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For Jacqueline




The eight helicopters – four twin-rotored Chinooks and four Black Hawks – flew fast and low across the Syrian desert. They were fired on twice by militant groups on the ground, but each time retribution was swift and sure from the MQ-9 Reaper drones that were providing armed support from high overhead.


The flight from a US military base in Erbil, Iraq, to the Syrian village of Barisha took just over seventy minutes. On board the helicopters were elite special forces soldiers from Delta Force and the 75th Ranger Regiment, trained to kill and eager to put that training to good use.


Their target: a walled compound some three hundred metres outside Barisha, just three miles south of the Turkish border.


Their mission: to capture or kill the feared ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, a man responsible for thousands of deaths in the region. The raid had been codenamed Operation Kayla Mueller, in honour of an American aid worker who was taken captive in Syria and kept as a sex slave by al-Baghdadi before she was finally killed in 2015. Al-Baghdadi was a nasty piece of work and there wasn’t a man on the mission who wouldn’t have killed him with their bare hands, given the chance.


On the other side of the world, President Donald Trump and his army chiefs had gathered in the Situation Room below the West Wing of the White House to watch events unfold in real time via satellite links.


As the assault force approached the compound, the helicopters came under fire again, this time from two houses occupied by militants. The Black Hawks retaliated, firing air-to-surface missiles that completely destroyed the buildings.


Once the ISIS strongholds had been neutralised, the helicopters landed and the troops piled out, taking with them military robots and specially trained dogs. They were wearing night vision goggles and carrying a range of weapons. Delta Force favoured AR-15 and AR-18 Armalite automatic rifles, and HK416 assault rifles, while the Rangers were equipped with MK 16 and MK 17 carbines.


They gave the occupants of the compound a chance to surrender, shouting instructions in Arabic to lay down their weapons and come out.


The soldiers had intelligence that the main entrance had been booby-trapped, so they used explosives to blow their way in through a side wall. They came under fire and retaliated, killing four men and a woman.


As the American soldiers poured into the compound, Baghdadi fled into a tunnel network under the main building, taking two of his young sons with him. The soldiers gave chase and cornered the ISIS leader in a dead end. When they sent in a dog and a robot, Baghdadi detonated the suicide vest he was wearing, blowing himself and his sons to bits and collapsing the tunnel.


The soldiers dug through the debris to get to Baghdadi’s remains so that they had a DNA sample, then they ran back to the helicopters, taking with them two prisoners and any intelligence information they could find, including mobile phones and USB flash drives. Less than two hours after arriving at the compound, the helicopters were in the air on the way back to Iraq.


As the helicopters headed east, F-15 jets blasted the compound with missiles, reducing it to rubble. Back in the White House, a jubilant president was already tweeting about the successful mission.


‘Why don’t we just fly it into a plane now, Sid? Plenty of British Airways planes coming and going. Let’s fucking do it. Strike while the iron’s hot.’


Siddhartha ‘Sid’ Qasim looked up from the drone in the back of his hatchback. ‘Mo, bruv, we’ve got a plan and we stick to that plan.’


Mo Harawi threw up his hands. ‘No offence, bruv. You’re the boss.’


‘Yeah, I’m the fucking boss,’ said Qasim. ‘This is just a test run, so that we can store the GPS coordinates in the drone’s memory. Then we can program another dozen drones with the same coordinates and that’s when we do it for real. You hear me?’


‘I hear you, bruv.’ The two bumped fists.


They had parked the car on Stanwell Moor, two miles to the west of the airport. The drone could be controlled at up to three miles away, so the airport was well within range.


The drone was about two feet across with four rotors and a camera underneath it. Qasim took it out of the car and placed it onto the ground. They couldn’t see the airport from where they were standing, but the drone’s camera would give them a perfect view once they launched it. Qasim picked up the controller. Like the drone it was gleaming white, with a tablet attached that would show the view from the camera and give him all the drone’s flight details, including GPS position, height and speed.


The UK had surprisingly lenient laws when it came to flying drones. Using a drone up to twenty kilograms in weight didn’t require a licence, though the drones weren’t allowed to fly above four hundred feet, within an airport’s flight restriction zone, or be closer than fifty metres to people. The penalties for breaking the rules were an unlimited fine or up to five years in prison, but Qasim had no qualms about breaking the law. If his plan worked, he’d be bringing down a jet and killing hundreds of people, so breaking a few rules wasn’t a worry.


He switched on the drone, then put it into automatic launch mode. The rotors whirred and it rose smoothly to thirty metres, where it remained in a perfect hover. Qasim looked at the screen and used a joystick to point the camera towards the airport. It came into view on the tablet. A United Airlines plane was coming in to land, flaps extended, nose up.


Harawi was right, it would be the easiest thing in the world to fly the drone into one of the plane’s engines. But that wasn’t going to happen, not that day anyway.


Qasim flicked the joystick with his thumb, sending the drone west. He pulled back on the altitude joystick as well, sending it higher into the air.


Harawi shaded his eyes with his hand as he watched the drone fly away. ‘That is one mean fucking machine,’ he said.


Qasim kept the camera angled slightly down so he could see the grass flash by and at the same time see the airport getting close. There was a button on the bottom of the controller and he pressed that with his right index finger, storing the height and location as a waypoint so that it could be revisited at any time in the future.


The drone flashed across a road. The tablet showed its speed as five metres per second. It continued to climb. Qasim planned to have the drone at one hundred metres above the ground when it reached the runway.


Harawi continued to stare up at the drone, though it was now little more than a dot in the sky.


The United Airlines jet landed with puffs of smoke coming from its tyres. Suddenly the picture froze. Qasim frowned at the screen. Then he realised the image hadn’t frozen, the drone had stopped moving. He swore under his breath.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Harawi.


‘I don’t know. It stopped.’


‘Stopped? Stopped how?’


‘How the fuck would I know, bruv?’ He twiddled the joystick but the drone wouldn’t move forward. Then he pulled the joystick and the drone backed away from the airport. He moved it forward again, but it stopped after a few feet. ‘Fuck it, they’ve blocked it,’ he said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘They must be using some sort of jammer,’ said Qasim.


‘So we can’t reach the airport?’


Qasim moved the joystick but the drone refused to move any nearer to Heathrow. ‘That’s what it looks like. Bastards.’ He cursed again.


‘Now what?’


Qasim looked around. ‘If they can jam the drone, there’s a chance they can track where it’s being controlled from.’


‘So they know we’re here?’


‘Maybe, bruv.’ He tapped on the screen, programming the drone to return to the spot where it had been launched.


‘Then we need to get the fuck out of here,’ said Harawi.


‘I know, I know, you get the car started.’ He peered up at the sky. The drone was on its way back.


Harawi climbed into the car and turned on the engine. The drone was too far away to be heard above the traffic on the road. Then Qasim heard a siren, off in the distance. ‘Come on, come on,’ he muttered. The drone reached the first waypoint and hovered where it was. ‘Come on!’ shouted Qasim impatiently, before realising he had to press the button for it to descend. He cursed and touched the screen. The drone dropped and came to a halt again six feet above the ground, just in front of him. Qasim grabbed it, turned it off and put it in the back of the car along with the controller. He slammed the door shut and hurried around to the passenger door. The siren was louder now but there was another – even louder – sound, that of a fast-approaching helicopter. Qasim looked up. It was a police helicopter, heading their way.


He opened the passenger door and as soon as he’d climbed in, Harawi hit the accelerator. They were already moving as Qasim slammed the door, tyres squealing on the tarmac.


They headed south, towards Egham. A police car was barrelling down the road after them, blue lights flashing and siren wailing. Qasim’s stomach lurched as he realised it was a BMW X5, the type used by the capital’s armed police.


‘Faster, bruv!’ shouted Qasim. ‘These bastards have got guns.’


Harawi looked nervously in the rear-view mirror.


‘Don’t fucking look at them, bruv, just get the fuck away from them.’


The helicopter swooped overhead in a banking turn.


