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  Praise for Alan Judd

  ‘Fascinating . . . if one of the hallmarks of a good novel is that the characters do not remain static but are subtly transformed by events, then this is a very good novel indeed’

  Sunday Telegraph

  ‘Credible, intriguing and admirably developed . . . a substantial and entertaining book’

  Scotsman

  ‘Perhaps the best work of fiction about modern soldiering since the books of Leslie Thomas and David Lodge’

  Evening Standard

  ‘Judd keeps plot and action centre-stage . . . he has written a novel perfect for brightening up a drizzly winter Sunday’

  Mail on Sunday

  ‘Judd infuses his writing with insider knowledge’

  New Statesman

  ‘Wonderful. One of the best spy novels ever’

  Peter Hennessy on Legacy

  ‘He knows that world backwards and writes with an understanding of human frailty that is rare’

  Sunday Express

  ‘This is a documentary novel that has the authentic feel of a race against time. It might be unwise to miss it’

  New Fiction Society

  ‘A page-turner . . . This is a novel that bears reading carefully, savouring the historical detail and the use of tension that Judd employs’

  The Historical Novel Society

  ‘Well constructed, witty and at times moving’

  The Independent on Tango

  ‘Brilliant, original . . . the triumph of this novel is that it presents a picture of a man tortured by his own conscience and does it with verve, compassion and humour. I have absolutely no doubt that it will become a minor modern classic’

  Books and Bookmen

  ‘Judd has complete command of the subtleties of character, ambition and emotional ambiguity’

  Anne McElvoy on The Kaiser’s Last Kiss

  ‘Judd writes with a silky deadliness, a serious purpose evident beneath the comedy and the social satire’

  British Book News
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  To Jo

  


  Chapter One

  Reflecting on it afterwards, it seemed to Charles Thoroughgood that the whole sad affair began with a wedding reception. The origins long pre-dated that, of course, germinating secretly in the characters and careers of the principal actors, but it was at that sunlit reception on the lawn of a large house in south-west London that it all began to unravel.

  Or come together, depending on how you looked at it. There was, it turned out, a pattern in the carpet that Charles hadn’t spotted because he wasn’t looking. Even if he had looked, it would have seemed fanciful to perceive such an emerging shape. It was his failure, he had to admit afterwards; as chief of MI6 part of his job was to be alive to such possibilities but he had allowed familiarity and friendship, twin enemies of vigilance, to cloud his sight. Not to mention complacency and – harder to admit – age. The pattern was in the carpet all along but he did not see it until it was too late. Almost.

  He later dated it to a precise moment at the reception, the first flickering indication that there might be a problem. The wide, red, wine-mottled face of a former colleague had grinned at him across a champagne glass and said, ‘Must say, retirement’s taught me what I long suspected.’ He paused for Charles to respond.

  Charles struggled. He remembered the man – one or two of his postings and MI6 Head Office jobs, a minor scandal in New Delhi that led to divorce, his retirement party a couple of years before. Everything except his name.

  ‘That people have jobs to avoid work.’ The red face creased in laughter, the eyes almost disappearing in folds of flesh.

  Avoidance of work was something else Charles now remembered about the man. He had done his quota of that in a so-so career limited not so much by lack of ability as by lack of aspiration and a preference for the diplomatic drinks circuit over the hard graft of finding and recruiting useful agents. One of those officers who was always in or between meetings, another way of avoiding work. But the name – Jerry something? John? There were so many Johns.

  ‘Of course, your own retirement must be coming up, isn’t it? Unless MI6 chiefs can prolong themselves indefinitely, which I doubt, these days. I suppose Gareth Horley will take over, will he? What he always wanted. Hungry Horley, we called him in Lagos. Always rushing off to the high commissioner with some titbit before telling his head of station. Usually a report that turned out to be exaggerated, putting it kindly. Mind you, with old What’s-His-Face as head of station – old Thingy, you know, that madman – can’t do names for the life of me these days – you couldn’t blame Gareth. Jimmy Milton, that’s it. Did you ever work with Jimmy? Mad as a hatter about security. Used to bury his house keys in his garden before going anywhere under alias. As if anyone claiming to live a blameless ordinary life in 123 Acacia Avenue wouldn’t have the means for getting back into 123 Acacia Avenue when he got home. I remember one day when Jimmy . . .’

