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Prologue

BUTTERFLIES. SUNLIGHT AND butterflies. That was what he remembered. Dappled patterns on tropical foliage, bird calls from high up in the tree canopy, and so many butterflies. Really big ones. As big as a man’s hand and blue as a gem. Dazzling, dancing, beckoning him to follow. Come with us, they seemed to say, and you’ll be safe.

In convoy they drove out that morning, the families of the oil company senior executives, singing on their way to the annual corporate picnic. Last year, it was a private beach near Cartagena, and this year a country club on the very edge of the jungle. Beside drooping vines there were trestle tables laden with food, baseball for the grown-ups, a makeshift jungle gym for the kids. And Luke Carlton, just turned ten, was bored to tears. Inquisitive and adventurous, the games did nothing for him. He watched, scowling and grumpy, as the CEO stood on an upturned crate. He was American, jowly and gregarious, with a big belly-laugh and a lime-green polo shirt that struggled to contain his ballooning waistline. He was making some sort of speech in slow, halting Spanish with a terrible accent. Luke reckoned he and his classmates could speak better Spanish than that.

Luke picked his moment. Unseen, he slipped away from the group and darted into the forest, following the butterflies. With every step, he expected to hear his name called and the sound of running footsteps followed by a sharp rebuke, but it never came. The path veered left and he took it, arrived at a fork and turned right. The butterflies were everywhere, folding their gossamer wings as they alighted. They were his friends – they had to be: why else would they be showing him the way? More than once he stopped and held up his hands for them to land on. He smiled when one fluttered onto his nose and another onto his blond hair, which his mother had brushed only that morning. 

He should probably be heading home, he thought, and began to backtrack down the path. But there, blocking his way, was a large fallen log. He didn’t recognize it. At his feet a trail of chestnut-coloured ants swarmed across the track. 

Soon the path gave out altogether and there, hanging off his bare leg, was a leech. Slimy, black as a slug, gorging on his blood. He tried to flick it off with his thumb and forefinger but it was stuck fast to his flesh. Luke shrugged. It didn’t occur to him that he was lost, just that he’d be in trouble with his parents when he got back. 

At that moment he saw that he was not alone. There were three of them, standing silent and watching. Never in his wildest dreams had Luke seen anyone who looked like that. Their faces were painted a vivid purple, their scalps shaven smooth, and each had some black object inserted into his lower lip. Round their necks they wore strings of animal teeth. Or were they bones? He couldn’t tell. The men were small and wiry, naked but for the filthy cloths around their waists. Two carried long, curved bows; the third clutched a blowpipe. Their language was strange, all rasps and clicks, definitely not the Spanish they were teaching him at school. One moved, an arm slowly extending. Were they going to shoot him? Rooted to the spot, Luke wondered what it was like to be hit by an arrow. Did you die straight away, or slowly? Would it hurt? Were they – were they going to eat him? But now they were making a sign to him, gesturing – they wanted him to follow them. 

They walked for hours. With clicks and grunts they urged him on, offering swigs of brackish water from the gourds at their waists. And then through the tangle of forest vines he could see a clearing, a dozen round thatched huts, smoky fires, barefoot children, the discarded carcass of a monkey. He caught his breath. A jeep from his father’s company, with the familiar brown-and-yellow logo, stood between the huts. He ran to the door and yanked it open. ‘Dad!’ But a woman he didn’t know was sitting in the driver’s seat, her eyes red and sad. ‘Mi chico,’ she said to him and held out her arms. 

He stood his ground. ‘Where’s my mum and dad?’ he demanded. ‘I want my mum and dad!’ 

‘Your mother and father . . . There has been a terrible, terrible accident on the road. All day they looked for you, and when they tell them you are found they came at once. They were driving so very fast. They could not wait to see you, they did not see the truck. Oh, Luke, we are so, so sorry.’

A butterfly fluttered close to his face. He slapped it away. ‘You’re lying!’ he shouted. ‘Where are they? I want to see my mum and dad!’ But she shook her head and her eyes welled with tears, though his were still dry. ‘They are gone, Luke. Your parents are gone. They are in Heaven now. May God look after you.’


Chapter 1

FIRST CAME THE antennae. Brown, swivelling, twitching. Then the shiny armour-plated body, emerging from the dark recesses of the drains. Jeremy Benton watched with disgust as the first cockroach of the night crawled out from his hotel sink. This place was a dump and he couldn’t wait to leave it. Forty-seven years old, hair thinning, mortgage worries mounting. Alone in a Colombian hotel room, trying to focus on the job instead of fretting about his bank balance, while the ceiling fan turned lazy circles and the sweat rolled down his fleshy neck and soaked his fraying collar. 

The insect grew bolder, probing the grime-encrusted porcelain, foraging and tasting. In one impulsive movement, Benton launched himself off the bed and struck with a rolled-up magazine. ‘Got you!’ He missed and the roach shot back into the drains. He sat down heavily, already out of breath. He looked at his watch. It was time. He reached under his jacket and felt the cold, metallic shape of the Browning 9mm automatic. Not the weapon he had asked for – this model had a date stamp on it that was even older than him – but it was all they’d had at short notice in the embassy armoury. They had even made him sign out every single one of the thirteen rounds that had come with it. He had put in his time on the range this year – you had to if you expected to keep your firearms licence in the Service – but he hoped he wouldn’t need the pistol. If he was honest with himself, Benton knew he wasn’t cut out for the heavy stuff. If he was really honest, he would say he was scared shitless. 

Jeremy Benton had been offered the usual ‘security envelope’ for tonight’s job, a close-protection detail of SAS troopers disguised, not always convincingly, as civilians. It was a toss-up between personal safety and raising profile, so Benton had gone for a compromise. The security detail had dropped him off at the hotel, then melted away. This operation, he had told London, was so sensitive, so secret, it had to be kept low profile. He needed to be alone.

Dusk falls quickly on the Pacific coast of Colombia and it was not yet seven o’clock when he slipped out of his hotel in the dark. To Benton, Tumaco by night had an intangible, brooding malevolence. Maybe it was its proximity to the dangerous border with Ecuador, or perhaps the resentful looks cast at him by some of the ninety thousand impoverished townspeople, mostly of African descent, who stared out from darkened doorways with nothing to do and nowhere to go. There were still huge disparities of wealth in this country. In Bogotá you could mix with millionaires and dine in the finest restaurants, but down here on the coast, the Afro-Colombians were close to the bottom of the economic pile. 