‘We can’t outrun a chopper,’ said Harawi.


‘All they can do is follow the car, they can’t stop us, bruv,’ said Qasim. ‘Drive to Thorpe Park, we can leave the car there and they’ll never find us in the park.’


‘It’s too far, we’ll never make it,’ said Harawi.


‘Fifteen minutes, max,’ said Qasim. ‘Just stay cool.’ He twisted around in his seat. The BMW was about a hundred metres behind them. As he turned back, he saw that they were about to collide with the back of a black cab. ‘Bruv!’ he screamed. Harawi twisted the wheel to the right to overtake, but as he stamped down on the accelerator he realised that a massive truck was heading towards them. The truck’s horn blared and Harawi yanked the wheel to the left, but he was too slow and the truck crashed into the small hatchback, smashing it into pieces. Qasim and Harawi died instantly.


It had been more then twenty-five years since Brendan O’Carroll had visited the Abney Park cemetery in Stoke Newington, north London, but little seemed to have changed. He was wearing a long black overcoat and under the coat he was holding a folding shovel. It was starting to get dark, but there were still people around, mainly dog walkers following their charges with plastic bags, waiting for them to do their business. The cemetery covered a little over thirty-one acres and the grave O’Carroll was looking for was in an out-of-the-way and little-visited section.


Almost two hundred thousand people were buried there, but it was as much a woodland park and nature reserve as a graveyard. There was a towering angel to O’Carroll’s left, overgrown with ivy, and next to it a cross that had tilted to the left over the years. The cemetery grounds were well tended by a team of gardeners, but the gravestones were left alone, and in places the cemetery looked as if it had been staged for a horror movie, especially as the sun went down and the shadows lengthened.


The track he was walking along was about six feet wide and the branches of the trees either side were intertwined above, giving it the feel of a tunnel. He looked over his shoulder but there was no one behind him, and he took a narrower trail to his left. The gravestones were smaller now and less impressive. The one O’Carroll was looking for was ten paces from the track. It was a simple block of granite that had been laid on the grass, and the carving on it had been almost unreadable when he had first seen it, weathered over the years and covered with lichen. Now, a decade and a half later, the stone was completely covered with moss and a bush had grown over half of it. O’Carroll was wearing thick leather gloves and he rubbed lichen away until he was able to make out the name of the deceased: MARY O’BRIEN. She had passed away in 1860, aged just twenty-two. O’Carroll had often wondered what her story had been. In his mind he had always pictured her as a rosy-cheeked Irish girl, dark haired with piercing blue eyes, probably pressed into service for a wealthy family in the area and occasionally visited at night by the master of the house. There had been no clue as to what had ended Mary’s short life, but in O’Carroll’s mind it was probably tuberculosis or pneumonia, some illness that these days would be cured with a quick course of antibiotics.


He took a final look around, then snapped the shovel into place and used it to lift up the gravestone and ease it to the side. It was heavier than he remembered, or maybe he wasn’t as strong. There were worms and beetles under the stone and a network of white roots from the bush. He scraped away the roots and then hacked away at the peaty soil. After a few minutes the spade hit the lid of the plastic box and he carefully scraped away the soil until all of the lid was visible. The box was about two feet square; the base was white plastic and the lid was pale blue. He popped off the lid. Inside the box were thirty-two individually wrapped blocks of Semtex explosive, each one weighing half a kilo, and there were half a dozen small Tupperware containers each containing six bubble-wrapped detonators.


The Semtex had arrived in Ireland in 1986, in the last of four arms deliveries paid for by the then Libyan leader Colonel Gaddafi. Gaddafi had been so impressed by the IRA hunger strikes that he decided to help the terrorist group and sent over four shipments of guns, ammunition and Semtex. Included were a thousand Kalashnikov rifles, heavy machine guns, surface-to-air missiles and RPGs, but pride of place went to the six tons of Semtex that arrived in the final shipment. The IRA used the Semtex with a vengeance, killing hundreds with bombs and booby traps, but by the time the terrorist group called it quits in 1997, there were still more than two tons unused, hidden away in arms caches in Ireland and the UK. The detonators in this cache had been stolen from a quarry outside Limerick. They had been designed to work with dynamite but were more than capable of detonating Semtex.


Three men had known about the arms cache in the Stoke Newington cemetery, but Eoin McKee had been shot in the back of the head by a UVF hitman in Belfast just a week before the IRA ceasefire, and Seamus O’Malley had died six weeks previously in St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington, after suffering a major heart attack in his Kilburn flat.


O’Malley’s body had been flown back to Northern Ireland, and the funeral was in Crossmaglen, close to the border with the Irish republic. O’Carroll had attended the funeral, along with hundreds of others, most of them IRA stalwarts. Despite the Good Friday Agreement and the IRA’s declaration that the armed struggle was over, six men in ski masks and paramilitary uniforms fired a salute with AK-47s over the coffin. In the local pub afterwards, O’Carroll had chatted with old friends and colleagues, and he realised that no one was aware of the arms cache in Stoke Newington. It had fallen below the IRA’s radar. In effect, it had ceased to exist.


Back in London, O’Carroll had started wondering if there was a way he could make money from the long-forgotten explosives. He was the only person who knew it was there; if anything were to happen to him it would be lost forever. There were sixteen kilos in the cache, and that had to have a value. He tried googling to see how much Semtex sold for, but didn’t have much luck. Then he went onto the dark web and saw Semtex being offered for £400 per half-kilo block, with detonators selling for £80. At those prices, the cache was worth more than £15,000. The money would come in useful, no question of that. O’Carroll was in his sixties and hadn’t worked for more than a decade. He had a bad back and a wonky knee so his days of labouring on building sites were well over. For a few years he had worked security, standing on the doors of a few Irish pubs and bars in Kilburn, but the council had taken away his licence after he’d thumped a drunken customer who wouldn’t take no for an answer. Now he survived on benefits and lived in a council flat, and his only pleasures were cheap cider and roll-up cigarettes. With fifteen grand, he could start living again.


He knew a Russian cocaine dealer in Queen’s Park who sold handguns as a sideline, and he’d asked him if there was a market for explosives. O’Carroll only knew him as Ivan, he’d never told him his family name. Ivan had said there was an Asian guy who had bought two Glocks off him who was on the look-out for explosives and detonators. ‘Fucking jihadists?’ O’Carroll had said, and Ivan had laughed and said yeah, probably. O’Carroll thought about it, and then realised that the identity of the buyer didn’t really matter – the targets would be the same and when push came to shove, all that mattered was the money.


Ivan said that he didn’t know how much the Asian guy would pay, but that he’d ask. Two days later he got back to O’Carroll and said that the guy could come up with ten grand, cash. O’Carroll had figured that the dealer was probably shaving off twenty-five per cent, maybe more, but beggars couldn’t be choosers so he’d agreed.


He pulled a Lidl reusable shopping bag from his coat pocket and put the Semtex and detonators in it. There was a handgun wrapped in plastic at the bottom of the box. O’Carroll had forgotten about the gun. He didn’t even know if it was loaded. He slipped it into his pocket, figuring that he might be able to sell it to Ivan, then resealed the plastic box and replaced the gravestone. He used his gloved hands to pat the soil down around the gravestone, then stood up and looked around. A woman was calling for her dog off in the distance but there was still nobody in the vicinity. He wiped the soil off his spade, then folded it in half. He took off his gloves and put them in his pocket with the gun, took a final look around and then headed for the exit.


As he walked out of the cemetery, a helicopter flew overhead. O’Carroll’s heart started to pound faster even though he knew that the helicopter would have nothing to do with him. Thirty years ago he might have worried about being under police surveillance, but those days had long gone. He walked along the pavement towards Ivan’s car, a black Jaguar. Ivan popped the boot as he walked up and O’Carroll put the shovel and the holdall in the back. He opened the passenger door but Ivan put a hand up. ‘Hey, no, it’s okay, I don’t need you for the next bit.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked O’Carroll.