  Charles tried to look interested without too obviously gazing across the lawn crowded with other wedding guests. He was recalling ever more about his interlocutor, but still not the name. A genial cove – a word the man would himself have used – helpful, friendly, dependable, limited, loyal. Above all, loyal, the most important quality in an intelligence officer. Lack of any other quality could be compensated for or worked around but lack of loyalty undermined everything. It was probably the most common, and therefore most underrated, quality among people in the Office. It was a given: you were part of the family, you could have rows and disagreements daily but loyalty, absolute loyalty, was taken for granted. Rightly, in almost every case. And therein lay its danger.

  Interesting that the man should name Gareth Horley as his possible successor as chief. Charles had discussed his likely recommendation with no one apart from Sarah, his wife, and the cabinet secretary, to whom he answered. Gareth was director of MI6 operations, effectively Charles’s deputy, promoted by him because he was everything that this nameless interlocutor was not – hard-working, with a good operational record of recruiting and running important agents, an effective bureaucrat who understood how to work Whitehall without appearing too manipulative, a charming, effective and amusing colleague. Granted, he wasn’t universally popular in the Office, being seen – by his own generation in particular – as nakedly ambitious, a smiling assassin whose chief loyalty was to himself. But that was not incompatible with loyalty to the Office and to his country, and ambition was now regarded as creditable so long as it furthered the cause as well as the individual. It was different when Charles had joined decades before, when to call someone ambitious was a serious criticism. The trick then was to be ambitious without showing it; now, you were marked down on your annual assessment if you didn’t display it. The change had favoured Gareth.

  But no one was perfect and Charles was persuaded that the Office would do better under Gareth than under any other in-house choice. He was also satisfied that his choice would have been the same even if he and Gareth had not been on friendly terms for years and had not, as younger officers, run operations together. Not that these days the choice of successor was any longer his; EU rules required that the post be advertised to outsiders and Whitehall might well decide that it would look more fashionably inclusive to have a woman, or someone from an ethnic minority or an out-to-grass politician to run Her Majesty’s Secret Service. But his view would still carry informal clout because of his relations with the cabinet secretary and the various departmental permanent secretaries who would decide the shortlist before recommending it to the foreign secretary and prime minister. So long as he didn’t make a mess of things in the meantime. Also, with Brexit the reign of EU rules was presumably coming to an end.

  ‘One thing I wanted to ask.’ The man lowered his voice and moved closer, with the exaggerated solemnity of a spaniel begging a biscuit. ‘These negotiations, this Brexit stuff – I hope we’re reporting on the buggers, their position papers, fallbacks and all that? Bloody well should be.’

  It had become a frequent question since the Brexit referendum, easily answered. ‘Off-limits as far as Whitehall is concerned. They wouldn’t wear it. Spying on friends is politically more dangerous than spying on enemies. Anyway, the EU is so leaky we don’t need to; it all comes out in the wash. Maybe it’ll change after we’ve left.’

  ‘But they’re not our friends, they’re trading partners who are also competitors. Anyway, countries don’t have friends, they have interests. Can’t remember who said that. Applies even more to intelligence services.’

  Charles was relieved to spot Sarah’s blue and white dress as she detached herself from the crowd and came across the lawn towards them. Luckily, he was spared the embarrassment of introductions. ‘Robin,’ she said, smiling and holding out her hand to the red-faced man, ‘we haven’t met since your retirement party. How’s retirement treating you?’

  ‘Sarah, how are you, lovely to see you. I was just saying to Charles, it’s taught me what I’ve long suspected . . .’

  Charles relaxed. Sarah, a lawyer who was not in the Office herself, was unique in having married successive chiefs and so had long experience of the kind of social chit-chat required. Also, she had a rather better memory than Charles for names and people, many of whom she knew through her late husband. She knew too that they would all have a simplified version of her and Charles’s history – youthful lovers at Oxford, rivalry with the man she later married, a child sent for adoption, decades of estrangement from Charles followed by reconciliation after the disgrace and death of her husband; and Charles’s role in his downfall. Knowing that this was what they would all be thinking of while talking to her, she had felt awkward and self-conscious for months after she and Charles had married but the gradual realisation that most people were more interested in themselves than others had made things easier. Now, she knew that if she didn’t let the past become a problem for her, everyone else would ignore it, even if they didn’t quite forget. After a few minutes she said, ‘Robin, much as you two would like to continue your Office gossip I’m afraid I have to grab Charles and force him to bid our farewells. He has to go back to work.’

