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Prologue


The road was dry. It would have had a stone foundation, put down years ago, but it was now covered with a layer of dust, sand, crushed dirt. Under the weight he carried, his boots moved through it heavily, kicking up clouds of the bloody stuff, same as the boots of all the others in the patrol. It found its way into his eyes, ears, mouth, and up his nostrils and the only sound he made was a rasping cough as he tried to clear it from his throat. What he had swallowed seemed to taste of a mix of donkey shit and old engine oil and the stench of the caked mud in the ditch at the side of the road.


He tried to stay alert. Not easy, not in the heat. The sun had been up for long enough to burn the soles of their boots and the fabric of their uniforms, crumpled and stained, and seemed to cling to their armoured vests, roasting their chins and cheeks. Where the camouflage cream had been smeared in the half light of dawn while they were scoffing food and listening to the briefing, there were now rivers of sweat running haphazardly down their necks. They had been told by their lieutenant that the need was for aggression, ‘so none of these fucking Talibs gets the mistaken idea that we are in anyway backing off from getting stuck into their territory’. The lieutenant wasn’t with them now, but the sergeant was, a miserable sod, but he knew what was what in that sector of Helmand. ‘Just stop thinking of fucking women, getting your end away. Just concentrate on the road, where it’s been disturbed, where there’s loose soil, where there is anything, fucking anything, that is not normal. Look at it, think about it fast, hit the fucking deck, and shout it to me.’ The sergeant was not a man to love but was probably the best chance they had of staying alive, of getting home in one piece.


The sergeant was in front of him. “Keep fucking watching, Chopper, don’t stop. Keep at it.”


Which Chopper did, raking his eyes to right and left, straining into the haze to see what was ahead of him, swivelling to look behind him. He was in the middle of the patrol, where he liked to be. His general-purpose machine gun was loaded, ready to go, a belt on board and the bullets bouncing against his knee. He had, he reckoned, the best place in the patrol that stretched out on either side of the road. He had never been in an ambush, did not know how it would be, but was familiar with the thudding impact of the beast against his shoulder, and was thought to be a marksman with it, an expert.


They were heading towards a village. They had a medic with them whose rucksack was stuffed with medicines and they’d hang around while he did a bit of a surgery stint, what was called Hearts and Minds, then scarper and leave sullen and hostile faces behind them. Being in the centre of the patrol was a good place. The worst two were point man up at the front, or back marker who had to walk for three-quarters of the time with his arse facing the rest of them, like a punishment posting. Across the road, level with him, was Lofty, all five feet and four inches of him – and that might have been when he stood on tiptoe. Lofty carried his own gear, and also three extra mortar shells for the 81mm, and had four loaded belts draped over his shoulders. Chopper did the shooting and Lofty did the feeding. He also carried spare barrels in case they fired so much and so often that the bloody thing over-heated and needed replacing. Lofty was Chopper’s best friend, maybe his only friend.


The name Chopper had stuck with him since he had joined the regiment as a recruit. He had been selected for the company’s football team to play against the Bravo side. One of the opposition had gone off on a stretcher and another had limped to the touchline as proof of the force of his contact, and he had been picked for the battalion side and they had played a commando squad and his tackles had been ferocious and had caused casualties. He was Kenny Harris, and he had received the Commanding Officer’s personal congratulations as a lightweight silver cup was raised, and there were marines who’d have beaten the hell out of him if they’d found him. There was a guy called Ron Harris who played for Chelsea, was a hero at their ground, and he was lauded as ‘Chopper’ Harris for the quality of his tackling. So Delta Company of the 2nd Battalion of the Parachute Regiment created their own ‘Chopper’ and the name had stuck. He had done the business in Helmand against a REME team and a Logistics unit. His football marked him out and he had been given the machine gun to carry and had chosen Lofty as his feeder.


All of them in the patrol looked for signs of the bloody horrible IEDs. Improvised Explosive Devices were what sent guys home in boxes or without a limb and mutilated. There might be loose earth where a pressure plate had been inserted above an explosive charge or a buried mine. Or there might be a mass of dynamite for an anti-tank job dug in at the side of the road, linked by a command cable that was paid out a couple of hundred yards to cover where the plunger was, and there might be a gang to ambush them and put down fire once it was detonated, and they were in bad order. The patrol needed to scour both the road surface and the shit and the dust and the dirt and the ditches and – hopefully – spot what they’d put in place before the fucking thing was fired . . . They had the medical boy with them and, if they were lucky, they’d get to the village and he would do his good works. None of the men gathered would show any gratitude. And the patrol would not know which of those men was the star turn at disguising the little excavation of the dust covering the road surface, and the overgrown earth at the side and the command cable leading away, nor which was the one with keen enough eyesight to use the soldering iron on the circuit board, and who packed the explosives in a parcel of nails and screws and goat shit.


Chopper was beginning to think . . . where the fuck were they? Where were the kids? Where were the women? Where were the boys who ought to have been out in the fields, clearing out the weeds between the crop lines?


Nothing was down the road, not even a donkey. No kids, no women, no ragheads.


Chopper saw the sergeant’s head as he walked from side to side, heard the hissed instruction that they keep their fucking eyes open. To his left the ground dipped away and there was no ambush cover for a couple of hundred yards and it would have been a long run for a wire. To his right the crops were close to the road – wheat or maize or lines of planted poppies, the blooms not yet sprouting. Chopper could remember their first briefings on the deployment, back in Colchester, when an enthusiastic woman had lectured the battalion on the evils of the heroin trade and how one of their tasks would be to ‘win over’ the locals and get them to plant crops of potatoes and healthy greens and have cattle and sheep and goats, and become real farmers – perhaps with a market once a week . . . but here it was dangerous to dream. His concentration slipped.


“You all right, Lofty?”


“Nowhere I’d prefer to be, loving every minute.”


“Keep your eyes open.”


They kept going, footstep following footstep, safe in the knowledge that if it were a pressure plate they would know they had made a bad decision about where to tread about a quarter of a second later.


Lofty and Chopper had been good muckers since the parachute regiment induction, and the first jump. They stayed close, watched each other’s backs . . . the shared bit was nothing to do with football and Chopper’s awful record for tackling. Lofty turned out for every game, and carried the bucket and the sponge, and sliced oranges for half-time. They were close because of the arse-pucker factor, greater for some than others, when recruits were winched up in the basket hanging underneath a balloon. It rose painfully slowly, and creaked because the drum was insufficiently oiled, and shook as the wind grew. It would rise to 800 feet, and the instructors said it would ‘sort the men from the boys’. Chopper was fine with heights . . . had seen that Lofty was terrified, more so every time the balloon’s basket lifted a few more feet. The climb had stabilised, and they were suspended, the swaying of the basket increasing: the bar across the gap had been opened by a corporal in charge who grinned like the old Cheshire cat and showed no sympathy. Three went out, arms and legs gyrating. Chopper saw that Lofty was pressed against the side of the basket, furthest from the gap . . . Chopper knew that the one thing this shrivelled little kid wanted more than anything was to get the red beret, be a paratrooper – and he was frozen rigid and the corporal wasn’t going to help. He would count to ten, gesture for Chopper to go for his first time and then signal for the balloon to be hauled down, and Lofty would be transferred into a van as soon as they touched down, given three minutes to clear his locker and then dumped at the railway station. Anyone contaminated with fear was not wanted, and the humiliation would be felt for years. So, Chopper had taken the boy’s shoulder, checked that the guide wire was attached and, near as dammit, dragged Lofty forward . . . Absolutely forbidden, and the kid couldn’t move. So Chopper gave him a push and heaved him into freefall. The chute had opened, Chopper had jumped and seen Lofty go smoothly down below him, clumsily hitting the grass, then rising to his knees and punching the air in triumph, and wave . . . Never stopped bloody talking all night, but passed the test. The reason for a friendship, and Lofty was the feeder to one of the best machine gunners in the unit.