‘The guy who’s buying the stuff, he’s not going to want you seeing him.’


O’Carroll sat down and slammed the door shut. ‘Fuck that. Do you think I was born yesterday?’


‘You don’t trust me?’


‘Ivan, you’re a drug dealer who sells guns on the side, how the fuck can anyone trust you?’


‘My word is my fucking bond,’ growled Ivan. ‘If I ripped people off, I wouldn’t stay in business.’


‘Yeah, well that’s maybe true, but we’re not talking about a twenty quid wrap of coke here. Ten grand’s a lot of money and I’m not letting that bag out of my sight until the cash is in my hand.’


Ivan glared at him for several seconds, but O’Carroll glared back. He knew that if he let the Russian drive off with the bag, he might well never see him again. And if he did rip him off, it wasn’t as if O’Carroll could complain to the cops. Eventually Ivan threw up his hands. ‘Fine.’


‘Fine?’


‘You can come.’ He took out his mobile phone and tapped out a message on WhatsApp. A few seconds later he received a reply. He put the phone away and started the Jaguar.


Ivan drove north on the A10 and then headed west towards Harringay. There was a small blue hatchback waiting for them in the station car park. ‘That’s them,’ said Ivan.


‘There’s three of them in the car,’ said O’Carroll, peering through the side window.


‘They always travel in threes,’ said Ivan. ‘It’s their thing. Two in the front, one in the back. And they always drive those little hatchbacks because they can’t get insurance for anything else.’


‘You said one guy. You said there was one buyer.’


Ivan laughed. ‘One buyer, but these Asian cunts always travel in packs. Do you want your fucking money, or not?’ He put the car in neutral but left the engine running.


‘You want me to take the bag and get the money?’ asked O’Carroll.


‘No, you stay here. It might spook them if the two of us go over.’


‘Sure.’ O’Carroll figured that the Russian didn’t want him there when the money was handed over so that he wouldn’t see how much he was skimming as his commission. ‘But are you not worried that there’s three of them?’


‘I’m not scared of Pakis,’ sneered Ivan.


‘Well, yeah, but you’ve already sold two Glocks to these Pakis which means they’re probably carrying.’


‘And the guy I deal with paid for the guns in cash. And I’ve known him for six months, he’s always buying weed from me. Big fan of the weed, he is. Most of them are because they can’t touch alcohol.’


O’Carroll shrugged. ‘Up to you,’ he said.


Ivan unzipped his jacket just enough to reveal the butt of a gun in an underarm holster. ‘This isn’t my first rodeo, as the Americans say.’ He grinned, pressed the button to pop the boot open and climbed out and went to the rear of the car. He took out the Lidl bag and slammed the boot shut, then walked across the car park to the hatchback.


As he drew closer, the hatchback’s internal light came on as the two doors opened. Two Asian men climbed out, one from the driver’s seat and one from the back. The section of the car park they had parked in was dimly lit but Ivan had left the lights on so the car and the men were easy enough to see. The men were all bearded. The one in the back was the youngest, in his late twenties maybe, while the other two were in their late thirties. All were wearing hoodies with the hoods up, with dark blue jeans and trainers.


The driver held up a hand in greeting. Ivan waved back. When he reached the hatchback, Ivan put the shopping bag on the bonnet. The guy who had been in the back seat was now at the rear of the hatchback. The driver was looking into the shopping bag. He reached in and took out one of the packs of Semtex. He said something to Ivan and Ivan nodded. He put the Semtex back in the bag and took out one of the Tupperware containers. O’Carroll wondered if the man had any idea what he was looking at. Or if he knew how to use a detonator.


The Asian guy put the Tupperware container back into the bag, then patted Ivan on the shoulder.


‘Just give him the money, you fucking Paki,’ O’Carroll muttered – but then he gasped as the man behind Ivan pulled out a carving knife and stuck it into the Russian’s back. The attacker moved quickly, stabbing Ivan four times in quick succession, before the guy in front of Ivan, who had also pulled out a knife, slashed it across the Russian’s throat. Ivan’s legs buckled and he slumped to the ground.


The three Asian men were staring at O’Carroll now, or at least looking towards Ivan’s car. Could they see him through the windscreen? He had no way of knowing. He looked across at the steering wheel. The key was in the ignition, the engine was running. O’Carroll swung his right leg over the central console. As he moved, two of the Asian men began running towards him – the driver and the guy who had started the stabbing. O’Carroll swore out loud as he hefted himself over to the driving seat.


The younger man was waving his bloodstained knife as he ran to the passenger side and grabbed for the door handle. It wasn’t locked, O’Carroll realised. It wasn’t fucking locked. He reached over but it was too far and he couldn’t get to it.


The other man reached the driver’s side. O’Carroll fumbled for the lock and managed to get to it before the man grabbed the door handle. O’Carroll’s hands were trembling as he grabbed the steering wheel and stamped on the accelerator. The engine roared but the car didn’t move. It wasn’t in gear. Shit, shit, shit, it wasn’t in gear.


The attacker on the passenger side pulled the door open and leaned in. ‘Fuck off!’ shouted O’Carroll. He reached for the gear stick and pushed it, but it wouldn’t move. ‘Fuck!’ he screamed. Then he remembered it was an automatic – he had to put his foot on the brake to change gear. He stamped on the brake pedal but before he could move the gear stick, the man lashed out with the knife and cut O’Carroll’s hand. It was a deep cut, severing the tendons, and his fingers flopped uselessly as blood spurted over the console. ‘You fucker!’ he yelled. He ignored the pain in his hand and tried to pull the gearstick into ‘DRIVE’, but it wouldn’t move. There was a button that needed to be pressed to move the stick, but his thumb wouldn’t work and he screamed in frustration.


The window to his right exploded in a shower of glass and O’Carroll felt as if he’d been punched in the head. Then everything went red, and faded to black, as his blood pooled over the car seat.


Dan Shepherd stared up at the ceiling. He was pretty sure his time was up, but he’d left his watch in the bathroom. The girl was breathing softly and evenly and he couldn’t tell if she was asleep or not. She’d said her name was Jasmine, which was almost certainly not true, but as he’d also lied about his name he couldn’t really fault her for that. Charlie Warner was the name he’d used. Her hair was jet black and glossy and her soft warm breath fluttered against his side. Her left hand had hardly any weight as it lay on his chest, over his heart. She was barely five feet tall but her high stiletto heels had added four inches to her height. She’d kept them on when she’d walked into the flat and he was almost certain that she’d marked the wooden floor, but it was a rented flat so he didn’t care either way.


She must have sensed that he was looking at her because she opened one eye. ‘Are you sure a massage is all you want?’ she whispered.


‘I’m sure,’ he said.


She rolled on top of him, her jet-black hair cascading around her shoulders. ‘You paid for everything,’ she said. ‘Two shots if you want.’ She was still wearing her black bra and pants. The dress had somehow come off when she was giving him his massage.


He laughed. ‘Two shots? You sound like an assassin.’


She went to kiss him on the lips but he turned his head.


‘What?’ she said. ‘Don’t you like me?’


‘I think you’re amazing,’ he said. ‘I just …’ He left the sentence unfinished.


‘Because of your wife?’


Shepherd nodded.


‘Charlie, it’s been almost six months since she died, you said. That’s ages.’


‘I know,’ said Shepherd. ‘I just need some time. The massage was great, it was just what I needed. But that’s all I need.’


‘But I want to fuck you,’ she pouted.


Shepherd laughed and rolled her off him. ‘Maybe next time,’ he said. He sat up. ‘I’m going to shower.’


She rolled over onto her back and smiled. ‘How old are you?’ she asked.


‘Old enough to know better,’ he said, and grabbed for his towel which had fallen onto the floor.


She giggled like a schoolgirl. She looked about thirty but she had said she was twenty-two. She’d said she was Japanese but Shepherd was sure she was Chinese. Almost everything she’d said was a lie, but then almost everything he had told her was just as false. ‘You look good for your age,’ she said. It was probably the ninth or tenth compliment she’d paid him since she had walked in through the door.


