



[image: The Best Revenge by Gerald Seymour]











About the Author


 


Gerald Seymour spent fifteen years as an international television news reporter with ITN, covering Vietnam and the Middle East, and specialising in the subject of terrorism across the world. Seymour was on the streets of Londonderry on the afternoon of Bloody Sunday, and was a witness to the massacre of Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics. Gerald Seymour exploded onto the literary scene with the massive bestseller Harry’s Game, that has since been picked by the Sunday Times as one of the 100 best thrillers written since 1945. He has been a full-time writer since 1978, and six of his novels have been filmed for television in the UK and US. The Best Revenge is his fortieth novel.










Also by Gerald Seymour


 


Harry’s Game


The Glory Boys


Kingfisher


Red Fox


The Contract


Archangel


In Honour Bound


Field of Blood


A Song in the Morning


At Close Quarters


Home Run


Condition Black


The Journeyman Tailor


The Fighting Man


The Heart of Danger


Killing Ground


The Waiting Time


A Line in the Sand


Holding the Zero


The Untouchable


Traitor’s Kiss


The Unknown Soldier


Rat Run


The Walking Dead


Timebomb


The Collaborator


The Dealer and the Dead


A Deniable Death


The Outsiders


The Corporal’s Wife


Vagabond


No Mortal Thing


Jericho’s War


A Damned Serious Business


Battle Sight Zero


Beyond Recall


The Crocodile Hunter


The Foot Soldiers


In At The Kill










The Best Revenge


 


 


Gerald Seymour


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Gerald Seymour  2024


 


The right of Gerald Seymour to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Hardback ISBN 978 1 399 72199 8 


ebook ISBN 978 1 399 72201 8 


 


Hodder & Stoughton Limited


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










This time 50 years ago, I was busy writing the first draft of Harry’s Game. 


 


I’ve been trying to put together stories ever since, and I have been hugely helped by the kindnesses and insights of those who have shared their experiences and knowledge with me, and taken me into some of the darkest and most remote corners of their lives. 


 


I am most grateful to them. They know who they are, and this book is dedicated to them.










Prologue


He was by nature an optimist.


He believed pretty much all that he was told by those with superior qualifications to his own.


He trusted implicitly the claims made by those who were senior in rank to him.


The creed of thinking the best of others, in particular those who held high office in the Party, and of being loyal to their wisdom, had assured his advancement in the military. At the young age of 37 years, Zhang Dong wore a full colonel’s insignia on the epaulettes of his uniform. Because of the importance of the occasion, his uniform – tunic and trousers – had been immaculately cleaned and pressed. His medal ribbons were bright on the camouflage patterns over his chest. Not that he had actually seen combat himself.


A voice, pent-up with excitement, boomed out from loudspeakers. It had been launched, was on its way, and would strike the target in some two minutes.


The announcement caused a ripple of steadily mounting excitement behind him.


He was at the Zhurihe training base of the People’s Liberation Army, close to the boundary line beyond which lay Inner Mongolia, the autonomous region of northern China. The chattering grew in intensity on the terraced seats of the viewing stand for distinguished guests and commanders drawn from the army, the air force and the navy. It was his nature to be confident. A good servant of the Party would not entertain the contagion of doubt. Before the guests had gone to their lunch, in a marquee shaded from the bright sunshine beating back from the desert surface, he had addressed them.


A simple message.


The armed forces were dedicated to the preservation of the rule of the Party, and to the supreme leader for life who was the General Secretary, the Helmsman. They accepted they would be called upon to operate in difficult circumstances given the technology available to the social imperialist jackals and the American paper tigers. He had explained, his voice amplified and his words many times rehearsed, the matter of a “denied environment”, had spoken of Global Positioning Satellites, had talked his audience through the problems of launching missiles in a time of war – which, of course, would be appropriate to the taking back to Mother China the secessionist island of Taiwan – when the enemy had the skills to jam and block the signals directed from space, and that could also fly a missile towards its target. The scientists had worked tirelessly to produce a system where that same missile, but with a radically different guidance system, could do its job and not have its effectiveness denigrated by the lost GPS technology. He was intelligent enough to realise that the guests had not been ferried this far north, in two packed aircraft that had taken off at dawn from an airfield close to Beijing, to endure a lesson in electronic engineering. They were there because their presence granted them a position of prestige, membership of an elite. They would network and exchange confidences, and would witness another stunning success from the Party’s scientists. He had, but he thought it justifiable, somewhat egged it.


There had been flutters of hesitation from the scientists responsible for developing the new system. It had involved an extraordinary degree of contour photography as a replacement for the satellite’s signals. Their little pinched faces might have indicated a perception of caution, but they had not spoken. At planning meetings he had taken the lead, demanding that this latest technology be displayed. In his address he had not shied away from taking responsibility for the decision not merely to talk to these distinguished guests about the advancement of the guidance systems, but also to demonstrate the triumph of the Party’s commitment to a successful invasion of the breakaway island. For generations, the military had planned the conquest of Taiwan, and now would demonstrate its ever greater feasibility. He had taken the lead, had banished those moments of hesitancy, had stamped on any caution.


Too late now for the guests to seek a quick comfort break in the luxury portable toilets at the back of the stand.


Colonel Zhang Dong would be recognised as an officer of decisive leadership, a man marked for rapid advancement.


One minute remained until the strike, and in seconds the missile, four metres long, would appear.


The twittering from the guests had ceased. The customised binoculars issued for the occasion, each pair stamped with the crest of the Liberation Army, were already scanning the horizon.


The “target” for the missile strike was two and a half kilometres from the viewing stand in front of which Colonel Zhang Dong stood. He was erect, chest out, shoulders back, regretting that the desert grit had discoloured the shiny caps of his army boots, but gazed ahead of him, his back now to the assembly. He had been assured it would happen, had no reason nor inclination to doubt it: the missile would impact as programmed. There, too, the colonel had claimed some credit. He had commissioned a plywood replica, built by a carpentry team at Zhurihe, of the Presidential Office Building in the secessionist capital of Taipei. Above it flew the limp flag used on that island, red and blue and with a full sun – pathetic because it was supposed to represent liberty and democracy, ludicrous. The missile had no explosive charge in the warhead but on coming down, destroying the flimsy construction, there would be a fierce flash and then a pall of dark smoke. The sequence would be captured by official cameras, and he had already noticed that many of the guests had brought their own. He thought he heard the distant first trace on the engine.


He felt a surge of the supreme sense of optimism that ruled the life of Colonel Zhang Dong. His features took on a mask of what he assumed to be an image of duty, appropriate for a man who strove only to increase the power and status of the Party. He imagined how it would be the following day when he returned to his home and saw his wife and held his children, and all of them would read the satisfaction on his face that spoke of a job well done.


The enemy could block GPS signals, jam and deflect and obstruct, but a new system was about to be demonstrated. He stiffened in pride. He held no binoculars, relied only on his eyesight . . . and heard a collective gasp behind him. Its pitch rose, and the satisfaction on his face froze, the mood of triumph strangled.


The missile was not heading for the plywood building. It seemed to swerve, breaking away from pencil-straight line of travel. A scream came from behind him, and rang shrill in his ears. He gazed at the missile hurtling in his direction.


The ground below him was like concrete, covered with a sheen of sand and grit. No chance of it opening, swallowing him. He could hear and imagine the pandemonium behind him. There would be a stampede as the guests left their cushioned seats, struggling to get to the steps, attempting to flee. Not that they would, or could.


The missile struck.


Not the prefabricated model building of wide balconies resting on red brick columns and capped by a high tower that he had demanded. Its flag hardly fluttered whereas those around the marquee where lunch had been served were billowing with the aid of generator-blasted air. The emblems of the People’s Republic were never limp, never less than virile.