And always there was the dank, fetid smell that rose from the rotting shanty huts on stilts, perched above the mud banks where crabs competed for space with rats. Only one industry counted down here: the white stuff, in all its stages – paste, powder and leaf – and how to get as much as possible smuggled across the border or out to sea. Gone were the days of the once seemingly invincible cartels, the Montoyas and the Norte del Valle. The world’s most infamous drug kingpin, Pablo Escobar, was long dead and buried. In twenty-first-century Colombia the cocaine cartels and traffickers, the narcotraficantes, had fragmented into numerous smaller cartels or criminal bandas, harder to catch and just as ruthless. But the Colombian government, with help from the Americans and the British, had been steadily taking them down, one by one, going after the structures, the family leaders, the organizers. You didn’t stay long at the top in this business – two years at most – before you ended your days bunkered in a flat with six mobile phones in front of you, waiting for the door to come crashing in. 

Benton walked briskly away from the hotel security guard on the gate, turned a corner and dropped to his knees behind a wall, pretending to do up his shoelaces while glancing up and around him to see if anyone was following. Old-fashioned tradecraft, tried and tested. He breathed out slowly: yes, he was alone. He moved on, down a potholed back lane, past a row of street stalls where smoke rose from a dozen sizzling barbecues, and onto a string of straw-roofed drinking dens. The soft lilt of salsa played from somewhere behind a bar, reminding him of how much he loved this continent. A boy ran up to him and tugged at his trousers. ‘Señor! Señor! Give me a present!’ Benton patted his pockets without breaking his step, produced an old pen and handed it to the child, whose face betrayed his disappointment. Benton smiled and walked on. 

As arranged, Fuentes was waiting for him, one hand curled round a perspiring beer, the other drumming nervously on the Formica table. They spoke quietly in Spanish, Fuentes swigging his beer and looking periodically over his shoulder, Benton sipping a lukewarm Sprite.

‘You’re absolutely sure it’s going down tonight?’ asked the MI6 officer.

‘Seguro. You brought the equipment?’ said Fuentes.

‘Por supuesto.’ Benton nodded. ‘Of course.’ He patted the day sack between his knees, feeling through the material for the angular contours of the night-vision goggles and the infrared camera. Fuentes was every bit as jumpy as he was – he could see that, even in the dim light of the solitary bulb that dangled above the bar. In two years of working together they had never undertaken anything quite as risky as this.

‘You know what they will do to me and my family,’ said Fuentes, ‘what they will do to you too, if they catch us?’ 

Benton didn’t reply. He put a handful of damp, curled peso notes on the bar for their drinks and motioned for them to leave. They had been over this before. No one was forcing him to take the risk, Benton reminded him. They had planned the operation together. The two men had built up trust between them, agent and case officer, and mutual respect. Both of them wanted to see it through. Privately, though, Benton drew some reassurance from the knowledge that the agent, Geraldo Fuentes, had been regularly polygraphed, hooked up by wires to several electronic monitors, while a dour security man with thin lips and unblinking eyes had thrown questions at him. He had passed each time with flying colours; his loyalty was not in doubt.

Not far south of Tumaco the track gave out and the jungle took over. Fuentes parked the pickup truck, backing it deep into the undergrowth as Benton had shown him. ‘No nosy parking,’ the MI6 officer had told him, when they had started to train him. ‘You never know when you’ll need to get out in a hurry.’ He switched off the engine and for a minute the two men sat in silence, adjusting their senses to the tropical night. A whining in their ears announced the first of the mosquitoes and Benton slapped irritably at his neck. ‘Bloody mozzies,’ he grumbled. ‘We don’t get them up in Bogotá.’ 

Fuentes put a hand on his arm, his finger to his lips, and shook his head emphatically. It would be an uncomfortable night for both of them. ‘Tranquilo,’ he whispered. ‘It is only the ones that bite in the daytime that carry the dengue fever.’ He didn’t mention the virulent strain of jungle malaria carried by the night-biting variety. 

The mission was simple: get in close, get the photos, and get out. It was what the military would call ‘a close target recce’. Fuentes had a good idea where the sentries would be posted – after all, he knew most of them by name. At his last meeting with his MI6 case officer he had drawn him a sketch map of the location and they had rehearsed what to do if they were compromised: disperse in opposite directions, then zigzag back through the jungle to the pickup. The practice run had not been a stunning success: Benton had tripped over a root almost immediately and had had to be helped back to his feet.

Twenty minutes after they’d set off they squatted, lathered in sweat. Benton was being driven half insane by the persistent whine of the mosquitoes. Fuentes poked him gently in the ribs and pointed. Down the track ahead and to the right, they could just make out through the foliage a yellow light. Benton reached into his sack, took out the NV goggles and fiddled with the focus. In the humid night air the lenses steamed up immediately and he had to wipe them twice on his shirt. On the third attempt the scene swam into focus. 

He was looking at an open-sided thatched hut and a group of men sitting at a table, lit by a hurricane lamp that hung from a hook. He recognized the man in the middle from the files: El Gato. The Cat. A middle-ranking player. Why did these narco types always have to give themselves such stupid names? Benton panned right to the other men at the table and held his breath. Fuentes had been right. They were Asians, not Colombians. Chinese Triads? Japanese Yakuza? Christ knows, he couldn’t tell, but some kind of international deal was definitely going down. This would have to go in his next report and he would need the images to send back to London. And tonight was quite possibly the only chance he would get. Less than three months to go before his Colombia posting was up and he was not going to pass up this chance. For the briefest of moments he saw himself being ushered into the Chief’s office back at Vauxhall Cross and congratulated. Perhaps even a knighthood on retirement.

He gestured to Fuentes that he needed to move closer, but the agent shook his head and drew his finger across his throat. Benton considered him in the darkness, so close they could hear each other’s breathing even above the incessant chorus of frogs and cicadas; the jungle at night is far from quiet. For Benton, this was a fork-in-the-road moment and he knew it. 

He rose to his feet, gently shaking off Fuentes’ restraining hand. Reaching down, he removed the Browning from its holster, slid back the mechanism and chambered a round. There was a loud metallic click as the gun was cocked and Fuentes winced. 

Benton took tentative steps forward through the undergrowth, pausing every few yards. His heart was racing and his throat felt like sandpaper. He wished he had brought the bottle of water from the truck. He looked through the viewfinder and reckoned he was almost in range to get a good enough picture. He let the camera dangle round his neck and felt the comforting weight of the pistol. He took another step forward.

Without warning, a sentry reared up behind him and struck him hard between the shoulder blades with the metal butt of an assault rifle. Benton’s pistol fell uselessly from his grasp. He groaned and slumped. 

‘Oye! Venga!’ the sentry called out to the men in the hut, and suddenly there was pandemonium, shadowy figures spilling towards them. Fuentes, unseen, hugged the ground, watching in silent horror as they dragged Benton backwards by his armpits to the hut. Guards were fanning out with torches in all directions. 