Across the road from him, Lofty was struggling, like they all were, and there was another hiss from the sergeant for them to stay awake, be alert. Some of the sweat on Chopper’s forehead seeped through the khaki bandana he wore – in Delta company their boss was ‘relaxed’ about dress code and appearance, not a bloody Guards officer. The camouflage cream seeped into his eyes and he felt near blinded and was blinking and trying to lose the incessant irritation. Chopper thought, was not sure, that the sergeant shouted, to get down, down flat, just get down, and his eyes cleared and there was a Talib in a field beyond Lofty, and he seemed to make a gesture with his hands like a contact was joined and there was a yell, similar to the ‘God is great’ cry that it was said the martyrs made, and . . .


Lofty was flying. The sergeant was rocking on his feet like a drunk outside the Colchester barracks when the pub closed, and the medic they were taking to the village had a smaller face than before, and it was red, blood-red. Then the light came . . . brilliant, pure white, illuminating the road so that he could see the raised dirt clouds with a greater clarity than before. He was hit on the back of the head and thought it looked like an arm when it fell in front of him. After the light came a darker glow and then the shock wave of the blast which flattened him, and he realised that none of the others in the section was standing. He might have been the last of them to have crumpled. It was like a great wind, more violent than anything he had known, which put him face down on the scoured road surface, and the dirt blew around him and he couldn’t see. He did not hear the noise of the detonation. The sergeant’s mouth was perhaps a foot from Chopper’s right ear and he could see the contorted mouth and flapping tongue and feel the sergeant gasping for air, but it was hard to make out the words . . . ‘Get the fucking gun going, got to keep the rags back. They’ll be all round us and cutting us up. Keep them back, Chopper . . .’ And the sergeant’s head sagged.


They were his family: 3 Platoon, Delta Company, 2nd Battalion. The extended family was the Company, and the wider family, including distant cousins, was the Battalion. He smeared a hand across his face and realised that the film on it was not sweat and camouflage cream but blood. He had lost hold of the machine gun when he had been knocked down but old disciplines from training on the Brecons kicked in. He had it up and the bi-pod down and scanned fast and saw puffs of dirt away to the right where there was a gap in the crop. A mistake by the rags because his sergeant had always taught them to put water on the ground under a barrel tip, or a mug of piss, so that the sand or earth did not make the little giveaway clouds. He started to give them something back. Around him, the last of the soil and tufts of grass and stones from the detonation point had settled.


Other guys took a cue from Chopper and started to shoot, and the boy with the mortar tube was able to get some heavy gear in the air. The effect of the bursts from Chopper’s machine gun and the thud of the mortar shells exploding lifted them. But not Lofty, and not the sergeant, nor the medic. Someone had the radio transmitting and was bawling, ‘Contact . . . Contact.’ Guys dragged what remained of Lofty close to Chopper and he wrenched the body over and was able to free two of the belts which gave him plenty . . . and he noticed that Lofty was short of an arm, and that some of his guts were hanging free, the rest held in by his belt and his armoured vest: but at that time it did not seem to matter to Chopper. The volume of the incoming was heavier: if the rags had a feeling that resistance was collapsing then they would close in for the kill and the favoured weapon would be a knife. Seemed an age and probably was not, and one of them from the far ditch let off a brilliant yellow flare and Chopper did not hear it but saw the first of the Apaches come over and the team up there would have seen the fire positions at which the machine gun bullets were aimed, and onto which the mortars were landing.


The ground around them was plastered by the Apaches, and then Chopper sensed a sort of quiet. Would have been one of the last shots the rags fired and it seemed to cut a scar in the road surface, enough to jolt his left ankle but he felt no pain and his leg was already drenched with blood from when he had been up against Lofty . . . His finger eased off the trigger and he took it clear of the guard and had to massage it to get his finger to straighten again. He let off three belts . . . the Apaches were making circles around what was left of the patrol, like ill-tempered dogs who’d decided they needed protection. More dust rose, would have been the last that could be shifted, and that was the twin rotors of a ‘chuck chuck’, which was what they called the Chinook heavy lifter, and it came down in the centre of the road, and the team spilled out from the back ramp with more guns to provide a close protection perimeter.


Chopper stood. Felt so damn tired; thought he might collapse but since he rated nothing was wrong with him, reckoned that would have been out of order. The triage team from the Chinook decided who needed to be handled first, where the initial morphine jabs should go. They didn’t bother with Lofty, just put a bodybag beside him, and another bodybag was dropped over the sergeant, and another for the medic. There were stomach wounds and limb damage, and someone had a head wound which was always top of the list for attention. A Chinook would not hang about, not in bad lands . . . he could hear better now and a doctor reported to a colleague that the gunships thought ‘about fifteen of Tommy Taliban are winging it to Paradise right now’. Chopper was on his feet but unsteady and there was smoke over where the mortars had landed and a nearby field was smouldering. He was surprised that his balance was screwed, and more surprised when the nurses came to him, prised the gun from his hands and took him to the Chinook ramp. He was trying to protest that he was, fine, unharmed. They took no notice. He was eased onto a gurney and a nurse started to snip at his right trouser leg with a pair of heavy scissors, and went through hardening blood, and called a doctor to join her – and they were airborne, and it was all action inside the big bird.


And heard someone say, “They did well, but won’t get medals for it. Best will be a Mention. Getting bloody routine, and getting bloody pointless. What we got?”


“Took one in the ankle, clean entry and clean exit. What will need looking at is what shit got carried in with it, trouser fibres, socks – God, he stinks. Won’t kill him but it’ll be a life changer.”


“He’ll last. Get him jabbed please.”


A syringe of morphine went into his leg, and he felt the resistance slacken. A decision was made to get him on to a Globemaster rather than keep him in an already overcrowded base camp medical centre. He did not know that a squat little cluster from his family, Headquarters Company, came to see him off and that he would be flown back to RAF Brize Norton overnight along with the three boxes. Nor did he know that up by the bulkhead was a bin liner with his personal stuff, nor how close he would be on the journey to what was left of Lofty.


An in-flight nurse checked him over and said to her supervisor, “Sleeping like a little lamb. Good-looking boy isn’t he? Quite shaggable, I’d say. Sorry, shouldn’t have said that, ma’am.”


“Say what you like, I’m not disagreeing. The paras won’t want him, not with that hole. A soldier’s career gone down the plug – yes, more’s the pity – but a pretty lad . . . You’d better strip him off, wash him down and get him into something cleaner before we land – don’t want to frighten them. Poor sod, always a doubtful outlook for a winged paratrooper, they get a quick boot, an uncertain future – probably left with a load of resentment. But a pretty lad.”
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He was not supposed to be there.


