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For Marion and Norman




PRELUDE


[image: Illustration]


Thursday 24 February, Teesside, England


The trouble with Semtex is the smell. Dogs can sense it. Most humans can’t. Boris could. Not the plastic explosive itself, you understand; neither RDX nor PETN – the main components – have much of an odour. The scent comes from the tracers added, to make sure it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands. Hands like his. Chemist’s hands. Wide hands with long fingers, calloused from handling hot glassware, thickets of black hair curling over the knuckles, little copses between the joints. Hands now gripping the steering wheel of a five-axled articulated lorry hurtling towards the Zagrovyl factory in Teesside.


Boris only carried a small amount of Semtex these days, just enough for his own personal use. He kept it in a Tupperware container, wrapped in cling film, under his sandwiches. Sentimental value, really. He’d moved on. To some it might look like a backward step, from laboratory shift work to long-distance lorry driving. But only to those who didn’t know the tedium of analytical testing. The same samples, the same tests, the same results, hour after hour after hour. Not like the old days, when you had thorny problems to solve and real fires to fight. Nothing more boring than a well-run factory. He was glad when they sacked him. Glad to be free of the monotony. Glad to be out on the road. These days, his insight into tracers was a key skill for the job.


Boris yanked the wheel to the left and hauled the artic into a lay-by with a view. The chemical plant skulked on the far side of a silver fish-scale fence. One factory was much like another. Plumes of steam billowed into the sky, glowing orange in the sodium lights, bright against a dark winter day. He traced the familiar shapes in the condensation of his side window: an hourglass – the cooling tower curving to a waist and then flaring out again; two thin vertical lines – the nitric acid absorption columns lit up like Christmas trees; three circles – the ammonia storage spheres, massive metal balls trapped by sturdy legs to stop them rolling away; a rectangle – the ammonium nitrate prilling tower looming over the A19, the main road out of Teesside.


The wind whistled up the river, screaming through the gap between the warehouses, bringing with it a faint whiff of sulphur, reminding him of home: Pardubice in the Czech Republic. The Semtex factory where he trained.


He watched the car park from the lay-by, waiting until the last company car roared away, before driving up to the gatehouse and presenting his papers. At the collection bay he plugged a small black box into the vehicle’s lighter socket. It bleeped and flashed, a red light showing it had located the Zagrovyl computer network. He tucked the jamming device under the passenger seat before turning off the ignition and stepping down from the cab.


‘Snow Science, right? Two tonnes?’ The bald warehouseman tapped his keyboard. ‘Bloody system down again.’


Boris slid his papers though a hatch. ‘Twenty tonnes.’


‘Fertiliser grade?’


‘Technical grade.’ Boris jabbed his finger at the product code on the order.


‘You sure?’ Baldy frowned and inspected the order line by line. He picked up a phone, running a hand over his eggshell-smooth head as he waited. When there was no response, he shook his head and cursed. ‘Lazy tossers, all buggered off early.’ He slammed the receiver back into its cradle. ‘I’ll get you loaded up in a jiffy, mate.’


The metal ramp screeched against the concrete floor as a forklift truck drove into the back of the lorry, delivering the first pallet. Two forklifts worked in tandem, an intricate dance, weaving and turning on a sixpence as they loaded the cargo. Within fifteen minutes it was finished. Fast and skilful, these old men of the north.


Boris secured the load, signed the paperwork and drove out of the factory gate.


Click. Location 54.597255, -1.201133. Intensity 800X


Instead of taking the A19 south, he headed east to Haverton Hill and a decrepit warehouse lying in the shadow of a blue bridge. A damp chill rose from the misty river. Boris shivered as he opened the cab door and scanned the quayside.


A tall, thin man materialised out of the fog, moving slowly with laboured, jerky movements. He emerged into the sidelights: dark coat, spiky black hair, gaunt white face. The Spider. Christ, this run must be important.


‘So?’ The question came out as a hiss.


‘All good.’ Boris pointed to the trailer. ‘No problems, boss.’


The Spider pressed a button and battered doors began to open, groaning and squealing with neglect.


Boris backed the lorry into the warehouse and hopped down from the cab. ‘How long will it take?’ he asked as he unlocked the back doors and dropped the ramp.


‘Assist,’ The Spider ordered. ‘Time is of the essence.’


Two hours later, Boris’s arms ached as he manoeuvred the artic onto the southbound motorway. Bloody amateurs. Leaving him to do all the heavy work.


Boris made good time to the south coast, skirting London after the rush hour. Transport of explosives was not permitted in the Channel Tunnel, so Boris and his lorry boarded the ferry to France.


Click. Location 51.12646, 1.327162. Intensity 152X, 648C


He stood on deck, sipping at a watery English coffee, as the white cliffs of Dover receded into the mist. Plain sailing from here. He shivered as the towers of the titanium dioxide factory beside the Port de Calais hove into view, and returned to his lorry.


Click. Location 50.96622, 1.86201. Intensity 152X, 648C


The drive through France was uneventful as far as Strasbourg, but a young border guard flagged him down at the crossing into Germany for extra checks. So much for a borderless Europe. Boris remained calm. It had happened before. Nothing to worry about.


The ginger-haired guard puzzled over the papers, wrinkling his brow. ‘You do know what you’ve got in there?’


‘Yes.’ Boris lied easily now. After the first few runs he knew how unlikely it was that anyone would check. And even if they did, what would they see?


Ginger picked up a phone and moved out of earshot. After a few minutes he marched back. ‘Drive carefully.’ He waved him on his way.


Click. Location 48.5857412, 7.7583997. Intensity 152X, 648C


Boris drove on past Baden-Baden. After lunch, near Munich, he took a nap in the back of the cab. When he woke, the stars guided his way to Salzburg and the crossing into Austria.


Click. Location 47.7994, 13.0439. Intensity 152X, 648C


As he approached the mountains, snow started falling, wet flakes that melted on impact. A weather report on the radio warned of treacherous conditions and several inches of snow up ahead. Great for the skiers, bad for lorries full of explosives and worse. Best to cross in the morning. He slid into a lay-by. A police car drove towards him, slowing as it passed on the opposite side of the road. Boris stared into the snowstorm, craning his neck to make sure it didn’t turn back.


Not that he need worry too much. The dispatch papers matched the Dangerous Goods Note. The bags had the correct hazard warnings. All the papers were faultless. None of the inspections, on any of the runs, had ever uncovered a thing. After all, who wanted to poke around inside bags of explosives? You could hide anything in there.




PART I: OVERTURE SLOVENIA
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Saturday 26 February, Kranjskabel, Slovenia


A strange bed. A naked man. And a few hours to kill before the explosives arrived. The day was looking up.


Jaq stretched, savouring the smooth cotton sheets against her skin. Snowflakes danced through a web of ice on the sloping attic window. In the dawn glow she could just make out the layout of the unfamiliar room. Two doors: one of solid oak with tongue-and-groove panelling, brass hinges and a sturdy lock; the other a flat, sliding panel leading to a modern shower room carved from a corner of the attic. A pine bed, wardrobe and chest of drawers, a leather sofa and a couple of metal stools tucked under a bench that divided the bedroom and kitchenette. From outside came the faint swishing and rumbling of a distant snowplough. Inside, the gurgle of a fridge, creaks and sighs of an old house waking up and the steady, slow breathing of the man beside her.