‘You don’t know how old I am,’ he laughed. He rolled off the bed and headed for the bathroom. He closed the door but left it ajar just enough so that he could see the foot of the bed. He went over to the shower cubicle, reached inside and turned on the water, then tiptoed back to the door. He saw a flash of olive skin and waist length hair as she slipped off the end of the bed and out of the bedroom. He smiled to himself. He’d give her plenty of time.


He went back to the shower and got in, enjoying the feel of the warm water playing over his skin. He shampooed his hair, soaped himself all over, then stood under the water for about twice as long as usual. Eventually he stepped out of the shower, dried himself and put his watch back on before wrapping a towel around his waist and heading back into the bedroom. She was sprawled across the bed. The bra had joined her dress on the armchair by the window. She reached her arms towards him and smiled lazily. ‘Come on, baby, let me really relax you.’


Shepherd laughed and sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘I’m knackered,’ he said. ‘I just want to sleep. I’ve got an early start.’


She pouted and ran her hands over her perfect breasts. ‘I’ll do all the work,’ she said.


Shepherd laughed again and tapped his watch. ‘It’s getting late and I’ve a lot to do tomorrow. There’s a rush to get everything done before the Christmas break.’


‘Why don’t you book me to be your Christmas present?’ she said. ‘I’ll tie a big bow around me and you can unwrap me.’


‘You’re working on Christmas Day?’


‘I work every day,’ she said. ‘Men without families usually feel lonely at Christmas so there’s plenty of work. Why don’t you book me now?’


Shepherd laughed. ‘Maybe,’ he said.


She sat up and shook her hair so that it shimmered over her breasts. ‘I like you, Charlie,’ she said.


‘I like you too, Jasmine.’


She looked at him seriously. ‘No, I really like you. You will book me again, won’t you?’


‘Sure.’


She pouted prettily. ‘I’m serious. I don’t want you booking another girl.’


Shepherd stood up and put his hand over his heart. ‘I swear, if I book anybody, it’ll be you.’


She frowned. ‘Why do you say “if”? That means maybe you won’t.’


‘I mean when,’ he said. ‘When I book, I’ll book you.’


She pointed a finger at him, the nail painted blood red. ‘You better had.’ She jumped off the bed smiling, stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the lips, then broke away and walked over to the armchair.


She dressed quickly, glancing over her shoulder to check that he was watching her, before sitting down and putting on her high heels. When she stood up she opened her arms for a hug and he walked over and held her, resting his chin on the top of her head. ‘I’ll see you soon,’ he said.


She nodded. ‘I hope so.’


Her coat was on the sofa. The bottle of wine that he’d opened when she arrived was on the coffee table, as was his iPhone, next to her glass. There was lipstick on the rim. He took her to the front door and opened it. She ran her hand softly down his cheek, gently scraping his flesh with her nails, then she tossed her hair and walked out, her heels clicking on the tiled floor of the corridor.


Shepherd shut the door and went back into the bedroom. He closed the door and padded over to the bedside table. He opened the top drawer, took out a mobile phone and called Amar Singh, one of MI5’s top technical experts. Singh answered immediately. He was sitting in a surveillance van around the corner from the flat. ‘Pretty little thing, isn’t she?’ said Singh. The flat was wired for sound and vision and Singh had been able to see almost everything that went on in the flat.


‘I didn’t notice,’ said Shepherd.


‘Yeah, right,’ said Singh. ‘You get all the best jobs, Spider, and here I am sitting in a sweaty van watching a naked girl dashing around your flat.’


‘Semi-naked, to be fair.’


Singh laughed. ‘Okay, semi-naked.’


‘She did it, yeah? While I was in the shower?’


‘She plugged something into your phone for about a minute, so yeah, it looks like she did. You’re going to have to assume that it’s up and running, so mum’s the word. I’ll come right around. I’ll let myself in.’


‘I’ll have the kettle on,’ said Shepherd.


He dressed quickly and tidied up the bed, then went through to the kitchen and switched on the kettle. He was just adding milk to two mugs of coffee when he heard a key in the lock of the front door. He went into the sitting room as the door opened. Singh flashed Shepherd an ‘okay’ sign. He was wearing a dark blue Hugo Boss shirt and gleaming black Bally shoes, and carrying a Louis Vuitton briefcase. He grinned at Shepherd and gently closed the door. Shepherd switched on the TV, then sat down on the sofa as Singh dropped down into the armchair and opened the briefcase. There was a small MacBook laptop inside, and Singh put it on his lap and switched it on. Singh looked at Shepherd and mouthed, ‘Coffee?’


Shepherd grinned and went back to the kitchen. When he returned with the two mugs of coffee, Singh had connected the iPhone to the laptop and was studying the screen. He sipped his coffee as he continued to look at the data on the computer. He tapped softly on the keyboard and nodded his approval as he cast his eyes over whatever was being downloaded. Eventually he unplugged the phone and closed his laptop. He put the computer into his briefcase, then took out a pair of blue latex gloves. He gestured at the wine glasses on the table and Shepherd pointed at the one the girl had used. Singh picked it up, put it into a clear evidence bag and then placed the bag and the gloves into his briefcase. Then he picked up his mug and nodded at the bedroom door. They both went through to the bedroom and Shepherd closed the door behind them. Singh stood by the window and looked out. The surveillance van he’d been using was parked down the road.


‘So?’ asked Shepherd. ‘The suspense is killing me.’


Singh grinned. ‘Yeah, she bugged you. And it’s state of the art, too. Better than anything that GCHQ has. It’s tapped into the GPS and the microphone as well as the phone data. So whoever is monitoring the phone will know exactly where it is and pick up everything that’s said in its vicinity. From what I could see, the bug can bypass the phone’s on–off switch. That means it’s live so long as the battery has power. Switching the phone off won’t affect it – the battery either has to be dead or taken out.’


‘We have similar software, right?’


‘Yeah, but this is way more sophisticated. I’ll be able to take a closer look when it’s in my lab. How do you want to play it?’


‘I’ll have to follow my legend’s regular pattern, so I’ll take it with me to Thames House tomorrow. Should be there by nine. I presume if it’s in a briefcase or something it’s not going to pick up much?’


Singh nodded. ‘It uses the phone’s microphone, and they’re not great, so, yeah. But a briefcase won’t stop the GPS signal.’ He sipped his coffee. ‘So these girls are bugging all their clients?’


‘All the ones they think might be useful sources of information,’ said Shepherd. ‘This is our second date. The first time I told her I worked for the Home Office. She asked me a couple of questions about my work but I was evasive. When they track the GPS tomorrow they’ll know Charlie Warner is based at Thames House, so that should get them very excited.’


‘How did we get onto this scam?’ asked Singh.


‘It came through Giles Pritchard. He was in Sydney attending an ASEAN security conference and met a senior cop who told him about a prostitution case he’d worked a few months earlier. The cops busted an internet escort agency that was a front for Chinese prostitutes. Usually when that happens most of the girls immediately claim they were victims of human traffickers and ask for asylum. But none of the two dozen girls they busted would say a word – they let a high-powered lawyer do all the talking and within seventy-two hours they were all deported. The other weird thing was that they all had perfectly valid visas, whereas usually it’s illegals who get involved in the sex trade. Then that same evening, Pritchard gets talking to a guy from Taiwan’s National Security Bureau, who tells him that they’ve uncovered a mainland spy ring using an escort agency in Taipei. It was all hushed up because things are always tense between China and Taiwan, but they kicked a dozen girls out.’


‘So the hookers are spies?’


‘Not necessarily trained spies, but certainly capable of bugging phones. Anyway, when Pritchard gets back to the UK, he starts digging and finds three agencies that have been set up over the past two years, all using Chinese girls. Looks like they’re running an operation for the Ministry of State Security.’


‘Pritchard’s a smooth operator, isn’t he? When you first meet him you assume he’s just a desk jockey, but he’s bang up to date on the technical side, he never needs anything explaining.’


