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Chapter 1


In the final desperate moments of a journey viewed in flashback, a life of few lingering memories, hardly any touched by joy, there came a moment of terrifying clarity. He’d run out of options. His ordeal was over. He was over.


The metallic-grey duct tape binding the man’s legs and hands made anything more than the slightest movement impossible. His neck was secured to the car’s steering-wheel with a bicycle D lock. Metal around flesh, man and machine fused as one. No escape.


Through a thin tear in his blindfold he was able to make out a fragment of the car’s floor: pedals, a stained rubber mat, nothing more. The garage, or whatever barely used building his coffin of a car was parked in, had no windows. The only illumination came from a skylight, its glass burned brown by the sun. It was a place of deep shadows. The man could hear the growl of traffic beyond the building’s walls. Some sort of fetish device, a ball attached to a choker round his neck, was stuffed into his mouth. They’d laughed when they’d attached it. He could still hear the laughter now, competing with the furious baseline of his blood pumping through his body. His head throbbed. His heart seemed to be beating inside his brain: two vital organs competing to see which could explode first.


The man tried to head-butt the steering-wheel to sound the horn but his neck was held too tightly by the lock. His eyes burned from the pepper spray his assailants had used to blind him when he’d opened the door. The oven had been on when they’d attacked him, he remembered. He wondered if it was still on. There was no point worrying about it now, though. There was no point in worrying about anything any more.


The carbon monoxide filling the inside of the car was clouding the man’s brain. The tremble of the exhaust as it spewed the gas into the rubber pipe tucked through the car’s left front window suggested to him that he was imprisoned in an old vehicle, a wreck, perhaps. So he was going to die in scrap metal. The irony. Him, a Porsche owner. Changed his car as regularly as other men changed girlfriends. He didn’t have a girlfriend. Never had.


How’d they found him? His brain was too confused by the fumes to make the connections but it was most likely that they’d hacked his email, traced his encrypted messages through protected servers secreted halfway round the planet and back again until one spring day they’d ended up at the door of his home, a huge top-floor penthouse flat in a converted Victorian school in Battersea.


‘Nice place,’ one of his attackers had remarked, as they’d dragged him to their car to lock him in its boot. ‘Kind of ironic, I guess. You living where you do. You sick bastard.’


The man could tell from the way they spoke that his assailants were going to kill him. They were free with their talk, confident that he would never have the opportunity of recounting their conversations to the police. He could make out most of what they were saying even when trussed up in the boot. Humdrum stuff, mostly. The need to get some new shoes (Why for me? the man had wondered), fill up the car, buy some food. They could have been two men driving to a football match or to a pub for a few quiet ones, a chance to put the world to rights.


He wondered if they’d found the others. If so, well, that was something else they had over him. He’d never known any of the others. That was how the network functioned. You couldn’t trade if there was a chance you’d be traced. The network endured only if everything, absolutely everything, was kept secret. Its members hid behind countless pseudonyms, protected handles scattered across Dark Net computer systems that knew how to keep secrets.


And yet, still, they’d found him. The man swallowed several times, felt the cold steel of the bike lock on his throat. The blood rushing in his ears was becoming deafening. The sound reminded him of a holiday in the South of France, when he’d rented a house near a fast-flowing river. He’d hidden himself away. No internet. An attempt to cleanse himself. It had lasted just days, the cleanliness. He couldn’t escape his addiction. There was a taste of metal in his mouth. The man felt polluted. He was going to leave the world contaminated.


If his attackers hadn’t found the others they’d probably go looking for them. They seemed driven by a belief that they were dispensing justice. Fools. There was no such thing as justice – the man had learned as much when he was a child. When it had all started. Evil begets evil. That’s why nothing would ever change. Everything was cyclical.


‘Make as much noise as you like,’ they’d encouraged him, when they’d locked him into the car, a dank pillowcase over his head, the makeshift blindfold wrapped tightly around his eyes.


At that moment he’d felt like a prisoner of war: hooded, terrified, ready to promise anything. ‘I’ll go to the police,’ he’d told them. ‘Let them deal with me.’ He’d offered them money, of course. Everything he had. But they’d just shaken their heads.


‘You’re all right,’ one had said, in an accent that came from the banks of the Mersey. ‘Put your chequebook away. That’s not how we want you to pay. Your money’s not needed.’


There was something of the forces about the pair of them, the man thought. They were both powerfully built, looked like they kept in shape. He’d made that much out as he’d opened his front door, as they’d hit him with the spray, as they’d rushed him in his hall. Yes, he thought, his brain now just a patchwork of shadows, they were probably ex-military. Trained killers spoiling for a new battle. Violence was a form of kinetic energy. It couldn’t be destroyed, only transferred.


The shadows clouding his vision were starting to join up to form one long expanse of blackness. The man’s brain was shutting down. He tried not to breathe. Everything was becoming laboured, sluggish. His actions, his thoughts, his fears were all crumbling. This is the end, he thought. This is the end. He was fifty-three and it was only the previous year that he’d left details for his funeral with his solicitor. There was no close family to instruct. He was going to be cremated. Soon all that would remain of him was dust and, on powerful computer systems run out of heavily protected server farms buried below the perma-frost in a remote part of Scandinavia, the tens of thousands of images he’d traded. It was not much of a legacy. Much of his collection wasn’t even that exotic now. You could get anything over the internet. You could find anyone to do anything no questions asked, for the right price. The Philippines, Russia, some of the more remote former Soviet states. There was no shortage of supply. Everyone had a video camera, these days, and many were prepared to share the most terrible images with a connected world. Children were an online commodity, like music.


Outside, the man heard the hush of rain on the asphalt roof of the building. He wondered how long it would be before someone found his body. Maybe never. Maybe they’d torch the place. His mind flickered back to his earlier thoughts. Why, why, why?


Why not?


Why?