Jonas Merrick – Queen’s Gallantry Medal and Bar, Thames House analyst, fêted and offered undiluted praise by the CIA in Langley and the DEA in DC, and rather feared by his own people – was, on that Monday morning, walking into the teeth of the wind as he crossed Lambeth Bridge. He should not have been on the pavement, his old briefcase chained to his wrist and his free hand clinging to his trilby, the flaps of his coat splayed out behind him, and his flannel trousers flattened against his legs. He should have been on a week’s leave, and the dates would be logged by Human Resources in the Security Service’s computer system.


The river – polluted, it was said, to the point of being poisoned – ran dark and threatening far below him. He did not pause at that stretch of balustrade where once he had been dragged over and had plummeted down, and gone under, and had by a combination of circumstances survived. Past history and pushed aside. What should have been on his mind at the start of that week was what he and Vera would be doing after he had shut Olaf in his cage, left the caravan in the field on the Isle of Purbeck, near to the ruins of Corfe Castle – gone for a bracing walk on the coastal path, taken in a museum in Swanage . . . Going to work had been a decision taken out of frustration.


In the briefcase, marked with a faded EIIR imprint, was his flask of coffee and his plastic sandwich box, chicken and cucumber that day with a trace of mustard, and an apple and a small bar of chocolate. No papers. He carried nothing that referred to an operation instigated by Jonas that teetered on the edge of success – or failure. Jonas feared failure, and barely acknowledged success. He had left behind him when he walked out of Thames House the previous Friday afternoon the sitreps and biographies of the principals concerned because he had seen no need of them when clambering up and down rural paths in Dorset. But a degree of disaster had struck on the forecourt of his modest home in Raynes Park. In front of the semi-detached, pebbledash, and mock-Tudor house, his and Vera’s home all their married life, stood the caravan. ‘Don’t worry, dear,’ he’d said from the doorstep about to head for his train, ‘I’ll sort everything out when I’m back this evening.’ And that evening, February and vilely cold, he had gone to the caravan, key in hand, to get it ready to load that night, and a bit more on the Saturday morning before a 10.00 am departure, and a good run to the south-west down the A31, and had opened the door to start the little jobs he ought to have completed the week before, even the month before . . . But his mind had been focused on work. It had been a complicated operation to put in place, more so than most, hellishly complicated. And Vera had had bronchial problems and not taken over.


So now, as he headed for work, the concrete forecourt was empty. On Saturday afternoon the caravan had been towed away for repair. On Saturday evening their bags had been unpacked and the food they would have taken returned to the fridge, and Olaf’s fiendishly expensive cat food was back in the cupboard, and rather than mope around and be continuously reminded of his failure to ensure a functional caravan he had decided to go back to work.


Years before, in the hours before the warm prosecco and the handing to him of an envelope with a John Lewis voucher, and the start of his unwelcome retirement, Jonas Merrick had surprised himself, and many others. Sitting by the river, contemplating the awfulness of being a past employee of the Service, he had found himself sharing a bench in the darkness with Ivanhoe Gunn, a wannabe suicide bomber who was about to stretch his legs and head in the direction of the Mother of Parliaments, and Jonas had disarmed the vest bomb, and taken the lad back to Security. And it had dropped, like a heavenly bolt, into the mind of the Assistant Deputy Director General at Thames House that Merrick might indeed be a man with talents worth hanging on to. Each job that came his way seemed to need more fleshing, have more consequences, be more pregnant with risk – and danger. This one, he thought, had the potential of marking his finest hour – well, something like that. The pieces were in place, and there remained little for him to influence.


It had its stamp on it, Jonas Merrick’s, which meant preparation, methodical planning, and a taste of something bizarrely outside the loops of convention. Four months before, a booze- laden lunch between a man ranked far above him in Thames House and a senior from another agency had meant a proposition was dumped on his lap – and implicit was ‘don’t mind how you manage it, don’t terribly want to know, so just get on with it.’ A fallow time over and boredom banished. Three months before he had been taken to a mansion for a police search, the officers believing he was a photographer’s assistant, and had seen a girl – and the pace quickening. Two months back he had scrounged an invitation to a bonding binge at a north London pub, where the detectives as a common trait carried a desiccated periwinkle shell in their pocket as a mark of who they were and their expertise, and had noted a guy who seemed a loner and outside the team. One month earlier he had manufactured a moment when the two young people met, that girl and that police officer, total strangers, and pretty much all bets would be off and the business moving beyond the reach of his intervention . . . he was confident. Had to be, it was the best he could manage.


He dealt with matters reflecting three different aspects of the Security Service’s work. There was the perpetual hazard of terrorism, the regular scourge of espionage, and the one that least interested his masters but the one that he enjoyed confronting the most, crime. He had his teeth into this one . . . He had come to the end of the bridge and the traffic ahead of him was, as ever, inching forward and the road was jammed. On the far side, in front of the Fivers building, Thames House, he saw the armed police officers Kev and Leroy, scanning traffic but not looking out for him because he was not supposed to be there. He had told them himself that he was off the whole of the next week with his caravan and his wife and his Norwegian Forest cat, and they had wished him well and hoped ‘nothing daft’ would happen to him . . . They did not see him, did not come forward to escort him through the cars and vans and cyclists. He plunged forward, blustering his way through the traffic and into the fog of exhaust fumes, and the blast of horns and abuse from angry drivers. Jonas was a man of tight schedules, as was the DepDG, Brian, sitting in his chauffeur-driven car, as his driver braked sharply, and Jonas saw the lowering dislike pressed up against the privacy window. He felt the usual exhilaration as he arrived at the other ride of the road and headed for the side of the building.


“Hello, Mr Merrick, thought you were on holiday,” said Kev.


“Good to see you, Mr Merrick. Has there been a bit of a cock-up?” asked Leroy.


He grimaced. Fact was he loved these two men, might have owed his life to them, certainly trusted that life with them. He made a sheepish grimace, and went to buy his cappuccino and his Danish from the café. He would take them, as he did every weekday morning, sunshine or rain – he had no truck with Working From Home – to St John’s Gardens where he watched the gardener sweeping and hoeing as he ate and drank.


He went down to the basement of Thames House to the Post Room, to which he had been banished by a kangaroo court for ‘flagrant breach of regulations’. His working space was behind a barricade of filing cabinets. To the staff, he was known as the Guv’nor, the cuckoo who had been planted into their territory. Surprise and puzzlement greeted him, but he did not acknowledge his colleagues’ confusion and headed for his den where his assistant was on her hands and knees with a pan and brush and a wet cloth cleaning around his chair.


“Hello, Mr Merrick. Holiday gone pear-shaped?” Effie asked him. “Anyway, it all seems to be tripping along nicely here – so far.”


A month earlier (January ’26)


“You good then, Chopper, ready and able?” Effie asked.


“Good and ready.”


“And able. Remember who you are, and that you’re used to getting what you want. Go for it. Try and pace it. Don’t need to do a hamstring, and an ACL would be disaster time. Good luck, Chopper.”