‘He’s a dark horse, that’s true,’ said Shepherd. ‘Plays his cards close to his chest. But he knows when to play a hunch, no doubt about that.’


Singh finished his coffee. ‘Okay, I’ll be off. I’ll see you in my office at nine?’


‘Sounds like a plan.’


Singh handed Shepherd the mug and let himself out of the bedroom. He tiptoed across the floor and let himself out. Shepherd took the mugs through to the kitchen and washed them. There was still wine in the bottle so he poured some into his glass and dropped down onto the sofa. He picked up the remote and flicked through to Sky Sports. Man City were playing Chelsea. He put his feet up on the coffee table and sipped his wine. The phone sat next to his feet. It was probably already broadcasting to the eavesdroppers. He hoped they liked football, because that was all they would be hearing for the rest of the evening.


Shepherd woke at eight, shaved and showered, and changed into a dark blue suit. He used the bugged phone to order an Uber and fifteen minutes later he was in Thames House. Amar Singh was already in his office. He was standing in front of three large screens, tapping away on a keyboard. He looked up as Shepherd walked in and gave him a thumbs up. Shepherd nodded and held up the phone. Singh gave him another thumbs up. He took the phone from Shepherd and plugged it into one of his computers, then waved for Shepherd to follow him out into the corridor. He closed the door. ‘I’ll let it run for an hour or two. The computer I have here has more tricks than my laptop so we’ll get to know more about how the program works,’ said Singh. ‘Ideally we’ll find out how it sends the data. I’m assuming it downloads it to a website somewhere, and if that’s the case we might well be able to hack into it.’


‘Do you think the GPS will tell them what floor the phone is on?’


‘No, the phone doesn’t have the ability to identify its altitude, just its position.’


‘I’m heading up to see Pritchard, anything else I can tell him?’


‘We’ve ID’d the girl. Mei-feng Chan. According to Border Force she’s here on a student visa issued by the British Embassy in Beijing. They’ve emailed me her visa application but I’m pretty sure everything on it is false.’


He handed Shepherd a four-page printout with the Border Force logo across the top. ‘What’s she studying?’ Shepherd asked. The printout contained her photograph, fingerprints, a copy of her passport and a copy of her visa application.


‘English. She’s registered with a language school in Hampstead.’


‘Her English is fine.’


‘She’s clearly not a genuine student, in fact that’s almost certainly not her real name or date of birth. The only things they can’t change are her photograph and fingerprints.’


Shepherd folded the printout and slid it into his jacket pocket. He thanked Singh and took the stairs to Giles Pritchard’s office. Pritchard’s secretary was at her desk. Amy Miller was in her sixties and rumoured to have once been one of MI6’s top officers running agents across East Germany. She had retired to her beekeeping in Surrey, but Pritchard had rehired her a few months ago. She usually had a stern look on her face and Shepherd always felt like a schoolboy visiting the headmistress’s office. ‘Mr Pritchard says you’re to go straight in,’ she said. She waved at his door and half a dozen brightly coloured bracelets rattled on her wrist.


There were two computer screens on Pritchard’s desk but he was ignoring them and reading a copy of the Financial Times as he sipped a glass of Evian water. ‘Dan, come in, take a seat,’ said Pritchard, waving his glass at the sofa by the window. He was about ten years older than Shepherd and several kilos heavier. Shepherd assumed the invitation to sit on the sofa meant his boss was happy to chat – usually visitors were directed to the two wooden chairs facing his desk. It was generally assumed that Pritchard had deliberately chosen uncomfortable chairs to minimise the length of time visitors would stay.


Pritchard walked around his desk and joined Shepherd on the sofa. He was wearing a suit that was slightly darker than Shepherd’s and a White’s club tie. He looked expectantly over the top of his metal-framed spectacles – he was not a man for small talk and always preferred visitors to get straight to the point.


Shepherd handed him the printout that Singh had given him. ‘Looks like we’ve ID’d the girl. We’re fairly sure that she works for China’s Ministry of State Security. Though that won’t necessarily be easy to prove.’


Pritchard wrinkled his nose and ran his hand through his slicked-back hair. ‘That’s not the girl on the website, right?’


‘It rarely is with these agencies,’ said Shepherd. ‘We think all the photographs are fake. The punters know how it works and they usually don’t complain, as long as the girl is a close enough match.’


‘But it means we can’t be sure how many girls there are, right?’


‘Fair point,’ said Shepherd.


‘You see what I mean? The agencies are showing what, twenty girls on each site? But they might only have five girls.’


Shepherd shook his head. ‘No, there are twenty-one that we know about. All three agencies are based in a flat in Knightsbridge that we’ve had under surveillance for the past week. There are three Chinese working there and they are in contact with twenty-one different girls. The calls are answered in the flat and instructions are passed on to the girls by text.’


‘What do we know about them? The girls?’


‘Just the phone numbers,’ said Shepherd. ‘All burner phones, obviously.’


Pritchard nodded. ‘We need to work on that. And the Chinese nationals in the Knightsbridge flat?’


‘A woman who answers the phone, and two men. We have photographs of all three and have identified them. The woman is British, by marriage, though she divorced her husband six years ago. The two men we haven’t been able to match through facial recognition so we’re working on getting prints.’ Shepherd shrugged. ‘You’ve got to admire the scale of this operation. Setting up three escort agencies just to trawl for intelligence sources.’


‘They’ve got form for this sort of thing,’ said Pritchard. ‘The thing about the Chinese is that they take the long-term view. The Russians, they want results straight away and if anything they have a tendency to rush. They have an objective and they throw whatever resources they need at the task to get it done. If you ask me, that’s why they fuck things up so often, especially when it comes to liquidating their opponents. There’s a whole bull-in-a-china shop thing going on, no pun intended. But the Chinese, they see everything in the context of a history stretching back five thousand years. They’re happy to wait to get results. They waited decades to get Hong Kong back and what they’re doing in Africa now is laying the foundation for an empire decades ahead. Did you ever hear about the Chinese hardware store in St James’s Park?’


Shepherd shook his head.


‘This is about eight years ago. At least that was when we found out what was going on – the guy had actually been at it for going on ten years prior to that. He had a hardware store not far from the Tube station. He sold bits and bobs for home improvement, cleaning supplies and electrical stuff, kettles, toasters, coffee makers, all that sort of stuff. See, if a kettle or a coffee maker breaks into an office, the staff get testy, so rather than wait to order a replacement internally, someone will usually raid petty cash and go and buy one. This Chinese guy sold all the latest gear at low prices so he did a roaring trade. What no one knew was that everything he sold had a state-of-the-art chip in it that recorded everything said in its vicinity. And it had a GPS locator so they knew to within a few feet where it was. The chip would store everything it picked up and then release it in a one-second radio burst in the middle of the night. The Chinese Embassy in Marylebone picked up the radio burst and would listen to it. If the kettle ended up in an estate agent or a shop, they’d just disable the chip. But if it was in a government building or the office of a commercially sensitive business, they’d continue to listen. I tell you, they were everywhere, Dan. All the gossip that was exchanged in the tea room, the Chinese got it. It was BP that blew the thing open. They were losing deals to Chinese competitors left, right and centre. They were being overbid, the Chinese were moving in on oil reserves that BP thought they had exclusive knowledge of, and it got so bad the chairman had a word with the PM and asked for MI5’s assistance. They thought they might have a mole but the intel the Chinese were getting was coming from right across the organisation, so that could only mean the mole was at the top.’ He grinned. ‘Turned out that there was no mole, but they had microchips in two kettles and a coffee maker, each on a different floor. See, that’s when people chat and gossip, when they’re making themselves a drink. And the Chinese were listening in to it all. Once we knew what they were up to and where the electrical shop was we put a stop to it, but for about ten years the Chinese were picking up all sorts of intel – from the Foreign Office, the Home Office, the Ministry of Defence. There was even a chipped kettle in Buckingham Palace.’ He leaned forward and lowered his voice. ‘I was told there was one in the office of the DG’s secretary, but I never could get that confirmed.’ He sat back and stretched out his legs. ‘Not one of MI5’s brightest hours, it has to be said. But they did manage to make a semblance of a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. Once they found out what was going on, several of the bugs were used to plant disinformation. The Chinese were so sure that they were pulling a fast one on us that they took all the intel they received as gospel. MI5 had some major coups, and for a while we were running rings around them, diplomatically and economically. They found out eventually, and shut the system down. Burned out all the chips and shut the shop.’