It came down some 250 metres from the viewing stand, on the right side of it. The flash of the detonation as it careered into the desert floor momentarily blinded Colonel Zhang Dong, and he lost the sound of the shrieks, the moments of panic at his back, as he heard the thunder of the missile breaking apart and saw the smoke. As intended, it was gunmetal dark and was intended to be seen from more than two kilometres away. This close, the smoke was acrid, and tasted foul as it entered his mouth and moved down to settle in his lungs.


The enormity of what had happened hit him.


Catastrophe was not a situation he had experienced before. There were many thoughts in his mind and they came with stunning clarity, then were gone. He turned his back on the faraway plywood building, its enemy flag draped close to its pole. The symbolism of its survival did not escape him: even to have thought it was probably a criminal offence, but a small one in relation to the problems he now faced. He had run too fast, had climbed too high. In his mind he saw the faces of each of those men who had shown hesitation, expressed caution, and whom he had ignored. He thought his trust had betrayed him, that optimism had proved a traitor to him. He had believed those who told him that the substitute technology for a GPS denied environment was utterly reliable. He should have shared the hesitation and caution of those who were close to the drawing boards and who had recommended private demonstrations before this display. He had shot his fucking mouth.


In the scramble on the steps, a man in a suit had broken his leg, and the bone had come through his skin and ripped the material at his knee. An officer, in uniform and with a general’s tabs, had clutched his arm and might have broken or dislocated his shoulder. Braying voices came louder in his ears as his hearing was restored: a wave of protest and complaint. Where would they look for and find their scapegoat?


A degree of calm now wrapped around the colonel. He had imagined, before demanding the missile used the new technology of contour recognition, the Red- and Yellow-coded beaches of Taiwan, those favoured for amphibious landings, littered with drowned bodies, the debris of failure. Without the missiles being fitted with the new systems there would have been an opportunity for a shark’s feeding frenzy. He had not understood the technology, he had minimal comprehension of guidance electronics. He was a Party servant, an optimist.


A culprit would be demanded, identified and punished – and how they loved fucking punishment – and fingers would be pointed at him. The explosion of the missile had thrown up more dirt and it now came wafting down from the crisp clean sky and enough had settled on the toe caps of his boots to cloud the lustre of their polish. He waited.


Not much else that Colonel Zhang Dong could have done.


He would not be seen again by his dear wife or by his dear children, nor by the team that he headed. Failure in public was unacceptable. He stood tall, rigid, and waited, imagining the sequence of people he would see – and their tasks.


The buses were revving up behind the viewing stand, and when the seats were filled they would speed, with an outrider escort, to the training ground airfield for the flight back to the capital. Ambulances were being loaded with those who had been injured to be taken to the Zhurihe hospital. Already men would be on their way to the “target”, would drag it apart and tear down the hated flag of the secessionists and probably stamp on it. And more men would be deployed to form a line and collect the missile debris, especially those pieces that were part of the malfunctioning guidance system.


There would be Security police here from within the People’s Liberation Army. Beyond the marquee and the viewing stand and the distant model of the Presidential Office Building in Taipei was desert, the mountain range at least 20 kilometres away. There was no point in running. A van with smoked glass windows would be driven towards him. Security police would crowd around him. His arms would be pulled sharply behind his back, handcuffs fastened, and he would be driven away.


Next would be the interrogators. They would strip him with their eyes, and not attempt any pleasantries. They would regard him as an enemy, and even a saboteur, and hand him over to a specialised section of China Central TV that would record his confession of whatever crime it was considered most appropriate to dump on him. He would memorise his script, recite it and, with sincerity, thank the Party for its “benevolence”. The television technicians would be careful not to catch his eyes.


He would be taken before a judge and a small number of court officials. Fewer than one per cent of the accused were acquitted, and for what he had done there was only one sentence. His recorded statement would be made public the night after the sentence was carried out, or the night after that. His wife and his parents might have been told of what would happen to him, or might not.


In gaol he would be held in solitary confinement. He would be seen by a doctor. Who would prod and poke and measure his breathing, heartbeat and pulse. His health would be evaluated, and his eyesight tested as if he might need new spectacles.


The wind caught his face and riffled his tunic, and the team would by now have reached the plywood model of the Presidential Office Building. He breathed in, sucked air down deep as if for the last time.


Then it would be the executioner. An old man or a young man, hopefully one with a steady hand. The escort would be behind him, and in unison his ankles would be kicked back and he would sink to his knees and would hear the weapon cocked, and see the bucket filled with sawdust and the grille of the drain. He would be carried away, while he still bled, to a surgical area.


The men and women there would have waited for the sound of the single shot. He had a cousin who worked in the justice system and, over beers, he had explained the procedure. Before his body had cooled, he would be lifted on to the table and the chill boxes would be gaping, ready to receive his organs, anything of value: eyes, kidneys, heart, liver, lungs. His cousin had said that a sound heart from a healthy “donor” was worth $150,000, and a cornea $30,000, and it was likely that Russians would pay for the benefits of what the Party referred to as “harvesting”, and the two of them had pulled faces of disgust.


He laughed out loud. The boots of the Security police disturbed the grit as they marched closer. In a moment his arms would be snatched from his sides. He laughed as if he were being told a good joke. Suspicion always lingered over any sign of humour in case it crossed the lines set by the Party, so it was safer not to laugh, exhibit any level of derision.


The last to see him, in his imagination, were two peasants from a cremation team come to heave when was left of him into a central heating furnace beyond the prison blocks. One would say as the heavy door was opened and the heat blasted out, “His right foot must be useless or it would have been stuck on the leg of the clumsy idiot, our striker, in the Beijing Guoan team.” So, his right foot would not be doing the business at the Workers’ Stadium in front of 66,000 supporters.


He laughed out loud, and his hands were yanked behind his back, the cuffs fastened, and he was frogmarched to a van.


Unsurprisingly, his imagination had limits. He could not know, as the van door opened, as he was pitched forward to land on his face, that his action and conduct concerning that aspect of warfare and denial would become a priority in the huge building housing the Ministry of State Security – top priority, at the highest level.


Nor would he know that news of his failure would flop months later on to the desk on the far side of the world of an elderly intelligence analyst, and be regarded with interest.
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Into the teeth of a brisk wind, quite a bounce in his step, Jonas Merrick stepped on to the Lambeth Bridge pavement and his brogues clattered with each stride.


He shared the route across the Thames with many others. Plenty of pedestrians went the same way at the same time, had done so the previous week, month, year, or more . . . creatures of habit. Some he recognised – not that he would have acknowledged them – and some seemed familiar but left him uncertain. They changed, he did not. Women had altered their hairstyle or colour, or had bought new clothes, and men had purchased spectacles and wore different headgear, or had a new laptop bag or a bigger or smaller, rucksack, and regular coats were discarded and replaced . . . not Jonas Merrick. It was a familiar uniform that he wore each working day and it was not altered by any degree of weather. The trilby hat wedged on the crown of his head, the belted mackintosh, and beneath it the Harris tweed jacket, a Tattersall shirt and a loosely knotted braid tie, and flannel trousers, and comfortable shoes. Those who followed him on to the bridge at that time each morning, or traversed it from the other direction, with Thames House at their backs and the Archbishop’s Palace in front of them, would have noted that he still carried that tattered briefcase, holding it as if its contents were precious. They would not notice the bracelet on his wrist, and the fine chain snaking down from it to a ring at the case’s handle; nor would they have known that the contents were of security significance, that it was a dismissal level offence to have taken them from his workplace the previous evening. Nor would they have known that Jonas Merrick ignored the strictures concerning the taking of classified papers out of the safe environment of Thames House, didn’t give a damn that he flouted regulations.