They had been sitting on a bench, both of them with fags lit, and the wind came lightly off the sea and wafted the smoke into his face. He could see the girl jogging towards them. They were in Dubai, that exorbitant little corner of the United Arab Emirates, on the Palm Jumeirah resort area where the serious wealth hung out, looking out at the Persian Gulf. Effie was with her boyfriend who had been in Special Recce Regiment and been co-opted . . . He’d had little to say and was getting on with developing his tan. She did the talking, was in charge; she had been there at the start when they had roped him in . . . Chopper had come willingly enough, didn’t have a whole host of options.


He had told them, when it was spelled out to him, that it was the dumbest plan he had heard of. She had said, ‘Well, that’s your opinion, and the old boy who worked it out will not be shifting because of it. Do it, or fuck off and go back where you came from . . . I hear he usually gets things right. He comes with a reputation.’ It was the dumbest and most ridiculous plan ever put to him, and to see if he was right, or the ‘old boy’ was, he had been flown from Heathrow to Dubai, more than seven hours in the air. The previous day they had done the sniff round the location together and had seen the girl on the same track alongside the built up rocks on which the resort had its foundations. She had jogged past them – decent legs and a decent waist, and all of her quite decent – and their little group had pretended to be in deep conversation, heads averted, and she’d not seemed to notice them. The word was that the girl would have been well aware of anti-surveillance procedures, but she had seemed relaxed, and in spite of the heat was running comfortably.


And that morning she was back again, and far behind her was an older man with too much weight on him, labouring on a bicycle and about to pack it in, like he had the previous day.


Effie said, “That’s a snogging face. Not beautiful, nothing classic, but a nice face. She’d think she’s way out of your reach, Chopper. Not for the likes of you.”


He reached into his pocket and pulled out his loose change and a small seashell and gave them to Effie to mind for him.


Simon said, “Get a squeeze and a cuddle, so she remembers you.”


He could see her backside wobbling. He knew her name was Julie. Knew also that her father was Lachlan Wilson. Knew from photographs the house that was her home, and about her two older brothers, and about two more boys, teenagers. Knew what her father did and why he was of interest. He started to run.


Chopper rarely gave chapter and verse on the scar that he had brought home from a shitty road in a shitty place. He had limped his way to Lofty’s funeral which was quiet and sad and short of pomp, and had also hobbled along behind the coffin of his sergeant, leaning on a stick, and that had been a full military job. He had moved on, had tried to find another ‘family’ that might foster him. Had played football but not often and the recovery time had grown longer after each game. Might have been that the surgeons had seen their job as just getting him mobile, but not to athlete level. Might have been that the ankle wound was more complex than first thought. His present ‘family’ was likely soon to move him on because each year, and certainly each month, the pain was harder to absorb when he pushed himself . . . he hid it well, had to.


“Going to be a bit of a struggle catching her. Wish me luck, Lofty . . . it’s the stupidest thing I ever heard of but . . .” Chopper often talked to Lofty.


There had been times when the wound had puckered and then healed, reduced to a small hole, an indentation that was redder than the skin around it, and then he had been able to cover ground fast, almost forgetting that a Talib had been lined up on him at the time that the bomb was detonated and probably would have killed him if the blast had not dropped him. In his own language the guy would have cursed because a marksman always knew whether he had a kill or only a flesh wound and it was not more than that because the machine gun had put down sufficient fire to prevent them creeping close with their knives out, and then the attack birds had come.


It hurt more now. Pain laced up his shin and with each step thudding on the hard walkway it hurt some more. The extent of the pain was his secret and shared only with Lofty, not talked about at the building on the edge of London where he was clinging to a place in the Flying Squad Team 3, Barking, and swallowing half a pack of paracetamol each day to mask it. He had warmed up that morning, jogged a quarter of a mile and done some of the old football exercises for loosening up; if he ruptured something that would be on a catastrophe scale, banging at the top.


He ran after her . . . He did not understand why the girl chose to go running with the sun climbing and the temperature rising, and only a slight breeze coming off the water and not a square handkerchief of shade in sight. He ran and the pain came, as he expected it to. It would not have been Chopper’s style to say, when propositioned, ‘Of course I’d like to, but I got this little wound in Afghan, not much to look at but it gives me grief, so I’ll have to pass.’ She wore little floppy shorts, functional navy-blue, and a Pepsi T-shirt. He rehearsed what he would say. Before he had been to Helmand he would have easily caught her. But he had been there and what he had thought of as his family had turned their backs on him. His breathing came harder and the ache was sharper and climbed up his leg, and he was sweating. He was awkward in female company, and defensive. He came level with her and could smell the faint scent of her body.


“Your trainer lace is loose . . . you’ll trip . . .”


She stopped, dragged air down into her lungs. Looked down at her laces, and they were both secure – and frowned and looked at him, and frowned some more and clicked on her phone to stop the timing of her run, and gazed hard at him. It was the moment he was supposed to offer an explanation.


He knelt. His fingers were stiff at the knuckles, and made him clumsy. She peered down at him and the frown deepened on her forehead and her eyes flashed. She could have clouted him. He took the tightly knotted laces on her right foot, and made a poor fist of untying them, then succeeded and freed them. He looked up, and she was scowling, and he sensed that he only had a few seconds. Another runner passed them, and from the other direction came someone pushing a buggy and neither spared them a glance. He had already gauged that Dubai was a private place and staring was unwelcome. He tightened the laces, then made a decent knot.


He used the smile that he was famous for, what everyone said Chopper did well. “There you are, no chance of you spilling over now.”


“Am I supposed to thank you?” She had what he thought a regionless accent, something from the Home Counties perhaps but lacking in clues as to location or heritage.


Chopper smiled and shrugged. “Don’t have to . . .”


Her jaw jutted and her lips thinned, and he fancied that her fists had tightened, and she looked sharply around her.


She said, “The lace was never loose. So what was that about?”


A wider smile from Chopper and a flick of the shoulders – all done the way they had practised it in the hotel bedroom the previous evening. “You are the prettiest girl out running this morning, far and away the prettiest. I was with my pals back there on the bench, and it’s what I said about you. They bet me.”


Something of the defensiveness left her. “What was the bet?”


Maybe she would just laugh at him. “A dumb bet, don’t know that I should . . .”


“What was it?”


The sun seemed fiercer and the glare off the walkway was brighter and the ripple of the water on the stones was sharper, and she might kick his head in. “I am not sure I ought . . .”


What he knew of her she was unlikely to be familiar with being stalled. Said what she wanted and expected it done, what the briefing paper had said. What he was supposed to do seemed even more ridiculous.


“Cough it up or I’m gone . . . is the bet worth winning?”


He thought she might kick him, punch him, or just gaze at him for a moment like he was some pitiful little pervert, and resume her jog. “Definitely worth winning.”


“What was it?”


“I get a kiss off you. Sorry, bloody rude. Prettiest girl out running, and they bet I couldn’t get a kiss off you. I said I could. I . . .”


She came down on one knee. Didn’t seem to think about it. Put a hand on his shoulder to steady herself. Looked into his face, and he could see every rivulet of sweat on her skin, and her eyes were a soft blue, and she grinned.