Maybe they’d been abused themselves. Yes, that might offer an explanation. Biblical. An eye for an eye. Or maybe they’d been abusers. Possible. Maybe they’d abused prisoners when they’d been in the army. Tortured them in some hot fucked-up place that made the news only when a car bomb exploded in a marketplace and the death toll hit a cricket score. Plausible. It didn’t matter. They’d found him: that was all that mattered. They’d joined the dots.


The man let out a long, deep sigh, one that it seemed he’d been saving up for a long time. In his half-dead state he still wondered about the shoes. Why’d they put some cheap shoes on him? Slip-ons, too. He’d never worn slip-ons in his life. His mind wandered back to his childhood. A door. A study beyond. That was where it had started. A single knock on the study door and the word ‘Come’ intoned regally.


The man had thought he was lucky to be around when the internet arrived. He’d considered it his salvation, a device that could sate his appetites, feed his limitless addiction. But it had done for him in the end. It had exposed him, ultimately, shared his addiction with others, made him part of a pattern that could be identified. He hadn’t been able to hide after all. They’d traced him through it.


The man tasted salt water in his mouth. The pillowcase over his head was soaked through. He’d been crying, he discovered. He’d been crying but had been too scared, too lost, to notice.


He could hear the gentle sound of children laughing. It was coming from the car’s speakers. It sounded like it had been recorded in a city park. Excited shrieks and whoops competed with the gentle thud of small feet pounding tarmac: the sounds of innocence and freedom.


Another deep, deep sigh. The man got it. He got what they were doing. They wanted him to reflect. Well, he wasn’t going to give them that. He tried to drown out the voices. He focused on his earliest memories. But all he could see was the door. A big green heavy door that dwarfed him. If he’d never knocked on that door then things would have been very different. He wouldn’t have entered the room. He wouldn’t have been polluted. That was the problem with doors. They allowed you to enter but they could also prevent you leaving. He’d been in the same room all of his life, the man realized. It was his final thought.




Chapter 2


Geneva really needed a better airport, Adams thought. The city billed itself as an international financial centre, a vast, sprawling temple to Mammon, but he’d seen better airports in developing countries. On half the incoming flights you had to be bussed to the terminal. The queues through security were monstrous, inhumane. As for the restaurants, they wouldn’t even hold their own against those in some half-dead mall back in his native Michigan.


No, Adams thought, give him Berlin or Paris any time. Madrid, wonderful, bankrupt Madrid. Oslo. Copenhagen. Christ, he’d settle for Helsinki. It came to something when Finland was preferable to where you were. And Geneva itself was hardly any better. You could learn everything about the city riding one of the moving walkways through its airport. Every backlit advert was for an expensive watch or a private bank offering bespoke tax-avoidance services. The ads spoke of a city obsessed with the ultimate, unresolvable trade-off: time versus money. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock.


No, next time, Adams told himself, he’d get someone else from the Agency to make the trip from its European headquarters outside Rome. He was getting too old for short visits. Once, a younger version of himself would have found such journeys exotic. The CIA was one hell of a way to see the world, older colleagues had promised him when he’d been starting out. Right. One hell of a way. But it was all bullshit, he’d learned. Being a spook was just one hell of a way to see airports, that was all. And he really hated airports. You didn’t know where you stood with them. They were transitory places, nodes that didn’t obey time zones, that existed somewhere between nation states, cultures, eras even. Hermetically sealed by scanners, secured by electronic barriers and patrolled by heavily armed police, they were scrutinized by a million CCTV cameras. Airports, Adams thought, were basically prisons for the free.


He dragged his heavily padded body past giant TV screens reporting rolling news stories. Or, rather, news story. It had been leading the bulletins for the last three days: the online ransoming of a hundred American and British gas refinery workers seized at a plant in North Africa. The terrorist group holding them was threatening a mass execution if a $100 million ransom wasn’t paid. It was encouraging people to donate online to save the hostages. What was the world coming to, Adams thought, when terrorists were using the internet to crowdsource ransom money? The kidnappers had already executed a handful of prisoners. And now they were gunning for a world first. Either they’d make a fortune or they’d commit a spectacular. And the macabre beauty, Adams appreciated, was that the Western world, the players, the big nations, had all been completely circumvented. The Agency had no say in what was going to happen. Its only hope was to find the hostage-takers, a brigade led by a fanatic who had become rich smuggling guns, oil, drugs, tobacco across the Sahara. Impossible, Adams knew. The Agency hadn’t been able to find the target in the three years they’d spent looking for him. They were fighting too many threats on too many fronts with limited resources and too few people. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock.


Adams exited the airport and made his way to a nearby hotel. The narrow windows in its grey stone walls made him think of arrow slits in medieval castles. The little goodwill that had survived his journey was close to evaporating. He looked up at the building, could almost feel its weight crushing his shoulders. It was more like a bank than a hotel. But, then, the same could be said for half the buildings in Geneva. Well, at least it wasn’t Zürich . . .


Inside the hotel, the impossible happened: Adams’s mood soured further. He had to remind himself that things could be a lot worse, that he could be in Yemen or Saudi or Syria or some horrible, stifling flea-pit in sub-Saharan Africa. At least the hotel had air-con, minibars and adult films. One hell of a way to see the world . . .


He caught the lift up to his room on the fifth floor, slid his key card into the door and entered. Falcone was waiting for him inside. Adams’s asset looked pleased with himself.


‘Thought I’d let myself in.’ Falcone’s New Jersey accent was still as thick as ever. It was almost like he was acting out where he was from, Adams thought. He was emphasizing his provenance, as if he lacked confidence in himself. Understandable, really. Falcone was immersed in a borderless world where organized crime met terrorism. He probably didn’t know who he was any more. He’d had a couple of kids by a couple of wives, Adams seemed to remember. Or maybe that had been someone else doing a similar line of work for the Agency. Adams avoided getting to know too much about his assets. They were just tools, he told himself. Tools that could be replaced. Eventually. He nodded at Falcone, thought about making small-talk and gave up on the idea. Maybe Geneva was infecting him. He was in no mood to waste time. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock. Better get straight down to business. He threw his small metal suitcase onto the double bed. ‘Lot of product shipping across Sudan, I hear,’ he said. ‘Seems a pretty new development.’