Jaq breathed in: musk and liquorice. And a faint whiff of nitroglycerine. Her scent on his body.


She slid backwards across tangled sheets and ran her eyes over the golden curls decorating the pillow, down the ridge of his spine to the curve of his buttocks, sturdy thighs and powerful calves. Definitely a skier. One foot hung over the edge of the bed while the other was tucked under a leg forested in fine bronze hairs. A tall, blonde skier. Athletic. And much too young for her.


She grinned as she reached for the quilt – curved appliqué ridges between her fingers, uneven stitching, not machine-made – and gently covered him. He stirred but did not wake.


The room smelt of pine resin with a hint of lemon. Clean and tidy. Well, at least it had been before last night. Her eyes followed the trail of clothes across the oak floorboards. Her coat and hat hung on a wooden peg near the entrance door, but her long boots had toppled over and lay at angles to the pashmina snaking across the floor, coiled around a scarlet bra and matching thong. There was no sign of her dress, but on the chest of drawers in the corner she could see his clothes, neatly folded on top. When had he folded his clothes? While she was asleep? Certainly not as she was undressing him.


The guy from the karaoke bar. Nossa. What had he done to her brains last night? She’d known he was trouble the moment she heard him sing.


Karaoke. What had she been thinking of? She loathed office parties, but her boss at Snow Science had insisted on it. Team building, Laurent said, a bit of fun. Laurent was a pillock.


She slid down the bed, covering her head at the memory of Laurent’s excruciating impersonation of Charles Aznavour. Carapau de corrida. He’d insisted on the drinking games afterwards. Sheila and Rita had the sense to refuse but Jaq could never resist a challenge.


And then the man with the golden curls took to the floor.


The moment he opened his mouth, Jaq was hooked. His voice emerged an octave deeper than she expected. He sang with authority and passion, the pitch and cadence perfectly controlled. His voice rumbled right down the small stage, across the wooden floor, up through the soles of her feet, tugging at the tight knots that held her together, unravelling all the cords of restraint with the song. An old Russian lullaby. One she knew so well.


Had she stared too hard? Clapped too loudly? Was that why the singer with the deep voice and lopsided smile singled her out afterwards? She wouldn’t have danced at all if Laurent hadn’t made such an arse of himself. Sitting too close. Breathing too hard. Whispering in her ear. Escaping to the dance floor was intended to put some distance between them; Jaq always danced alone. Laurent followed her, his manbag on one shoulder, lurching and gyrating, arms outstretched in invitation to an inappropriate waltz.


The stranger interposed himself, moving between Jaq and Laurent, a subtle, sinuous barrier, increasing the separation until the drunken Frenchman found another target for his amorous attentions. Jaq danced on for a few tracks, just for the joy of the music, and then made her escape.


And there he was, outside the bar ahead of her. Waiting. Something in his eyes gave her pause, drew her in. She could have walked straight past. What was it that held her? Made her stop? The gentleness of his touch as he helped her with her coat? The deep voice bidding her lahko noč, goodnight? Had she imagined an inflection, an upturn, a question? There was no mistaking the smouldering fire she glimpsed before he hooded his eyes and turned away. It had been a long time since a man had looked at her with such honest desire. A very long time. And, oh, meu Deus, how she had missed it.


‘Wait!’ Her lips found his, and there was no mistaking the interest with which he returned her kiss. Gentle, searching, increasingly confident. Hot lips and strong arms. She remembered him asking but had no memory of her reply, or how they ended up at his place.


Time to face the morning after the night before. Careful not to touch him, her detailed inspection must have registered. He brushed the curls from his face and wrinkled his nose. His eyelashes fluttered, and his breath became shorter, shallower.


She slipped out of bed and wrapped the pashmina around her. Where was her bag? Dropping to her hands and knees, she spotted it under the bed frame and took it to the bathroom. The scent of lemon behind the sliding door hit her like a wave. She sat on the toilet and grasped the edge of the sink. How much had she drunk last night? When the dizziness passed, she took stock. Clean towels neatly folded on a rail, a shower, sink and toilet spotlessly clean. Had he expected company? She opened the glass cabinet above the sink. Soap, cut-throat razor, shaving mirror, shampoo, cotton buds, toothpaste, one toothbrush, dental floss. A large box of condoms, somewhat depleted after last night, but no sign of a permanent female presence. Just one tidy man.


Jaq reached for her bag. Despite her love-hate relationship with handbags, her party clothes lacked sensible pockets, and this was the least-bad option. Black with silver buckles, the fabric was lighter and thinner than leather but textured, tough and waterproof. It could be carried by the arched handle like a briefcase or, releasing three ingenious hooks, clipped onto a bike as a pannier. When carrying a laptop or other heavy tools, two wide adjustable back-straps unfurled so that she could take advantage of the padded, contoured panel for extra comfort against the spine. The pleated sides, held in shape by concealed Velcro strips, made it capacious enough for most outings. It even had two parallel zips, designed to slot over the handle of a rolling suitcase, but also perfect for carrying a snowboard.


She rummaged inside the bag for her phone, encountering ticket stubs, café receipts, coins, a set of Allen keys, a socket wrench, Maglite torch, penknife, comb, sachets of hot chocolate. Ouch! She caught her finger between the pincers of a Vernier calliper. No blood, just a scratch, but she continued her search more cautiously: hydrogel plaster, crêpe bandage, latex gloves, paracetamol, ibuprofen, neodymium magnet hook, PTFE tape, thermos flask, duct tape, ball of hairy string, condoms, fuse wire, superglue, paper clip, Blu Tack, ball of rubber bands, sandpaper, a fold-up kite, Slovenian–English dictionary, an unposted letter, multiplug, catapult, USB stick, fluorescent highlighter pens, snow goggles, earplugs, spare socks, tissues, tampons, a silver propelling pencil, tube of mints, a packet of dried apricots, a tuning fork and a green marble.


Like the Tardis, the bag was bigger on the inside.


A bunch of keys fell out, clinking against the tiled floor. Odd. She unzipped the secure inside pocket where she normally kept them and, at last! there was the phone. One missed call she had no intention of returning. Amid the dross of email, a single pearl from Emma with a long, chatty message about Johan and the kids. Not now, save for later, only one bar of battery left. No message from Snow Science. She put the phone back and zipped up the keys before dragging a comb through her hair.


As she emerged from the bathroom, the naked man sat up in bed, blue eyes fixed on her face.


‘Dobro jutro!’ He switched to English. ‘Good morning.’


Now that he viewed her in the daylight, was there a shadow of surprise? If so, he hid it well. What did he see? An athletic woman, naked except for a brightly coloured pashmina and a large shoulder bag. Tall, 1.75m in bare feet with a Mediterranean complexion – brown eyes, olive skin and shoulder-length hair, dark brown, almost black, except for the hints of russet fire. Well proportioned, curvy even. His smile appeared uncomplicated, no hint of embarrassment or regret, only pleasure at finding her still there. ‘I don’t think we were properly introduced last night.’ He held out a hand. ‘Karel.’