She kissed him. She was Julie, third child of Lachy and Victoria Wilson.


He kissed her. He was Kenny Harris, or Chopper.


He didn’t close his eyes, nor did she. Just a daft moment. Two strangers who had met by chance, and he thought she believed that. But she surprised him, and drove her tongue into his mouth, probing almost to the back of his throat. She moved away, wiped her tongue round her lips, and she was chuckling as she straightened. The hand that had been on his shoulder tapped Chopper’s forehead . . . The Company Commander when he had been with Delta in Colchester had owned a spaniel, a Welsh Springer, and if it did what it was told to, rare, it was rewarded with a treat and the same sort of tap on the top of its head, and the pleasure of it would send its tail into overdrive . . . She pulled him up, grinned some more, wiped a hand over her mouth.


The photo he had been shown, surveillance stock, or the sight the previous day of her jogging past: ice-cold eyes, granite eyes, steeled eyes, eyes that slotted in with who she was, what she did, the eyes of a person of importance in her trade, brutal eyes – not now, and they had softened. Like they had been exchanged for eyes that were fresher, warmer, softer, and belonged to a girl with a normal way of life that did not involve mass poisoning with the chemicals of trafficking. Lovely eyes that told him he had tapped into places in her personality that stayed hidden, covert, were not on public view. Because what had happened was so outrageous? He’d be remembered, did not doubt it, and she would, which had a certainty in his mind. And himself . . . a winter month, and no sun tan on his cheeks, and a working day spent in an office and peering at a screen, or in a car and with an anorak keeping his body warm. Parchment-toned skin that would show he was fresh out from the cold and fog and frost of the far north, yet there was colour spreading over his face – was blushing and could not contain it, and blood pulsing in him, running riot. If he had then punched a fist in the air, what a para did when a successful waste of Talibs had been achieved, and what his present crowd did when a good snatch was done, it would not have been because the aim of a mission was fulfilled – but because of who she was and what she had done with her eyes, blue and with a trace of the sea’s colour beyond the surf. Was special to him and dared to think that it might have been the same for her, special . . . and over.


A kiss on his cheek, a deep breath, then she fiddled with the phone on her arm to restart her stopwatch.


Chopper said, “I’ll see you round.”


Julie said, “Don’t bank on it.”


He said, “Paths can often cross.”


She said, “If you say so.”


She was gone, running into the heat. He thought he had done well, but that would be for Effie to say. His ankle hurt and it had been an effort to chase after her. He went back to the bench at a little faster than a walk.


Effie spoke. “You did well. Bit far away but didn’t I see her French kiss you? Tongue down your throat? Won’t do that every day. Too right you’ll be remembered. Most boys, her age, would run a mile if they knew who she was, and anything about her. She won’t forget you.”


Simon went to buy him an ice cream, vanilla because he’d no wish to contaminate her salt taste, and Effie used her phone and would have had a secure link to call London and the guy who had thought it up: described by the few inside the loop as rubbish, ridiculous, idiotic, but was – in fact – a little bit of genius. It would be remembered by the girl, and would not be forgotten by him.


 


The lorry edged forward the last few metres until the cab was level with the uniformed customs official. The frontier check had advance knowledge that the heavyweight Mercedes vehicle was coming through. There was a wave towards the administration building and within moments a senior man had emerged and was sauntering towards the cab. Considerable planning was needed to ensure that this particular officer from the IRGC was present at the border post on that day and at that time, in this no man’s land between the authority of Afghanistan and that of the Islamic Republic of Iran. He was dressed not in the uniform of his organisation, the power in the country, but in that of a customs official. The lorry was known to him, as were the driver and his colleague beside him, and the near side door was opened and they acknowledged each other. A bulging manila envelope handed down. No name was scrawled on it, only a number – 2. The envelope was slid into a wide tunic pocket. In exchange, a slip of paper with two lines of Farsi script and an official stamp was passed up, taken by the passenger and placed carefully in his wallet. A transaction was completed . . . it was business, not a matter of friendship or trust, but business. A similar procedure had been followed a kilometre back at the Afghan point of Islam Qala, and on that envelope the number displayed had been 1, the start of the journey. The officer turned his back on the cab and went back into the building and would wait there a few more hours until the next lorry came through. The customs check was astride the historic Asian Highway, AH1, that ran, in theory, between the city of Tokyo in the far east and Istanbul, the gateway to continental Europe. For centuries ‘arrangements’ had been in use that smoothed the traffic of goods coming from producers in the east and consumers in the west.


The driver waited while the barrier was raised then eased the lorry forward. He was Mehmet, a Turkish Kurd, small and wiry, and he needed two cushions to get him high enough to see through the windscreen. Beside him was Dragan, ethnically something of a mongrel, but listed as of Serbian nationality. In the cab, in the event of business understandings collapsing, was a leather bag that held flash and bang grenades and incapacitating gas, and a Makharov PM 9mm pistol with eight bullets in the magazine. Hidden in a false panel behind the passenger were an elderly AK47 assault rifle, loaded, and two magazines strapped together.


They hit the road. The listed load they were transporting was 32,500 kg of pine nuts, raisins and pistachio nuts. ‘Listed’, but with licence. The contents of envelopes 1 and 2 on either side of the frontier line drawn in a flat, monotonous, desert region ensured that the load was not taken off, laboriously weighed, every last nut and raisin, and damaged in the process. Had such measures been taken then a discrepancy would have been found. Secreted against the bulkhead were 1,000 carefully weighed kilos of dramatically greater value than the nuts and raisins. On the Afghan side of the border, without an arrangement in place, the pair of them – Mehmet and Dragan – would have faced a bad end, perhaps a fatal stoning, while on the Iranian side they might well have had a noose placed around their necks before being hoisted up from a crane’s raised beam . . . But it was in place. The money was allocated, the arrangements were made. The lorry surged forward and was soon lost in the heat haze.


Out on the open road, driver and passenger touched fists, turned up the music as they headed west. They were both mercenaries of a sort, available for hire, and knew as well as any how to transit some of the more ‘challenging’ territories of the region. Their services and skills were known to a select few employers and they were kept in constant work and had been for close to nine years, but it was not forever. A time would come when Mehmet would return to Dogubeyezit in north-eastern Turkey, in Anatolia, and Dragan would slip back to Vojvodina among the rivers and lakes of northern Serbia, and one of them might take tourists out onto the slopes of Ararat and sell them genuine pieces of timber from the Ark that had been Noah’s after being marooned high on that mountain when the flood waters subsided, and the other would grow some tomatoes and cucumbers and make goat’s cheese . . . but not this year. They were selective in the employment they took, and wary, and wanted the future to feature tourists and food markets, not a maximum-security gaol in Turkey or the Balkans or Germany or Belgium.


This assignment had surprised them: they had dealt with the man before when he was rising in his world, and dealt with him often when he was astride the plateau of his power. Then the lines of communication had broken, until recently. Perhaps retirement had been as hard for him as it would be for them, perhaps the itch had afflicted him and so one more shipment had been set up. They would not have worked for anyone, not for a man or a cartel in whose preparations they did not have total faith. Not their job to decide whether boredom had captured him, or whether an investment opportunity had seemed too good to be ignored.


One bit into an apple, one smoked a cigarette.