  Robin raised his eyebrows in mock, or perhaps genuine, dismay. ‘What, working at weekends? Surely as chief you could get other people to do that for you?’

  ‘Thank God you came,’ Charles whispered as they walked arm in arm towards the marquee. ‘I thought I was trapped there for the duration. How’s it been for you?’

  ‘I think I’ve got away with it so far. Just hope we can leave before I put a foot wrong. What time’s this thing you’re doing?’

  His phone was vibrating in his pocket. He acknowledged the text. ‘Okay if we leave in the next ten minutes.’

  ‘I can’t do that. I must stay a bit longer. You go off and I’ll get a cab back.’

  It was an Anglo-Indian wedding in the bride’s parents’ home in Wimbledon, a large Edwardian house with a garden the size of two tennis courts. Robin was there because he lived in the modest bungalow next door – ‘The best my pension will pay for in this part of London. Not that you’ll have to worry about that sort of thing, I suppose’ – and Charles and Sarah because the groom, Daniel Adamson, was her godson. It was a colourful affair, the saris and costumes of the bride’s family outshining and outnumbering Daniel’s more soberly and uncertainly dressed relatives. Daniel, who had converted to Islam, wore a long green jacket edged with gold, his red beard trimmed and his hair cut. His bride, Akela, wore a flowing white dress, high-necked with long diaphanous sleeves and a see-through hood, the whole thing populated by what seemed to Charles to be sewn-in table-tennis balls. She smiled continuously but was generally quiet and looked nervous, unlike her parents, who were energetically gregarious and hospitable.

  ‘But ten minutes is a bit soon,’ continued Sarah. ‘Can’t it be longer? You must say goodbye to Deborah and everyone.’

  ‘Everyone?’

  ‘You know what I mean.’

  Sarah was uncharacteristically brittle over anything to do with Daniel and his mother, Deborah, an old schoolfriend. She felt guilty over her self-perceived neglect of her godmotherly duties, though Daniel himself had never welcomed them.

  ‘I’m forever on edge with Deborah and I don’t really understand why,’ she had admitted on their drive from Westminster to Wimbledon. ‘We get on, we’ve never fallen out or fought over anything, there are no obvious issues. It’s just that she’s always so perfect in everything, always has been, which makes me feel I have to act up to her expectations – which I can’t because I’m anything but perfect and it makes me nervous and I overdo it and it probably comes across to her as if I’m competing . . .’ She paused. ‘. . . There was space for comment there.’

  ‘You are perfect. It goes without saying.’

  ‘I’m not and it doesn’t, which is why it needs saying.’

  ‘She’s not exactly perfect where Daniel’s concerned. She’s all over the place with him.’

  ‘That’s because she’s hyper-defensive, which makes it worse. She can’t admit she doesn’t like the way he’s turned out, so we all have to pretend we don’t notice, and I make extra efforts to be the godmother he plainly doesn’t want so that she doesn’t think I disapprove. And of course my efforts fail because he never has wanted them, so I stop trying for a while and then she says something and I renew my efforts, which are obviously insincere, and he goes on as before.’

  ‘But converting to Islam and marrying a Muslim seems to have introduced some discipline to his life, which must surely be a good thing.’

  ‘Let’s hope. Not that it’s what Deborah would have wanted for her one and only, rich though they are. Still, she’s putting a brave face on it and we have to keep telling her how pleased we all are for him, which of course she doesn’t believe.’

  Daniel’s troubled past had cost Deborah and her then husband a deal of anxiety and money. His expulsions from successive private schools, usually couched in terms of recommendations for a specialist education more suited to his needs, culminated in his absconding from the last on the eve of examinations. He was eventually picked up by the police following an outbreak of rioting in Bradford, where he had been living rough. Charges relating to public disorder were not proceeded with and there followed a decade of unfinished courses, abandoned careers, temporary unskilled jobs, expensive stays in rehabilitation units and taxpayer-funded fresh starts. Eventually, following his parents’ divorce, he completed a course that qualified him as a carpenter, funded by his father as part of the divorce settlement. He found work with a small building firm in south-west London and had been a convert to Islam for a year or so before telling his parents. He changed his name to Abdul-Salaam, met and married Akela and now worked for himself.