Not only the same clothing, and the same timing. Also, near as dammit, the same stride. The brogues had a good tread still and he imagined his feet landed in the same slots, right and left, every morning: probably in reverse order when he came back in the late afternoon, hurrying for the 5.39 train that would carry him from work, from Waterloo station, and home to a suburban avenue in Raynes Park, . . . not that his footsteps had yet left a permanent mark on the paving. His clothing and his journey to and from Thames House, home of the Security Service, were about all that kept his life inside the straitjacket of conventional behaviour. He paused – had done so daily for the last two years – at the highest point of the bridge. Could not have helped himself. Tried to look up at the clouds, or across the bridge at the slow flow of traffic, attempted to fasten his gaze on a passenger at a window seat on the upper deck of a bus. Did not manage it, now had given up the struggle.


He did not stop at that midway point on Lambeth Bridge, just paused. Momentarily, the same each morning for two years now, he would twist his head, feel the air snatch at his trilby, and he would look over the parapet. Would see the dark, dull and evil water, the intensity of the currents swirling around the bridge piers, governed by the tidal changes. The glance would include that small section of the parapet which his fingers had tried to grip before he was dragged over it, his legs dangling, and tugged down into the water. He saw her face each day, and heard her voice, and could smell her faint scent, was not yet free of her. Jonas Merrick doubted he would ever be loose of that chilling time of fear when he had been submerged in the river, then yanked upwards and his breathing had stopped. He had been taken to the cliff edge of death, then had been saved, then abandoned, then had been . . . well, allowed to go back to work.


A good week was ahead of him. A Friday morning, the spring showers holding off, and he was looking for a successful outcome to an investigation that had run a full ten months, a conclusion that he thought worthwhile, but that would anger some, and by the following weekend he would be in the West Country. His step was almost jaunty. Not that cheerfulness was an image he cared to share with others,


It would be a worthwhile week, one to be savoured. He thought he had aged moderately well. His 70th birthday was now clearly on the horizon and he should have retired almost five years ago. The withdrawal of his security clearance and entry into Thames House, home of the Fivers, was a matter for nightmares. Since his planned exit from the grey stone faced building ahead of him, there had been the disarming of a suicide vest, the capture of an ISIS boy coming back to bleed his hatred on those who had hurt him, the tweaking of a snub nose in the faraway Kremlin fortress, and graves filled and disinformation sent viral, and the winding down of a crime family with scars and scrapes to show for it, and a police pistol discharged close enough to his ear for a degree of deafness to linger. Appearances might show a slightly hesitant old fellow coming to work and perhaps given a menial task each day to humour him. Appearances would lie. There was a medal and a bar to it in his wife’s knickers drawer and they proved that untruth. He had blinked on overhearing in the atrium a description of himself: “That Merrick is as hard and as cold as an axe’s head.”


By the roundabout at the end of the bridge, stood Kev and Leroy. They did guard duty at Thames House. Usually worked Fridays. They carried all their gear on their necks and their belts which sagged under the weight of tasers and ’cuffs and gas and holsters loaded with handguns and surplus ammunition magazines. Jonas Merrick was in debt to them, and seldom showed it.


At that time in the morning, when the traffic was heaviest and when scores of Five employees were arriving supposedly to help keep the realm safe from terrorism, espionage, scandal and corruption, mayhem and political murder, there had developed a particular ritual when Jonas Merrick came to work. In the pecking order he was a junior figure. Most of those sitting in chauffeured cars, held up in traffic, irritability mounting, and the runners and the cyclists in their Lycra, would not have known who this dinosaur creature was who came off the bridge, and seemed to scowl, and they would curse, all of them, the special treatment he received.


Kev came from the front entrance of Thames House and skipped through the lanes of vehicles, Leroy following closely. Brakes squealed. They held the traffic. Sombre faced, as if masks were glued to their features, they were both out in the middle of the road. No vehicles let through, no cyclists, a runner who jumped past them was bawled at. The space was open and safe, and Jonas Merrick came off the bridge and crossed a pavement and then walked steadily through the passage they had opened for him. Done every day that Kev and Leroy were on duty. They knew Jonas Merrick. They saw him across and then sauntered back to the main door of the building, and the traffic tried to speed up and the cyclists were pedalling hard, and the runners were pouring into the home of Five.


Leroy called after him, “Morning, sir, and looks like a nice one.”


He grunted an indistinct response, but ducked his head in acknowledgement.


Kev said, “And should be nice all day, sir, and the weekend.”


Jonas Merrick was in debt to them . . . In recent years he had done Terror, Counter-Intelligence, and Crime, and with his medals had come internal sub-committee disciplinary hearings for fractured procedures. He was parked now on the China Desk.


Before clocking in, he went past the shadowed side of the building and into the café where he would pick up his regular breakfast of cappuccino and a Danish pastry. He would take it into St John’s Gardens, unless the rain tipped hard, and would sit on a bench and watch the lone gardener raking leaves and dirt: this man also had a past of damage and violence and Jonas valued the contact with him.


He sipped, and nibbled, and chaffinches gathered at his feet and the gardener worked monotonously on the far side of the garden, once a cemetery for the poor, and once guarded by armed men to prevent grave theft. It would be a satisfying few days ahead of him, and then away with the caravan, and he saw no danger looming.


It was the usual good cappuccino. He was wise enough to know that when the skies were at their clearest, the level of risk generally ratcheted. He finished the pastry. Binned the cup and the pastry wrapper. Nodded in the direction of the gardener, and won a minimal response. He went to work and the sky was clear and blue.


 


A patrol of the Border Guard escorted them to the frontier fence.


It was because of the godawful war that the three of them could not board a plane at Sheremetyevo or at St Petersburg’s Pulkovo 1, and been lifted fast to western Europe.


They were on foot, rucksacks on their backs.


They needed the patrol to coordinate the shutting off of the electric tumbler wires, silencing the howl of the sirens when the fence was climbed or cut. Small mercies, but the temperature was high enough, 10 degrees, for the snow to have melted and, after they were across, the fence would be repaired and there would be no tracks for the Finnish guards to find – unless they came with dogs. Arkadi, the major, led, followed by Danil and Pushka, both former senior non-commissioned officers. All three were now attached to the dirty bit of GRU, which supposedly was military intelligence, and had what was called “sharp end experience”. At the fence they did the checks – documentation, money, tickets – the boys and the two girls in the patrol, looking at them with curiosity.


They had important work ahead of them.


Danil and Pushka had been told what it was by their major, Arkadi. Arkadi had been told it by his colonel. His colonel had been told it by his brigadier, Kirill Smyslov. And the brigadier had been told it by his general, and the general had been told it – down the length of the long table and with the words amplified – by the new Czar of the Federation, “Bring me his fucking head, and if it cannot be his head then the least that will satisfy me is that you bring me his fucking ears.”


Wire cutters made a hole in the fence at ground level and each of them crawled clumsily through. None was a kid, none was particularly physically fit, and none had an especial love of either their country or its current leader – but each would have been rated as reliable, the sort of dependable men to whom jobs could be given and sensitivities not paraded. The brigadier, Kirill Smyslov, so Arkadi had been told, demanded that a trio of men be produced who would do what was asked of them, see it through, remain stubbornly loyal. They were a cog in the engine room of what was planned, no more and no less.