Fuentes got up and ran, faster than he had ever run in his life, thrashing blindly through the lush foliage that tore at his face and shirt, stumbling like a drunk the last few yards to the truck. He jumped into the cab, dropping the keys at his feet. Scrabbling with his fingers amid the detritus he’d been meaning to clear out, he found them too late to start the engine. Crouched behind the dashboard, half hidden by the surrounding bushes, he could see figures silhouetted on the same dirt track they had driven down only an hour ago. They were calling to each other, their torchbeams probing the night. And then Fuentes heard something that nearly made his heart stop. The distant sound of a man screaming, in intense drawn-out terror and pain. 


Chapter 2

‘GOD, IT’S RAMMED in here tonight.’

‘Sorry, babes?’

‘It’s a bloody crush!’ shouted Luke, cupping his hand to her ear above the thumping music. ‘And stop calling me “babes”!’ 

‘But you know I only do it to wind you up!’ She slid her hand around his waist and pulled him closer. He caught her scent. Nearly a year together and still it did something for him. Slender and self-assured, Elise was nearly as tall as he was.

They had met at the art gallery where she worked, on the opening night of an exhibition of brightly coloured gouache paintings. His immediate thought had been: This girl is out of my league. 

It was true that Elise had no shortage of admirers, but the man who had strolled in intrigued her. He had the loose, easy movements of someone capable of immense speed and power. His face was angular, lightly tanned, beneath short, sandy hair. Grey eyes. Was he a model? God, she hoped not – she wasn’t going to make that mistake again. No, the broken nose and weathered look told her otherwise. This was not a man who spent a lot of time in front of the mirror. There was something paradoxical about him: a blend of danger, adventure . . . and security. She felt safe in his presence.

A week later, on their first date, he had nearly blown it. ‘Tell me about yourself,’ she had said, appraising him watchfully as she sipped her peach Bellini in a bar off Piccadilly.

He’d wondered what he should say. Born in London, brought up in South America, orphaned at ten. Most of his adult life in the Royal Marines and Special Forces. On operations he had killed at least four people and didn’t lose any sleep over it. Too much information for a first date? Yes, probably.

‘Well,’ he had begun, with a half-raised eyebrow, ‘I suppose you could say I’m from everywhere.’ It was his International Man of Mystery line and had worked wonders on nights out in Plymouth and Poole. Elise had said nothing, just got up and walked away to the bar. You twat, Luke, he thought, you’ve lost her already. 

But Elise had waved him over to join her, a frosty mojito lined up for him on the bar. ‘Drink this,’ she’d ordered, with a smile. ‘It might improve your conversation.’ Things had moved quickly: six months on from that night they were sharing a flat. Now they were spending their Thursday evening on a small, sweaty dance floor in a members-only nightclub in Mayfair, waiting for friends who hadn’t shown up, surrounded by rich boys in blazers and tasselled loafers, their girlfriends in pearls. You could almost touch the money in the air here, thought Luke, but what on earth made all those people want to dress like their parents when they weren’t even out of their twenties? A boy in a canary-yellow cashmere cardigan was dancing backwards and collided with Luke, too busy mouthing the words to ‘Get Lucky’. Luke regarded him with pity: he was wearing Ray-Bans in a nightclub. 

‘OK,’ he said to Elise, ‘let’s get out of here.’ She offered no resistance: it was not her kind of place either. 

Together they side-slipped through the crowd, emerging into the cool drizzle of the London night. Elise paused to light a cigarette, smiling coyly at him as he cupped his hands around hers to shield her lighter from the breeze, the gap left by his missing middle finger standing out next to her own perfect, shapely hands. Luke had never understood the smoking thing and vowed to have another go at her to stop. Maybe next year. They turned into Curzon Street, almost empty now at past one in the morning, then crossed the road near the palatial Saudi Embassy, nodding at the two armed and bored policemen guarding the gates, then walked up a dimly lit side-street to where they had left the car. 

‘Excuse, please. You have light?’ The man stepped out of the shadow of a parked van. 

Seriously? thought Luke. That was such a cliché – it belonged in some dated vigilante film. A Charles Bronson classic, the ones his uncle used to watch. But Luke was instinctively on his guard. He didn’t like the look of the man, who had the air of organized crime about him. What was he? Albanian, perhaps. Hard to tell in this light. Elise had caught it too, but her manners got the better of her and she fished in her bag for a lighter. 

At that moment Luke felt a pair of huge arms lock tight around him from behind and immediately his training kicked in. As the first attacker made a lunge for Elise’s handbag, Luke dropped his weight to his knees and pitched himself forward, jack-knifing his assailant over his shoulders. The man landed with a smack on the wet pavement, knocking the wind from his lungs and cracking his head on the concrete. ‘You fugger!’ he wheezed, in pain and surprise. 

He was not the only one. What the hell d’you think you’re playing at? Luke asked himself, as he straightened up. You think this is a punch-up in Union Street in Plymouth on a Saturday night? Remember who you work for now. It’s supposed to be all about discretion, subtlety and hugging the shadows, not crash-banging across the city like Daniel Craig. Next time just give them the bloody money and walk on. 

But the action wasn’t over. Elise’s slim frame was deceptive: she had her own training, honed over long, painful hours in the dojo. As the second man lunged for her handbag she stepped back, putting her weight onto her right leg, bending it slightly, then pistoning out a side-thrust kick with her left leg towards the man’s jaw. It would have been a technically perfect move, if only the heel of her shoe hadn’t snapped. Elise lost her balance and fell sideways onto the pavement. In an instant the man was on top of her, grappling for her handbag. And then he was rising clear, as if pulled by some hidden hand. Luke’s fingers were clamped on the man’s oily hair as he lifted him up, then slammed him face down onto the ground, where he stayed. 

Elise winced, rose quickly to her feet, forgetting the broken heel, and lost her balance again. Luke caught her and, for a moment, they clung to each other, recovering their breath. One assailant lay face down but breathing, the other had already abandoned his friend, slinking off into the night. Before she had time to protest, Luke scooped her up and carried her to the car. Inside, doors locked, seatbelts on, she kissed him forcefully on the lips. ‘Thanks, babes,’ she whispered.

‘No drama,’ he replied. ‘Lucky only one of us was wearing heels.’


Chapter 3

IN THE DAMP, humid air of the tropical night, the torchbeam reached out like an accusing finger. ‘Turn him over,’ said the captain. ‘Do it now.’ Gingerly, with uncharacteristic delicacy, the Colombian police conscripts approached the motionless body. In their confusion they tried to turn it over in opposite directions, pulling against each other, then collapsing backwards into giggles, like over-excited schoolchildren. 

‘Madre de Dios!’ The captain pushed them out of the way. ‘Must I do everything myself?’ He grabbed the body by the shoulder furthest from him and gave it a heave, jumping back just too late as it settled heavily on his polished black boots. ‘Ay, mierda!’ he exclaimed in disgust. The man had soiled himself and a thick rivulet of dried blood had run down his neck from where his ear would have been. It was clear that he had not died peacefully. In their green jungle fatigues the policemen stood in a circle, craning their necks for a better view. ‘Search his pockets, find some ID,’ ordered the captain, reaching for his mobile phone. 