  Her family had multifarious business interests but were mainly food wholesalers. ‘I get the impression he’s more religious than his in-laws,’ whispered Sarah, as they approached the marquee. ‘Enthusiasm of the convert, I suppose. He’s stopped drinking and all that whereas they obviously have no inhibitions. But they can’t be over the moon about their beloved daughter marrying a mere carpenter rather than the scion of another wealthy Indian Muslim family. And one of Jewish origin at that, albeit non-practising. Deborah’s lot just look baffled, don’t they?’

  ‘His sister-in-law, Anya, seems nice. She told me Akela is a Muslim name meaning wise. It had never occurred to me. I only knew it as the name of the leader of the Cub pack.’

  Anya was younger than Akela and was a trainee lawyer with a City firm. She wore a brilliant blue sari and made valiant efforts with all the groom’s guests. She was the only one to mention Charles’s job.

  ‘Of course, I have to believe everything my new brother-in-law tells me,’ she had said, smiling, ‘but I had a moment of doubt when he told me the head of MI6 was coming to a Muslim wedding. Is that allowed?’

  Charles smiled back. ‘Almost compulsory now. We employ Muslims, have done for decades though no one knew it. But this is my – our – first Muslim wedding.’

  ‘I hope you feel safe?’

  ‘Safer here than anywhere.’

  They found Daniel just inside the marquee, sipping water and patiently receiving congratulations. His beard, grown since his conversion, was neatly squared off and his previously shoulder-length hair was cut above the ears. He smiled at their approach, something he would not have done before. ‘No cloaks or daggers here for you two, I’m afraid. Unless you want to disappear into the rhododendrons.’

  Sarah laughed. ‘Might be misconstrued.’

  As they elaborated on their congratulations, Charles’s mind returned to his working lunch with Michael Dunton, director general of MI5, earlier that week. He and Michael lunched monthly on sandwiches and fruit juices, alternately in each other’s offices. Charles, being like red-faced Robin of a generation for whom lunchtime drinking had been a sustaining prop for the rest of the day, deferred unprotestingly to the fashion for abstinence while secretly regretting it.

  ‘One last thing,’ Michael had said. ‘Sarah has a godson, I believe, who is a recent Muslim convert?’ They had dealt with all their other business, the usual run of incipient turf disputes, resource allocations and personnel issues that it was in their mutual interest to resolve before they became too serious.

  Charles raised his eyebrows. Any item introduced as ‘one last thing’ was rarely an afterthought. ‘How did you know?’

  ‘Facebook, apparently. Not that Sarah’s on it, I’m told, but the godson’s mother is and Sarah features on her page. Ditto young Daniel, of course, hence some of his associates, and it’s them we’re interested in. A couple of them, anyway. They’ve been recommending certain extremist websites to him, the sort that encourage self-starters to strike a blow for Allah with knife or vehicle, that kind of thing. No indication that he’s about to oblige but they’re saying that converts need to prove themselves and he doesn’t seem to argue with it. I only mention it because we discovered your connection with him via Sarah via his mother and all the wedding stuff and the desk officer thought you should be aware of it.’

  ‘He’s quite right. Please thank him.’

  ‘She also asked whether Sarah would be happy to meet her and talk about Daniel in case anything looks like developing. Assuming Sarah knows him better than you do?’

  ‘She does, yes. I’m sure she would be happy to meet her.’

  ‘Thanks. Gareth Horley seems to be behaving himself, I’m happy to report.’

  There had been an episode some months before when Gareth’s exasperation with what he saw as MI5 foot-dragging over a joint terrorist case that moved regularly between Luton and Islamabad had led him to speak frankly, as he had put it. Personally abusive and bureaucratically hostile were the words used by MI5’s head of operations when she complained to Michael. There were two case officers, one from each service, with the agent under MI5 control in Luton, MI6 in Islamabad. Normally, such arrangements worked seamlessly, with the agent unaware of any distinction, but in this case he had complained to his MI6 case officer that the handler he met when in Luton seemed unresponsive to his requests and had apparently failed to act on some very specific intelligence about the meeting of a potential bombing team in a flat above a bookmakers’. That was half true, in that the date of the meeting passed while MI5 and the police were still discussing whether to intervene; but in fact the meeting hadn’t happened and it turned out that MI5 had another source who had said it wouldn’t. The section concerned, which did not know about the joint case, had not reported the non-event to MI6, nor had news of it reached the MI5 director of operations by the time Gareth rang her to complain.