It must have been clear to the patrol of the Border Guard that they were chosen men, not casually rounded up, and as each went through the hole they were tapped on the shoulder by the boys as a gesture of encouragement, and one of the girls blew kisses at them. On the far side of the fence, they peeled off their military overalls and revealed civilian clothing, paint-stained. Boots were replaced by trainers. They were no longer an officer and two former NCOs of the GRU intelligence outfit: they were now a foreman and two construction workers, Estonian, from the Russian-speaking community of the city of Narva, completing an office renovation scheme in the Finnish town of Lappeenranta. Within half a kilometre of the border fence, a rental car would be hidden in a lay-by. In every Baltic country there were many who were willing to come to the aid of Russia when her back was against the wall.


Their military clothing was handed back through the hole in the fence, together with their old papers and ID cards. Where they were going they would be rated as “illegals”, without diplomatic protection. The major waved to the patrol, and then they were off, moving through the pine trees. The hole in the fence was repaired, the wires refastened and dead brushwood dragged over the footprints on the ploughed strip adjacent to the fence.


Arkadi, Danil and Pushka would drive to Helsinki and would catch a flight for the next stage of their journey. Everything had been rushed because the information had only emerged four days before. If asked about their planning, they would have shrugged. They did not know, could only do their best to aid the killing of someone who had done harm to men they would have considered brothers.


 


Just another Friday, nothing different, but the line was hustled along as fast as the staff could manage.


Not pushed, not nudged, left to go at his own speed was Xavier Govier. Those who worked that wing of the gaol, HMP Manchester but better known to local people as Strangeways, would not have yelled at that particular prisoner. He was serving a 24-year stretch and had only been in the prison for a few months. He ambled forward in the limited space available to the six men who were due to travel that morning, to the Crown Court in Liverpool. Home territory for Govier, known to staff and inmates – and the cops who had put him away – as Bengal. The staff followed the rules laid down for working alongside the most dangerous prisoners, remaining expressionless, not catching his eye. He walked as if pleased to be on an outing, and seemed to welcome the chance to be clear of the gaol for a few hours.


He was going to court because new charges had been laid against him – “conspiracy to murder” – which meant that the detectives from the Major Incident Team were certain as hell that he had personally carried out the killings but did not have the evidence. His reputation in the gaol went before him, guaranteeing that he was treated with exquisite politeness, and was humoured.


Walking behind him was a new kid, on remand. A Category A prisoner facing a charge of possession and another of intent – possession of a loaded pistol and intent to kill – and had already let it be known on his wing that he had “previous”, what had sent him to a Young Offenders: lobbing a glass milk bottle filled with petrol, with a rag in the neck already lit, into the home of one of the Circuit Judges who presided over serious cases in the north-west.


“Shift yourself a bit, can’t you?”


He did not answer.


“Come on, move it. Fucking cold here, waiting for you. Get moving.”


Bengal neither answered nor turned.


“Heard about you, but not such a big man as I was told of.”


He went on at his own pace, the staff uncomplaining, and the other four were already in the van and would have been locked inside their cubicles. The new kid was up close behind Bengal, and would have been pushing for a scalp. If Bengal had twisted round and hit him in the throat with his cuffed hands, he might have achieved some status for making Xavier Govier lose his cool and get into a brawl.


Truth was that Bengal was adapting to life in gaol. It had a routine and a logic, and he had no decisions to take. Just sat on his bum, all day and every day, and lay on his back all night and every night. He had not been out of the gaol since his first court appearance, alongside his Ma and his kid brother – they had fucked up big which was part of the reason he was where he was, high security in HMP Manchester.


He stepped up into the van.


“And about fucking time. Thank you, mister.”


The new kid was put in the cubicle beside him. The van lurched forward. He could see out through a strip of window, filthy. They’d had an escort to the Crown Court for him the first time but not today.


He sat back, closed his eyes, and thought of his sister, and how near he had been to the bastards shooting him as well as her.


 


Pieter shrugged off the bedclothes, naked and reached for the pack of cigarette and the lighter on the bedside table. It was late in the morning, almost afternoon, but raining hard so although the drawn curtains were thin there was little light to be let in. He thanked the Good Lord that she still slept.


He had earned the money they would pay him. Perhaps he could have asked for more. Maybe he was too old for it, and maybe too out of practice to be recalling what many in his country called “the good old days”. Pieter was a stud, for hire. He banked his payment at the Vojvodanska Banca at Novi Sad in his home country of Serbia. For weeks they had tried and failed to wring a name from her: they had flattered her, beaten her, threatened her, humiliated her, and she had not revealed it. He had been sent for.


He had history with her.


Years earlier, at a North London amateur dramatics group, he had targeted Frances, or Frank as she preferred to be called. All organised, the result of careful planning but not a netural venue for him. He dragged on his cigarette. He thought it was because of the incessant rain in this place where she was being held, and the damp that came up from the river, and the persistent cold, that she had a bad throat. It meant she snored. There was a grating in her throat and he thought phlegm was lodged in her chest. She was thin, her bones were prominent at her shoulders and her hips, and her hair was going grey. He assumed that when they had first taken her into their care – enough of a thought for a slow and sardonic smile – they would have taken her under discreet escort to an expensive hair stylist in Moscow or St Petersburg, even to one in this dump city Vologda, on the way to Archangelsk. He had never heard of it, and never wanted to hear of it again.


It had been different when he had “met” her in the hall where the amateur dramatics were rehearsed and performed. Pieter was able to manufacture those encounters with strangers, seemingly by accident, and could offer a smile that opened his face wide and dripped sincerity, honesty, and the sheer pleasure of the contact. He had seen the way that everyone had eyed him as he had made his pitch. They would have reckoned Frank a catch then, because she was shy and aloof and the blouses she wore were buttoned to the neck, and her skirts reached to the knees, and she had blushed near scarlet when he had told her what a pleasure it was that he had met her. Like her, he neither acted nor directed, was just a willing helper. They were watched. He realised that many of the older men would have given a year’s pension for the chance to put a hand up her skirt, that many of the older women would have struggled to recreate the moment of simple pleasure that such an encounter gave, the thrill of romance. She was in her thirties and he had wondered whether it could actually have been her first time – he had been so gentle, so slow and loving. It had been a pleasurable assignment, and when he had gone home he had looked back on it with the satisfaction of a job well done. She was a target, this severe and reserved woman, because she was the PA, the secretariat, the organiser of the small group in the UK’s foreign intelligence-gathering agency that handled defectors. And for love, and an epic experience of lust, she would talk – and a contact was provided for her. Perhaps she had become fearful of her treachery, perhaps she had disliked the contact, but information from her – so he was told – had dried up. He had been sent back, from Serbia to Munich, then to Oslo then, with new documents, into London and was Pieter again, and the watchers had identified the night he would find her at the same hall where the drama team met. Every woman there had looked up when he had come in through the swing doors, and the flowers cradled in his arm would have made them all jealous, and he had spotted her and gone towards her and, again, the blush had betrayed her and there had been tears – and bed. It was important to resurrect her because a fresh defector was gone from the embassy in Copenhagen, and she would have known where he was secreted, where the safe house was located. No time to repeat the croft on a Hebridean island, the log fires, and whisky from the neck, and walks in the driving rain. Just time to usher her on board again – and the quickest way was to get her on her back.


He stubbed out his cigarette.


When he arrived at the house in Vologda he had realised that he would earn his payment less easily. No cottage in the north this time, no restaurants as there had been in London, and expenses charged to an AmEx card. A grim city, two hatchet-faced minders to collect him from the airport and deliver him to the house at the end of an unmade road. A miserable pair to meet him, Vasily and Marta, and they had gazed at him on the doorstep, shivering in the rain, and might have wondered what he would have to offer where they had not succeeded. Had he passed Frank in the street, he would not have known her. Her looks had vanished. So, he had gone to work, had pretended that she looked marvellous. They could have sent the minders back at dawn four days ago: he had the name written on a scrap of paper. The bed was grim, the room was miserable. The food was both. Her clothes were hideous. He had barely started on her, food left on the plates and the tray put on the floor outside the room, when she had given up the name they wanted.