‘You hear right.’


‘So?’ Adams performed his usual ritual when he found himself in a strange hotel. He placed a small framed photograph of his wife and son next to his bed. He glanced down at the two most important people in his life and felt his mood lift a little. His family lived in a safe, free country because of people like him. That was why he had to put up with places like Geneva. He was protecting them and, by extension, everyone like them, everyone who mattered. Everyone good. In the modern world sometimes you had to travel far to protect those nearest to you.


‘So it seems that some Chinese investors have built a tobacco plant out there in the Republic,’ Falcone drawled. ‘Yes, I know, I know, another one. Cigarettes for the black-market. They’re all fakes, of course. Knock-off Lucky Sixes and Uncle Sams, both Empress brands. Much of it then finds its way back into Europe and Russia. Seems pretty lucrative for all concerned. Government gets a nice cut from sales. It’s buying the president an awful lot of Kalashnikovs to use against the rebels.’


‘And?’


‘And if you’re asking me what I suggest you do then I suggest at the moment you do nothing. The deal’s been quietly sanctioned by the Chinese government. My sources tell me they’re going to get some oil concessions out of this, maybe some rare earth minerals, too. The Sudanese government’s pretty weak and wants their support. They need the Chinese money to buy the guns to keep the rebels in check. Leave it all alone and don’t meddle. Tobacco is buying some kind of stalemate. Only ones losing out seem to be Empress and they’re not shouting about it. They never do when counterfeit product is involved. They’ve got way too many skeletons in their closet to start kicking off about this sort of stuff. They spend a fortune shipping their product around the world so they can avoid paying tax. Empress won’t want people focusing on this. Not the Swiss way.’


‘Fine.’ Adams shook his head. ‘Never understand why big tobacco’s based here. Monaco I get – it’s got the sea – but here . . . Jesus.’ He gestured out of the window. ‘I thought the Swiss were obsessed with clean air. All these fucking mountains within a fifty-minute drive from Geneva and yet what they really seem keen on is filling people’s lungs with smoke. Kind of skewed.’


‘You know why,’ Falcone said, yawning. ‘They’re multinationals, structured so their national subsidiaries can be as autonomous as possible. That way Head Office can allow them to get on with things without asking too many difficult questions. Just like the banks. That way they got deniability if things get messy in a particular country. But they still got to base their headquarters somewhere. So why not base yourself in a tax haven? Switzerland is tobacco HQ now. Makes perfect sense. Useful for keeping overheads down, too. Hey, that reminds me, you seen what Marathon is up to in Tanzania?’ Falcone opened the minibar, helped himself to a beer. He offered one to Adams.


‘Bit early in the day.’


‘I’m on New Jersey time,’ Falcone said. ‘Currently it’s five o’clock in my head.’


‘It’s always five o’clock in your head. And it’s not five o’clock in New Jersey. More like seven in the morning.’


Falcone laughed. ‘Yeah, well, don’t knock vices. Keep me in a job. Cheers.’ He raised his bottle.


Adams looked at Falcone and saw someone who’d never finished making the transition to adulthood, someone who needed the imprimatur of being a CIA asset to make them feel they’d grown up. The Agency couldn’t function without such people, and Adams appreciated that. Half of its employees were men with fragile egos and a poorly developed sense of self. The intelligence world was a magnet for the truly insecure. He nodded at Falcone, who was lying on his back now, an unlit cigarette between his lips. ‘What were you saying about Marathon? Been on a big buying spree, I hear.’


‘Right,’ Falcone mumbled. His unlit cigarette moved back and forth like a conductor’s baton as he talked. ‘But get this, it’s not just companies they’re buying. It’s entire countries now. They’ve turned Tanzania into a tobacco state. Bribed the government to offer farmers grants so they stop growing normal crops and start growing tobacco.’


‘Fair enough. It’s a free market.’


Falcone snorted. ‘Yeah, but once they start growing tobacco for Marathon they’ve got to use its recommended pesticides and fertilizers. All provided by a Marathon subsidiary based in Switzerland. And, of course, after a couple of years they start hiking prices for all their crop treatments. Pretty neat, hey? You got to hand it to big tobacco. Practically invented slavery and now it’s doing it all again but this time they dress it up as a force for good and hold an entire nation hostage.’


Adams sat down on the bed, reached for a bottle of water on a nearby table, poured some down his throat. He removed his glasses and polished them with a cloth. Something about the act of wiping away the smears on the lenses calmed him. Falcone’s broad grin was unsettling. Adams had no time for smiles. They were not a currency recognized by the Agency. ‘Enough with the geography lessons,’ he said. ‘We both know why I’m really here. We’ve got much bigger fucking problems than whether a tobacco giant is screwing some third-world country. I need to know how Raptor is working out. Roscoe tells me shit. It’s been six months now. Time for an urgent assessment. And I do mean urgent. People are getting edgy. Investors turning up the heat. You seen the TV, right? We’re going to witness a mass slaying soon. Everyone in the Agency wants answers. Fuck, I can’t stand watching the news any more. Every day, it’s the ransom story. We need a result. I’m not asking for miracles, Falcone, but I need something. Energy companies putting huge pressure on Congress to sort out a rescue. President getting edgy. He doesn’t want to go out soaked in blood. And, as for our new director, this is pretty much top of his in-tray. He’s not across Raptor yet. But he’s on my case twenty-four seven about the hostages. And I’m too old to do twenty-four seven.’


Falcone sat up, belched, took another swig of beer. ‘Well, the good news is that Raptor may work. I could have told you all this in an email.’