She took his hand, smiling at the absurd formality. There was hardly an inch of each other’s bodies that hadn’t been stroked or kissed or explored last night, and yet the contact with his hand felt deeply intimate, sending a tingle straight to her core. Careful.


‘Jaq,’ she said. No second names. Polite but no promises. Civilised without commitment. ‘Pleased to meet you.’


‘The pleasure was all mine.’ He raised the quilt in invitation.


So tempting. She hesitated and was gratified by the flicker of disappointment that rippled across his brow when she shook her head.


‘Breakfast, then.’ He sprang out of bed, bringing the sheet with him, wrapping it around his hips. He handed her a robe. The faint hint of musk was his. She let it envelop her and perched on a stool as he got to work in the kitchen.


‘A quick cup of tea, or whatever you are making,’ she said.


‘Scrambled eggs and smoked salmon.’


She started to protest, but the smell of butter melting in a pan made her stomach rumble. He heard it and laughed, breaking eggs into a bowl, many more than he could possibly eat alone. When had she last eaten? She’d gone straight from work to the karaoke bar, changing from boiler suit to party dress in the lab toilets. There was no reason not to eat breakfast. No reason a one-night stand couldn’t be civilised.


‘Nice flat,’ she said.


‘Belongs to a friend. But he’s working abroad.’ He grinned. ‘I keep an eye on things when he’s away.’


He served the scrambled eggs on toasted crumpets, a thin sliver of pink salmon sandwiched above the little craters of butter, turning opaque where it touched the hot egg piled in a pyramid and topped with a sprinkle of freshly ground black pepper and a sprig of parsley from a plant by the sink. A small glass of orange juice and a bowl of tea served black, fragrant with bergamot and dark tannin. The speed and ease with which he presented two perfect covers made her curious. A singer, a skier, a chef. What else could this man do? Her eyes travelled around the room and paused at the bed. Amid the otherwise orderly space it stood out, an explosion of disarray. A surge of warmth rose through her body, and she turned her attention back to the food.


‘Mmmm.’ Jaq wiped her lips with a napkin. ‘Very good.’


Karel bowed his head to acknowledge the compliment. ‘More tea?’


Jaq shook her head. Had she overstayed her welcome? He was a young man with impeccable manners, but some awkwardness was only to be expected now. She would spare him the brush-off. He would have things to do, people to see, places to go. ‘Time for me to leave.’ She put a finger to her lips at his polite assurances. ‘My clothes?’


‘I hung your dress up,’ he said and pointed to the wardrobe. ‘But—’


‘I should go.’


‘Should you?’ He moved towards her.


The glass rattled in the window above, and a flurry of hail blasted the ice clear enough to reveal a storm-dark sky. No skiing today. No message from Snow Science about the delivery. Time to kill.


Karel laid a hand on her shoulder. Warm, gentle, no hint of coercion. Only invitation. Promise. He ran a finger up the side of her neck and whispered, ‘Come back to bed first.’


Her skin tingled under his warm breath. When his lips nibbled her earlobe, she had to fight the urge to grin inanely. The good food, the cosy little attic, the storm outside, the gorgeous man, the firm bed. She might regret this, but. . .


Last night she’d taken a risk, let herself go with the flow, to see where it led her. What did she have to lose? Things could hardly get any worse. Forget about the past. Forget about the future. Focus on the moment.


Focus on the pleasure.


Saturday 26 February, Jesenice, Slovenia


The lorry crossed from Austria to Slovenia at daybreak. A border guard waved it down, directing the driver to a lay-by. Boris parked and swung his legs through the door, fur-lined boots followed by jeans sliding out onto the road. Snowflakes settled on his black beard.


‘What you got in there, mate?’ The official nodded to the rear of the lorry and tapped a clipboard with his pen.


Boris handed him a sheaf of papers. ‘Explosives.’


The official stepped back. ‘Who for?’


‘Snow Science.’ Boris pointed to the order. ‘Want to take a look?’ He jangled his keys.


‘No, thanks.’ The official held up his hands, palms outwards as if to shield himself from the cargo. ‘What the hell does a research centre want with a lorryload of explosives?’


‘The hell I know.’ Boris shrugged. ‘I’m just the delivery boy.’


‘Better you than me, mate.’ The official returned the papers and hit the button to raise the barrier. ‘Drive on.’


Click. 46.5028, 13.7944. Intensity 152X, 648C


An hour later, the lorry crunched over rock salt as it swept up to the gates of Snow Science. In the amber dawn, the low buildings lay in darkness. Perfect. The only light shone from a Portakabin beside the main gate. Boris blocked the entrance with the lorry. He grabbed a hi-vis jacket and hauled a bag from the cab before climbing down.


The smell of smoked meat wafted through a gap in the guardhouse delivery hatch. Something sizzling in a frying pan, bacon. Mmm. His mouth watered as he picked his way across the snow.


He tapped on the steamed-up window. ‘Oi, Stefan!’


The gap in the hatch widened and the guard peered through.


‘Delivery from Zagrovyl,’ Boris said.


Stefan waggled a finger at Boris. ‘Too early.’ He pointed to the large clock behind him, a round white face with black roman numerals in a wooden frame. ‘No one in. You’ll have to wait.’


Boris swore and stamped the snow from his boots. ‘You don’t want to leave that stuff on the lorry.’


‘Why? What have you got in there?’


‘The usual.’ Boris reached into the bag and produced a bottle of whisky. ‘With the usual fee?’


Stefan stuck his head through the hatch and examined the gift before he accepted it. Strands of thin white hair blew around a freckled skull. ‘It’s cold out there,’ he said. ‘You’d best come in.’ A lock clicked, and the door opened.


Thirty minutes later, the lorry rolled quietly into the Snow Science complex past several modern blocks separated by covered walkways. The special warehouse lay at the furthest corner of the site, behind a small hill. Boris knew where to go. He parked up and opened the lorry doors as Stefan arrived.


Stefan swept a torch over the contents and counted. He bit his lower lip while flicking through the papers on his clipboard. ‘The order says two pallets.’


Boris handed a set of papers to Stefan. ‘Here’s the consignment note: twenty pallets.’


‘That’s ten times too much!’ Stefan glanced behind him and dropped his voice. ‘What do you want me to do, this time?’


‘The usual.’ Boris clapped him on the back. ‘Call this number. Yuri will come and pick up the extra.’


Stefan shuffled from foot to foot. ‘Why don’t you leave it on the lorry?’


Boris shook his head. ‘Regulations,’ he said. ‘Bloody European Union red tape and bureaucracy. They won’t let me drive this stuff east without the proper paperwork.’ He sighed. ‘As soon as you call this number, they’ll generate a new set of transport papers.’


Boris started to unstrap the cargo. ‘C’mon. I’ve got other jobs to do.’


Stefan climbed into the cab of the electric forklift and manoeuvred it forward. After removing the first two pallets, he jumped down from the cab and sidled over to Boris. ‘I’m not happy about this. Everything has changed here. Sergei has gone. There’s a new boffin. A woman. She’s more careful. I could lose my job.’


‘How?’ Boris rolled up the straps. ‘When you’re doing the right thing?’ He unhooked a tarpaulin. ‘You unload the delivery. Then you check it against the order.’ He folded the tarp, once, twice. ‘You notice something wrong,’ he continued, doubling the sheet again: three times, four. ‘You call the number I gave you.’ He stowed the waxed canvas, neatly arranged into a square. ‘Yuri picks it up. It’ll be gone by the end of the day, before Dr Silver even gets notification of arrival.’