‘And what about the guy running the shop?’


‘Mr Yau, his name was. Freddy Yau. He disappeared.’


‘Back to China?’


Pritchard shook his head. ‘There was no evidence of him leaving officially, and it is possible that he was taken out on a diplomatic flight, but the feeling is that his bosses decided to cut their losses and just kill him.’


‘After all he’d done for them?’


Pritchard shrugged. ‘He’d served his purpose. And the Chinese are brutal with their own people.’


Shepherd forced a smile. ‘Hopefully MI5 treats its people better,’ he said.


Pritchard laughed. ‘The pensions aren’t as good as they once were, but at least they’ll let you work in the private sector. Or start a career as a bestselling author.’


‘The world is my oyster?’


‘Well not quite, but at least I can promise you that you won’t end up under a few feet of earth in the New Forest.’ He waved the printout. ‘So, to the matter in hand. This girl bugged your phone?’


Shepherd nodded. ‘It’s a sophisticated program and bloody hard to find even if you’re looking for it, but Amar is an expert.’


‘Voice and text?’


‘Everything. FaceTime and WhatsApp, and it’s tapped into the microphone so it’ll pick up anything said in its vicinity. And it has access to the GPS.’


Pritchard leaned back. ‘We’ve had a bit of a rethink about our strategy from here on in,’ he said. ‘As you know, the original plan was to move in and shut down the agency, and bring them in for questioning. But the thinking now is that we make this an ongoing disinformation operation, pretty much the same as the hardware shop. We can use your phone to pass on information to our advantage. It’s as if we have a direct line to China’s Ministry of State Security. With everything that China is up to at the moment, it could be a godsend.’


‘So I have to stay in character twenty-four-seven for the foreseeable future?’ Shepherd scowled. Going undercover was all well and good, but with the phone bugged he would have to stick to his legend even when he was on his own. It would also prevent him getting involved in any other cases, and he had several on the go.


Pritchard held up a hand to placate him. ‘I can see how enthusiastic you are about that,’ he said. ‘But logistically it would be a nightmare. If nothing else you would have to be in Thames House for eight hours a day, plus the commute to and from your flat. Remind me again which flat you’re using?’


‘It’s in Pimlico. Not far away.’


‘Is it nice?’


‘It’s not bad. Modern.’


‘And the girl has been there?’


‘Twice.’


‘So here’s the plan. We’ll get an experienced footie involved, ideally someone who sounds not unlike you. They can then fill the role twenty-four-seven. We can get them a slot here, plug them into your legend’s friends network, and start feeding the disinformation through the phone. You’ll need to keep the relationship going with the girl, maybe see her once or twice a week.’


Shepherd sighed. ‘Really? She’s bugged the phone, isn’t that enough?’


‘The thinking is that if you seem lovelorn it’ll add authenticity to the intel they get. Maybe even make it appear that you want more from the relationship.’


Shepherd laughed harshly. ‘You want to use me as a honey trap?’


Pritchard chuckled. ‘No, it would just make you appear to be a weaker character. The weaker you seem, the more they’ll believe that they’re using you, rather than vice versa. It just makes you more believable as an intel source, that’s all I’m saying. And we’d like to get details of a few more of the girls to run through Border Force’s database.’


‘I’m not sure I should turn into an escort agency junkie,’ said Shepherd.


‘Perish the thought,’ said Pritchard, pushing his glasses higher up his nose. ‘No, the idea is to use a few officers here to book girls, pretty much as you did. But not to offer themselves up as possible sources, just to get pictures and prints.’


‘Do you have anyone in mind?’


‘Colin Bryson has been doing some good undercover work,’ said Pritchard. ‘He’s single. Then I thought you could pick the other two. Maybe have a chat with Susan Murray, she knows everyone and it will probably be a lot quicker than going through the personnel files looking for men who fit our criteria.’


‘Criteria?’


‘They’re going to have to look like the sort of men who would use an escort agency, but you’ll have to filter out the married guys, the guys in relationships, the gay guys, the guys with moral issues.’ He grinned. ‘Bit of a poisoned chalice,’ he said. ‘Which is why I thought you should pick Susan’s brains. Once you’ve put together the team can you brief them and link up with Amar for the necessary equipment?’


‘Will do,’ said Shepherd. ‘What’s the deadline on this?’


‘Let’s strike while the iron’s hot,’ said Pritchard. ‘If we could start tonight, that would be perfect.’


‘And what about the guy you’ll use to step into my shoes? He’s going to have to be on his toes. Clumpy metaphors notwithstanding.’


‘They’re well used to maintaining legends,’ said Pritchard. ‘The fact they have to stay in character around the clock is a wrinkle, but we have someone lined up who will be perfect. His name’s Harry Fletcher. He’s about to turn sixty and his health isn’t great but he fits the bill. You’ll need to brief him at some point, obviously. Do you need to go with him to the flat, to show him the lie of the land?’


‘I guess so. There’s an alarm but I could do with showing him where the cameras are, so at least he can have some privacy.’


‘Okay, so basically we’ll hand the legend over to Harry and you just meet up with the girl when necessary.’


‘What if they follow him? They’ll soon realise he’s not me.’


‘We’ll put a counter surveillance team on him when he’s outside. In the flat and in Thames House he’ll be fine, and we’ll keep him inside most of the time. To stay in touch with him, we’ll fix up a text-only phone, so it doesn’t pick him up talking to the surveillance team. Plus at home he can leave the phone in the bedroom away from prying ears. And from time to time he could let the battery go flat. It’s all workable.’


‘Sounds like a plan,’ said Shepherd.


‘Maybe meet in the canteen at five?’


‘I can do that.’


‘What about the phone that was bugged?’


‘Amar has it. I brought it in. It’s in his briefcase so it’s not picking up anything.’


‘And can the bug work when the phone’s switched off?’


‘Yes, it works whether the phone is on or off, Amar’s definite about that. The battery has to be dead or removed for the software not to work.’


‘Okay, so as things stand the Chinese will assume that you came to work as usual?’


‘Yeah. After I’ve briefed Harry I’ll give him the phone and we’ll be up and running.’


‘Excellent.’ Pritchard shifted uncomfortably. ‘I’m sorry to have to ask this, but how far did you go … physically? With the girl?’


‘Does that matter?’


Pritchard grimaced. ‘It sort of does,’ he said. ‘The question will be asked and I’ll be expected to know the answer. Obviously we don’t operate under the same guidelines as police officers when they’re undercover, but I don’t want any nasty surprises down the line.’


Shepherd laughed. ‘I was in a difficult position.’ He held up a hand. ‘No pun intended. But there’s no way I could order an escort and not have some sort of physical contact, it would set alarm bells ringing. I told her my wife died not that long ago and that I wasn’t ready to make love to anyone else, so all I wanted was a massage. She seemed okay with that.’


Pritchard looked at him over the top of his glasses. ‘You told her about Katra?’


‘Not Katra, no. I span her a line, but as you know it’s always best to keep your story as close to the truth as you can. And what I said was true enough. I still miss Katra and it was months before I could even think about going with someone else.’


‘And how’s Liam handling it?’


Shepherd’s son had been with Shepherd when Katra had been killed, shot by a gangster in Slovenia. ‘He seems okay, but he’s never been one to talk about his feelings. His mum died at a very young age and he doesn’t talk about that, either. Like me, he’s thrown himself into his work. Keeping yourself busy stops you dwelling on things.’