From somewhere behind them in the village a dog barked, and over on the horizon, towards the lights of Tumaco, a solitary firework arced into the night sky then puttered out, drifting silently to the ground. In this part of Colombia, corpses turned up in all sorts of places. Hell, thought the captain. This was the sixth that month. He turned away, dialling the number for the duty sergeant at the fortified hotel they used as their base in town. 

‘Capitán!’ a conscript called, sounding excited. ‘This muchacho is not from here. He is a gringo! His name is—’ 

The captain snatched the maroon booklet out of the man’s hands. Slowly he read aloud, straining to make out the italic script in the torchlight, ‘Her Bree-tannic Ma-jess-ty . . . Sec-re-tary of State . . . requests and requires . . .’ One of the younger policemen coughed and turned the first page of the passport for his captain. There was the dead man’s face staring up at him above a suit and tie, both ears still attached. Benton, Jeremy Maynard. British citizen. Date of birth: 14 January 1969. Sex: M. Place of birth: Scarborough, UK. ‘Mierda!’ The captain swore again. This was going to be complicated. 

Just over eight kilometres away in a secluded whitewashed bungalow with peeling paint and a purple neon light above the door, Major Humberto Elerzon was starting to enjoy himself. La Casa de Dreams was one of the few consolations he had found in this godforsaken dump of a town. He hated Tumaco and its lousy climate, its ravenous mosquitoes, and its casual capacity for violence nurtured by its close association with the drugs trade. He hated it and always had done, since the first day of his posting – a punishment posting, no question. Tipped for promotion to colonel, he had been a rising star in the corridors of power at Police Headquarters in Bogotá, until that one stupid mistake. It was National Day, fiesta time and maybe he had drunk a little too much, but how could he resist her? When they’d thought no one was looking they had left the party together, raced down the steps to his car and checked into a nearby hotel. The receptionist had recognized her and made the call once they were up in the ‘matrimonial suite’. The major shuddered at the memory. The humiliation, the shame, the embarrassment. All those junior cops standing there, grinning in the doorway, the cameras going off and him in his underpants. How was he supposed to know she was the president’s niece, for Christ’s sake?

So here he was, past forty, his career torpedoed, sentenced to eke out his posting in this far-flung corner of the country, running a provincial police station in one of the most dangerous parts of Colombia. His wife had long since lost all respect for him. In truth, they had never been close, and when he had told her of his posting to this coastal backwater she had flatly refused to leave the cool comfort of Bogotá. He suspected another man was involved but, frankly, he was past caring. He paid her a portion of his monthly salary and sought what comfort he could in the dingy bars and brothels of Tumaco. There was money to be made here, no question about that. He had known people in Customs to retire to Miami on what they had made in this part of Colombia, simply from looking the other way at the right moment. But the men from Internal Affairs would be keeping close tabs on him – they had told him as much, practically spelled out that even his own subordinates would be watching him. He was trapped. Which was why he was thinking of making alternative arrangements.

Major Elerzon did not like to be disturbed when he was being entertained in La Casa de Dreams so when his mobile rang from his jacket on the chair by the window he chose to ignore it. Of far more interest was the magenta bra of the woman in his arms. Rosalita was not her real name but she had been his favourite since his first, exploratory visit. True, they had had a brief falling-out last year when she’d given him an unwelcome dose of crabs, but they had kissed and made up, and now he was turning his attention to the clasp at her back. Bloody mobile! Why wouldn’t it stop ringing? Probably some imbecile checking up on him. With a groan he heaved himself off the bed, catching his reflection in the mirror and reminding himself to get down to the police gym. He snatched up the phone. ‘Sí?’ 

By the time he had put down the phone Major Elerzon’s libido had wilted. What the hell was an Englishman doing dead on his patch? This was no place for tourists. Must be a narco. 

Twenty minutes later he was back at the police base in the fortified hotel, just in time to watch the patrol bring in the body. This was a disaster. If he didn’t move quickly the press would be all over it before he could file his report, and those cabrones in Bogotá would hang him out to dry. He retreated to his office to think, retrieving a half-empty bottle of tequila from beneath a crumpled copy of yesterday’s newspaper. Before long there was a knock on the door. The coroner, of whom he had seen far too much in the past year. 

‘Well?’ 

‘Es complicado,’ replied the coroner. 

‘You mean you don’t know what he died of?’ snapped the major, lighting a cigarette without offering one to his guest. He had never liked the coroner, a respected local family man who seemed to lead a squeaky-clean life. 

‘Not yet, no. You see, someone really wanted him dead. I mean, really, really wanted him dead.’ 

‘Go on.’ The major breathed smoke up to the ceiling in a thin coil and watched it curl around the motionless blades of the fan. It still wasn’t fixed.

‘It’s as if he was killed several times over. He was stabbed in the ribs. I expect you saw that in the patrol commander’s report.’ The major looked down at his desk. ‘There’s the ear, of course, but he didn’t die from that, and then there’s a needle mark in his neck. He may have been injected with something. I’m sending blood samples up to the toxicology lab on the next flight.’

‘Any narcotics on him?’

‘Nothing. But they did find this.’ The coroner reached into his tunic and handed across a plastic evidence bag. 

Reluctantly, the major put down his cigarette, opened the bag, took out a small notebook and flipped through the pages. There were scribblings in some foreign script. Japanese? Chinese? He didn’t know. Either way, it probably wasn’t important but he decided he should look after it himself. 


Chapter 4

THE CALL CAME through on the secure line to Vauxhall Cross at just after 0600. It was the duty officer who took it, bleary with tiredness and nearing the end of his shift. From more than eight thousand kilometres away, the voice spoke, distorted by clicks and pauses on the line from inside the SIS Colombia station, tucked away in a nondescript farmhouse in the wooded hills just north of Bogotá. The DO stifled a yawn and began to jot notes – then nearly broke his pen. This was unbelievable. The CIA were always carving stars into that wall of theirs at Langley, one for every officer killed in the line of duty, but over here, in the Service? Unheard of. He peered across the desk at the emergency numbers taped to the wall, took a deep breath and dialled. 

At 0630 Luke Carlton was in the gym in Battersea when his phone lit up beside him. He liked being up early: after twelve years in the forces it was a hard habit to shake, even if it sometimes infuriated his girlfriend. Although he was out now, a civilian, he still put himself through a punishing hour of CrossFit most mornings, the exhausting, all-round fitness programme of choice for those who had served in Special Forces. Two minutes’ intensive strength and endurance exercise, pause, then repeat for fifty minutes. The memory of the attempted mugging in Mayfair was still fresh and he would do his damnedest to keep up his fitness.