He had been on his back and she had been over him.


She had said, “You want the name?”


“I want you, Frank.”


Her breathing hard, a cough rasping. “The one who had them killed?”


“Whatever you wish, Frank.”


An odd sounding name. All through it, her grinding down on him and him doing his best to respond, he had repeated the name again and again in silence, and wondered who this person was who had the authority to concoct a plan of such stunning provocation, and see it carried out, to the letter. The next morning, tired and ragged after twice more performing, he had appeared before Vasily and Marta, and given them the name. Vasily, gross with flab on his jowl and his belly, had glanced at him with dislike, and with respect. Marta, a mat of dyed hair, had given him a look that suggested one night with him, Pieter, could be a high spot in her life. He had been paid to get the name and the agency worked for, and a general description of him: easy, and the first night all the boxes were ticked . . .


He could have gone after the first morning. But tickets had been bought, a schedule set. He would wait until they were ready to escort him back to the airport and then the start of the tortuous journey that would take him to Moscow, to Baku, from Baku to Munich and from Munich to Belgrade where his Volvo, only affordable because of this line of extra work, was in the car park. He had stayed three more days.


Last night had been the worst. Functional, boring.


He lit another cigarette.


He assumed there would be tears when he went.


A few hours remained, then he would be gone.


She stirred. He hoped she would slide back into sleep. Good coffee would be a gift from Heaven while he waited for the car.


 


That Friday morning, Jonas did housework.


Not that his cubicle in the corner of 3/S/12 required particular attention but Vera, at home in Raynes Park, had started the annual spring clean and he merely aped her. He wiped surfaces with cloths left for him by the cleaning woman who was not permitted on to the territory of Aggie Burns’s surveillance team while they were working. Had he listened, he would have heard the voices beyond his door.


“He’s just a waste of space.”


“Does he actually do anything? Achieve anything?”


“A throwback. Not worth the salary.”


“The China Desk read him, wanted him well clear. Useless old fart.”


Jonas Merrick had never set out to impress either seniors or those listed as colleagues. He rather enjoyed his current existence. He was detached from the China Desk, away from their work area on the far side of the building, seldom contacted them, was never visited: the only link was his computer screen. He had wiped the shelves, had sprayed and polished his keyboard, and now flicked a duster over his pictures. Almost with a reverence, rare for him, he studied the photograph of a puny young man, who held a plastic supermarket carrier bag in his left hand and stood in front of an endless line of main battle tanks each weighing over 40 tonnes, daring them to squash him. Another showed a gang of wide-eyed peasants gazing at the camera as they propped up the shoulders and head of a corpse with an extravagant moustache: Emiliano Zapata, a revolutionary shot to death in the fledgling state of Mexico 125 years ago. Acknowledged by Jonas Merrick for one quote he had given to the world: “I forgive the one who robs, the one who kills, because perhaps they do it out of necessity, but never the traitor”. To Jonas it was an anthem of principle. He detested traitors; his life’s work was to root them out. A smile had briefly crossed his face at the last Christmas party of the A section watchers when Aggie had presented him with his Christmas present. He had opened the parcel to find a novelty party replica of the Zapata moustache, had put it on his upper lip for a full fifteen seconds, then had left to catch his train home . . .


He needed space for a new picture, which had staggered out of his ancient printer. It showed a beach, scattered with indistinct rocks with spikes seeming to grow from them, and beyond the beach was a five-foot-high retaining wall, and then an esplanade with bench seats, then a road with frozen traffic and a dense line of fast food outlets. He stood at his full height and used drawing pins to secure it – forbidden because of the damage caused to the office wall.


The last photograph was of a young man: 25 years old. A pleasant enough face, but rather immature, set off with heavy-framed spectacles, an adolescent pimple on his chin, unruly hair, and a high forehead behind which lay, no doubt of it, a formidable mind. He thought of him as a boy. Jonas Merrick believed him of quite critical importance to the safety of the realm.


An American, a southern drawl, had called Jonas six months ago. Had heard of Jonas Merrick on one of those deep and unsigned tunnels of information, not spread freely. Wanted to tell him of an officer in a Logistics Corps of the People’s Liberation Army, a Colonel Zhang Dong. The American, Wilbur, was formerly with Defense Intelligence, and they spoke on a secure line on the first Friday of the month. Always welcomed and always helpful. And good to spend time listening to Wilbur after his sandwich lunch.


Jonas was pleased with himself. The work on his current project was completed. Events, he believed, would carry him on a riptide towards a rather pleasing success, and would be scored against a power of awesome odds who had no knowledge of him, nor ever would. It was the attraction of his life on the third floor of Thames House that, as an analyst in the disciplines of counter-intelligence, he was anonymous, a shadow.


 


The postman liked a conversation and thought himself entitled to linger on the porch step with Jimmy Bolton – had cause to think his opinions were welcomed. Especially about football, about the Saturday match when the village team turned out on the Green, and their prospects this weekened against a village four miles away.


In the 47 years of his life, Jimmy Bolton had never played in a football match. The postman had reason to believe that he was interested in how the side would do in what was described as a “needle match”. Good reason: Jimmy Bolton was the principal sponsor. Two years before he had covered the cost of the new posts, crossbars and goal nets: last year he had paid for new kit, shirts and shorts and socks. Three years ago he had bought the squad tracksuits. He was talking to the committee about providing a new away strip. All this new kit would advertise Jimmy Bolton Leisurewear. The postman’s great pride in life was to pull off his tracksuit top, expose his shirt with the logo on the front and the number 9 on the back and lead the attack. Sometimes there would be as many as 30 supporters there . . . Jimmy Bolton thought that all forms of sport were ridiculous and that football matches in the winter, cold and wet and dangerous, were beyond ludicrous as a pastime. He smiled warmly as he was given his post: catalogues, appeals, brochures for retirement homes, and one foolscap-sized envelope and he recognised the handwriting and was marginally excited.


“All junk,” he said and grinned. “You have a great day tomorrow. Give them a good hiding, and get yourself on the score sheet. Bloody business calls even at the weekend, but I might get down for a bit of the second half. Good luck.”


He closed the door. The image of Jimmy Bolton with his love of community and his wholehearted interest in the village was carefully cultivated.


Jimmy Bolton’s house was not exceptional. The image did not offer up a “squire” figure, nor did he reek of new money. His home had three bedrooms, was set in a quarter of an acre with a garden mostly laid to lawn and offering ample space for a marquee to be erected when he threw “spontaneous” parties for the neighbours. Very little of Jimmy Bolton’s life was spontaneous. He liked events to be planned, did not wish to be surprised, nor to attract attention from what he called the “blue-haired dogs”. A common enough phrase where he came from, far back – the name students had given to the secret police hunting them down. The dogs with their blue coats were the agencies of the country where he had now settled. He was, another phrase from his exhaustive training, a “deep water fish”, a long-term penetration agent.


Through the hall window he watched the postman push his bicycle a few feet along the pavement and then turn into the driveway of the next door property. Jimmy Bolton liked to have good relations with key members of the village community. The postman did his rounds. There was a shop with a Post Office counter and the woman in charge would have made an excellent snooper, prying into others’ business, and had her own network of informants. His cleaning woman, two mornings a week, was a matriarch in the community and knew who came and who went. A gardener came on Tuesdays . . . he thought he had good eyes and good ears in the village and that it would be reported to him if strangers came near or asked about his property, Mon Repos, a fucking stupid name for a house but inherited. He was everybody’s friend.