If they had not had faith in the man who had hired them then they would not have taken this contract, driven into Afghanistan and loaded the lorry with product and supervised where it was secreted and then had the sacks of nuts and raisins brought into the space behind them. He was a man to be relied on, their opinion.


The potential rewards were considerable – had to be because of the territory they crossed – which the man understood.


 


Up early and heading to the shed where the grain was kept, and sniffing at the cold and damp of the morning, Lachy Wilson had his dogs at his heels, and walked with a spring in his step.


A week before he had celebrated his 53rd birthday. With his wealth he could have, and not noticed it, taken over a substantial wing of a Marbella hotel, filled an airliner with those whom he might have wished to impress, treated his guests to a long weekend of luxury, cabaret, gluttony. Instead he had sent Softboy to the fish and chip takeaway in Dorking, eleven miles away, with an order big enough for himself and his wife and his daughter and the two boys, and the Prof and Mrs Plumb, and Softboy, to eat round the kitchen table. And that had been the limit of it. He was not interested in good, bad, or indifferent wines, neither smoked nor drank, only spent money when he had cleared the expenditure with Vic. The home he left behind him as he went out into a cold and damp dawn, with a threat of sleet in the air, and walked towards the chicken run where he kept his birds and where Softboy shot rats and enjoyed their death throes, would have been priced at around five million. Had it been in Wentworth or Weybridge, its value would have been closer to ten million. But eleven years before, Lachy Wilson had moved his family from the edge of Epping Forest to the rolling hills of that part of Surrey notable for the Tillingbourne chalk stream, properties with land and privacy, and had purchased a home of eight bedrooms, five bathrooms, set in thirteen acres on the edge of the parish boundary of Abinger Hammer. Vic, his partner and wife of thirty-four of those fifty-three years, had decided where there would be gold taps and where there would be chrome, but had matched her man’s moods, and The Gables was furnished as if it were a lived-in home, not an interior designer’s brochure model. Strange to all those who maintained an interest in his affairs that Lachy seemed so uninterested in the trappings of wealth. But he spent most of his waking hours in making a supreme effort to augment it. He did not read anything other than the Financial Times, no books other than those dealing with wealth creation, did not go to nightclubs, of which he owned four. A seeming hobby was a weekly round of golf, and the small regular team who played with him, all of whom were on his payroll, were always able to manufacture defeat, and he inevitably won. But the reason he played was his need to be distanced from the possibility of bugs, trackers, mikes, recorders, transmitters – anything that could be used against him – when discussing his business dealings. He thought the chickens looked well . . . Softboy was a fine shot with a .22 air rifle but sometimes aimed for the rats’ back legs so that they would be rendered crippled, defenceless, but still alive and squealing and they would then be hung up on a wall of the coop, which did not seem to bother the chickens. It was a job that he had taken for himself. Lachy went each morning to collect the eggs and was likely to have one poached by Mrs Plumb for his breakfast.


Five chickens, all Rhode Island Red, all with names given them by the children. Doris looked peaky which disturbed him. In his time Lachy had shot men, had sliced men with a box cutter blade deep enough for the skin to fold away and hang loose, had kicked men’s heads hard enough to fracture their skulls, had stamped on men’s legs with a force that ensured they would not walk again without crutches. Yet he possessed a deep love for each of the chickens, and would be irritated by Doris’ failure to recover fully from whatever malignancy affected her. Beyond the chickens was an open paddock. Once Julie had had a pony there but the lazy kid refused to clear out its nightly mess, refused to brush the creature’s coat – just wanted to join a pony club and mix in that set. The pony had been sold and that had hurt because it went for less than he had paid for it. The paddocks were empty of livestock but they had a small tractor with gang mowers to trail after it which kept the grass neat, and the land ran up the hill towards the North Downs and down the hill on the far side and towards a line of trees and then the main road linking Gomshall to Shere. The open ground was covered by sensors and beams that, if broken, would set off alarms, and at boundaries of the property was high fencing reinforced by generous lengths of barbed wire coils. It was where he lived and where he felt as secure as he was ever likely to. His home and that of his wife, and of his daughter, and of his two sons, a garden hut close to the chicken run where the Prof had his workshop, and another near to it that was used by Softboy as a gym. At night, Softboy was in the lodge by The Gables’ drive gates on to the main road monitoring the screens.


There were areas of ignorance in his life, and he worked hard to preserve them.


Lachy Wilson had never heard the words uttered by the robed judge with a wig on his head. ‘You are, Wilson, a menace to society, a man of overweening arrogance – and one of supreme brutality. Your behaviour, marked by inhuman cruelty and greed, is a disgrace. For what you have done, to remove the poison you peddle, you shall go to prison for a minimum term of twenty-five years.’


Lachy Wilson had never felt, in the immediate aftermath of the sentence, the court officials gripping his arms, spinning him round and thrusting him towards the steps leading from the dock. ‘This way, lad, and let’s not have any bother off you.’


Lachy Wilson had never known the isolation in the moments after the cell door closed on the back of his barrister who had shrugged, turned away, and muttered over his shoulder, ‘Can’t for the life of me, Mr Wilson, say where we go from here, not after that summing up from the bench. Fell over himself to prevent grounds of appeal. ’ Fraid you’ll just have to make the best of it – a hazard of the lifestyle.’


The sleet was pricking on his cheeks, but the cold that February morning bothered him not at all. The dogs stayed close to him, both German Shepherds – Ulrich and Gustav. He felt good that morning because he knew of the progress of a Mercdes BharatBenz 4828R heavy lorry with a 7200cc engine and sixteen wheels and two good guys in the cab, good but pricey. It was the first time in a year that a spring had been in his step because he had been away from his old life for that long. But the itch had been there, had become irritating then insufferable. He had been told he had no need of the shipment, and advised that his investment portfolios were healthy and rewarding. But he had gone for it, retrieved his old life. The lorry was on the move and the dogs recognised his changed mood and had their ears pricked, their tails wagging.


The associates of Lachy Wilson called him the biggest and the best but a fierce fucker if crossed. His opponents and competitors, whether in the trade of clubs or girls or firearms or the bread and butter of ‘brown’ importation, called him a bad bastard if any idiot challenges him. His files in secure police premises gathered dust on shelves, and were pushed down computerised lists of priority, and detectives in pubs dropped their voices when talking of him and said, You’ll not know who is on the take from him, right up to high level, which makes him too big to bring down, un-bloody-touchable, what he is.


He was smiling when he went back into the kitchen, and gave the eggs to Mrs Plumb who did the housekeeping. His paper was waiting for him by his place at the table, and the household bustled around him, and the boys were bawling about school, and the girl’s place was empty, and his wife pecked his cheek – and the Prof would join them, and Softboy . . . and the world seemed in good shape from the viewpoint of Lachy Wilson.


 


It was the opinion of Jonas Merrick that Human Resources, based on the first floor of Thames House, had made an error – quite a grievous one – when accepting the transfer for temporary duties of Euphemia Bellingham from the Sixers across the river. He had assumed that the intention had been to keep him firmly inside the rail lines of corporate good conduct, not allow him to stray outside and thereby hazard the good name of the Security Service. They should have understood that the Assistant Deputy Director General had his sticky hands in the process: the AssDepDG was long a supporter of Jonas’s wilder ventures, was his champion defender, and relished the supreme moments of triumph that were brought home, some by the skin of their teeth, or ‘a damn close-run thing’. Perhaps the desk warriors of HR had failed to read her previous history, perhaps they had not been shown it.