Now his phone was flashing insistently. Before answering, his eyes flicked to the TV monitor on the wall. Had something big happened? Some horror committed by Boko Haram in Nigeria? A hostage crisis in Yemen? ‘Breaking news’ read the subtitled caption. ‘House prices surge in London suburbs.’ No clues there then. But a phone call at this time of day could mean just one thing: the office. Wiping the sweat out of his eyes with his forearm, he glanced at the number on the small screen and recognized it immediately. The voice at the other end asked how quickly he could get over to Vauxhall Cross. In the few months since he’d started working for MI6, he had fitted in surprisingly quickly. If he chose to stay, and many didn’t, he had been told he could go far.

‘How soon can I be in?’ Luke checked his watch. ‘Depends how smartly you need me dressed. I’m in the gym.’

‘I don’t care what you’re wearing,’ said his line manager, Angela Scott. ‘Come dressed as an astronaut, for all I care. Just get in here now.’ 

He knew better than to ask what was going on. In any case, he’d be briefed soon enough. ‘Roger that.’ 

‘What?’

‘Sorry. I haven’t quite shaken off the military jargon yet. I’m on my way.’

She hung up. 

In sweat pants and trainers, Luke took the lift down from the gym to the underground garage. Elise and he lived in one of those modern steel-and-glass apartment blocks that had sprung up on the south bank of the Thames. Mussels Wharf, it was called – they’d had a few laughs about that. Renting for now, but maybe they’d look to buy something next year – if they were still together, of course. He got a few funny looks as he pulled out into the traffic, but he always did, driving a scratched Land Rover Defender out of a flash Thameside apartment block. His London friends liked to claim that it stank of manure but Luke didn’t give a monkey’s. This was his way of staying in touch with his country roots. Besides, there was something pleasingly familiar about its blunt, functional lines and its quasi-military practicality.

Past the New Covent Garden fruit-and-veg depot, and the hideous concrete statue at Vauxhall Bridge – what were they thinking, building that? – then his windscreen gradually filled with the imposing green-and-sandstone fortress that now paid his salary, Vauxhall Cross, known to those who worked there as VX. It was the publicly declared headquarters, since 1994, of MI6, the Secret Intelligence Service. What a difference from Century House, the dingy old tower block in Lambeth where his uncle had worked before the move to Vauxhall. What a soulless dump that had been. Once, Luke had gone there with him. He had been just old enough to take it all in: the petrol station at street level, the brown raincoats hanging on pegs, the brown suits, even the brown soup in the canteen. To him it seemed a monochrome world inhabited by chain-smoking men in suits and typing girls with names like Betty who stooped to stroke his cheek. But he remembered his uncle talking about some real characters there. A woman who knew every detail in every file, back in the Stone Age before it was all digitized and encrypted. His uncle had talked, probably more than he should have, about the occasional ripple of excitement when a Soviet defector was reeled in, and the brief, intense feeling of camaraderie as he and his colleagues had stood together and sung Christmas carols. ‘Nothing like it,’ he had told his nephew, ‘all of us working for a common cause. One day you’ll understand.’ 

The lights were changing now and Luke tried to focus on what he was about to walk into. But still his uncle’s stories kept flooding back to him. A tea trolley had come round every day at eleven o’clock and four, pushed by an East End lad called Charlie. It was an open secret, said his uncle, that his close relatives were linked to the notorious Kray twins, Ronnie and Reggie, the kings of London’s violent underworld in the 1960s. Someone must have decided it was better to have those guys onside. There had been a rough edge to Service employees in those days, thought Luke, unlike the polished smoothies in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Charlie had been there so long that he knew everything about everyone’s private life. They’d given him an MBE and he’d retired to Margate to bask in his glory. Then, said his uncle, there was the old caretaker who could recognize people by their footsteps. He had come back into Century one day, after years stationed in Warsaw, and this old boy had had his back turned away from him but he said, ‘Welcome home, Mr Carlton, nice to have you back.’ Amazing. And then there was the Cut, said his uncle, the Lambeth side-street with its Greek-run brothels and tawdry Italian restaurants where well-spoken Service secretaries met their intelligence officer lovers to share their hopes and dreams of postings to distant embassies, far away from SE1 and the dismal clank of trains pulling into Waterloo on a rainy afternoon. 

Luke stopped at the large green-painted steel gate. High on a wall, a camera swivelled towards him, the CCTV feeding his image back to the security officers’ control room inside. On tiny oiled wheels, the gate slid open and he nudged the Land Rover forward. A man emerged from a sentry box with an inspection mirror, gave the vehicle the once-over, then waved him on. Inside the building he got out of the car and locked it, then pressed his electronic swipe card to a reader, prompting an automatic door to hiss open for him. ‘Carrying sensitive material like documents?’ read the notice on the wall. ‘Then check security procedures.’ 

Luke strode quickly past the royal coat of arms and the official commemoration plaque. ‘The Secret Intelligence Service,’ it read. ‘Opened by Her Majesty the Queen on July 14th 1994.’ Incredible to think that in his uncle’s day MI5 and MI6 had officially not existed. 

‘Shocking, isn’t it?’ 

He turned. Springer, a young intelligence officer he barely knew, was holding open the lift doors for him. ‘I mean, what are they going to tell his family? Nice bloke, Benton. He was an instructor on my course down at the Base. Useful squash player too.’ 

The lift pinged open at Luke’s floor and Springer nodded a goodbye. ‘Hang on,’ said Luke, in turn holding open the lift door. ‘What do you mean, telling his family? What’s happened to Benton?’

Springer’s face showed that he knew he had said too much, even within those secure walls. ‘Oh, right,’ he said. ‘Well, you’ll know soon enough.’ Then the lift door closed on him.

For a minute Luke stood on the landing, people rushing past him. He was shocked. He had never met Benton but they had spoken many times on the phone and Luke had seen his reports, always carefully nuanced and caveated. Now he had become a casualty and Luke had no idea how MI6 would handle a man killed in the course of duty. What would they put on his tombstone? ‘Benton. Career spook. Useful squash player. RIP.’ Maybe not.

‘Coffee’s on the sideboard. Grab a cup. You’ve got a few minutes to prep before we go in to see the Chief.’ Angela Scott was a woman of few words. Petite and short, her auburn hair was tied back, her clothes neat, stylish but simple, a tiny gold crucifix just visible on her pale, freckled chest. As line managers go, Luke reckoned he could do a lot worse than Angela. 

A former station chief in Mexico City, she had been at the sharp end of agent running. Yet from the first day he had been assigned to her team in the Latin America division she had taken him under her wing, never once patronizing. She had recognized that he needed time to adjust to his new life after twelve years in the Forces, but in the few months they had been working together he had shown her that he was a fast learner. And his Spanish was better than hers. Way better. Angela had done six months at a cosy language institute for British students in Guatemala, while Luke had spent his early childhood in Colombia and returned often, absorbing the language, perfecting his slang. 

