face and neck. The victim’s hair had been torn from her scalp. There was also tearing of the victim’s anal passage. Post-mortem suggests she would have been conscious for the majority of her ordeal”, unquote.’


Land pushed away the report, like it was dirty. He inspected his fingernails, frowned at his index finger. Picked away at a crumb of dirt trapped under the cuticle.


‘Anyway, here’s the gist of it,’ he said. ‘Prior to Axline’s unfortunate passing, White confided to her about various state secrets.’


‘What kind of secrets?’


‘The kind you don’t need to know about,’ Land snapped. ‘God knows what White was thinking. A desperate attempt to impress her, perhaps. The fool told her everything. Apparently he knew things that even I am not privy to.’ Land’s voice was haughty, his eyebrows arched.


‘Since this Axline slag was nobbing Klich on the sly, you reckon she spilled her guts to the Russian?’


Land shifted uneasily. Trying to accommodate the rest of that cricket bat. ‘The truth is, Axline is nothing to me,’ he said. ‘Just a name. But a Russian oligarch hopping around the globe, knowing every dark secret there is to know about our intelligence services, that’s potentially the biggest security breach we have ever suffered.’


Silence. Land let it settle, like dust. Bald grinned back at him. ‘I see what’s going on here,’ he said. ‘You’ve been caught with your fucking pants down. And now you want me to come in and clear up the mess.’


‘A clean slate, John. Come on. It’s a good deal. You know it.’


‘Where’s Klich now?’


‘He boarded an Iberia flight headed to Madrid from Heathrow late yesterday morning. From Madrid he took a connecting flight to Venezuela. To Caracas. He’s cashing in a cheque down there.’


‘What kind of cheque?’


‘A favour, John. Klich is a personal friend of President Chávez. Some kind of dodgy arms deal that he helped smooth over with the Iranians. Chávez owes him. Big time. He’ll never grant extradition and Klich damn well knows it.’


Bald said, ‘So you want me to go and snatch this prick?’


Land nodded. ‘Before he disappears off the radar.’


‘What about Interpol?’


Land looked at Bald like he had just suggested a threesome. ‘Klich is still of great use to us. But if Interpol get their hands on him it’ll go public. They’ll be judge and jury and the rest of it. And our chance of squeezing intelligence out of him will be gone.’


Jolting out of his chair, he said, ‘Come on, your plane is waiting.’


They bugged out of the room and threaded their way through a maze of utilitarian corridors. Land led from the front, Bald sandwiched between heavies one and two.


‘There is a complication,’ Land said to the space in front of him, not even looking at Bald. ‘GCHQ picked up traffic in Moscow. We know that the Russian security services have been alerted to Klich going on the lam.’


‘FSB?’


Land nodded. ‘They think they can extract intel from Klich and use it against us. It’s imperative that you reach Klich before the Russians do.’ Land had stopped walking. They were standing beneath a light panel flickering on and off and emitting a factory hum. ‘Klich is staying at a villa in the Country Club suburb in the north of the city.’


‘Does he have a BG team?’


‘Three men. Or women, I should say. Klich has a particular taste for black women. They’re all highly trained. Jujitsu, Krav Maga, kick-boxing, firearms.’ A smile crawled from one corner of Land’s mouth to the other. ‘You don’t have a problem with hitting women, do you, John?’


Bald looked at him. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Good.’


Land walked on quickly. Bald followed. After seven turns they came to an emergency exit. Land pushed down the crash bar and light splintered through the crack. A smell of jet fuel and burned rubber greeted Bald. They emerged onto a small runway adjacent to the main air park where the commercial liners were taxiing and roaring. Closer to Bald sat a mid-size business jet he recognized as a Falcon 50. French-manufactured. Land was marching ahead powerfully, a vigour and a spring in his step now.


As Bald thought some more about the set-up, gears clicked inside his head. Catching up with Land, he said, ‘So what’s the plan? I just turn up at the villa, pull a gun on the cunt and leg it?’


Land stopped. ‘I appreciate it sounds a little, ah, thin.’


‘It’s a size fucking zero.’


‘We don’t have the luxury of time on this one, John.’


‘And what about the BG team? That’s four on one.’


Land grinned.


‘More like four on two, actually.’


Bald felt his guts tighten like taut rope.


‘What the fuck are you talking about?’


Land held his hair down against the wind. Pulled his jacket tight across his chest.