Adams allowed himself a deep breath, gestured around the room. ‘You know we can’t discuss this sort of shit unless it’s face-to-face. It’s too fucking sensitive, for a ton of reasons I’m figuring you must understand. Go on.’


Falcone swirled beer around his mouth. ‘I’m hearing that Raptor’s electronic watermarking is damn near perfect. Had my doubts but it’s real cute. When Roscoe was banging on about embedding radio frequency identification tags the size of a grain of rice in the lid of cigarette packs, I thought, Fuck, we’re through the looking glass here. But, turns out Roscoe is onto something. Those tags, there’re tens of thousands of little beacons sending out secret microwave signals that our guys can pick up with the right equipment. And, believe me, we have the right equipment. Should do, given the money invested in Raptor. Fuck, I reckon Raptor’s budget must now be what the US spends on prostate-cancer drugs each year. No wonder Roscoe’s jumpy. He needs a return, especially as I hear he’s planning on floating Raptor soon. But, still, this is going to take time. Serious time.’


Adams struggled to control his breathing. ‘But you’re telling me Raptor really works? That you’ve got guys on the ground tracing this? This is not some wind-up by an asset who thinks I’m too stupid to find out he’s bullshitting me?’


Falcone spat the unlit cigarette onto the floor. ‘No, no bullshit. Raptor’s working. Tell Roscoe and his investors to quit worrying. Raptor’s got the potential to be huge. We can use it to trace product halfway around the known universe and beyond if we want. We know where it’s coming from, where it’s going to. You’ll be able to trace your man Al-Boktorah. You just got to make sure the energy companies cut Congress and the president some slack for a while longer. Use back channels to tell them to go easy with their demands for action. The technology’s still suffering teething problems. But one day soon you’ll be able to follow that yellow brick road and find him at the end.’


‘How long we talking before these problems are ironed out?’


‘I reckon five, maybe six.’


‘Days?’


‘Months.’


‘Shit. Seriously?’ Adams felt like he’d just been punched.


‘Maybe a bit less but I don’t think it’s realistic to believe that they can all be sorted out before then. You wait for Raptor to locate your target and you’re going to have a lot of dead hostages on your hands.’


‘So Roscoe’s just been peddling shit.’


Falcone gave a heavy New Jersey laugh. ‘So what’s new?’


‘Guess Scott is going to have something to say about it all once he gets his head around it,’Adams muttered. ‘I won’t hold my breath, though. Take him two years to find where the bodies are buried.’ He replaced his glasses and looked at Falcone through blue, bloodshot eyes. With his neatly parted grey hair and pristine white shirt bulging over a torso that hadn’t seen a gym in years, Adams looked like a salesman who’d spent too long on the road. But, then, that was what he often told people he did for a living. ‘I’m in sales,’ he’d tell them. ‘I sell insurance.’


It was the truth, in an oblique way. Security was a form of insurance. But now Adams had come to grasp in grim, brilliant clarity that he really was in sales. The CIA’s main hope in locating America’s most wanted man lay in an unproven technology developed by a renegade arm of the Agency that wasn’t interested in saving lives but making billions. Politicians were no longer running the Agency: big business had the whip hand. No one seemed to have noticed when or how the transition had occurred but somewhere along the line terrorism had become just another marketing opportunity for every Palo Alto venture capitalist with a hundred million to spare. Fuck it, Adams thought, it wouldn’t be long before the big Silicon Valley firms were providing national security just like everything else. They were already experimenting with drones, for Christ’s sake . . . ‘So, we’re fucked,’ he muttered. ‘Raptor’s just not going to find him in time.’


Falcone gave another big-bellied laugh. He cracked open a second beer, rubbed the bottle neck on a large, hooked nose that had been broken at least twice. ‘Don’t worry yourself so much.’


Adams wondered why Falcone just didn’t get the urgency of the situation. ‘Come on, you know there’s a file somewhere that some senator or other has got. Most of the world is going to find out that we built Al-Boktorah. And if he goes ahead with his mass execution, that day is coming sooner rather than later. You won’t believe the pressure the Agency is under. So many different parties want a result on this.’ He reached for a beer. Falcone was right: it was five o’clock somewhere. Suddenly he felt very tired. He popped the top off the bottle, sipped his Coors, ran his tongue around lips that seemed to be permanently dry from spending too long in air-conditioned planes. He clinked his bottle against Falcone’s. ‘Why you grinning so much anyway?’


Falcone reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a grainy black and white photograph. He handed it to Adams. ‘Ta da.’


Adams tried to speak but he could emit only a short grunt. He felt like he’d been punched. Again.


‘I guess maybe I should have shown you this at the beginning,’ Falcone said. ‘Would have saved you a lot of anguish. This was taken six days ago.’


Adams stared at the image. ‘No,’ he muttered. ‘No, no, no.’ He looked at Falcone. ‘This can’t be true. It’s a fake, yeah?’


‘Nope. It’s definitely genuine. That’s your man Al-Boktorah. Seems sly old Roscoe has got himself an insurance policy because he knows Raptor isn’t going to deliver. He’s got an asset on the inside tracking our man wherever he goes. Guess Roscoe don’t want too many knowing that. Would be pretty damaging for the credibility of Raptor if it turned out it was one of Al-Boktorah’s lieutenants who gave him up rather than a technology Roscoe and his buddies have spent hundreds of millions on.’


‘Fuck,’ Adams said. ‘Roscoe know you know this?’


‘Yeah. Not sure the asset trusts Roscoe completely. He put out some feelers to me and we arranged to meet. Our man’s got a large family and he wants out. When we bring him in he’ll need a new ID for him and his family, a new home, new job, car, dog, probably, you name it. He needs his old self completely erased. Major exercise. But it’ll be worth it, I’m sure you agree.’