‘All I can tell you for now,’ she said, ‘is that we’ve lost our station chief in Bogotá. Of course, you knew Jerry Benton from his reports. He’s been killed on a deniable op, which we hadn’t even told the Colombians about. And we’ve lost contact with Synapse.’ 

‘Synapse?’ said Luke. ‘Christ. He was Benton’s primary agent. The intel he was feeding us was pure gold.’

‘Yes. It’s bad.’ Angela let out a small sigh. ‘The Colombians are seriously peeved. Our ambassador will have to go into the Foreign Ministry to explain what the hell our man was doing in a coke-infested jungle six hundred and fifty kilometres from the capital. Benton was declared and it’s supposed to be a friendly nation.’ She glanced down at her watch and frowned. ‘Look, here’s the thing. C’s called us up to his office. He wants to be put fully in the picture before he addresses the whole staff.’ 

‘C’ was the first abbreviation Luke had learned on his induction. It was what they called the Chief of SIS. It was not an abbreviation for ‘Chief’ but the first letter of ‘Cumming’, from the founder of the Service in 1909, Sir George Mansfield Smith-Cumming, a monocled and medalled character in cocked hat and braid. He had always signed his letters ‘C’ and somehow the tradition had stuck, one of the few that had.

‘Director of Ops will be there,’ continued Angela. 

‘Don’t you mean controller of Ops?’ replied Luke. 

‘That’s a sore point for some people here. No, Sir John Sawers changed that title when he was Chief. Part of his drive to bring us more into line with the rest of Whitehall. We don’t have controllers any more, we have directors. Anyway, you’re about to meet most of them: Operations, Counter-terrorism, the Americas, Legal Affairs. Basically, the big guns. Luke, you grew up in Colombia and you’ve spent the last three months on the Latin America counter-narcotics file, so I’m expecting you to deliver a situational brief. Do you need more time?’

‘Ideally.’

‘Well, I’m afraid you haven’t got it. See you upstairs at half past.’ She glanced at his trainers and sweat-soaked tracksuit. ‘Oh, and you’d better get changed. There’s a locker down the end of the corridor. Lorimer from our Brussels station keeps a shirt and suit in it for whenever he pops over.’ She appraised him. ‘You’re about the same size. Best put it on. He’ll get over it.’

In the space of twenty-eight minutes Luke found the locker, changed into the suit – a little tight in places but it would do – splashed some water over his face, then cast a last-minute eye over his recent case notes. Not much he could do about the shoes. It would just have to be trainers and a suit. 

He was met on the sixth floor and escorted through to the outer office, past framed photographs of David Cameron, Prince Charles and other pillars of the Establishment, past and present. The carpet up there was thicker, he noticed. Then it was into the boardroom, which looked to Luke like any other boardroom he had ever seen in countless films. Long, polished table, expensive finish, a row of framed abstracts on the wall and around fifteen or so seats all filling fast. He recognized most of the faces from his induction briefing, though he doubted any of their owners would know who he was. Quiet, ordinary-looking men and women, they might have been partners in a City law firm or a West End residential estate agency, not spymasters in Britain’s most secret of secret agencies.

Luke took almost the last free seat, settling himself with some difficulty beside an overweight man in a cherry-pink polo shirt who offered him a broad smile. Had they met before? Luke didn’t think so. 

‘Sid,’ said the man, holding out a fleshy, slightly damp hand in greeting. ‘Sid Khan. It’s really Syed Khan, but everyone calls me Sid.’ Luke took in the gold pendant and the curly chest hair poking out of the neck of the polo shirt: not exactly what he was expecting in an MI6 boardroom. Who was this guy?

‘Are you on the tech side?’ asked Luke, then kicked himself for making assumptions.

‘Used to be. Transferred from Cheltenham. Started out here in Science and Technology. You know, working with all the gizmos and gadgets. Just the place for a bloke from Bradford with a knack for computers.’

‘Right,’ said Luke, still none the wiser as to what the man was doing in MI6’s boardroom at a moment of crisis. ‘What do you do now?’

The room went quiet as the Chief walked in. Khan leaned over hurriedly to whisper in Luke’s ear: ‘I run Counter-terrorism.’

Now he remembered. Of course. Sid was a legend. A first-class degree from Manchester in . . . What was it? Human/computer interaction or something. Fluent in Urdu. Rapid progression up through GCHQ, transfer to SIS, then postings to Dhaka, Islamabad and Riyadh. Apparently he’d thrown a lot of people off-balance in those countries. In a good way. They would have been expecting some clean-cut Oxbridge type in a Jermyn Street suit. Instead they’d got Sid, who ate roti and naan with his fingers, and disarmed his hosts with his easy charm. Word was that after David Cameron had upset Pakistan with that speech he’d made to Indian business leaders in Bangalore in 2010, saying they couldn’t look both ways on terrorism, it was Sid who had salvaged the relationship between the two countries’ intelligence agencies. Islamabad had been ready to shut down cooperation and withhold information until Khan had won them round. 

The Chief took his place at the head of the table. The room tensed in expectation and Luke found himself involuntarily stiffening in his chair, as if he were back on the parade square at Lympstone. The Chief was now his commanding officer and he’d better make a good impression. 

Like Angela, Sir Adam Keeling, the new Chief of MI6, was a man of few words, and many had questioned whether he had the patience to put up with all the process and protocol of Whitehall machinery. He was a career intelligence officer, a veteran of Cold War postings behind the Iron Curtain, some unorthodox assignments in central Asia, then back and forth to the Middle East. He was widely credited within the Service for getting Colonel Gaddafi’s entire arsenal of poison gas dismantled.

‘OK.’ He faced the two lines of sombre faces, then paused while a female Royal Navy rating entered noiselessly through a side door, deposited a fresh pot of coffee in front of him and left the room. ‘To state the obvious, this is a tragic day for the Service, for all of us here, and for Britain. Benton was a first-class intelligence officer and I don’t wish to hear of another such death on my watch. The PM’s already sent condolences to his family, Foreign Secretary’s going to see them today. Sid, what have we got on the perps? Who was behind this?’

Khan locked the fingers of both hands together and cracked his knuckles, causing a few people to wince, then stood up and made his way to the opposite end of the table from the Chief. Luke realized that the director of CT probably had his detractors in the building; probably in this room, in fact. It was a steep pyramid at the top of SIS. One chief, three director-generals and a raft of directors below that, nearly all with an eye on the top job. If they weren’t in the running by the time they reached fifty, he’d heard, then a fair few people tended to walk out of the door to seek their fortune in the well-paid world of commercial intelligence. But Sid Khan was younger, unorthodox and, Luke bet, had probably ruffled a few feathers.

‘Our initial assessment,’ said Khan, ‘is that the Colombian coke barons were behind this. The drug traffickers, the narcotraficantes or, as everyone calls them, the narcos. Most likely one of the clans. Someone like the Usugas. They’ve got the hump with what we’re doing to their shipments. Twenty per cent chance it could also be dissident rebels from the FARC movement, miffed at the peace talks with the government.’ 