Time for his breakfast, then a visitor was due.


It would, of course, be noted by the postman, the shop woman, the cleaner, the gardener, anyone who had a net curtain that could be flicked aside, or who worked in a front garden or was up a ladder, that a pretty girl always came to see him on a Friday, and on a Monday – and that Katie, aged 53 and a widow with an itch, was there on Wednesdays . . . But it was the girl who aroused the talk, the leers and the brazen envy. She was Mary Lou and was the chief buyer for Jimmy Bolton Leisurewear, his explanation.


His past was a closed book. He did not discuss his childhood, his parentage. No concern of the village people, prying and invasive, that his mother – Mildred – was a missionary nurse living in a remote settlement of mountainous China and still practising her trade of midwifery. Not their business that his father was a “blue-haired dog”, a servant of the regime, a former enforcer of the Party’s discipline and now an alcoholic immured in self-imposed guilt.


Nor was it for them to know that Jimmy worked for the 2nd Bureau of the Ministry of State Security, which occupied a massive shoebox-shaped building at an address identified as Western Park, the stop for the regular fleet of 332 buses between the Zoo and the Summer Palace, inside the Imperial City, and Jimmy’s employer was the Guoanbu. He served the regime of the President for Life who was the General Secretary. This was not business of the villagers clustered around a main street and two housing estates and a village green where football was played on a Saturday afternoon, and where the bright-coloured shirts displayed the name of Jimmy Bolton Leisurewear.


He waited for Mary Lou. Obviously of Chinese heritage, with the stereotypical face, and with a beautiful body. Expensive but effective. Mary Lou could do exotic and could do demure and, on the seventh floor at Western Park, the men who directed Jimmy Bolton spoke of the “beautiful woman strategy”, the meiren ji, translated as “erotic seduction”. They might have time, and might not. He would make the bed as soon as he had eaten breakfast. She was so busy. And when she was “busy”, the foolscap envelopes came, stacked with raw intelligence. He leaned so heavily on her. An inordinate amount of Jimmy Bolton’s time was spent on the organisation of Mary Lou’s schedule.


In fact, his workload was divided between her schedule, and the amount of money that he shelled out, courtesy of drafts paid him from overseas accounts, transferred into cash in money exchange counters in Birmingham’s Chinese Quarter. Had he known of it, the postman would have joshed, “money and shagging, and not bad business if you can get it”, but did not. And the gardener would have said, mopping sweat from his forehead, “lolly and screwing – sad I missed out on that line of work”.


There was a mayor in a small West Midlands town, down to stand as a Parliamentary candidate with a reasonable chance of election, and the potential candidate – with a wife and two small children – had been well looked after by Mary Lou but now was relegated in time available, but was still paid. There was also a lecturer at a military staff college who was obsessed with her. A technician at a factory manufacturing state-of-the-art combat rifle night-sights who pleaded with her to go with him when he rebased as a motor mechanic somewhere in the north-east, and was dissuaded and had to make do with fortnightly visits . . . And there was the boy, who was the priority.


Keeping Mary Lou on her back, or her stomach, or whichever way they wanted her was the way forward in the career of Jimmy Bolton, and finding the time to fit in his own requirements was a growing problem, not settled in any meaningful way when Katie, the widow, paid him a visit, cooked supper and drank most of a bottle of wine and then dragged him upstairs.


The boy had priority. That was laid down from Western Park. Jimmy was not fully aware of the details of the event 17 months earlier at the training range of Zuhrihe in some godforsaken corner of the country, on the edge of Inner Mongolia. But the messages that came to him on roundabout routes had talked of necessity, of demand, of immediate attention, and it had been one of the finest hours of Jimmy Bolton’s career when he had located the boy.


What he had said to Mary Lou, when letting her slip, as if she were some sort of hunting dog freed from a leash and given the scent of a prey was, “Don’t fucking rush it. What it sounds to me, what I have heard, is that he will be easily frightened. I don’t want him running home and squeaking in his mother’s ear about you because your knickers dropped too fast. I want it done slowly and patiently, and him thinking that he has found love, and then you unpick him. Don’t fucking rush him, and make him think that you have fallen for him. Promise me.”


The boy was a priority. Jimmy Bolton would have said that a man did not need to know how to service a car’s engine if he owned and drove the car. He did not need to understand the science, nor did Mary Lou, who was engagingly hostile to education in any form. It was something to do with Global Positioning Satellites and a bit more to do with “denied environment”, and a considerable amount to do with serious warfare. He prayed rarely, but would that day again close his eyes, look at the ceiling, remember a church a couple of hundred miles to the north, and ask with anguished sincerity that she not frighten the boy.


He felt safe, and thought himself secure, and reckoned himself a star in the heavens as controlled by the Ministry of State Security. A sharp wind blew and the skies were clear . . . and, as his postman had told him, the pitch would be dry tomorrow, and a victory anticipated. In the world of Jimmy Bolton, defeat was unthinkable.


 


The aircraft headed west, a brittle sunshine catching its wings.


The major, Arkadi, sat in an aisle seat, tourist class, and was thoughtful . . . This was not work for which he had volunteered. His “boys”, with their astonishing ability to remain calm, played cards.


The major had a photograph on his phone, protected by encryption, and a name. It was a standard image as taken in any police premises in his own country or abroad, a confident face and strong, which he would need to be. He also had the work location of a target.


He had himself been at that secret occasion in a cemetery, had watched as the coffins were sealed, then lowered. Had heard the women bawling as the shots were fired into the air. The named target, after a fashion, had by his own hand put them there, which was a good enough reason – now that intelligence had provided an identity and an address where that man was to be found – for a mission to kick off that would secure a head, at the minimum two ears, nothing less.


 


Brigadier Kirill Smyslov had an intense dislike of the building where he worked. It was known without affection by the GRU staff labouring there as the Aquarium.


There were many telephone on his desk but when the yellow one rang it could not be ignored.


He was asked for progress.


“They are in the air.”


He was invited to offer a declaration of confidence.


“I am confident that, if the agreed procedures are carefully followed, the mission will conclude satisfactorily.”


It was to be expected, his chief of staff had told him, that a general would sit on his back, with the close attention of a fucking monkey, and nag for information – that another larger monkey, perhaps a baboon, would sit on the general’s shoulder. His chief of staff, little more than half Kirill Smyslov’s age, had a degree of dangerous humour, which amused him, but was contrite when reprimanded. The brigadier worked in the glass-walled GRU headquarters building because much of the muscle of his right arm had been torn away by mortar shrapnel in the battle for the Ukrainian city of Kharkiv. Fit for any other duty than working behind a desk . . . Did he not comprehend the pressures burdening the general?


“They are understood.”


Updates would be welcome.


“I can give you reports every three hours, night and day, or I can inform you when there is a development.”


The call was terminated. It had been wrong of him to seem to piss on his superior officer. It was what they all dreaded on reaching senior echelons of authority – that their work would be micro-managed by the men at the top of the tree. He had known an officer, of the same rank, who had overseen a previous operation to take down a defector, and the man was considered a supercilious shit. Not now. He had fled abroad, carting his family with him, yesterday’s man, despised now, and lecturing in a minor college in the mid-west of the United States.


The flight would now be out of Finnish airspace, over the Baltic, cruising – and the target should be in a state of innocence.


 


There were footsteps outside his cubicle.


Jonas, by habit, cleared his screen, which now showed the saved image of his cat.