‘Right,’ Adams muttered. ‘I hear you. The hostages?’


‘Asset says they’re being held in a cave some twenty miles from where Al-Boktorah’s headquarters are based. Makes sense, I guess. Keep them better hidden that way. Asset says Al-Boktorah’s brigade would be prepared to do a deal to release them if their man was taken out. They’d want money but they’d be prepared to state a ransom hadn’t been paid.’


Adams stared at the photograph of Al-Boktorah. He felt twenty years younger. His lungs seemed to double in size. He could breathe in vast quantities of life-affirming oxygen blown down from the pristine snow-capped Alps. Maybe Geneva wasn’t so bad after all. He turned to the photo of his wife and child and gave them a triumphal nod.


It was the last image burned into his retina. The bomb blast could be heard over in the city’s financial district. It was three days before the ruins of the hotel stopped smoking. The atomic clock in its foyer was recovered unscathed. Emergency crews heard it ticking under the rubble as they searched for the dead. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock.




Chapter 3


‘He was found at low tide. Andrew Wade. Chartered surveyor. Married. Three kids. Cause of death, drowning.’


Sorrenson stared at the body. It was laid out on a table underneath a white sheet, like some pre-prepared wedding buffet. ‘And you think that?’


Williamson tutted. ‘I’m a pathologist not a probing DCI like you, Sorrenson, but, for what it’s worth, yes, I think there is a high probability that Mr Wade’s murder could be related to the other.’


Sorrenson counted the beads of sweat on Williamson’s forehead. Nine. Working under the fierce lights needed for the forensic examination of a cadaver was harsh. No wonder he looked so spent. He was in a state of permanent dehydration. ‘How do you get to that conclusion?’


Williamson pointed at the small metal table beside the body.


‘Christ,’ Sorrenson said, as his eyes located the slip-on shoes. ‘Same make, same size, I take it?’


‘Right. Size eleven. Far, far too big for the deceased. Makes no sense that he was wearing them. Just like our other murder victim, found dead in that smoke-filled wreck of a car.’


Sorrenson looked back at the body. ‘And Simm tells me he was found in a casket?’


‘I believe, Sorrenson, that the correct term in the UK is “coffin”. Only our American friends use the word “casket”, but yes. He was alive when he was placed in the coffin. Someone had positioned it out on the mudflats, near to the oyster beds up the coast. Tied it down with rope and chains and secured it to some rocks half buried in the mud. Then the tide came in and, well, you can appreciate that it was a pretty horrible end for Mr Wade. Terrifying, really. It wouldn’t have been quick.’


‘He,’ said Sorrenson, ‘or maybe they. The killers, I mean. Seems like they’re big into slow deaths.’


Williamson nodded. ‘It’s pretty methodical, the way they go about things. The one in the car, the unfortunate Mr Gavin Hayes, would have taken a good while to die, too.’ He held up a key-ring with no keys. ‘This was in one of his pockets.’


Sorrenson examined the small piece of black leather. It was just a typical key-ring, the sort you saw on rotating stands outside countless gift shops in countless British holiday resorts. There was some sort of image etched into it with gold leaf. Or, at least, there had been. The salt water had eroded most of it. Christ knows what it had done to the corpse. Sorrenson didn’t want to see. He was getting too old for death and he had plenty of imagination. ‘I don’t get it.’


‘I’m not sure any of us does, Sorrenson. But if you’re asking me which castle is on the fob then, with the usual provisos that we’re all prone to error and can only ever give at best an approximation of the truth, et cetera, et cetera, then I’d say it was Tintagel.’


‘Tintagel?’


‘Oh, come, Sorrenson. You must know your Arthurian myths.’


‘King Arthur and his Round Table?’


‘Merlin, too. The key-ring seems to have been placed in Mr Wade’s shirt pocket deliberately. Just like that miniature bottle of brandy – sorry, cognac – that had been glued with great care to the dashboard of the wreck in which we found the late Mr Hayes of Battersea. Now, I may not be an expert on the human condition, Sorrenson, but I would imagine someone, somewhere, is trying to tell you something. Even if the message is the product of a deeply disturbed mind or, as you have already suggested, minds.’


Sorrenson shook his head in disbelief. ‘Statistically there aren’t enough people on this stretch of coast for us to have a couple of linked killings.’


Williamson attempted a laugh. ‘You should brush up on your history, Sorrenson. This coastline has been one seething bed of unsettled scores for centuries, millennia even. Goths, Saxons, Romans, Normans. All very unpleasant. And then, of course, back when Napoleon was threatening, your throat would have been slit if people thought you were tipping the wink to the Revenue men. Free trade thrived on silence. You can’t have people talking. Bad for business.’


Sorrenson closed his eyes. The harsh lights were burning into his skull. ‘The shoes could be a coincidence. What’s your money on?’


Williamson shrugged. ‘I’m not a gambling man, Sorrenson. You’re not going to examine the deceased?’


‘Is it necessary?’


‘Necessary, no. Just thought you might be curious.’


Sorrenson swallowed hard. ‘Right.’ He approached the corpse, pulled back the sheet, and looked down at the bluish-grey skin of a recently drowned man, less than a decade older than himself. He stared at it, trying to imagine what it would have been like when its heart had been beating. ‘Horrible way to go.’


‘They both were,’ Williamson said.


‘Presumably that’s the point. Someone wanted them to suffer.’


‘Which would imply that someone knew something about them, maybe about what they did or had done,’ Williamson murmured. ‘I mean . . .’


‘Afternoon.’ A younger voice, one that didn’t belong in a morgue. ‘Sorry, couldn’t stay away.’ The red-headed man nodded at the detective and the pathologist, ripped the ring pull on a can of Coke and took a swig.


Sorrenson and Williamson stared at Simm. The junior detective was unsurprised to see they weren’t smiling. It was a generational thing, police humour, he was realizing. It didn’t cross age boundaries well. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered. ‘Dumb thing to say.’