The Chief said nothing so Khan continued, ‘Some of these people are diehard Marxists, still wearing the old Che Guevara T-shirts, still dreaming about a great People’s Bolivarian Republic stretching all the way from the Caribbean to Chile. We know there’s a crossover, a nexus, between the drug barons and the guerrillas. They’re into all sorts of other stuff too over there, illegal mining, extortion, you name it. Looks like Jerry might have got himself a bit too close to one of their deals.’ 

The Chief made a low humming sound. Those who knew him recognized it as a danger signal. It meant he was far from satisfied. He rubbed his temples with the fingertips of both hands, causing his silvery grey hair to rise and fall before he spoke.

‘Right, let’s be clear on this,’ he said. ‘I need two things and I need them fast. I want to know who killed my station chief and, most importantly, I want the full low-down on whatever he was on to. Who’s this “third party” he referred to in his last report? What were they cooking up? Are we talking narcotics, terrorism or proliferation? Or all three? We’re a national bloody intelligence agency with nearly a billion-pound budget, not a guessing shop. I want to know a lot more than this. What are the Met doing?’

‘Counter-terrorism Command are sending two detectives,’ said Sid. ‘We’ve requested Spanish speakers but apparently no one’s available. They’re all in Spain on that trawler from Liverpool.’

‘Fabulous,’ said the Chief, without a hint of mirth. No one smiled. He turned to Greg Sanderson, the head of Latin America Division, the only person in the room Luke actually knew. ‘What have the Latins come up with?’ 

Sanderson pushed his glasses back to the bridge of his nose. They seemed to Luke to be rather too big for his face. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘the Colombians have already opened their own investigation, as we’d expect. ANIC – their national intelligence agency – are the lead on this. But that’s serious bandit country where Jerry was operating and it’s really more of a local police operation. I believe their man in charge on the ground is . . .’ he glanced at a handwritten note ‘. . . Major Humberto Elerzon. Don’t know him, as yet.’

‘OK. Anyone else? Yes, Angela?’

‘C, you should hear what Luke Carlton on my team has to say. With respect to everyone else in the room, he’s our in-house Colombia expert.’ 

‘Carlton . . . No relation, I suppose, to Matthew Carlton?’

‘My uncle, sir.’

The Chief relaxed briefly. ‘No need for the “sir”,’ he told Luke. ‘Casual professionalism is our hallmark here. I remember your uncle. A good man.’ 

Luke felt a double twinge of satisfaction. He was pleased that his uncle had not been forgotten but, more importantly, a nod from the Chief in a room like this could do him no harm. As a newcomer in their ranks, it gave Luke a certain pedigree.

‘So,’ continued the Chief, ‘you’ve obviously seen the prelim report put together by Night Duty. Let’s hear you put some flesh on the bones.’ With that, he settled back in his chair and folded his arms. 

As one, all eyes turned to focus on Luke as he got to his feet and strode, self-conscious in his borrowed suit, to the end of the table to take Khan’s place. The director of CT gave him a slap on the back as the two men passed each other. For good luck? Did Khan know that Luke had not seen the report? Angela shot him an apologetic look but said nothing. Luke was on his own and he was all too aware that his reputation would be built or destroyed by what he said in the next ten minutes.

‘Right,’ he began. ‘The current situation is that most processed Colombian coke leaves the country by container ship. They call it rip-on, rip-off. At the last minute, just before the container is sealed, someone paid off down at the port chucks in a bunch of holdalls weighing three hundred to four hundred kilograms in all. When it docks in Europe, at Antwerp or Valencia or wherever, someone collects it. Thanks to Jerry Benton and his people, we’ve had some pretty good interceptions lately.’

Almost everyone had flinched at his mention of the murdered intelligence officer. 

‘Then there are the light aircraft,’ continued Luke. ‘They’re flying two to three hundred kilos a time up to Honduras or Mexico. There are also the fast boats heading up both sides of Central America, and finally the mini-subs.’

‘I’m sorry – the what?’ interrupted the Chief.

‘Miniature submarines,’ replied Luke. ‘They’ve become quite a phenomenon down there. The narcos build the subs themselves to stash drugs and smuggle them up the coast. They tend to be launched out of the swamps south of Buenaventura, then sail just below the surface all the way up to Panama and beyond. But the Colombian Navy’s getting good at catching them too. Their chief of Naval Ops says they’ve caught over a hundred mini-subs to date.’

‘Ingenious,’ said the Chief. ‘Go on.’

Luke noticed that Sanderson was scribbling on a piece of paper, then passing it to Khan, who looked at Luke and nodded slowly. It occurred to Luke that he was either making a really good impression or pissing off half the people in the room.

‘Operation Sword of Honour,’ he persevered, looking from one to another to make sure he had eye contact with everyone, however fleetingly. ‘It’s the Colombian campaign to take out the HVTs, the high-value targets. It’s huge, it’s ongoing, and we’re giving them a big boost on the intel side. It’s got everyone onboard over there: Special Ops, Marines, Judicial Police, attorneys, intelligence fusion centres, counter-IEDs. There’s also our own joint units. They’re having a major impact on the BACRIMs and that’s hacking them off big-time.’

‘Excuse me,’ interrupted Khan. ‘Am I the only person in this room who doesn’t know what a BACRIM is?’ 

‘Sorry,’ said Luke. ‘It’s shorthand for banda criminal, the gangs that produce and ship the cocaine.’ 

‘Thought you’d know that, Sid,’ remarked the Chief, allowing himself the faintest of smiles on that blackest of days. Luke tried not to smile with him. This was not going to endear him to the man in the pink polo shirt.

‘Telephone intercepts,’ continued Luke, getting into his stride now. He was on his home turf: this stuff was his bread and butter and he was giving them what they wanted. ‘The intercepts form the backbone of a major percentage of all narcotics prosecutions in Colombia and we’re helping them. We’ve got several thousand lines operational at any one time and dozens of listening suites in-country. Signals intelligence – SIGINT – is proving key as well. The Colombians are getting direct feeds from our American counterparts at NSA. And there’s the HUMINT side, of course. We’ve got informants inside every major banda, a lot of them reporting direct to us. To Benton, in fact.’ 

The room was very quiet.

‘So, the port of Tumaco, where he was killed, is the major transit point for Colombian coca paste heading south into Ecuador and on to Peru for processing in the jungle labs. It’s often more cost-effective for the narcos to smuggle it across unprocessed, less to lose if they get caught. The Colombians are very hot on counter-narcotics, their neighbours rather less so. There are two major gangs down there: Los Rostrojos and Los Chicos. Both very violent. Cutting off ears is the Chicos’ trademark.’ 

He let the words settle, knowing the effect they would have on the room. 