Stefan scratched his head. ‘How do you know her name?’


Boris disappeared round the back of the lorry and reappeared, frowning. ‘She placed the order,’ he said. ‘Dr Jaqueline Silver.’


Saturday 26 February, Kranjskabel, Slovenia


The halogen lamp flickered and then burst into light, illuminating the sign that straddled the entrance: SNOW SCIENCE. Set up as a collaboration between the European Space Agency and Earthwatch to compare satellite images of snow and ice with ground-based observation, Snow Science had expanded into a privately funded multinational, multidiscipline research institute.


The complex huddled high above the ski resort of Kranjskabel, hidden from view in the natural corrie at the top of a side valley, five kilometres of winding road from the centre of town, less than a kilometre as the crow flies.


Jaq took the direct route, sprinting up the mountain, snowboard jammed through the trolley sleeve of her bag-turned-backpack, breathing steadily. The spikes fastened to her running shoes skittered across tarmac then crunched over snow as she ran uphill, shortcutting the zigzags in the road. Long socks and padded overtrousers protected her ankles and shins from sharp crusts of ice broken by quick feet. The freezing air stabbed needles at her lungs; she exhaled in puffs of steam. A chill wind howled across the mountains as she emerged from the valley. Tugging at her woollen hat, she pulled the rim down over her earlobes and yanked the soft polyester snood up over her mouth and nose.


At the crest of the ridge she paused to admire a pair of buzzards. One bird cruised with the wind, a languorous tilt of black feathers fringing pale, broad wings to maintain course. The smaller raptor was working to impress, flying high before plummeting down in a crazy helix, twisting and turning on a roller coaster descent that made Jaq dizzy to watch. The plaintive peea-ay echoed between the mountains. Her heart soared as the male prepared to repeat his display, rising above snow-covered forests towards the saw-toothed peaks of the Julian Alps. A lone cross-country skier moved confidently across the horizon, the turquoise salopettes disappearing behind a cluster of pines.


Jaq retrieved her snowboard, clipped on and cruised down to her laboratory.


The perfect commute.


The gates of her workplace swung open and a lorry rolled out, the tail lights fading as it swept down the hill. An unfamiliar logo – Cyrillic script, [image: Illustration] SLYV – a Russian haulier driving all the way to Teesside and back for two pallets. How could that be good for the planet?


What was it like, the life of a long-distance lorry driver? Wages were low, drivers lived away from home for weeks, sleeping in the cramped confines of a cab. Now the most dangerous profession, the death rate on the roads was higher than any industry mortality, worse than mining. One day historians would revisit the twenty-first century and marvel at the abuse of the working man. Logistics sounded more benign than modern slavery.


Stefan waved from the guardhouse. Jaq released the clips and propped the snowboard under the hatch.


‘I got your message.’ She’d slipped away, while Karel was sleeping, to wash and change at her own flat. The run up the mountain had banished the dregs of a hangover. ‘Am I late?’


‘Come on in.’ Stefan opened the door to his little cabin. ‘I’ve got the delivery papers.’


She wrinkled her nose at the familiar fug of a single-skinned building with poor ventilation, eau de Portakabin with top notes from the drains.


Stefan pointed to the papers on the bench. Jaq squeezed herself past the row of CCTV monitors and found a seat. She perched on the edge, removed the bag from her back and wriggled out of her ski jacket. The stool tilted, and she had a sudden sharp memory of her school chemistry lab.


Her interest in explosions had started early. Even now she could evoke the smell of that first school lab: formaldehyde, vinegar and a faint whiff of leaking gas. It was a large room, south-facing. When the sun streamed through the windows, the green canvas blinds did little to impede the glare. Jaq and her fellow students sat on stools beside wooden benches, the mahogany surface scratched in places with the initials of bolder students.


The new chemistry teacher, Mr Peres, demonstrated the reaction of alkali metals with water, but used potassium instead of sodium. Rather a large piece. When the hydrogen ignited, with a beautiful lilac flame, he lost his eyebrows as well as his job.


Standing in the classroom surveying the shattered windows, the broken glassware and charred desk, Jaq had been truly impressed by the power of chemistry. It had provided her with gainful employment ever since.


Stefan coughed, and she turned her attention back to the paperwork on the bench. ‘Two pallets delivered?’


Stefan flicked through the CCTV screens. ‘In the quarantine yard.’ He nodded at the screen.


Two pallets with danger labels plastered on the side stood in the snow, beside several dark squares on the ground.


‘Did they deliver something else?’


Stefan turned away. ‘They picked up some returns.’


The light was fading between the mountains as they walked to the warehouse. Keys jangled, tinkling in the cold, still air as Jaq pulled the bunch of twelve from the inside pocket of her bag. Stefan beat her to the first lock with his own, single key. As the outer door swung open, the lights clicked on and illuminated the delivery in the courtyard: two pallets, white bags with blue Zagrovyl labels. She crossed the open area, pulled off a glove and breathed on her hand before tackling the double lock of the inner door. The silver key with long shaft and serrated edge tugged reluctantly against the mortise lock, but the gold Yale key turned easily, triggering the timer.


Thirty seconds before the alarm went off.


Jaq strode through the inner door and approached the security panel. She ran her hands over the smooth plastic and pressed the top corners. With a snap, the cover dropped on its hinges, flapping under the bottom edge to reveal the flashing timer. Twenty-one seconds to go. She fumbled with the brass key – a fat hollow cylinder with wings, the shape of a clock winder. Finding the right-hand aperture, she pushed it in. Fifteen seconds to go. Now to get the sequence right. A quarter-turn left, a full turn right and half a turn left. The lights stopped flashing with eight seconds to spare.


High-energy explosives and detonators were kept behind blast-proof walls, but traditional propellants, like today’s delivery, went to locked cages. She unlocked the empty cage with a four-sided key and signalled for Stefan to bring the pallets.


The warehouse sheeting creaked and quivered in the wind. A comforting rattle. The light construction was designed to flex and bend. Strength through adaptation rather than rigid resistance. In the event of an accident the blast would shoot upwards, blowing off the weaker roof panels. Unfortunate for birds, but safer for humans. The downside: it was freezing inside the store. The paperwork was complex, certificates of analysis to check against the batch numbers delivered, samples to take.


Stefan parked the forklift truck and got out, following her, stamping his feet and blowing on his hands, his nose and cheeks unnaturally red against a pale face and rheumy eyes. Poor man; he looked as if he could use a cup of tea.


‘Thanks, Stefan.’ She pointed over the artificial hill, in the direction of the gatehouse. ‘Go and get warm.’


No point in both of them getting frostbite; she preferred to work alone.


Sampling. There was something pleasing about this most mundane of tasks. In her last job, she’d had a team to do this sort of thing, a team of people who needed managing; how refreshing to return to uncomplicated hands-on practical stuff.


The first pallet of explosives was smooth to the touch – tightly stretch-wrapped in clear film. Each one-tonne pallet had forty bags stacked in fours, ten high. Each bag contained twenty-five kilograms, the weight of a heavy suitcase. The standard acceptance protocol required sampling from 10 per cent of the individual bags, so four samples were required from each pallet.