‘He’s still flying helicopters for the Army?’


Shepherd nodded. ‘He loves it.’


Pritchard looked at his watch, his way of letting Shepherd know that the meeting was over.


Shepherd took the lift down to the second floor and headed for the legends office. He knocked and opened the door but the office was empty. Shepherd cursed under his breath and then jumped as a hand fell on his shoulder. He looked around to see an amused look on the face of Susan Murray. ‘Sorry, Dan, I didn’t mean to startle you.’


‘You could creep up on the devil himself, Susan.’


‘I’ve started wearing slippers in the office,’ she said. ‘My feet have been playing up so I dress for comfort these days.’ She was almost seventy years old but had a memory almost as good as Shepherd’s. She had been with MI5 for twenty years and before that had worked for the British Library for another twenty. Her main role was to make sure that the many legends used by MI5 officers working undercover were up to date. In pre-internet days, all an undercover officer needed was a driving licence, a passport and a credit card or two. But social media had changed all that. Everyone had an online footprint, so a lack of one was a major red flag. A network of footies were tasked with maintaining the legends; posting on social media, using loyalty cards, tapping Oyster cards in and out on public transport and keeping mobile phones busy. The footies also maintained safe houses and the homes used by the legends, collecting mail, paying bills and keeping them clean.


Susan also handed out the documents and ID that the officers needed when undercover, which meant that she met them all at some point. She was always Shepherd’s first port of call when he started on an undercover operation. ‘Are you here to return the Charlie Warner documents?’


Shepherd had been issued with a driving licence and credit and debit cards in the name of Charles Warner, just in case any escorts went through his wallet during the operation. ‘I’m hanging on to them for a while longer,’ said Shepherd. ‘I’m actually here to pick your brains,’ he said, standing to the side to let her into the office. She was wearing a purple wool dress with a string of oversized pearls around her neck. Her purple lipstick and nail varnish matched her dress. He looked down at her slippers and smiled when he saw that they were purple, too. She had clearly gone to a lot of trouble to coordinate her outfit. She walked over to her desk and sat down. There was a pair of reading glasses hanging from a gold chain around her neck, and she wore large chunky rings on most of her fingers. ‘Pick away, Dan,’ she said.


There was a chair by the wall and Shepherd sat down. He explained what he needed and she smiled. ‘My word, that’s a strange one,’ she said. ‘The officer who springs to mind is Colin Bryson. Middle-aged and single, but definitely has an eye for the ladies.’


Shepherd nodded. ‘Giles suggested him.’


‘The problem is that most men who use escort agencies are aged thirty or more, probably over fifty, and once our people are that age they are either married … or gay. And I suppose a gay officer wouldn’t work out?’


‘Girls tend to have a fully functioning gaydar, in my experience,’ said Shepherd. ‘More so than men.’


She smiled. ‘I can always tell, that’s true. Maybe it’s the pheromones. Or maybe it’s a survival skill that girls pick up and boys don’t need.’ She tapped her lower lip with her index finger. ‘What about Andrew Peterson? He’s with counter subversion at the moment but he’s done extensive undercover work in the past.’


‘I know Andrew, we worked on an operation together five years ago. He’s married, though.’


‘He’s divorced, going on three years.’ She put her glasses on and swivelled around to look at her computer. She tapped on her keyboard, stared at her screen, and then smiled. ‘Yes, divorced three years ago and no new relationship listed, so he’d be a good choice.’


‘Agreed,’ said Shepherd. ‘So I need just one more.’


She took off her glasses and leaned back in her chair, tapping her lip again. ‘I would have said Jamie Hughes but he got married for the third time two months ago and I have the feeling he wouldn’t want to be betraying the new Mrs Hughes, at least not this early in the marriage. There are several who look good on paper but then that gaydar thing kicks in.’ She frowned, and then smiled. ‘Jason McKinley. He’s been undercover with Extinction Rebellion but we’ve had to pull him out because he was getting too close to one of the female members.’


‘Was that a problem?’


‘It would have been if her husband had found out. His operation was coming to an end anyway. Do you know him?’


Shepherd shook his head.


‘He’s a former cop, moved to Five a year or so ago. He’s in his late fifties, divorced with a couple of kids. I’m sure he’d work.’


‘Excellent, can you give me phone numbers for him and for Peterson?’


She turned back to her computer, tapped on the keyboard and wrote down two numbers on a Post-it slip.


Shepherd thanked her.


‘What will they be needing in terms of ID?’ she asked.


‘Probably a passport, driving licence and credit card.’


‘We’ve got them on file for all of them,’ she said.


‘I’ll check with Giles and get back to you,’ he said. He went out into the corridor to call Pritchard. MI5 was very hierarchical and he wasn’t in a position to recruit officers for operations directly – Pritchard would have to talk to their heads of department first. He gave Pritchard the names and ten minutes later his boss called back to confirm that both men were available and would be in Thames House later that afternoon, along with Colin Bryson.


The three men who would be contacting the escort agencies were gathered in a meeting room on the fourth floor of Thames House. Shepherd arrived with Amar Singh. Amar had brought a cardboard box with him and he placed it on the table. Shepherd shook hands with them all. Andrew Peterson had put on a few pounds since they had worked together and Shepherd had collected a few more grey hairs. Peterson was about Shepherd’s age and was wearing a grey suit and an open-necked shirt.


Jason McKinley was tall and lanky, with a full beard and the look of a university lecturer. It was easy to picture him in an Extinction Rebellion demonstration, protesting against climate change. He had a Geordie accent and a friendly smile, with a strong handshake. He was wearing a tweed jacket and cord trousers and Hush Puppies that looked as if they had seen better days.


The third member of the team was Colin Bryson, a small man with receding hair and a neatly trimmed moustache. He was clearly a heavy smoker, with yellow nicotine stains on the fingers of his right hand and greying teeth. He was sucking mints as if he hoped that would improve his breath, but it wasn’t working.


Shepherd introduced them to Amar Singh. ‘One of our top technical whizzes and possibly the snappiest dresser in the building,’ he said.


‘Possibly?’ said Singh with a smile. He gestured at his suit. ‘Show me anyone else here who’s wearing Hugo Boss.’


‘Amar here has the equipment you’ll be needing,’ said Shepherd. ‘Basically we have three escort agencies that we think are being used by the Chinese to trawl for intelligence sources. We have identified one of the girls being used but we need you guys to get photographs and fingerprints of a few more. You’ll be booking into hotels and setting up hidden cameras. You’ll book a girl from the websites and get their picture and prints. You’ll be working alone so you’ll need to set up the equipment yourselves. Amar will show you how to do that.’


McKinley raised a hand. ‘Sorry, I’ve just got a question,’ he said. ‘You’re saying they’re trawling for intelligence sources. It’s a bit hit and miss, isn’t it? I mean, when a client calls up, they have no way of knowing who he is or who he works for.’


Shepherd nodded. ‘It’s like panning for gold, they’ve got to go through an awful lot of dross to get a few nuggets.’


McKinley frowned. ‘So they’ve got agents working as hookers, on the off-chance that they’ll come across someone with information the Chinese Government will find useful?’


‘That’s exactly it,’ said Shepherd. ‘For them, it’s a numbers game. There are three agencies we know of, with twenty-one girls. We got onto them a few weeks ago but they’ve been around for just over two years. It’s clever in its simplicity. Twenty-one girls, each with just one customer a day, would give them close to seven hundred customers a month. Eight thousand a year. Even if just one in a thousand of those clients works in the Civil Service or government or the Army, that’s eight prime intel sources a year. Plus who knows what blackmail material they come up with. They work the airport hotels, too. Lots of foreign businessmen and politicians travelling through, and you’d be surprised how many feel the need for a relaxing massage before their flight. Basically the girl will try to find out what your job is and who you work for. If you seem like a prospect, they will try to get access to your phone to plant a bug. We don’t want you to get to that stage. All we need you to do is to book a girl and get her to a hotel room, where you’ll set up cameras that Amar here will supply. You won’t get any useful intel from them because everything they will tell you is a lie. What we want is their Border Force details, and for that we need a photograph and their prints. You’ll be given gloves and evidence bags, all you have to do is to give them a drink and keep the glass. If that doesn’t work, just keep an eye out for anything they touch and take prints from that.’