Sorrenson nodded. ‘Simm, meet Andrew Wade, the deceased.’


Simm walked up to the body. ‘This is the drowning one, right? Found in a casket?’


‘In the UK we call them coffins,’ Williamson muttered. ‘Unless, of course, we’ve been watching too many American television detective shows.’


‘Right,’ Simm said. ‘Same difference. Still drowned in a box.’


Sorrenson scratched his grey stubble. He wondered where the junior detective would be in five years’ time when the novelty of death had worn off. A long way from the coast, probably. A long way from the police, certainly. The grind just wasn’t worth it. The force was already asking too much of its younger recruits. It could just about cope with normal crime but anything epic or unusual, how it responded to that sort of challenge, well, it was in the gift of the gods, these days. Murder was unusual. Serial murders were off the chain.


‘Shoes,’ Sorrenson said. ‘We’ll start with the shoes.’


She didn’t need him to say what he did for a living. It was almost as if Kate was seeing her old self in abstract. There was something closed about the man. He stood very still, feet planted, arms at his sides. But his eyes betrayed what he was trying to keep buried below the surface, an anxiety, a fear of not being in control of things. They darted around the office. He was a man looking for targets. A man looking for enemies.


She gestured for him to take the chair in front of her desk but he chose to remain standing. Taut and hard-faced, he was almost preternaturally thin. He reminded her of a heron. He clearly preferred looking down at her, head cocked slightly to one side. Typical, she thought. Where would they be without their innate sense of superiority? Halfway to human, probably.


The man faced a dilemma, she knew. He couldn’t decide where she stood on things. That was the problem with former members of the service. They were off the leash, semi-feral. You could threaten their pensions, blackmail them with the Official Secrets Act but, ultimately, they were outside the world of MI5 groupthink. ‘What story did you tell them at Reception?’ she said.


‘Reception had gone home. I told your security guards that I’m with Customs, come to share some intelligence on black-market smuggling. Flashed them some ID. That did the trick. They were not exactly curious fellows. You might need to think about changing that.’ The man waved an HMRC badge at her.


Interesting, she thought. He’d gone to some trouble to disguise his real job. A preposterous exercise, completely unnecessary. But, then, Five did love the subterfuge, the mendacity. Lies were its major currency. Still, it was a strange one. The man had chosen to wear a mask. He was trying to disguise his identity. He wanted to protect something or someone. Maybe his employer, maybe himself. There was something there. A vulnerability.


‘Customs,’ she said, glancing down at her watch. ‘Well, I guess it’s nearly plausible. Although it’s eight in the evening. Not sure Customs work those hours. Sadly, they’re very much nine-to-five operators, I’ve come to learn. No real incentive to burn the midnight oil, you see, those in the public sector. The overtime’s not great and, unlike some people, they have lives outside their work.’ She smiled at the man. ‘You might need to work on your back story next time you visit Smith and Webb. Or you could just pick up the phone and call, like normal people do.’


The man said nothing, just stared at her intensely. Other agents had looked at her in the same way when she’d been seconded to the service. Maybe it was something to do with her height – she was nearly six foot tall – and that she wore her dark curly hair long and loose. She stuck out far too much. She would have made a lousy agent in the field. She could never blend in. She pointed up at the man. ‘Five, right?’


He nodded.


‘Figures,’ she muttered. ‘You all have the same aura, you know that? It’s a mix of arrogance and fear. Must come from having all that confidential information in your head. Thrilling but toxic. Some of it must slosh out every now and then.’


The heron remained silent. His eyes continued to dart round the office, at its expensive furniture, its limited-edition prints, the polished wooden floor that predated the industrial revolution. She knew what he was thinking: This is what you get if you leave. This is what the green pastures look like for ex-MI5 agents. This is what you get when you move from the public to the private world.


She studied the man closely. He was about five foot ten, early forties, no wedding ring, but he was sporting the almost obligatory signet ring worn by agents of his age and gender, confirmation that he came from a family that pursued foxes and was able to trace its lineage back to the Norman invasion. Neatly clipped hair, skin untroubled by stubble. He could pass for an estate manager or a vet, she thought. But, then, they all could, his sort. It was as if they were bred in some Whitehall basement to be as unobtrusive as possible. It was an issue. In the hyper-modern world, the majority of agents still being churned out by Five were becoming exotic in their resolute, fallible blandness. While the rest of the world was intermingling, becoming ever more blended, interesting, fluid, Five’s agents were starting to seem glaringly white, privileged and dangerously, dangerously dull. The service was almost the last bastion of the public-school-educated white male. But not for much longer. You looked at the eyes and saw something there, something troubling that was far from dull. You saw a man who knew that he was a threatened species, who wondered where his future lay. She felt a pang of kinship.


‘Can’t see what Five want with a visit to the seaside,’ she said. ‘Spot of convalescing? The air down here can be pretty cleansing in April. Whips straight across the bleak North Sea all the way down from Scandinavia. Restorative.’


‘Callow sent me.’


So, then, her former employer definitely wanted something from her, if Callow was involved. ‘How is the fat deputy controller?’


‘Still fat, still chain-smoking. He’s a heart attack in the making. Talks about his retirement like he believes it’s going to happen. Says he’s going to go and live in Provence or somewhere and renovate a mas, whatever that is. I think he’s deluding himself. He’s too institutionalized. He’ll drop dead the moment he leaves the service. He should have got out long ago.’


She was surprised. The disclosures seemed unforced and thoughtful and were clearly genuinely held beliefs. She was being softened up. ‘Yes, I think you’re right about Callow. I’m not sure that he really wants to leave anyway. And he’s too old, too proud, to do something like this.’ She gestured around her office. ‘But he’s still too young to tend his potager or whatever the French call their allotments.’


A grey face peered round the office door. The voice was high-pitched, wheezing. ‘You’re busy, Miss Pendragon. I’m so sorry to interrupt.’