  ‘I confess to intemperance,’ Gareth had said to Charles with a smile, ‘and perhaps a few expletives undeleted.’

  ‘But what really upset them was hearing what you’d said about them to GCHQ after you’d discovered that the meeting was cancelled.’

  ‘Okay, take your point. Though on that occasion I was complaining not so much about this incident itself as the fact that it fitted a pattern of sluggish reporting and acting.’

  ‘Because, it seems, they have other sources reporting in the same area, not all saying the same thing. They have reason to be cautious.’

  Gareth held up his hands. ‘Okay, okay, I shouldn’t have spoken in those terms. Point taken. Must learn to button it.’

  Now, when Michael mentioned the subject again, Charles was able to take a more relaxed view. ‘Glad to hear you’ve had no more problems. He seems to have become better behaved all round.’

  ‘Presumably he’s aware that if he wants to succeed you he needs more friends than enemies.’

  This was the first of several unprompted indications that others saw Gareth as Charles’s potential successor. Either Charles’s mind was easily read or Gareth’s record spoke for itself. ‘Could you work with him?’

  The response was not immediate. ‘Yes.’

  ‘With reservations?’

  ‘Allowances rather than reservations. Allowances for temperament and manner but respect for abilities and achievements and for his reputation for making waves and getting things done.’

  A reputation for making waves was not always desirable in Whitehall, despite ritual worship at the altar of change, but it was good enough for Charles. He was aware that during his own tenure he had ignored various structural and administrative issues that others thought were important. For him, they were secondary to delivering the goods and, so long as the Office delivered – in terms of intelligence produced – he preferred not to think about them. Whitehall, he suspected, thought it time for a new broom. Avoiding unpalatable tasks was one of his weaknesses, he knew.

  Now, at the reception, it was refreshing to find a friendly, if somewhat solemn, Daniel, not at all the potential extremist who worried MI5. ‘We had a lovely chat with Akela,’ said Sarah. ‘She’s charming.’

  ‘Thank you. I’m sure she will be a very good Muslim wife, thanks be to Allah, peace and blessings be upon him.’

  There was no trace of irony in his round freckled face. Hard though it was for the habitually secular to take religious avowals seriously, it was a welcome change from the sullen hostility of Daniel’s pre-conversion youth.

  ‘And we chatted to Anya, her sister, too,’ said Sarah. ‘She seemed very nice, quite a live wire.’

  Daniel nodded. ‘But less devout than Akela. You’ve seen I’ve changed my name. I have a Muslim name now.’ He relieved his solemnity with a smile. ‘I’m surprised – grateful – you could come. I didn’t think you would, given Charles’s job.’

  ‘No reason why not,’ said Charles. ‘None at all.’

  ‘You know I’m a carpenter now? Really enjoying it.’

  ‘Good religious precedent.’ Charles regretted his flippancy as soon as he said it.

  Daniel had to think. ‘Of course, the prophet Jesus. He’s only a prophet in Islam. But an important one.’

  ‘As in Judaism.’

  Daniel’s smile had gone now. ‘The Jews – they’re another matter. Them and the Americans.’ He looked down, shaking his head.

  ‘Your new family, your in-laws, seem very friendly and sociable,’ said Sarah.

  ‘They’re not as observant as Akela but that’s all right, we can cope. We will lead the simple lives of good Muslims.’

  Charles’s phone vibrated again. ‘Excuse me a moment. Work. I’m on call.’ He walked back across the lawn towards the rhododendrons. The call was one he had been expecting, from Gareth Horley. ‘How did it go?’

  ‘Couldn’t be better. The crown jewels.’ Gareth spoke slowly and quietly, unusually for him. It emphasised both his Welsh accent and his excitement. ‘We’ve got them, the crown jewels. One of them, anyway.’