‘Look, I can’t trust you do this mission alone. Not after what happened in Florida. Klich is of strategic importance to the UK. So you’ll have a partner.’


Bald felt the veins in his head pull tight.


‘Who is it?’ he said.


Land hesitated before saying, ‘It’s your old chum, Joe Gardner.’


Land cocked his head at Bald and gave a nervy smile.


‘Something the matter?’


‘No,’ said Bald. ‘It’s all fucking gravy.’


‘Good. I know you and Joe have a chequered past. But bringing Klich back to London is vital to the national interest. It’s not a job for one man. So I need to know there won’t be any bad blood between the two of you.’


Bald shrugged.


‘I feel worse about the yoghurt I left in my fridge.’


Land studied Bald for a long time. Then he nodded.


‘Your flight will get you in for just after 1500 hours local time. There are two of my best men are waiting for you on the plane. They will accompany you to Caracas, sort you out with papers and a phone. Rendezvous with your man Gardner. Once you detain Klich, you are to contact a local snatch team and rendezvous with them. They’ll escort Klich to a secure airfield for immediate exfiltration.’


Bald said, ‘What about the Russians?’


‘Our best estimate is that they will be three hours behind you. They’re planning to corner Klich and cut a deal with him. His life in exchange for everything he knows.’


Now Land raised his eyes at Bald. They were pearly white and wide. And Bald saw in them something he had never seen in the man before. He saw fear in its purest form. Land looked like he was about to puke. Bald just peered back at him and felt kind of queasy himself.


Then Land briefly regained his composure and said, ‘If we fail to bring Viktor Klich home, I’m done for. The knives are out for me. But know this: if I go down, you’re going down with me.’










Six


Caracas, Venezuela. 1548 hours.


The passenger door sucked open, and as Bald sat up he got a ruthless blast of air con in his face. He’d been lying in the back seat of a Ford Explorer SUV for the ride from Maiquieta Airport to Caracas, thirty klicks due south. A bunch of pains had been shockwaving his jaws all through the ride. Now they were working their way up his face and smashing coloured spots across his vision like a pool break. He glanced out of the passenger door. Saw hundreds of clay-brick shanty huts stacked on a hill. He heard the catcalls of kids playing and mopeds buzzing like flies and Latino rap thudding out of big fucking sound systems. Then Wellfoot stepped into view, thrusting a skinny arm across the passenger exit.


‘Rise and shine. We’ve arrived.’


Bald shuffled out, Wellfoot dropping his hand and standing to one side of the door to make way. A smell of fried maize and spiced meat hit Bald. He was suddenly very hungry. He stretched in the road, working the jetlag out of his muscles, and blinked at the sun. It was the first time he’d seen the sun since boarding the Falcon at Almaty sixteen long hours ago. It was a blazing, blinding gash.


‘I thought Joe was supposed to be RV’ing with me?’ he said.


‘He’ll be along any minute,’ Wellfoot said as he consulted his Citizen Eco-Drive. He wore beige trousers, pointed brown leather shoes and a crinkled white shirt. Looked like he was headlining the Colombian version of The Apprentice. Curious faces were popping out of the shadows. A couple of kids in shorts and baggy T-shirts had stopped up the street, sitting on their bicycles, sizing up the two men. They pedalled back into the maze of huts, calling out to unseen friends. Wellfoot seemed unaware of the fact that he was in a poverty-stricken neighbourhood and looked about as conspicuous as you could get. A white guy with a nice watch and an iPhone, he was a magnet for muggers.


Bald watched the kids disappear, then asked, ‘Where the fuck are we?’


‘Blasted GPS isn’t working properly,’ Wellfoot said, frowning in deep concentration at his iPhone. ‘What did you say there?’


Bald was about to repeat the question, but the iPhone stole Wellfoot’s attention again. Wade, the second agent, was still sitting behind the wheel of the Explorer, arm hanging out of the window, Marlboro Light dangling from a bony thumb and forefinger.


‘We’re supposed to be on Avenida Cinque de Mayo. But I’m not sure this is the right place. Looks a bit rustic, don’t you think?’ Wellfoot squinted at the sea of huts, like he had never seen poor people before. ‘Quite a view from up here, though,’ he said, swivelling his eyes down the hillside.