Jaq selected the bags at random, marking a neat cross with a permanent marker. Snapping on a pair of disposable gloves, she cut a slit through the stretch-wrap. The sampling cylinder – a hollow metal quill with a sharp point – slid easily into the bag, freezing her fingers through the thin latex gloves. Swapping hands to turn the quill, she withdrew a sample and closed the perforation with special tape. The sample cascaded from the quill to a small glass bottle. She sealed it with a metal screw cap and added the date, time and the batch number to the label.


After taking four samples, she stretched and yawned. Not much sleep last night. A warm tingle lingered, embers of Karel’s fire on her skin. She ambled over to the vending machine in the corner of the store and dropped a euro into the slot. Nothing happened. She slapped the side and pushed the coffee selection button again, but it remained obstinately silent. Porra!


The second pallet was in worse shape than the first, the stretch-wrap dirty and loose, and the bags had slipped in transit. She cut away the tattered film to inspect the delivery. Odd. The top bags appeared different from those below. The same plain white polyethylene, the same circular blue Zagrovyl symbol, the same label, the same hazard warnings, but the lower bags were misshapen and lumpy. Best to sample every one.


The top four bags were easy: the sample quill slipped in smoothly, the corer turned without resistance and a homogeneous column of white crystalline powder emerged. She poured each sample into a glass bottle and taped the centimetre-long perforation on the bag.


But the lumpy bags were problematic. The punch snagged and stuck and had to be tugged and wrenched out, the corer emerging with several different shades of powder along its length – white, cream, yellow, pink – in sharply defined layers. She emptied the sample quill carefully, labelling each bottle with the number on the side of the bag.


Despite the physical effort required to force the sample punch through the lumps, her teeth chattered. She stoppered the vial on the last sample and blew on her hands. Nearly done. One more task. Tick off the bag numbers against the delivery notes.


She jogged on the spot as she compared numbers. An icy finger of unease slowed her steps, freezing her with surprise. O que é isto? Jaq threw the clipboard and swore. She should have checked the numbers first. They didn’t bloody match. The consignment note said one thing, and the bags said another. All that work, and she’d just spent hours sampling the wrong batch.


The windows rattled and the inner door flapped open. A gust of icy wind blew in a flurry of snow through the gap. High above the jagged peaks a new storm loomed.


She shouldered her bag, locked the warehouse and marched along the covered walkways to the office block. A row of brand-new snowsuits hung from a rail in the access hall, clear plastic covering flapping in the wind as she opened the inner door. The lockers rattled as she strode past, stuffed to the gunnels with climbing ropes, snowshoes, crampons, skis and poles.


Inside the laboratory, she placed the samples in the blast-proof fridge before dialling Zagrovyl complaints. Customer care, they called it. A misnomer if ever there was one. Closed for the weekend. Customer-don’t-care, more like. She left a message. After locking up, she stowed the keys in the inside pocket of her bag and zipped it up.


Outside the snow was falling fast. She took a shortcut towards the exit gates.


‘All finished?’ Stefan opened the gatehouse hatch as she approached.


‘Some mix-up,’ she said. ‘Consignment notes don’t match the delivery. One of the pallets is quarantined until we sort it out.’ She handed him the consignment notes through the hatch.


Stefan swayed and grabbed the window ledge. ‘I’ll call Zagrovyl.’


‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘Already done.’


A strangled moan escaped his lips and a shadow passed over his face, descending like a shutter, leaving a sheen of sweat glistening on his brow.


Jaq stopped in her tracks. She’d sent him away earlier because of the cold, but now he looked seriously ill. A man in his sixties in a sedentary job with occasional bursts of physical activity in sub-zero temperatures. A recipe for disaster.


She pushed the handle of the gatehouse door. Locked. Heaving open the hatch, she yelled through the gap, ‘Stefan, are you OK?’


He grabbed a slim tube from his inside pocket, opened his mouth and sprayed a short blast onto the back of his tongue.


A magical transformation took place before her eyes: a pink sunrise blooming over ashen skin.


Nitroglycerine. The liquid that killed one member of the Nobel family and inspired another to invent both dynamite and the Nobel Prize. Not just an explosive; also used to treat angina. A powerful vasodilator that relaxes the smooth muscles and opens the blood vessels to the heart.


Jaq stood rooted to the spot, her muscles suddenly frozen, holding her breath before exhaling in a long gasp. What a perverse symmetry. If she had known then what she knew now, could she have saved them? The men at Seal Sands. If they hadn’t died, would she even be here now?


The hatch fell as she clenched her fists. No point looking back. Lock it down. Lock it in. There was still time to help this man. She reached into her bag and found her phone. ‘I’m calling 112.’


‘No!’ He opened the door.


Jaq took his arm and guided him to a chair. ‘You need a doctor.’ She checked his pulse – rapid but steady; his breathing – shallow but regular.


‘I’m better now.’ He grabbed her hand. ‘You mustn’t tell anyone else.’


She was taken aback by the fear in his eyes. Did this job mean so much to him? The lowest rung in the organisation, with the longest hours and the lowest pay. Snow Science was a good employer, regular medicals and adaptable work. They’d play fair with him. Stefan must be nearing retirement age anyway. Perhaps he was worried about his pension.


She sat with him for a while, making him a mug of hot chocolate, chatting about anything and nothing until he asked her to leave. Anxious to complete all his paperwork before the night shift arrived, he thrust the snowboard into her hands and practically pushed her out of the Portakabin.


New snow had fallen, leaving behind a thick, soft carpet which muffled all sound. As she bent to clip in for the descent, she glanced back at the lighted cabin.


Stefan stood at the open doorway, his back to her. One hand held a phone to his ear. He clenched his other hand into a fist and banged it against the wall.


Monday 28 February, Teesside, England


The limo driver held up a placard with FRANK GOOD, ZAGROVYL on it in large letters, and the Chariot Cars logo underneath. Frank’s upper lip curled into a sneer. Teesside airport had fewer than ten flights a day. A clutch of chauffeurs loitered, waiting for the Amsterdam flight, the same uniformed drivers each time. The placard was hardly necessary – the limo driver knew Frank, and Frank knew his own name.


‘Pleasant flight, sir?’ The driver, PK, tucked the greeting sign under one arm and held out a hand for the luggage.


‘Not particularly.’ Tyche–Zagrovyl integration meetings were always tedious. Thank God that was the last one. Frank rolled the suitcase towards PK and strode for the exit. The castors clicked over the linoleum of the airport foyer.


PK caught the case and hurried after his client across the car park. ‘Head office?’ he asked as he opened the passenger door.


Frank nodded, his eyes never leaving the screen of his phone. Teesside airport might be convenient, but it wasn’t worth a second glance: a single-storey building with a runway on one side and an access road on the other. Several pointless roundabouts joined the ambitiously sized airport car park – almost empty except for a patch sublet for caravan storage – to the A67 leading west to Darlington and east to Yarm.


The limo turned north. As they joined the A19, Frank snapped his fingers. ‘Change of plan,’ he said. ‘We’re picking someone up.’