‘No worries, Mr Cole.’


‘I’ll come back when you’re free.’


‘Thank you. That would be helpful.’


The face disappeared.


‘Urgent matter?’ The man afforded Kate a well-practised half-smile.


‘Do you have a name?’


‘Fawcett. Peter Fawcett.’


‘Quite original.’


‘It’s my real name, not that I expect you to believe me.’


She considered his answer. It didn’t appear to be an outright lie. She became even more suspicious. Just what was it she had that Five wanted? She gestured at an empty chair in front of her desk. ‘Peter Fawcett, please take a seat. You’re making me uncomfortable standing up.’


He sat down. She gestured at the pot on her desk. ‘Coffee? I’ve just made a fresh cafetière.’


‘Thank you. Black, no sugar,’ Fawcett said. ‘Looks like you’re expecting a long night. Perhaps it’s to do with the matter that your colleague, Mr Cole, your head of compliance, wanted to discuss with you just now.’


She poured the coffee. Presumably Fawcett wanted her to understand something. He’d clearly been briefed on Smith and Webb’s senior personnel or he wouldn’t have known Cole’s role within the company. So, then, Five had scoped the UK’s largest tobacco company. Things were becoming clearer. She felt conflicting emotions. The service believed she could be of use to it in her current job. But Five wasn’t her employer any more. She owed it nothing. Yet still it had come back and was knocking on her door, and going to extraordinarily contrived, almost comical lengths not to be observed doing it.


‘Mr Cole is a diligent man,’ she said carefully. ‘He takes his work very seriously. He’s always concerned about things, always anxious. I think it comes from years of smoking his company’s products, then trying to give up. He’s always craving nicotine. As a result he’s permanently stressed.’


‘Maybe,’ Fawcett said. ‘Or maybe he’s been watching too much news on television. Foreign news. Dreadful things happening in the desert. Just when you think we’ve reached the plateau when it comes to atrocities, something new comes along.’


‘I have no idea about Mr Cole’s viewing habits.’


Fawcett sipped his coffee. ‘Tastes good.’


‘One of the perks of working here. We get free bags of Colombian coffee. Mr Cole likes his company’s cigarettes. I like its coffee. We all have our vices.’


‘You have any others?’ Fawcett looked at her meaningfully. His words hung in the air. Kate struggled not to cross her arms. He’d obviously read her file, personally shaken hands with all the skeletons in her cupboard. He would have read all her psychological assessments. He would know about her dead father. He would know about her dead husband. He knew more about her than almost anyone alive yet he was a complete stranger. She hated the asymmetry between them. ‘I run,’ she said quietly. ‘I lose myself in running.’


‘Well, that seems pretty harmless,’ Fawcett observed. ‘Nothing to fear there, then. Nothing to fear at all.’ He took another sip of coffee. ‘I think I might be addicted to caffeine. This is one of Smith and Webb’s own brands, I take it? I must get some.’


‘They’ve been buying up food and beverage companies over the last couple of decades. Insurance against the possibility that people might stop smoking. It was a crazy diversification strategy that they’re now trying to unwind.’


‘Well, they were right in a sense,’ Fawcett said. ‘Smoking rates are falling in Europe. Just the rest of the world where it’s ballooning. Places where tobacco isn’t taxed very heavily. Places where tobacco isn’t taxed at all in some cases. Like some of the more unloved parts of the Middle East and Africa. Business is booming.’


She stared at Fawcett. She wasn’t going to make his life easy for him. ‘It’s a complex area, distribution. Smith and Webb are at the forefront of introducing innovative ways of tracking their product to make sure all duties are paid.’


‘Spoken like someone who’s worked for the company for years,’ Fawcett snapped. ‘Tell me, how long did it take to learn that mantra?’


Kate felt herself redden. It was true. She hadn’t meant to sound like a company spokeswoman. She’d been working for Smith and Webb for almost nine months and hadn’t realized how deeply she’d assimilated its culture. It had rubbed up against her assiduously, unobtrusively, so that she hadn’t noticed the quiet way it had been moulding her. Fawcett had provided her with an embarrassing reality check, a reminder of how institutions, companies, agencies, religions, ideologies governed. What must it be like for those who’d been with the company for years? Employees who’d started out as trainees straight from university and were now lashed to the company mast, too dependent on its pay, its perks, its pension to break free. Such people were biddable. They were nothing without the corporate teat. ‘Fair point. I’m quite new to this. Still finding the transition from public to private tricky going. It’s a whole new language that you have to learn.’


‘I could imagine that completing the journey would be quite difficult,’ Fawcett said acidly. ‘Of course, you never really make it, you do know that, don’t you? You never truly get from A to B. There will always be a part of you left back where you started. In your case, the oh-so-quaint, well-meaning public sector.’


Her shoulders tensed. Danger, danger, danger. She knew what was coming. Some sort of offer was going to be made, an exchange of sorts. In time. But Fawcett was shrewd. He was clearly in no rush. He sipped his coffee, attempted a thin smile, allowed the seconds to drag on.


‘You make it sound like all ex-spooks suffer from some form of Stockholm syndrome,’ she said quietly. ‘Like we’re hostages who end up bonding with our captors.’


‘I wouldn’t put it quite as dramatically as that,’ Fawcett said.


‘So how would you put it?’


‘Just that people like us know the importance of taking sides. That you can’t be in the middle of things. You can’t be on the shoreline. You’re either in the sea or on the land. Otherwise you’re too exposed. Vulnerable from both directions. You know that. That’s why you’ll always be one of us. You know you’re either with us or against us.’


‘You seem very sure of that.’


Fawcett changed the subject. ‘Did you know that during the war cigarettes were a form of money in prisoner-of-war camps?’