  ‘Where are you?’

  ‘About to leave Heathrow. Should be at Hyde Park in about half an hour. Are you coming?’

  ‘Yes. You’ll be there first but I should make it in time.’ Hyde Park was the code name for the alternative Head Office outside Reading, a fully equipped emergency headquarters maintained in case a bomb or other event rendered the normal Westminster headquarters unusable. It was fully manned for that weekend.

  ‘I’ll draft a summary for you, headlines and bullet points only. We need to discuss Whitehall circulation. Number Ten, of course, but who else? Need to know and all that but in spades this time. If it got out it could scupper the Brexit negotiations. The big story is the red line, the one we were talking about on Thursday, the one you said was—’

  ‘Save it till I get there.’

  


  Chapter Two

  The iron gates opened and one of the barriers was raised for Charles’s ancient Bristol without his having to slow down more than enough to wave at the guards. They should have stopped and searched the car, of course, but they took pride in recognising the Bristol from a distance and he connived in their rule-breaking. Guarding anything was boring, relieved only by small pleasures. In his operational days he had broken rules and taken chances, albeit calculated, but as chief the opportunities were so limited as to make the occasional flouting, no matter how trivial, refreshing. It made him feel younger, which in turn made him feel it really was time to go.

  The building codenamed Hyde Park had begun life as the nineteenth-century Palladian centrepiece of a country estate but successive incarnations as a school, a wartime military hospital, a mental asylum, a secret communications outpost during another war, a country club and a short-lived conversion to a semi-rural business centre had all but obliterated its architectural virtues. It was now converted into modern office suites with a communications centre in the cellars and an invisible array of oddly shaped aerials hidden in the attic. The gracious pillared entrance was cluttered by bulletproof glass and revolving doors. Locals assumed it was part of the nearby BBC monitoring service establishment at Caversham.

  The car park, set for security reasons some distance from the house, was unusually full. At the far end were a coach, two army lorries and three police vehicles with people milling around them. But Charles took no notice as he docked the Bristol and hurried up the steps to the lawn that fronted the house. At the security doors he swiped in with his pass and took the lift to the third floor. His office was at the front of the building overlooking the main entrance and the pebbled drive to the distant gates. It was the only private office in the building, the rest being open-plan with meeting areas and glassed smaller offices for temporary use. Normally there would have been only a skeleton staff, plus the odd training course, but for that weekend it was fully manned with virtually every screen live and every desk occupied. Notwithstanding which, the atmosphere was relaxed and chatty. The level of chatter subsided like the trough of a wave as he passed each row of desks, but people smiled and looked up expectantly.

  After checking his screen and not finding Gareth’s promised summary, he told Jenny, his secretary, that he would be down with Gareth and set off for the first floor, using the stairs this time. There, he found Gareth’s desk was occupied not by Gareth but by Sonia, head of assessments.

  ‘Don’t worry, I’m not trying to take over operations,’ she said. ‘Just leaving Gareth a note.’

  ‘Makes a change to see anyone doing anything with pen and paper.’

  ‘Quicker than screens but no one realises it.’

  He and Sonia went back a long way. She was about five years younger than him and had started out as a secretary, in the days when secretaries were plentiful. Through working together as she rose through the ranks he had learned to trust her judgement and discretion; later she had been instrumental in securing his reinstatement in the Office after expulsion and arrest. He was responsible for her recent promotion to a senior position. Although publicly respectful of his status, familiarity meant she was not awed and could be trusted to speak her mind, which was one of the reasons he had pressured the reluctant HR director into promoting her.

  ‘You’ll probably find him in the control room,’ she said. ‘He was ringing them every two minutes to check on something.’

  ‘Has he told you anything of his trip?’

  ‘No but I’ve seen a summary in draft.’

  ‘He hasn’t sent it to me yet.’

  ‘He hasn’t sent it to anyone but he left it on his screen when he shouldn’t have. So of course I closed it for him.’ She smiled. ‘After reading.’

  ‘Seems very good, from what he told me.’

  ‘So it seems.’ She ceased smiling. ‘We should talk about it.’

  They looked at each other for a moment. Charles nodded.