Shelly stood outside her house, sheltering under a tree. Frank took in the high heels, silk blouse and linen skirt as the short raincoat blew open in the wind. PK jumped out and opened the door. She slipped in beside Frank, who barely acknowledged her greeting before turning his attention back to his telephone.


‘Thanks, PK.’ Shelly bent forward as the driver got back in. ‘How are you?’


Frank scowled as the chatter between them interrupted his concentration. Shelly was a little too free with her attentions. Put him in mind of a poem he’d learned back at school.


A heart . . . too soon made glad,


Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er


She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.


Frank placed a hand on Shelly’s knee. ‘What time is the meeting?’


‘Two thirty, Mr Good.’


‘Then we have some time to play with.’ He slipped his hand under her skirt, sliding it up to the top of her stocking where the texture became more interesting.


Shelly squirmed in her seat and glanced at PK.


‘Don’t worry about the driver,’ Frank said. ‘You know what to do, don’t you, driver?’


PK met his eyes in the mirror. ‘Transporter Bridge, sir?’ The slow route to Seal Sands, crossing the River Tees on an Edwardian moving bridge. Frank nodded and pressed the privacy button. A dark glass partition rose into position, sealing the back from the front.


‘Frank, please.’ Shelly pulled his hand away. ‘Not here.’


If not here, then where? Shelly had changed. Once upon a time, when he first hired her, he only had to lift an eyebrow and she’d start undressing. Frank shook his head and turned away. What was the point of her now?


The car drove past the ruins of Vulcan Street and down to the riverside. What a dismal picture. A giant blue structure towered above the river, a complex lattice of girders and rivets, carrying a suspended gondola designed to transport vehicles across without impeding the ships sailing up the River Tees. In the design office they called it an engineering marvel. It was more like an over-engineered dodo, a pointless waste of good steel. Made by men looking to the past, not the future. There were no tall-masted ships by the time the bridge was completed, and the new supertankers would never come this far upriver.


A plume of black smoke darkened the leaden sky and the smell of burning rubber wafted across the water. A steel ship that once operated as a nightclub lay tilted in the mud, abandoned and rotting. This was why change was needed. The derelict warehouses and empty wharves were the perfect reminder of how poorly those before him had performed. That’s why Zagrovyl had chosen him as European operations director: a firm hand to put things right, or close them down forever.


Shelly leant against his shoulder, mouthing a faint apology, and began a laboured explanation. He stroked her long hair, letting his fingers meander down to her breasts. She sighed but didn’t push him away this time as one hand slipped under silk. He knew what Shelly liked. A simulacrum of affection and she was his for the taking. Could he be bothered?


Under slanting rain, the platform of the Transporter Bridge sped across the ash-grey river to Port Clarence. When he realised she was crying, Frank jerked back, dabbing at his suit with a clean handkerchief before passing it to Shelly. The windows had misted up. He ran a finger across the glass and admired the glistening sheen before wiping it on her skirt, leaving a faint trace.


As the car neared the Seal Sands complex, Frank lifted the partition. Slumped against the door, Shelly stared out of the window. The tinted glass reflected a ravaged face: lipstick smeared across one cheek, black mascara smudged around enormous eyes. She looked fucked, even if he hadn’t finished the job. But who was to know?


He pressed the privacy button and settled back as the tinted glass partition descended, linking his arms behind his head, and waited to make eye contact with the limo driver. How should a hireling respond? With a wink? Far too intimate; they were not of the same social standing. Acknowledge him with a nod? Inappropriate. Roll his eyes? A sure way to get sacked.


PK was no fool. He stared straight ahead.


‘We’re late, driver.’


PK glanced in the mirror. ‘Yes, sir.’


The driver remained impassive, giving no hint of approval or disapproval, congratulation or censure. A disappointing outcome; Frank was spoiling for a fight. ‘Drive straight to the warehouse.’


‘Through security, sir?’ PK bit his lip. ‘I don’t have a pass to enter the factory.’


Frank harrumphed. ‘Shelly will sort it out.’


Shelly reapplied lipstick, smoothed her wrinkled skirt and checked the buttons on her blouse – a hasty attempt to repair the damage. At the gatehouse, she dashed out the moment the car stopped, without waiting for PK to open the door. Frank banged on the window and gestured impatiently at the security guard. The moment the barrier was lifted, Frank told PK to drive on, leaving Shelly behind.


The road ran through the centre of the factory. On the dockside stood the export cranes, rusted into dereliction. Opposite them the production units hissed and hummed, geometric sculptures of columns and spheres connected by a spaghetti of piping. At the end of the broad avenue stood the warehouse. When they arrived, PK jumped out and unfurled an umbrella before opening the passenger door.


Rain hammered on the roof of the limo. The wind swept the drops sideways, and they splashed back up from the pavement. Frank grimaced and sat back in his seat. He dialled another number.


‘I asked for a report on controlled chemical stock movements.’ Frank gestured for PK to close the door. ‘I’m outside in the car. Bring it to me.’ He scratched his crotch. ‘Right now,’ he added. ‘I don’t like waiting.’


Monday 28 February, Kranjskabel, Slovenia


Even Jaq had to admit that Zagrovyl responded quickly. Almost too quickly.


On Monday a man called her from the transport company. An error with some Zagrovyl deliveries, he explained. The pallet meant for Snow Science had gone to a warehouse nearby. The pallet they had delivered was reject material bound for disposal. He gave a long and detailed explanation. Almost too detailed.


He promised an immediate swap. The lorry was on its way. All very smooth. Almost too smooth.


The snow fell in slow, soft flakes, coating the Snow Science buildings in a fluffy white mantle, insulating the sophisticated laboratories from the primitive world outside. Jaq was catching up on some paperwork in her laboratory when the delivery lorry rolled through the main gate. She finished her report and locked it in a drawer before pulling on her jacket. The padded snowsuits lined the corridor, silent observers, empty limbs quivering as she made her way to the exit.


The security man swung the forklift round as she arrived, the replacement material already in the warehouse quarantine area.


‘Hi, Patrice.’ Jaq put up a hand, signalling for him to stop. ‘Where’s Stefan?’


‘Day off. He’s back on night shift tomorrow.’


The new pallet was in good shape, tightly stretch-wrapped and all the bags smooth and flat. Jaq unlocked the inner door, reset the alarm and opened the cage.


Patrice removed the rejected pallet and replaced it with the new one while she assembled her sampling equipment – pen, knife, gloves, quill and sample bottles. Boots crunched over snow. The inner warehouse door flew open. A bearded man, the delivery driver, stood in the doorway. Despite the cold, his unbuttoned tartan shirt revealed a chest as black and hairy as his beard.


He pointed at the bottles in her hand and frowned. ‘Did you take samples from that other pallet?’ Blackbeard inclined his head towards the lorry idling outside the door, now loaded up with a single pallet of reject material. He moved towards her, craning his neck to peer over her shoulder as she turned away.


Jaq locked the sample cupboard. ‘It’s okay, I’ll dispose of them.’ She carried the sampling equipment to the cage and shook out a pair of latex gloves.


‘Give me the old samples.’ The lorry driver advanced with an outstretched hand. He stood in front of her with his legs apart, chin jutting forward, a man who was not moving until he got what he wanted.