His desk, keyboard, screen, and box, were against a wall in the basement Post Room and his small area was screened from the rest of the room by a phalanx of steel filing cabinets, some available to him and some opening on the other side. She had a smaller table, large enough for her laptop and with room to balance a coffee mug, and a stool to sit on. The AssDepDG had described her to Jonas as ‘hard as a fucking masonry nail’, but then Effie had told Jonas the AssDepDG’s description of him to her: ‘Doesn’t have a friend in the world, has a wife deserving canonisation and a surly cat. Lovable? About in the same league as a slithering black mamba, and with equally unpleasant eyes.’


He thought them well suited. She had come to enjoy working squashed in beside him. He would be dressed in his brogues and flannels, his Tattersall shirt, moderate tie, and jacket of Harris tweed that showed stains of blood, foul river water, untreated sewage that repeated dry cleaning stints had failed to cleanse. She wore trainers, jeans with rips at the knees, neutral T-shirts and fleeces. His hair, grey, was brushed and combed and kept neat on his walk to and from work by a trilby hat, while Effie’s hair was dragged into a loose shape on her head by haphazardly placed pins. His voice was quiet, little more than a whisper, and those he spoke to strained to get the drift of his talk; hers was a sharp bark with the snap of a Halifax accent. He shaved tidily each morning but not with extravagant care, and she used minimum make-up and a small stone, which he assumed was from the Syrian desert, dangled on a fine gold chain at her throat, and her fingers had no rings . . . He trusted her; she might have become in the last five months almost fond of what AssDepDG referred to as ‘that grumpy old fucker’.


The error on the part of HR was that Effie was now a signed-up co-conspirator in the machinations of Jonas Merrick. As might have been said in that well-lit and comfortable work space on the first floor, she had ‘gone native’. Was she a ‘gamekeeper-turned-poacher’? They did not know. What else appealed to Jonas about her was that she had no requirement for chatter. Holiday anecdotes were off-limits, TV from the previous evening was not mentioned, diets, wages, overtime rates, and expenses were avoided. They talked work – not more, not less. When not talking between themselves or into their encrypted phones, their silence was broken only by the soft music enjoyed beyond the barricade of filing cabinets by the Post Room staff. When he dozed and his head slumped she did not disturb him, but that would be after lunch and not before. She was in before him and left after him . . . it worked well.


His explanation as to why he was not enjoying the rain and cold on the paths above the Isle of Purbeck cliffs had been brief. She had been minding the shop, putting the last pieces in place for the operation they called Humble Pie. It was what they supposed was the appropriate meal in the gaol canteen on the first night of a heavy sentence when the big man was inside and would be for many years, stripped of his aura of invincibility, power, authority.


‘Caught out by the cold snap, bit of frost in the pipes of the caravan, frozen, then thawed, and a bit of a burst, and repairs required. Take a few days.’


She had not laboured it, had shrugged, allowed him to retrieve his work space. But mid-morning, a shadow had passed across the entrance to their area.


“Hello, Jonas, fancy you being here! Thought you were supposed to be on holiday, that Corfe Castle had beckoned you. What went wrong?”


“A bit of a leak scuppered us.”


“Not done the necessary when we had that mini-freeze? Don’t tell me that you omitted to safeguard the water system in the caravan? Surprised at that, Jonas . . . but this is the big week, and good to have you back at the helm.”


“Thank you for your concern, but we have work to get on with.”


“Glad to hear it.” Had Jonas turned in his chair and faced him he would have seen a short smirk, but then the face clouding over. AssDepDG had authorised each step of Humble Pie, would take brickbats – heavy ones – if it failed, as would Jonas. “The big week. And we’re in good shape?”


“At the moment, as good a shape as we can be.”


The shadow passed, and he heard retreating footsteps and then the door to the Post Room closed, and conversation was resumed amongst those who worked there. Once again, Jonas’ reputation, and his future, hung by a thread.


 


Julie woke late, stretched, arched her back. She had been thinking of him.


Thinking throughout the duration of that run in the stinking hot sunshine of the resort city, and through the meetings over the next forty-eight hours when the advance sums of money had been transferred via the covert routes available in that city and in that banking culture, and thinking of him alone in her hotel room, on the flight home, in the car driven by the Prof from the airport. Thinking of their mouths together, thinking of the sheer bloody cheek of him, the disrespect. What no one she had ever known would have done to her.


She was Julie Wilson. The daughter of Lachy and Vic Wilson. The sister of Hamish Wilson, dead three years following the crash when he had – dosed with booze and cannabis – gone off the road with the filth behind him: would now have been thirty. The sister of Gregor Wilson, locked up in maximum security and with nineteen years minimum to go and a conviction for attempted murder: now aged twenty-eight. Also the sister of Connor and David who showed no ‘promise’ in following in their father’s trade or acquiring his skills and seemed to think that he would buy them a semi-pro football team with guaranteed places for them in the starting line-up: they were sixteen and fifteen, and useless.


She was the future. Had had it drilled into her that she would lead the family, would not permit everything he had built to collapse, disintegrate – was the best hope, the only hope. So she had been set apart like a thoroughbred foal, put in a stable and a paddock where the stallions were kept back by a great high wall. Kept there until her father decided who she should be coupled with – something like that . . . Could remember when she was 15 and two smart young lads from the village had pitched up at the gate in an open-top MG and rung the bell and tooted the horn and expected to take the new talent out on a spin . . . and her dad had sent Softboy down the drive and he’d held an angle iron in his clenched hands and both the MG’s headlights had been knocked out and one of the boys had pissed himself, and no more had been seen of them. A solicitor’s clerk in Dorking who worked for the lawyer they employed, Henry Lyons, had not known the set-up and had come on heavy in the car park a couple of years back and her father had kicked the shit out of him. No more unexpected attention from boys who wanted a sniff of her . . . Time to time, she’d be taken by her dad to a business meeting, and the other party would have brought along his son – usually Albanian or Lebanese, or a Scouser, and she’d say afterwards in the car going home that she found those boys revolting: Lachy would shrug, like it didn’t matter to him – not yet. Trouble was that it would, as the years rolled by and his appetite for his work reduced, and he had Vic nagging at him that it was time they put their feet up, and his business slackened, and she – Julie – carried the load, did the heavy lifting.