There was a faint knock. He answered it brusquely, would never wish to give an uninvited visitor an impression of welcome.


The AssDepDG stood in the doorway. Jonas saw less of him nowadays. Their relationship had gone through a series of sea-changes. He had been despised as a rather pitiful jobsworth at a time when his retirement came up, then had made safe a suicide vest and had been everyone’s flavour of the month, even the year, and his retirement had been cancelled. He had also been under the direct leadership of the Assistant Deputy Director General when he had intercepted, pretty much single-handed, an embittered and dangerous ISIS lad returning home determined to wreak vengeance. Had, with limited consultation and most of his thoughts bottled up inside his own head and not shared with his mentor, organised the taking down of a Russian hit team, hired killers, and had violently tweaked the nose of the Sixers, the senior service (in intelligence terms). Had then been put to grass in Crime, and the AssDepDG had mocked him – sometimes gently and sometimes viciously – because that was a backwater. But he had won plaudits from both the FBI and the DEA in the States which had aggravated jealousies . . . then the China Desk from which he would likely achieve little success, but with less chance of creating offence. The AssDepDG was landlocked on terrorism but still maintained responsibility for him, and the China people left him to himself, shared nothing with him, imagined him colouring in maps, and had loaned him an assistant, Senior Executive Officer grade, whose career bumped the bottom of the bucket. The AssDepDG hovered.


“Was there something you wished to say?”


“Just here to see Aggie.”


“You’ll not see her in here.”


“You are a miserable sod, Jonas.”


“And busy – miserable, depressing and busy.”


“Doing what? Am I permitted to ask?”


“Crosswords most of the day, the usual . . .”


“I have shed blood for you, Jonas. Worked with dedication to cover your excesses. I have stood your corner when no other bugger would. Do not pull my pecker . . . You are not, I hope, about to cause trouble.”


“I am not.”


“I’ve covered your back.”


“Why do you assume that I am about to ‘cause trouble’?”


“Because your corner of this building has gone so damn quiet – good enough reason? Quiet as a Trappist’s grave. When I don’t hear you, Jonas, I start twitching. I have your word that you will not, sleight of hand, bring me grief?”


“Cause you trouble? I do not anticipate it.”


“You have few friends, Jonas. They should be valued.”


“They are . . . and Vera is well, and Olaf, and the skies are clear and the winds fresh . . . How is your swing coming along? Golf prospering?”


“I no longer like surprises, nor having to protect you, nor inquests.”


“Very good of you to call by, greatly appreciated. No nastiness around the corner, I assure you.”


The door closed. The footfall clattered away.


Well – Jonas heaved air into his lungs, sighed – he did not intend there to be grief, nor anything nasty, nor trouble, but it would be an explosion of sorts. He gazed up at the picture of the boy, chuckled, would be a triumph – and on a field where they were rarely, if ever, achieved. Sat quite still, hands in front of his face, and pondered. If it happened as he hoped it would, he’d have plotted a very considerable triumph.
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Not quite a search for a needle in a haystack, but not far short.


It had kicked off, that hunt, and the priority in Jonas Merrick’s time so far with the China people, with a call that came into his cubicle. There might have been people in Thames House who had registered the extraordinary fact that he had missed his train, the 5.39 from Waterloo. There would have been those who jostled for a place on the platform, and then elbowed towards a seat who had noticed the absence of a familiar figure. Only once had he missed his train, and been late for supper. It was when Wilbur had first called.


He ate his sandwiches, and watched his phone.


Beyond his door, the area used by Aggie Burns’s surveillance people was empty – some were marking time in the West Country, and a handful would be in the Midlands. Cold pork and pickle with a dash of mayonnaise, and a swig from his thermos . . . All routine until Wilbur had told a roundabout story about China, woven in with the Greek myth of the boy who had fastened a pair of makeshift wings to his shoulders with wax and had flown high until he had felt the power of the sun and then the drip of the melting wax, and had plummeted to his death. Jonas supposed it was a cautionary tale, and allowed a mirthless smile to hover at his lips.


For company in his cubicle he had the images that seemed to matter to Jonas Merrick. All his pictures were linked. All had become relevant after the first call from the Defense Intelligence Agency, the man he knew only as Wilbur.


That first time, he had stayed on the line long enough for Jonas to have missed his train. He had listened, not interrupted, could recall verbatim what Wilbur had said.


“I had your name given me, Jonas – don’t do formalities, so you will be Jonas and I am Wilbur. The recommendation came because I was informed you excelled at making bonfires of tedious procedures, and in achieving goals. I want to start you off on a chase, Jonas: maybe wild geese and all that, but needs doing . . . Up near the Sino/Inner Mongolian border is a military range occupied by the People’s Liberation Army, and they had a VIP show there months back. News of its result was slow to filter out, but now we have a good analysis of it. A smart-ass young colonel put his faith in the bullshit of what he had been told. That is why I mentioned Icarus. You’ve only done China for a few months, Jonas. I have done China for close on three decades. I have the Guoanbu sprouting out from every orifice in my misshapen body. To them, I am the archetype imperialist jackal and the stereotype Yank paper tiger. I live with them, eat with them, sleep with them – well, nearly. The colonel was executed two months after the event. His Icarus moment, and his crime, was to believe the reports that their tech teams had cracked the big military problem of our day. You know what that is, Jonas? No? I’ll explain. It is about missiles. The science of missile guidance is based on the satellite configuration spinning round the earth, and the fixes that it feeds into the tracking gear. It’s about jamming those signals. Because when they are blocked the missile cannot be programmed to reach a target. Simple. Everybody knows how to do the jamming, so everybody is working to find an alternative system. The Chinese believed they had the alternative, and the colonel pushed for it to be on show. But when the top rank hogs came to watch the triumph, it was a big-time clusterfuck. The diktat comes from on high, that the Ministry of State Security should put at the top of their shopping list of espionage, the answer to the problem, the alternative.


“We have some very sharp people studying that, and we wrap them in cottonwool, try to keep them and their work safe from theft. You have clever people, Jonas. Your teams are going for the same end point. Clever people attract attention, they are chased, they are subject to bribery, to compromise, and to honey traps. You will understand that, Jonas, because your background is counter-intelligence. Their “illegals” will be working round the clock, to find out who are your brightest kids in this field. Don’t let them succeed, Jonas, please do not. The stakes are big, my friend. They have great talent at finding the kids with the outsize brains who think outside the loop and they will devote time and energy, to suborning them.


“They have old tales in China, Jonas, and some are about extraordinary creatures that are now revered. One is about a sea lamprey. They found fossils of it from thirty million years back. They call it ba mu man, and credit the beast with eight eyes so not much escaped it: slippery to handle, blends in with rocks and weed, selects prey and hooks on with its mouth and sucks every millilitre of blood from what it’s caught. It is their principle of espionage, and will drain you dry. The eight eyes of that wretched creature are now looking for the brightest kids allocated to research in this field – warfare in a GPS denied environment. Jonas, this is about as huge as the glory days of Los Alamos and of your Aldermaston, getting the bomb up and running . . . My kids used to say I talk too much, spin the stories too long, but I like you better than them, Jonas, because you do not criticise what I say. It is a big priority, Jonas, the biggest one around us today.


That had been the start of an easy friendship. The start of a search that was difficult. He thought the friendship was locked down well. The search had seemed impossible, not a needle to be found, until . . . The phone purred for attention.


“Jonas? Wilbur.” The familiar scratched voice, same day of the month, same time of the day.


“Pleased to hear you, my friend. A good week here. We, my gang of retirees that is, have been enjoying discussing the Thucydides trap. He is the contemporary historian of the Athens and Sparta war of the fifth-century pre-Christ, and today we have our own trap. That’s for later. First up, how are you doing?”