‘So if I could suggest, C, we need to establish exactly who Benton was in contact with, who he was trailing, and why it was so important he risked his life to discover what they were up to.’ 

The Chief looked across at Angela and tilted his head ever so slightly. The look said, ‘Your boy did OK.’ Luke breathed an inward sigh of relief. He had come out unscathed from his first ever directors’ summit at Vauxhall Cross.

‘Thank you.’ The Chief nodded curtly. Then he addressed the room: ‘I knew Jerry, and that man was not a time-waster. He was on to something big and I’m making it a Tier One National Security Priority that we find out what it was.’ He looked pointedly at Angela. ‘I want someone who knows what he’s doing at the sharp end on this case, I want a fluent Spanish speaker, and he – or she – had better be someone who can look after themselves.’

The meeting broke up and they filed out, grim-faced. Angela motioned for Luke to stay behind. ‘It’s you, of course,’ she said.

‘Say again?’

‘Oh, come on, Luke, false modesty doesn’t suit you. You know you’re the best Spanish speaker in the Service, you know Colombia, and you fit the Chief’s last criterion. I want you on the next flight down to Bogotá. Of course you’ll have someone from LA tagging along with you.’

‘Our Los Angeles station?’

‘No!’ Angela gave a short, brittle laugh. ‘No, LA is Legal Affairs. You’ll get to know them rather well in this place.’

Luke groaned. After four years in Special Forces he tended to give lawyers as wide a berth as possible. ‘Please tell me you’re joking. Are you saying I’ve got to take a lawyer with me to the Colombian jungle? Seriously?’

‘We don’t joke in the Service,’ said Angela. ‘And, yes, I’m afraid that’s just the world we live in now. Oh, and you’ll be reporting directly to Sid Khan.’ She gave a slight smile. ‘Yes, I know, he’s not exactly out of Central Casting, is he? And that’s just what we like, keeps people guessing. But don’t be fooled by his manner, Luke. Khan’s done the hard yards, believe me. He likes people to think outside the box, in the way he does. He’ll be weighing you up, with his mathematician’s brain, so don’t disappoint him. He’s expecting you now. Fourth floor. Someone will meet you outside the lift. And, Luke?’ Her face softened. ‘Please don’t end up like Benton.’

As the lift pinged open at the fourth floor Luke found himself looking straight into the face of a girl with the most beautiful unblemished skin he had ever seen. Caribbean parentage, he guessed, can’t be more than twenty-five. He almost felt old.

‘Luke Carlton?’ Absolutely no trace of an accent. ‘Hi, I’m Shakina. I work for Sid Khan. Would you like to come this way, please?’ 

Luke followed her, trying hard not to glance at the hips beneath the tight beige skirt. Get a grip, he told himself. You’re about to be given your mission, and here you are, perving.

When they reached the door to Sid Khan’s office she knocked twice, then showed him in, closing the door after him. Khan was already back behind his desk, reading something he held in one hand and twirling a teaspoon round a china mug – ‘Keep Calm and Carry On Spying’ – with the other. ‘A present from my late wife.’ He gestured at it.

‘Right,’ said Luke. So Khan was a widower. He felt a pang of sympathy for the man. He wondered if Khan was one of those people who worked long, late hours, trying to put off the loneliness of going home to the bachelor flat and the microwave dinner for one. He made a quick appraisal of the room. A box of Tetley teabags lay open on Khan’s desk, there were several papers bordered with red ink and marked ‘Strap 2’, and on the wall above his desk a group of framed photos of cricket teams.

Khan looked up and smiled before he spoke. ‘There are corridors of excellence in this building. I need to know you have what it takes to walk down them.’

‘Right.’ Luke had no idea where Khan was going with this. 

‘That’s what they said to me on my first day in this place,’ continued Khan. ‘Agents, young man. They’re the beginning, middle and end of everything we do here at SIS. Understand that and you’ll go far in the Service.’ He turned to gaze out of the window at the traffic on the river below. A cargo barge was emerging from beneath Vauxhall Bridge, emitting a trail of oily smoke from its chimney as it chugged downstream towards Docklands.

Khan turned back to Luke and picked up where he had left off. ‘I’ve been here over twenty years now and that rule hasn’t changed. We still persuade people to do difficult and dangerous things for this country, Luke. Others might disagree, but we are the world’s leading HUMINT service. Some people do it for the money, others because they believe in an ideal. I expect they banged on about that at the Base, didn’t they?’

‘They did,’ agreed Luke.

‘Now, Synapse was our key agent on this case and he was risking his life on that op. How much do you think we were paying him?’

‘I couldn’t say. A thousand quid a month?’

‘Try half that. Less. Synapse wasn’t doing it for the money. He was doing it because he believed it was the right thing to do. Jerry Benton spent two years developing him as an agent; they trusted each other and it was all starting to pay off. As of today, that’s all gone down the tube. Unless you can find him. So you need to track him down, fast, and get inside his head.’ 

‘Right.’ 

For a long moment, Khan said nothing, just looked at him, that mathematician’s brain sizing him up, cogs whirring inside his head. Then he levered himself out of his chair and walked over to where Luke was standing. He wondered what was coming next. An embrace? A kiss on both cheeks? Instead Khan placed both hands on Luke’s shoulders, gave them a squeeze, then let go. ‘I want to tell you a story,’ he said. ‘I know you’ve got a flight to catch so I won’t take much more of your time, but this is important. Back in my university days I used to go running with a mate at weekends out on the moors.’ Khan caught his look. ‘I know, I know. You’re thinking, How did that fat knacker ever go running? Right?’ Luke said nothing. ‘Well, that was before I hit the balti curries and put all this on.’ He patted his sizeable belly almost affectionately. ‘So my mate’s old man used to take us out for dinner now and then, and we got talking. He’d been in the Service, stationed in Berlin in the early sixties, about the time the Wall went up. He told us how one Saturday night he was walking down the main drag there, the Ku’damm, minding his own business, when he noticed a crowd starting to form ahead. Turned out there was this middle-ranking East German Army officer, a border guard, drunk as a skunk, having an altercation with a West German policeman. Crowd were getting pretty hostile. They wanted the policeman to arrest him. So tell me, Luke, what would you have done?’

‘Intervened?’

‘Exactly! It was a golden opportunity. Flash your diplomatic ID, take him under your wing, get him off the hook and he’s for ever in your debt. Now you’ve got a man on the other side of the Wall.’ 

‘So your friend’s dad was able to recruit him?’ said Luke.

‘No!’ Khan’s voice was almost a shout. ‘No, he didn’t! And that’s just the point. He walked on by and he regretted it to the day he died. So, my point is, young man, don’t go missing any opportunities. Take every chance that comes your way. Good luck out there.’

Then Khan embraced him, sending him off with a slap on the back. And a faint feeling of foreboding.
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