Bryson tilted his head on one side and narrowed his eyes. ‘Dan, just to be clear about this, we’re being paid to have sex?’ he asked. The other men smiled.


‘Not necessarily,’ said Shepherd. ‘Plenty of clients only have a massage and the websites say that all the girls are trained masseuses. But as has already been explained to me, MI5 officers aren’t bound by the same guidelines as cops, so no one’s going to give you any grief if you cross the line. Not that there is a line. It’s totally your call to go as far as you think is necessary, so long as you are comfortable with what’s happening. You guys were all chosen because you are single and have no declared relationships. The cameras will be supplied by the tech department and you’ll be placing them, so you’ll be able to keep them away from the bed if you’re worried about being filmed.’


‘What do we do about legends?’ asked Peterson.


‘You’ll be issued with credit cards, driving licences and passports. Susan Murray has them all ready, you just need to pop along to her office and sign for them. Basically all you have to do is check into a hotel using the credit card, then use the landline to call the agency and book a girl. You place the cameras, you get the girl’s prints, and after she has left you check out. The following day check into another hotel with another credit card and book another girl. The agencies will keep records of names and hotel details, so make sure you only book each girl once. Now, there is a potential problem. Because the pictures on the websites are all fake, they might send a girl you’ve already been with, so we have to minimise the chances of that happening. Make your bookings through different agencies, and choose girls who look very different. Choose a short-haired girl and then a long-haired girl, a tall one then a short one, and so on. The girl they send won’t be the girl in the picture, but we can assume they will at least try to match the client’s requirements. If a client orders a long-haired young girl and gets a short-haired older girl, he might complain. But if she’s a close enough match, no one’s going to make a fuss. If all goes to plan, within two days we’ll have the photographs and prints of six girls. All good?’


The three men nodded. They were all smiling and Shepherd could see they were looking forward to the task.


Singh opened the box he was carrying and took out an electrical adapter that took plugs and USBs. He passed it to Peterson who examined it carefully. Singh gave similar adapters to the other two men. ‘You plug this into any socket in the room,’ he said. ‘It will store high-definition video and sound on an internal memory card and can stream to any phone. The camera is in the light on the front. If the target passes anywhere within ten feet, it will record a clear image.’ He reached into the box again and took out three small digital clocks, and gave them one each. ‘These are battery operated and there’s a switch on the back that is on, off, or motion-activated. They’re fully charged and good for twenty-four hours, so just switch them on when you’re ready. The camera is just under the number twelve. Everything it sees and hears is recorded on a memory card, or like the adapter can be streamed to your phone, tablet or computer.’


‘Right, when you meet the girls, you use the name that you used to make the hotel booking,’ said Shepherd. ‘When you first make the call, the agency will take your details and then do a call back to check you are in the room, so the names need to match. These girls are trawling for high-value intel sources, so you need to fly below their radar. You can use any story you want, but stay clear of government or NGO positions; make sure you’re seen as a low-level employee in a boring industry. Kitchen designer, maybe. Hotel management. Computer programmer. Jobs that would be of no interest to Chinese intelligence. Once they realise you’re of no value to them, they’ll lose interest. As soon as the girls have gone, secure their prints and take them and the cameras to Amar. Any questions?’


All three men shook their heads.


‘I’ll see you in forty-eight hours for a debrief,’ said Shepherd. He looked at his watch. It was almost five o’clock. Time to meet Harry Fletcher. ‘I’ll leave you with Amar to familiarise yourselves with the equipment.’


Shepherd took the lift to the canteen. Harry Fletcher was easy enough to spot. He was wearing a rumpled grey suit with a wrinkled yellow tie at half mast, and was bent over a cup of tea. His hair was thinning and his nails were bitten to the quick. As he picked up a spoon and stirred his coffee, his hand seemed to tremble. He didn’t look up as Shepherd walked over – that was a bad sign, because not being aware of what was going around you could be fatal. It wasn’t until Shepherd was standing at the table that the man noticed him, squinting up with watery eyes. There were grey bags under them as if he wasn’t sleeping well, and his skin had an unhealthy yellowish pallor. He smiled. ‘You, Dan, yeah?’


Shepherd nodded. ‘Yeah.’ He offered his hand and Fletcher shook it. Shepherd gestured at the food service area. ‘I’m starving, can I get you something?’


‘I’m okay,’ said Fletcher. ‘Maybe a banana.’


Shepherd went over to the counter and ordered fish and chips and baked beans, put a banana on his tray, and made himself a cup of coffee at the machine.


When he sat down opposite Fletcher, the man looked at the fish and chips and licked his lips. Shepherd gave him the banana and Fletcher took it, putting it down next to his tea.


‘So how long have you been a footie?’ asked Shepherd. He picked up a bottle of tomato sauce, unscrewed the cap, and shook out a decent-sized splodge.


‘Best part of eighteen months. I used to be with Six, but I developed a few health problems so they moved me to Five and put me out to grass. These days I spend most of my time online posting racist memes on right-wing websites.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Not that I’m complaining. They could have just kicked me out but they assigned me to the footies so I can keep adding to my pension.’ He sipped his tea and grimaced.


‘Are you okay?’


Fletcher wrinkled his nose. ‘I’m on calcium blockers to keep my blood pressure down, statins to keep my cholesterol low, I had two of those stent things in to keep my arteries open and my diabetes isn’t getting any better either.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s no fun but better than the alternative, right?’ He nodded at the cup in front of him. ‘I’m on decaf or green tea, I eat mainly vegetables and boiled chicken, and I’m allowed one glass of red wine a day.’ He forced a smile. ‘I’m okay.’


‘Bloody hell, I’m sorry I asked,’ said Shepherd. He nodded at his plate of fish and chips. ‘You don’t mind, do you? I’m starving.’


‘Go ahead,’ said Fletcher, enviously eyeing the food. He grinned as Shepherd speared a chip and slotted it into his mouth. ‘What’s your blood pressure, then?’


‘It was fine last time I checked,’ said Shepherd.


‘Mine was fine until I hit fifty,’ said Fletcher. ‘I used to be as fit as a butcher’s dog.’ He pointed at his expanding waistline. ‘Not that you’d know that now. My six pack’s more like a barrel these days.’


‘What happened?’


‘Stress,’ said Fletcher sourly. ‘I was in Moscow, recruiting and running agents. They just kept increasing my workload. You know how it was, most resources were being targeted at al-Qaeda and ISIS but I was a Russian speaker so I wasn’t much use there. As more and more people were pulled into the war against the jihadists, I was working flat out and my stress levels went through the roof. You’ve run assets, right?’


‘Some,’ said Shepherd.


‘So you know what it’s like. You start off running them as if they were pawns in a chess game, pieces to be used as part of a bigger picture. But then you start to get attached. You know them, you know their families, you know their troubles, their fears, and then you start to worry about them. You care, you really care, and that takes its toll. And because we were under strength, I was dealing with twice a normal workload.’


He was still looking longingly at Shepherd’s meal. Shepherd grinned and pushed the plate towards him. ‘One chip won’t hurt.’


Fletcher wrinkled his nose, then sighed and grabbed a chip. He bit a small piece as if he was trying to make it last as long as possible. ‘The rot set in when I lost one of my assets. He was a young lad, still in his twenties, and he worked at the Russian Ministry of Defence. Low-level stuff, but his department was involved in monitoring what was happening in the Ukraine and he was sure something was going to kick off. This was late 2013, so about nine months before the Russians invaded. He could never get me papers or reports, but he had a good memory and was able to tell me the gist of what was said at some quite heavy meetings. Problem was, he had a habit of talking in his sleep. That was his downfall.’
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