“Moving quite smoothly. Yes, smoothly. Will be, I presume, a nasty surprise for some. It will fall into place this week, my assumption, and then you’ll be told what I have managed. Some people will not be happy, which I can guarantee, what makes it worthwhile . . . enough of that. Tell me about the trap, and Thucydides, and what was important twenty-five centuries ago – and is relevant now.”


He eased back in his chair, closed his eyes and held the receiver against his ear, and allowed himself to grin because he was not watched. Felt calm, excited at the pace of matters, but at peace.


 


The van was parked where they had been told it would be, in a side street close to the main railway station in central Brussels. Good to have it in a narrow cut-through where there was less possibility of camera coverage. The Russian Federation had a large embassy in the Belgian capital, with GRU attached and working under a string of diplomatic cover posts. He had been told the driver’s door would be unlocked and that the keys would be under the floor mat – and the back of the van had been well stocked. A map was in the glove compartment. Danil would drive, Pushka would navigate, the major would keep them supplied with lit cigarettes.


The driving skills of Danil had been refined as a young soldier, before GRU claimed him, at the controls of a BTR-80, an amphibious armoured personnel carrier, eight wheels, fifteen tonnes. Beside him, Pushka preferred to read a map as he had done in Chechnya rather than rely on phone guidance. They made a fair fist of getting clear of the centre of the city and crossing the canal, then taking the main drag out towards Ghent.


Kids, Arkadi thought, would have driven too fast or would have screwed up on the directions, but these boys were not kids. The speed limit was kept to. Traffic passed them, wove around them, but it was not their intention to get pulled over by a cop needing to boost his arrest record for the day.


In the back of the van Arkadi saw a collapsed metal stepladder, cans of paint (white gloss and white matt), a pair of decorator’s trays, a plastic bag brimming with sheets of sandpaper. By the time that Pushka sang out – in a sort of triumph – that they were indeed on the Boulevard Leopold, where they should be, the major had established that all that had been requested was in the van . . . and more. One holdall that was heavy and angular. A zip on it but no lock. Two pistols, magazines detached, both German made, from the Walther family, and an H&K with a folded stock that would give massive firepower.


Also in the bag were more maps and four blown-up photographs. A villa set back from a road, barely visible through foliage. A police shot of a young man with an expressionless face and a mop of uncombed hair, and in capital letters the name GOVIER handwritten across the chest. A mother, in a B category gaol, had made the contact through her favoured lawyer: her daughter a victim of police killers, her son banged away for the rest of his youth and most of his middle age. “Don’t need to ask him, just bust him out, let him sniff some freedom and he’ll be good as gold, I guarantee it.” There were two more photographs which he did not need to study just now. Arkadi leafed through the maps, and found the one that showed the relationship between the villa and the coastline.


Not for him to share the thought with the boys, but the thoroughness of what had been prepared for them was a surprise. Genuine signs of efficiency, but only a trifling number of hours to put it in place. Someone bright on the GRU staff in the embassy had fulfilled the box ticks. Beyond his reach, covered with dust sheets, was a smaller bag. In it would be the materials about which Arkadi knew little and wanted to know less, and beside it was a length of metal piping that might have been a metre and a half long . . . He supposed that the knife would be wrapped and safe in the weapons bag. He felt a tremor in his stomach but it was more likely from lack of food than qualms about the mission.


Steadily, they headed for the bypass that skirted the ancient city of Ghent. Arkadi checked his watch . . . breathed hard, sucked in the air. He took out three cigarettes, champed them between his lips, lit them and passed two of them forward. It was a maxim of his that silence could be a good companion.


 


The brakes were stamped, and the tyres screamed.


Reuven Sparks had been dreaming . . . His lawyer had been useless, seemed to regard Reuven as if he were some kind of slug that should be hidden away under a stone.


The chance of manufacturing a defence against the charges he faced were “slim to nil”. Then there had been the smile, one that failed to disguise contempt, and a throwaway line about doing the best that was possible, bricks without straw, having a good stab at disorganising prosecution witnesses in their evidence, and when he had stowed the papers into the files and the files into a rucksack, the lawyer had told him that it might be worth considering a guilty plea. The lawyer was a smart arse with a baby-face complexion and hair flapping on his suit jacket collar, and a tie decorated with an emblem of something on a shield and boasting of “exclusive”, somewhere Reuven Sparks would not be invited.


There was a thud on the metal wall beside him, on the other side of which Xavier Govier was sitting, then a curse from him, like he was winded.


Reuven had tried to do sarcasm as the door to the little conference room was opened and the lawyer was about to be escorted away. Reuven would be taken to the holding cells to wait until the transport was ready to lift him back to Manchester.


Maybe he had not managed the sneer sufficiently, “And, sir, you have a very good weekend.”


The lawyer had paused at the door, had turned, not recognising the sarcasm. “Decent of you to wish me that, Reuven. I’ve golf tomorrow and a family lunch on Sunday because it’s Fiona’s and my anniversary, and . . .”


Would then have realised that Reuven Sparks, his client, would be in his solitary cell on the second floor of E wing, listed as a top-risk prisoner and locked away for most of the weekend. It might not have been an appropriate time to chunter about 18 holes and then drinks in the bar, or about having the in-laws round for lunch. The lawyer had realised he was out of order, had flushed, and set off down the corridor.


A swerve of the wheels and Reuven bounced off two walls and the locked door.


That was the end of the day in the Crown Court, almost.


Another delay when the six of them were taken back to the van and locked in their cubicles. There was a clan on trial in another of the court rooms – he knew of them, but was not a friend or an associate – and they had the full works of armed escort, front and back. Reuven and his crowd were held until the clan were loaded up, blue lights flashing, sirens howling, all the shit . . . and finally they were on their way. Trouble with a delay on a Friday was that the best of the food would have long gone in the canteen, and what was left would be barely warm . . . It was a fucking awful place that Reuven Sparks found himself locked into, and a fucking awful future ahead of him.


The van had covered about a quarter of the journey, was not yet into the open country near the canal, was still on the dual carriageway . . . Another heave on the brakes, and the guard yelling, and and down the narrow aisle came a bellow from the driver. Hustling behind it was the voice in the same accent, Welsh kid, trying to keep a vestige of calm, on his radio going through the procedures, not in panic but bloody close. Then more yelling and new voices, and then a sound like a sledge hitting the windscreen or a cab window.


More yelling, louder and urgent, and he heard the driver’s voice change. No longer giving coordinates and location, telling some dozy bastard on the other end of a radio link that “it is actually happening . . .” Was howling that he had a missus and kids at home, was doing his job and didn’t need that “fucking thing” in his ribs. Might be a handgun, or two, might be a machine pistol, what some of the gangs had in east Manchester, might be a shotgun and sawn off in a workshop which was what Reuven Sparks was familiar with. Thought the accents were foreign. Reuven Sparks had been on the edge of a group who did business with Albanians. Knew enough, to reckon the driver a fucking idiot if he didn’t do, and sharp, what was wanted from him by any Albanian.


The van was stationary. An alarm sounded, ear-piercing. The guard was now moaning in pain. Reuven could hear the cab door being pulled open, and imagined the driver being dragged out, and he’d have had the handgun or the machine pistol or the shotgun, pointing at his balls or under his chin, and wouldn’t be planning to make a hero of himself. Reuven supposed that the driver, the Welsh kid and the guard in with the prisoner, would have once been on a course where they were shown what to do if there was an armed attack on a gaol van while in transit – would have been told to send the message, then do as ordered by the attackers – only silly bastards would do the hero game.
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