When she’d showered and dressed, she’d come down the wide staircase of their home that was like a prison to her and waiting for her in the hall would be the Prof. Called the Prof because he acted like he was stupid, halfway to an idiot. But he was not . . . Wally Genge, fifty-three years old and like a fawning kid when Lachy Wilson called him up, was her minder. She went away, he went with her. In Dubai on her most recent trip she had gone running on a pedestrian-only track and had lost him. He would be going with her when they flew to Leipzig, old eastern Germany, in three days’ time. His voice wheezed and there was the smell of fags on his breath, and his knees creaked, but he was charged to see that she was kept safe. Because she was the future. Times were when she reckoned herself as much of a maximum security inmate as her brother, daft Gregor who was locked away. Perhaps she needed the protection because men did not rise as high as Lachy Wilson had done, without acquiring ‘enemies’. Proper ones, not just the National Crime Agency and the Special Operations people at the Yard, but those who had a brother who’d carry a facial scar to his grave, or those who hobbled on a stick, or those who could no longer shag the missus because of the damage from a kicking, or those who went to a graveyard, and some who didn’t know in what part of Epping Forest was the shallow grave. And out of the blue, in Dubai had come this pounding imbecile with his chat-up line about a loose lace on her trainer, and him kneeling, and then telling her about a bet. And the kiss . . . and him telling her she was the ‘prettiest’ and her letting her tongue go rip. Her eyes closed. She was Lachy Wilson’s future, groomed to be head of an Organised Crime Group (not that she had ever been asked if that was what she wanted) and she was treated like some goddamn puppet by her father who sat her on his knee and used her like a ventriloquist’s doll. She had not experienced much kissing and thought that was the best she had known.


He had said that he would see her . . . She had told him not to bank on it. He had said that paths often crossed. She had said, If you say so. She did not know his name, and there was no way that he would have known hers, but she could imagine a meeting – imagine and dream.


Had not forgotten him. The whole thing was so ludicrous and the kiss so good. She was 22 years old and had only a slight idea of how formidable were the forces that could be set against her father – ‘too big to bring down’.


 


One picture on the wall. No wardrobe, just an open rail with suits hanging from iron hangers and the shirts that Agathe ironed, a chest where his underwear, socks, T-shirts, and sweaters were, and his shoes under the rail. A single bed with hospital corners that would have passed an inspection by a new recruits’ sergeant, a table beside it with a lamp and an alarm clock. A table with space for two and a shelf with a microwave beside a sink that had a freestanding draining board and shelves for saucepans and a frying pan. No family photos displayed.


It was the home of Kenny Harris, Detective Constable, a member of the Squad. That one picture identified him. He lay half-dressed on the bed, in no hurry that morning, and the photograph was on the wall across the room from him. A player in Chelsea’s colours, going in for a tackle and the ball flying away to the side and the opponent was off the ground, near to horizontal, and that was Ron ‘Chopper’ Harris in his heyday, and playing on the edge and the name passed down by a Commanding Officer – ‘Well done, Harris, fantastic tackling. Held our midfield from being overrun. Down to you we’ve that cup’ – and by the company’s trainer or coach – ‘You sliced them good and proper, Harris, chopped them up’. After being invalided out of the Regiment, he had played for a string of police teams, but when his mobility was slackening and the tackling had become more ferocious he had gone into outside non-league teams, and was ‘Chopper’ again . . . Just the one picture and saw no need for any others. Not interested in one of childhood family holidays on the south Devon coast, and a kid with a bucket and spade. Or of his mum and dad holding hands, awkward with having just the one child, or him as an all-action hero and plunging out of aircraft. His wallet with the police warrant card was on the table and the one memento that he valued, a sea shell, was wrapped in a handkerchief on the bedside table.


The bathroom he used was down the corridor first right, and he shared that with Agathe and the two of her daughters still at home. They liked having him around. Her man, their father, was back in the Caribbean most of the time. It worked well. Chopper could have afforded better.


What little post he received was left downstairs in the hallway, by the front door of the flat in a block sandwiched between the Grand Union Canal and the Kentish Town Road in north London. Some days he ate food that Agathe bought for him, other days he shopped for himself at the Inverness Street market. Agathe was a cleaner at the New Scotland Yard building and did ‘sensitive’ offices on a high floor so it suited her to have a detective as her lodger. He was well paid, as a Detective Constable in the Flying Squad, working compulsory long hours: a small and elite unit, much in demand, with an overtime budget that other commanders could only envy. It was possible for him to clear £65,000 in a year, and that was not exceptional. He could have rented a smart two-bed apartment down in the Docks, could probably have bought one by now. Instead he paid Agathe £100 a week, cash, banked the surplus and his idea of what had accumulated was vague. He didn’t own a car either, but he did have an old bicycle. His office, that section of the Squad, was based in the east of the city. He cycled to Kings Cross, then left the bike in the yard of the police station with responsibility for the station, and look a train on the Hammersmith and City line to Barking. The pain became severe when he pounded pavements, and it showed.


Chopper was on borrowed time, knew it. Even those in the Squad with weight problems still had sufficient mobility to chuck themselves around when going for what they called ‘a pavement job’ – a bad boy flattened in the street. Took too many paracetamols, tried not to limp. He had seen the signs: he was kept out of jobs that called for more agility. There was no way that the injury to his ankle was going to improve, no clock would be turned back . . . He would be called in, offered a medical examination, put through tests, and would receive a note that took him out of the Squad and shoved him back into basic detective work or even a return to uniform.


Nothing to cheer about, plenty to mope over – and then a summons and a meeting with a girl in a coffee bar, and a walk with an old guy over one of the bridges across the Thames. Five minutes of the man’s time and a parting on the far side . . . and the daftest, dumbest assignment given him, and the flight to Dubai.


Chopper lay on his bed and thought of her, that girl who had the knots on her trainer laces perfectly well tied, and the feeling of her tongue against the smooth skin at the back of his mouth. He’d had no other girl in his life to compete with her, and thought of her every day, morning and afternoon and evening, and dreamed of her when he was lucky.


He eased off the bed, would shave and wash and clean his teeth, would grab a pastry out in the street, then head off on his bike, and after the train ride there would be a locker in a secure police building to be cleared out. Maybe some farewells said because he did not know when, if, he would be back.


 


Jonas had his briefcase open, had taken out the plastic box and removed the sandwiches. His thermos was unscrewed and his mug was filled. He pondered. Up on his screen were the Persons of Interest of Humble Pie, a ragtag crowd and different to anything Jonas had targeted before in London, and with more ability in each little finger than the corporate family in Liverpool who had been ‘collateral’, brought down in an operation he had overseen on the Galician coast, in north-west Spain.


For heaven’s sake, this was in the heart of the stockbroker belt. This organisation, or firm, figuratively rubbed shoulders with bankers and lawyers, accountants and broadcast celebrities, had in common with all of them bulging banks’ coffers and investment managers’ portfolios. A palace for a home, a park for a garden, wealth unlimited and yet . . . Jonas Merrick and his wife and their cat lived in a three-bed semi-detached house that was now ninety years old, front bay windows and mock-Tudor beams and a concrete stand where a minimal front lawn might have been planted but which was much of the time occupied by a caravan – currently being repaired because he, the man who so seldom allowed error into his life, had forgotten to drain the system during the recent cold snap. These PoIs, his targets, would echo around that massive pile they barely occupied – but Jonas supposed it necessary to display that affluence, and the razor wire on the perimeters of the land, as proof that success had visited. He and Vera felt no need to tell their neighbours that their triumphs were not measured by the cost of their cars, the price of their holidays, and the secrecy with which it was necessary to cloak themselves. He hid from no man, was fearful of no threat, went to work each day on a scheduled train, was not ‘too big to be brought down’, and he ate the chicken sandwich.
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