Bald looked that way too. Found himself staring down into a valley basin, maybe fifteen kilometres wide and the same deep. It was situated about three hundred metres down and a kilometre along from the spot Bald and Wellfoot occupied. The basin was a brown and grey diagram of skyscrapers and tower blocks and decaying concrete edifices. The city was covered by a thin veil of smog. Looking at it was like viewing a city through seventies newsreel. The Avila mountain imposed itself at Bald’s three o’clock. In the map in his head the mountain stood north of the city, which meant he was currently somewhere east of downtown Caracas.


‘Oh, and before I forget. Happy birthday.’


Wellfoot chucked an envelope at Bald. It was brown and thinly padded. Didn’t weigh much. A couple of hundred grams. Bald fumbled inside the envelope. A Blackberry slipped out. A prehistoric model, the kind of thing that a property tycoon would have been tapping away on five years ago. Kind of thing a teen in a hoodie would have been organizing riots on a year ago. The screen was scratched. The casing came loose in his hands.


‘Sometimes the signal goes a bit haywire,’ Wellfoot said. ‘But it should do the job.’


Bald clumsily reset the casing on the BlackBerry. ‘Fucker sends us halfway round the world on a private jet, but he won’t give us a decent phone.’


‘The BlackBerry is on an encrypted frequency,’ Wellfoot said. ‘Now, soon as you get to our Russian friend, call the number stored on the SD card. We’ll come and find you using the BB’s internal GPS. Any questions? No? Good.’


Wellfoot paced over to the Explorer, stopped, and inspected the caps of his shoes. ‘Oh, and one more thing. The chief says, if you make a hash of this mission, you can forget about setting foot in England ever again. Just so we’re clear. Best of luck.’


Then he climbed into the Explorer and slammed the door, and the engine was growling into angry life, bringing curious faces out from the shadows. They watched the Explorer pick up speed and hurtle down towards the city in the basin, spewing grit and dust over the dirt road.


Then they stepped out of the shadows.


There were nine of them. Angry young men. They looked like a gang. Eight of them had the padded physiques of guys who hung out all day at the gym. Giant pecs and beer guts, arms that were overloaded on the biceps but slender at the triceps. Frames skewered by too much power-lifting and not enough cardio. One kid was younger than the rest. Mid-teens, skinny as fuck, a human Twiglet with bad teeth. They were all giving Bald the cold stare. They were decked out in basketball tops and tattered jeans, scuffed white sneakers.


Bald instinctively tensed up. He’d heard all about the shanty towns in Caracas from a mate who worked kidnap-and-ransom cases in Latin America. The people who lived here had no jobs. No money. No way out. Primary-school kids got shot for looking the wrong way at somebody in the street. Cops took backhanders from gang leaders and ran assassination squads, doing the drug dealers’ dirty work.


The nine guys formed a loose circle around Bald. Three metres and closing. Four were armed. Two were packing switchblades. A younger kid, maybe twelve, had a pair of knuckledusters. The fourth guy had a baseball bat. Blood smeared on the sweet spot. This guy was older than his mates. Maybe late twenties. A little taller than Bald, he was twice as wide. His skull was covered in tats and his skin was the colour of roasted peanuts. The guy tapped the sweet spot against the palm of his fat hand. Then he took a step closer to Bald.


‘You got any friends round here?’ Peanut said. His accent made every word sound like he was squeezing out a shit a mile long.


‘No,’ said Bald.


‘Well, you got some now.’


Bald said nothing. He thought about Gardner. Wished he would hurry the fuck up.


‘Where you from?’ said Peanut.


‘Scotland,’ said Bald.


Peanut made a face.


‘Where the fuck is that?’


‘A long way from here.’


‘Why you come to my back yard, brother? This ain’t no Hilton Hotel. This is rancho territory.’


‘Believe my fucking luck,’ said Bald. ‘Travel halfway round the world and I’m still bumping into cunts like you.’


In the next instant Peanut surged at Bald, lifting the bat high and back across his right shoulder, like a crazed lumberjack.


Bald saw it coming. A blind guy standing the other side of the city could have seen it. Peanut was loaded down with about 250 pounds of muscle, and muscle weighed more than fat. He moved in a graceless, exaggerated way. Bald weighed 100 pounds lighter thanks to his months of clean living on the Farm. He gave away three inches in height and five inches on the arms. But he was agile, and he knew how to throw a punch. So when the bat rushed on a downward arc at him he simply sidestepped it in a fast, smooth motion, though it was close enough for him to feel the air rush over his skin.
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