She said nothing. Fawcett’s words had got to her. The world was far more complicated than he was making out. In his mind it was all about stark choices. And yet something about what he had said resonated. If it came down to it, if she was on the shoreline and she had to make the call, she knew that she would choose a side. She knew which side too.


‘Yes, I read a book on it,’ Fawcett continued. ‘Very interesting. No one had any money, but they did have Red Cross-issue cigarettes. So tobacco became a form of tender, far more coveted than real money, which couldn’t buy anything. Not very much has changed since then, I would suggest.’


‘Except we’re not at war,’ she said coldly.


‘I rather think that depends on which side of this desk you’re sitting. If you’re on my side, I’d say we are. An ugly, complicated war being fought on many fronts, far too many for our liking. But on your side, Ms Pendragon, well, perhaps things are considerably clearer. I envy you. You know where you are in business. You’re either partners with someone or rivals. But in our line of work, intelligence, things are fluid, as you know.’ Fawcett fiddled with his signet ring. ‘Friends can become foes. Friends can let you down. Relationships, old alliances don’t just disintegrate, they rebound on you and sometimes come back with force. That can be unfortunate.’ He seemed to think about saying something, then sighed. ‘Either way, Ms Pendragon, forgive me for telling you what I’m sure you’ve learned during your relatively brief time with your new employer, but even today cigarettes are still a powerful alternative currency. They can be exchanged for anything and are pretty much untraceable, unlike money sent through bank accounts. And once you’ve created an illicit tobacco-distribution network, well, you can use it to distribute anything. Guns, bombs, bombers. One long conveyor-belt of menace. Your late father understood this.’


A low shot. ‘I’m fully aware of my father’s work for the service. I don’t need history lessons from you.’


But Fawcett persisted: ‘Cutting the purse strings of the IRA, clamping down on their trade in contraband, was his speciality. You have to speculate how much more damage he would have done them if he hadn’t died so early.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘You don’t. The past is the past. I don’t go there. I haven’t for a very long time.’


Fawcett shook his head. ‘I think you do. We all do.’ He pointed at the walls painted an expensive Georgian blue. ‘Is it worth it?’


‘Is what worth it?’


‘Is taking the corporate shilling worth leaving the service?’


‘I was never with the service.’


‘Yes, yes, I know, I know,’ Fawcett said impatiently. ‘You were just on secondment. You were never one of us. And yet you’re legendary, Ms Pendragon. You drove a car onto a runway and aimed it at a Gulfstream jet. You prevented an attack on a nuclear installation and saved a CIA-run bank from implosion, which would have taken half of the banking sector down with it, according to some of the more febrile gossips in the service. Whether true or not, all agree it was the most exciting thing anyone in the Agency had done since the Berlin Wall came down. I heard they begged you to stay. And yet you chose to leave. I reckon you regret it more than you let on – leaving, I mean. At least you knew where you stood, back then. Tell you the truth, I don’t think you’re cut out for the tobacco trade, working for a venerable company like Smith and Webb that made its money from tobacco plantations in the American south. Awkward, knowing that your employer and your pension pot got fat on the forced labour of long-dead slaves. You must have trouble sleeping.’


She stood up, her eyes flashing. She was a good two inches taller than Fawcett and she felt better for being able to look down at him. She wanted to reclaim control of the situation, of the space around her. He was pathetic, the man in front of her. But, then, they were all pathetic, she reminded herself. All of them, with their stupid games and rituals and coded, clipped manners. God knew how they treated their wives, their children. Did they even have any true friends? She remembered why she’d left, why she’d never really joined. She’d left because she didn’t want to become like them. It was true, institutions governed. Spend long enough in one and you would absorb its culture. It would mould you, like a cult, like a terrorist cell. It would think for you if you weren’t careful. ‘I think we’re done,’ she said.


Fawcett got to his feet, made a theatrical point of assessing her figure. Too theatrical she thought. Clumsy. Something wasn’t right there. He nodded several times to himself, as if in approval. There was a hint of a leer on his face. ‘Well, then. We’re done. But you know the form, Ms Pendragon.’


Kate played dumb. ‘The form?’


‘You know you have something we want.’


‘You might be wanting to trade but I’m not playing.’


‘One of your colleagues said that and we took him at his word. We left him alone and didn’t trouble him again. But eventually he came round.’


‘Then you can grant the same courtesy to me and take me at my word.’


‘Fine.’ Fawcett straightened his tie. ‘We’ll respect your wishes just as we respected those of your colleague.’


‘Do. Now leave.’ She indicated the door.


‘Aren’t you curious?’


‘I take it you mean curious about which of my colleagues you have on your books?’


‘Correct.’


Again she waved at the door. ‘No.’


‘I had you down as someone with a healthy curiosity.’


‘Then you had me wrong.’


Fawcett moved to the door and paused. His eyes darted around her office a final time.


‘I’ll see myself out. Thanks for the tip about Customs, by the way. I’ll work on my back story some more for next time.’ His eyes locked with hers, an agent and ex-agent joined in an unblinking union, the public and private worlds melding. The heron smiled tightly. ‘And there will be a next time.’




Chapter 4


He walked among gnarled dark oaks and shimmering silver birch, wondering where the spring had gone. It was a May evening but summer had come early. Rain had been absent for weeks and the scrub underfoot felt tinder dry. One spark was all it would take to turn the wood into a giant firewall. The blaze would be seen all the way along the coast, some three miles away. There was a dustiness in the air that made him think of fields after harvesting. In his mind he practised what he was going to say. He’d rehearsed it, whittled it down into something bland, easy-on-the-ear.


‘I’m as broad-minded as the next man,’ he’d tell them. ‘But you know how people talk in this town. Stories get told. They travel. There have been complaints. If you could just . . .’ Yes, he thought. It sounded slightly formal but it would do. They would get the message and move on. Find another location. Somewhere else they wouldn’t be interrupted. There were plenty of locations along the coast where they could continue unobserved.
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