  The control room was on the first floor, off the balcony overlooking the entrance hall. It had about a dozen screens monitoring entrances and vulnerable points of the building, all switching angles every few seconds. The security staff, who were not uniformed, followed them in silence, occasionally intervening to change angle or revert to a previous shot. A telephone rang and was answered in a hushed tone. The silence, Charles suspected, was partly because Gareth Horley was standing just inside the door, his hands in the pockets of his jeans, looking on. He usually wore jeans on his Brussels trips, along with slim brown shoes from Tricker’s of Jermyn Street – a fact he had twice mentioned to Charles – a white T-shirt and an expensive brown leather jacket. With his tanned regular features emphasising the blue of his eyes and his dark hair edged with grey, he looked every inch a confident, successful man of middle age travelling for a mixture of business and pleasure, which was the impression intended. He smiled as Charles approached and made way for him.

  ‘Good trip, then?’ said Charles.

  ‘Fantastic trip. He told me their bottom line. Agreed at the EU Commission meeting on Thursday. Naturally, they’re not going to reveal it to us in the negotiations but they would settle for it if they can’t get us to up our public offer to theirs.’

  ‘Sure it’s the real thing?’

  ‘Everything else he’s said has checked out.’

  They spoke in lowered voices. Charles patted Gareth on the shoulder. ‘Well done.’

  ‘It’s so sensitive, this, more than anything else he’s told us. We’ve got to be very careful with distribution. Number Ten might not want even the negotiating team to know in case by their manner or what they say or don’t say they give it away. Remember that Ames and Hansen business.’

  Aldrich Ames was a CIA officer who had spied for the Russians. In conducting the damage assessment for MI6, Charles had long sessions with the FBI team doing the same for the Americans. The nature of their questions, their keen interest in some areas and their unaccountable lack of it in others had led him to conclude that they believed they had another spy, but didn’t want to admit to it and didn’t yet know who or where. The spy turned out to be Hansen, an FBI officer as damaging as Ames. ‘Let me see it before you talk to the Foreign Office.’

  ‘I’ll finish it off later this afternoon. Just thought I ought to show my face here as I’m in.’

  ‘No sign yet?’

  ‘Any time now, should be.’ As Gareth spoke one of the screen-watchers called the supervisor over. She said something to the others, who switched their monitors to one of the rear approaches to the building, a gravelled track that led to high locked gates on the far side of the park bordering a public lane and a wood. Two men were climbing the gates. Charles and Gareth moved farther into the room to get a better view of the screens.

  Then came the sound of smashing glass, followed by a shout from the security guard by the cubicles in the entrance hall and then two shots in rapid succession, very loud. Everyone in the control room turned away from the screens to look. The security guard was spreadeagled on the floor and a man wearing a grey suit and carrying a pistol was pressing buttons on the entrance control desk. Another man wearing a raincoat and carrying a sledgehammer ran towards the screened-off office where visitors’ passes were issued, raising his hammer. The woman behind the screen tried to get off her chair but slipped beneath the counter onto the floor a second before the man swung his sledgehammer with both hands at the glass door to the side of her office, smashing it. Some control room staff got up from their desks, others sat staring. The supervisor ran to her own desk and pressed the alarm, a harsh jangling that rang throughout the building. Outside, two Land Rovers accelerated abreast of each other from the car park towards the broad steps leading up to the entrance. They slowed as they reached the steps but continued up them, jolting and bouncing, then accelerated again across the terrace and into the entrance. A number of black-clad, hooded men carrying sub-machine guns jumped out of each and ran in through the glass cubicles, which were all now open.

  Charles and Gareth flattened themselves against the wall as the control room staff disintegrated in panic. The supervisor shouted into the microphone on her desk, ‘There is an incident in the building. Stay where you are! All staff stay where you are!’ Before she had finished one of her team, a man, shouted into another microphone, ‘Building under attack! Intruders in the building! Evacuate the building! Evacuate now!’ Several of the staff ran out of the control room onto the balcony, where they stopped as if suddenly frozen as the intruders split into two groups and ran up the curving stairs on either side. A couple of the control room staff stayed at their desks looking to the supervisor, who was shouting ‘They must stay where they are!’ at the man with the other microphone, who, oblivious to her, was shouting into it again, ‘Do not use the lifts! Lifts not working! Evacuate! Evacuate!’ There were more shots.
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