Jaq squared up to him. ‘Why do you want them?’


‘Reject material.’ Blackbeard scowled, his thick brows meeting in the middle. ‘Might get muddled up.’


Jaq brushed past him. ‘I’ll make sure it doesn’t.’ She crouched to check the bag numbers against the delivery note. This time they matched.


‘Might be unstable.’


‘We know how to handle explosives,’ Jaq said.


‘Look, lady.’ He stamped a fur-lined boot. ‘I was told to bring back all the material, and I do what I’m told.’ He bent down so that his eyes were level with hers. Black eyes. ‘So be a good girl and fetch them.’ He reached out as if to pat her on the shoulder.


Jaq intercepted with the sharp end of the quill; it caught the side of his hand and he drew back with a cry.


At that moment Laurent sauntered in. Unusual for him to venture out of the office in such bad weather, but for once Jaq was glad to see her boss.


Blackbeard straightened up. ‘Dr Visquel.’ He shook Laurent’s hand and introduced himself as Boris. ‘I’m sorry about the mistake. I was just explaining to Dr Silver that we need all samples back as well.’


‘That shouldn’t be a problem.’ Laurent fixed his gaze on her. ‘Should it, Jaq?’


How did Boris know their names? Jaq observed the way the two men stood facing her, Boris and Laurent. Close together, almost touching, a team. The blizzard had reached a new peak, the wind howling and snow falling so fast she could barely see the lorry through the open door, much less the laboratories and offices on the other side of the snowy mound. Icicles of unease chilled her spine; she shivered and shrugged away the apprehension. No point in arguing with these two.


‘Let me finish up here,’ Jaq said. ‘Then I’ll get the samples.’


‘Anyone for coffee?’ Laurent asked. He headed over to the vending machine. Jaq suppressed a smirk as it swallowed his coins. Laurent kicked it and tried again before inviting Boris to the office canteen.


‘Bring them to the gatehouse,’ Laurent instructed as he ushered Boris out.


Jaq collected four new samples and locked up. She chose the shortcut, scaling the artificial hill that acted as both helicopter landing circle and barrier between occupied buildings and explosives store. Bad decision. The snow had turned to hail. Buffeted by the wind, prills of ice lacerated her skin. She bent double and fought every step of the way before tumbling down the far side.


The office block offered sanctuary from the howling wind and stinging ice. She shook the snow from her hair, striding past the snowsuits that swung from a metal rack in front of the lockers. Inside the lab, she scanned the room. Rita, the analyst, sat in the far corner, engrossed in a phone call. All clear. Jaq took a deep breath before selecting four of the forty samples, the ones from the top bags.


Jaq shoved the samples into her jacket pocket and headed back out into the blizzard. The gatehouse lay opposite the car park, but the wind whirled the fallen snow into vortices of pure white-out. She could barely see her hand in front of her face. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. Better to take the long way round, through the walkways. It meant retracing her steps, but the partial cover offered some protection from the storm. Jaq lowered her head and battled on to the gatehouse. Blackbeard jumped down from the cab of his lorry.


‘Here you go.’ Jaq handed over the samples.


He scrutinised her face. ‘This the lot, then?’


‘We sample one in ten.’ She maintained eye contact. ‘Standard procedure,’ she added before stepping back into the storm.


Monday 28 February, Teesside, England


Frank strode into his office and heaved open a window. Outside, the ancient factory sprawled towards the River Tees. His eyes followed the progress of a Russian ship as he loosened his tie. Insufferably hot again. He’d sack whoever kept the offices so warm. A waste of money, stifling thought and creativity, curbing action. Only the elderly and the lazy needed inside temperatures above 18 degrees Celsius. He’d have a word with the engineers about moving the control panel into his office and locking the damn thing.


Robin put his head round the door. Tufts of brown hair speckled with grey framed a pale, bespectacled face. His brown, beady eyes scanned the room in quick, jerky movements. Dressed in a brown suit with white shirt and red tie, the finance director looked more birdlike than ever. ‘We’re all assembled and ready when you are,’ he said.


Frank waved the bean counter away. He removed his outdoor coat and draped it over a wooden hanger, smoothing the tan cashmere before suspending the hanger from a curlicue on the hat stand. He paused for a second to admire the photo on the wall. It showed Frank – in white shorts, navy shirt and captain’s hat – taking possession of his new yacht, purchased with the bonus awarded after the Tyche acquisition. Good Ship Frankium was waiting for him in Cannes. The sooner he concluded this business, the sooner he could get back to the Med.


Double doors separated his office from the boardroom. He flung them open, and a hush fell over the management team. The newer managers, the ones he had hand-picked, sat bolt upright, jackets off and shirtsleeves rolled up, expectant, eager. The dead wood, the managers he had inherited, were slumped in their seats, jumpers on under jackets, stinking of fear.


‘What’s first on the agenda?’ Frank asked, grabbing the papers laid out on the table.


‘Safety,’ Robin said. ‘Stuart, do you have anything for us?’


Frank drummed his fingers as the safety manager fiddled with the projector.


‘Transport of hazardous goods regulations,’ Stuart said. ‘I’d like to update the team on how the EU harmonisation plans will affect us in Eastern Europe.’


Frank yawned. He allowed Robin to run the meeting, feigning interest as the department heads churned through their updates, his fingers tapping on the polished mahogany table, running through the first Brandenburg Concerto in his head. On and on they droned, spinning the good news, glossing over any difficulties, concocting elaborate excuses for production targets missed, sales contracts not signed, budgets overspent: the usual crap. Frank was just getting to the Minuet when Shelly tiptoed into the room, clutching some papers.


Look what the cat dragged in, Christ Almighty, but she looked a mess: hunched, crumpled, squalid. How could he ever have dipped his pen in that ink?


He signed the papers and waved her away. The meeting dragged on, but he’d lost his train of music.


‘Any other business?’ Robin asked, scanning the table.


Frank could see the group relax, amazed that a meeting with him could have turned out so tranquil, so amicable, so civilised. So boring and unproductive – time to pounce.


At the other end of the table, the HR director raised a hand. The ugly dwarf had no pretentions to glamour. Nicola was sensible shoes and supermarket value-pack knickers; he could tell without ever having seen them.


‘About the team-building event—’


‘Cancel it.’ Before Nicola could protest, he held up a hand and continued. ‘We have one other item to discuss.’


He strode to the full-length window. His mouth hardened as he stared out at the river. Four o’clock in the afternoon, and it was almost dark outside. The sodium lights cast an egg-yolk glaze over the towers and open staircases of the production buildings. Steam puffed into the sky and the intermittent screech and bang of conveyors carried through the pitter-patter of rain. God, it was an ugly shithole. Built in the 1980s and falling to bits. Well, its days were numbered.


‘I’m cancelling the UK expansion project,’ he announced.


The distributed murmur rose to a crescendo of confused protest. Frank addressed the window, admiring his reflection, speaking softly to force them to stop whining and listen. ‘We are competing with the giants of the developing world – Brazil, Russia, India and China. That’s where our future lies. Those are the only expansion projects that will get funding in future.’


‘Projects like Smolensk Two?’ asked Eric, the dry Scottish voice of the engineering manager dripping with venom.


‘Exactly.’


‘Late, incomplete and already over budget?’


Frank shot him a look of contempt. ‘Smolensk Two is already in production.’ Wasn’t it? Suddenly uncertain, Frank stomped back to the table and leafed to the page on the board papers with production figures. ‘Page seven,’ he snarled. ‘Or can’t engineers read?’


Robin shook his head. ‘That’s not new production. It’s recycling. Rejected product collected from customers in Europe and sent to Russia for rebagging.’


Frank stood still, erect, alert. ‘Explain?’


‘The labour costs here are too high to make recycling economical. So, reject goes east for recovery,’ Robin said. ‘And actually, there is a problem with the Smolensk numbers—’


Frank interrupted him and addressed Eric. ‘When was the Russian expansion due to start up?’


‘Last quarter.’


‘And?’


‘Problems with equipment delivery, I believe, but—’


‘Why did no one tell me?’


Robin and Eric exchanged glances. ‘The UK engineering team were . . . not involved with the Smolensk project.’ Robin chose his words carefully.


Eric was more forthright. ‘You specifically excluded us, told us to keep our bloody noses out and leave it to Ivan. Told us we slowed projects down by insisting on proper engineering studies and—’


‘Intolerable excuses.’ Frank slammed his fist onto the table. Executive reward was heavily weighted towards international expansion. If any target was missed, then his bonus payment would vanish. Russia had to produce. How else was he going to keep his yacht? ‘I want a full report on my desk by tomorrow.’


‘Then you’d better call Ivan yourself,’ Eric retorted.


‘Get out!’ Frank shouted. ‘All of you.’


The team didn’t need to be told twice.


Frank glared at Nicola as she waddled round the table. Why was she always last? She wasn’t his appointment, but it was easier to leave her in post until he’d finished pruning the team.


It sometimes amused him the way the fat cow tried to conceal her animosity. She didn’t bother to smile any more, but nor did she bare her teeth and hiss, which is what he suspected she wanted to do right now.


Today he was not amused.


‘Nicola, wait.’


He stared down at her. She must have remarkably short legs. ‘Could you have a word with Shelly about her appearance?’ he said. ‘I think it would be better coming from another woman.’ He smiled internally as she flinched. ‘I know it has been difficult for her since the bereavement,’ he continued, ‘but I expect certain standards to be upheld. She was looking positively bedraggled today.’


‘I’ll deal with it.’ Nicola nodded and started to turn away. Not so fast.


‘That new girl, Raquel, can stand in as my PA for the next few trips.’ Frank paused, choosing his next words carefully. ‘Until the situation is resolved.’


Nicola wheeled round and stared directly at him. Her mouth opened and closed like a fat, wet goldfish, eyes darting left and right. Was she considering her options? He returned the eye contact, staring into her soul, daring her to fight back. She lowered her eyes. Lily-livered lackey, she was cunning enough to pick her battles. There was no love lost between ugly Nicola and once-stylish Shelly. The HR director took a deep breath and spoke slowly, choosing her words carefully. ‘I understand and share your concerns about Shelly,’ she said. ‘Leave it with me.’


The repulsive little troglodyte had a special vacant expression that annoyed him much more than open rebellion. The lights were on, but no one was home. Nicola was not stupid; she had locked away part of her spirit. He saw that she was not afraid of him. Perhaps he could change that.


Frank returned to the window. A Russian ship approached the dock, a mournful honk answered by a sharp toot from the tug boat guiding her to berth.


The Smolensk production expansion was late. Why had no one told him? Ivan and his team needed shaking up. Time to go to Russia and do it himself.


Tuesday 1 March, Kranjskabel, Slovenia


Jaq arrived before dawn to prepare the explosives for the helicopter crew. Routine stuff, create a shock wave just above the snowpack. No experiments, no data collection – this was the kind of job the air crew liked best. Hurling explosives out of a moving helicopter, wireless detonation and suddenly a cascade of snow came spilling down the mountainside and it was safe to ski again. She often went with them for the ride, but today she had other things to do. Thirty-six suspicious samples to analyse.


What was in the reject pallet? Jaq had worked with explosives long enough to know the material in the lumpy bags was not pure ammonium nitrate. Crystalline powder, yes. Pure white, no. The colour was not conclusive; it could come from impurities – traces of iron gave a pink tinge, heat damage a yellowish hue. But there was something else about the samples that had nagged her all evening. Something fishy. One bag smelt fishy. Literally fishy. The stench from rotting fish. Or certain chemical compounds. Just a whiff, no more.


Why had the lorry driver been so anxious to get the Zagrovyl samples back? Why had Laurent been so keen to comply? And why had he behaved so strangely?


After the lorry left with the reject pallet, her boss found reasons to keep her from the lab. Laurent never held impromptu meetings – a slave to his calendar – and yet he suddenly insisted they meet and talk about some insanely dull improvement programme he was launching. Then there was a scheduled meeting about today’s blasting, after which Laurent escorted her back to the laboratory. She jumped at the chance to escape from him when Rita offered her a lift home.


Laurent, like most bad bosses, hated to be challenged. So she deferred her plan to examine the samples again. Because she had to book out the explosives at daybreak anyway. And Laurent was not an early riser.


The stars faded as Jaq locked up the warehouse, the opaque sky-ink bleeding from black into translucent blue. She saluted the helicopter as it banked overhead, her heartbeat accelerating with the whirring blades. On the far side of the snowy hill the laboratories awaited her, square white rooms with grey benches, stuffed with the analytical tools to unlock any mystery. Time for action.


Chemistry had moved on from the days of the school lab. Now the benches were crowded with machines, featureless boxes of varying shapes and sizes, all connected to computers.


The eight normal samples – four from the first pallet and four from the replacement pallet – had already been processed by the lab. Jaq checked the results. All good. Approved.


The Italian analyst, Rita, arrived and bid Jaq a cheerful good morning, adding, ‘Can I help?’


‘Thanks.’ Jaq made a decision. ‘But this is one I need to do myself.’


Jaq donned a white coat and safety glasses before opening the fridge. She placed the thirty-six little glass bottles on a steel tray and lined them up in six rows of six, labels facing forward. The preparation was simple. Gloves on. Unscrew the cap. Use a thin metal spatula to remove a few milligrams of powder. Tip it onto a transparent quartz disc about the diameter of a two-pound coin but thicker. Press another disc over it and make a sandwich. Slot into the carrier. Press a button and see it disappear into the black box. Replace screw cap on sample bottle. Remove gloves. Note down sample number and time. Repeat thirty-five times. Plus one – a sample of pure ammonium nitrate, the standard, for calibration and comparison.

OEBPS/images/title.png
THE CHEMICAL
DETECTIVE

Francium
22222






OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png
Cm

Catiom
(223)






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Prelude



		Part I: Overture Slovenia



		Part II: Pavane England



		Part III: Rondo Slovenia



		Intermezzo



		Part IV: Fugue Ukraine



		Part V: Gavotte Poland To Belarus



		Coda



		Author’s Note



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start













OEBPS/images/f0022-01.png
Cus,





OEBPS/images/half.png
THE CHEMICAL
DETECTIVE





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SHE
BLOWS
THINGS UP
TO KEEP
PEOPLE SAFE






OEBPS/images/f0009-01.png
Silver
1078682






