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The lord was Jonas Merrick, his manor was the Post Room.

He was there for disciplinary reasons. And because an argument had been forcefully made that his powers of analysis were too great for him to be dumped in a retirement bucket. It had been suggested by the senior kangaroo – the name given his accusers who presided over that sort of court – that the Post Room would act both as a punishment posting and an example to any others who freelanced beyond the strict procedures demanded of Thames House. A fitting banishment from matters of importance to the Security Service’s smooth running. It also suggested that there might come a time in the future when his talents, under close supervision, might be called upon . . . but not now, not anytime soon. A case had also been made by his lone supporter in the building that to chuck out Jonas Merrick, Queen’s Gallantry Medal and Bar, that an abrupt dismissal of an individual so devoted to the Service could, possibly, lead to a disintegration of his mental wellbeing . . . So, it was to the Post Room where he had been sent eleven months before.

On his arrival in this corner of the basement, there had been ructions among the staff. The idea that their work was so unimportant, so irrelevant, that they were suitable hosts to a man from the third floor who had crossed red lines in working practices had irritated, then annoyed. Vernon, who ran the unit, had made a formal complaint to Human Resources and had spat the word insulting, and a sub-committee had been tasked to examine options. A week after the cuckoo’s arrival, a conversation had been overheard between the newly appointed DepDG, Brian, and the longstanding AssDepDG, the sole champion of Jonas who had lied frequently and forcefully in his defence.

“For God’s sake, isn’t this an area of financial waste? Who, today, needs a Post Room?”

“Difficult to make a copper-bottomed defence of the unit, Brian, but it’s cheap to run. Wages bottom of the grading. You might be surprised at the numbers of Suspicious of Sevenoaks who write in with accusations of their neighbours, Russian spies or Chinese spies or Irish spies or . . . And they have other uses.”

“Can’t imagine what they would be. Thought letters and second class stamps had gone out with the Ark.”

Sarah had heard it. She had been at the coffee dispenser beside the open door, was filling a beaker for Vernon. There had been a warning that the recently clocked-in DepDG would be touring all areas of the building, familiarisation with an edge towards winning greater efficiency and culling wasted resources. The angle of the door had hidden her. The voices were clear. Sarah was the Post Room’s dogsbody.

“A sort of glue for the place, actually. Circulars on the Pride marches, concert groups and choir practice, the sailing club and golf and tennis. Actually more secure than everyone having everyone else’s mobile number. Our version of Alcatraz . . .”

She had heard the chuckle.

“The infamous Jonas Merrick. I think I am, as Deputy Director General, allowed a briefing. Haven’t been given it yet. Shoot, please.”

“Unexpurgated or redacted?”

“Warts and all if you don’t mind.”

Vernon’s coffee had gone cold. She could remember when the small, rather overweight man had come in through the door sharp at eight o’clock one Monday morning, carrying a briefcase, old and frayed and with EIIR’s gold inlay barely visible on the flap. Dressed as if he had bought a job lot from a charity shop: brogues, flannels, checked shirt and tie, tweed jacket that was stained, and a scarf and a raincoat and a trilby hat. Colour in his face but a nose slightly rearranged to the right, and spectacles that had adhesive tape on one side strengthening the arm’s hold on the main frame. He had looked around, been greeted without grace by forewarned Vernon, had shaken hands but not with any enthusiasm.

The Post Room over recent years had shrunk both in influence and size. Its extent was now some fifty feet by forty, and the last loss of space had come with the expansion of the rest area allocated to the firearms police guarding the building, and their armoury. There were desks, filing cabinets, trolleys for parcels and mail, and one corner was cut off for toilets because the police had taken ownership of the former ones. On the walls were a portrait of the king, a montage of clocks showing different times across the world, and noticeboards with leave charts and dates for the LGBTQ events and the ballroom dancing and long-distance cycling and details of a dating app, a display of holiday postcards, and . . . no windows, no natural source of light.

He had looked around him, had selected a corner, then had begun laboriously to manoeuvre a filing cabinet towards it, grunting, sweating a bit, pushing it where he wanted it, then another, and another after that. The cabinets each had three drawers and when placed together they formed a solid wall. He had found a desk that seemed empty, and had lifted it at one end and let its metal legs scrape the vinyl floor and dragged it behind the screen of cabinets, then a chair. He had not been helped nor seemed to have expected to be. He had sat down, had opened his briefcase and taken out a thermos flask and a plastic box of the right size for sandwiches. Then the intruder was asked what he wanted, a question put with sarcasm. A soft voice, without enmity, hostility or apology, had said he would need a secure phone, a quality and protected computer, a comfortable desk chair. In the meantime a gross of paperclips would be a good start, and he could begin to count them – said without a flicker of a smile. And he had arrived in the mornings, and left in the evenings at the same times and his schedule had not deviated. Little to nothing had been known of him except that he had flaunted a rule of internal discipline and he was here as a punishment, and Sarah had eavesdropped a conversation between the Deputy Director General and the Assistant Deputy Director General, and had shivered with the excitement of being able to colour in a blank canvas.

“We don’t care to shout this history around the building, as you’ll understand. He was due to be put out to grass having worked here three decades as an analyst. His stuff was seldom read, and he had funked a low-key, the lowest possible, leaving do. Was down the road by the Burghers of Calais statue and found himself next to a shivering wretch of a youth whose body bulged in a vest. On his way to the Houses of Parliament. Never reached it, Jonas disarmed him. Should have waited for the cavalry, his critics said; in fact, gave us a useful insight into the suiciders’ recruitment. I spent an hour on his files, realised their quality, drove in the small hours to his home, and put him back on the payroll. That was one . . . Two. Tracked an ISIS boy returning home with a backpack of hate and a target of where the Penguin boys flew the drones from, some RAF base in eastern England. Merrick located where he would be, his mum’s home, the night before the target would be hit. Played the simpleton, until the moment after he’d slapped a handcuff on him, joined to his own wrist, and received a savage beating for his pains, but saved a shoot-out or a possible escape. Now three. We sent him over to the Sixers and he does a job of work they were squeamish about. Identifies an internal leak there and two Russian boys are supposed to take down a defector who has come to us, and their boys end up as fatals, and the leak should have gone to internal security except that Jonas is grandstanding and ends up in the Thames. Long story and messy. Could have been drowned, the critics said, so he was put in a backwater, Organised Crime, and becomes the Americans’ friend, and winds up a submarine importation of four tonnes of uncut cocaine in north-west Spain. Identifies a Liverpool-based matriarch and the whole family is now put away, and will be for many years. Wants an eyeball on the arrests there and is early, while the H&Ks of the local force turn up late, and good old Jonas is damn near shot to death. I’m going on . . . Now five. Kept it to himself, runs a private war against Chinese espionage, an irregular in the West Midlands is turned by him and the Agency is grovelling gratitude for access to him. You are getting an impression of a man on a treadmill who needs to succeed, and Vladdy the Evil wants his head on a plate, and damn near gets it, but that’s another story and a long one again.”

“Remarkable.”

“Naughty . . . but well worth his gongs – which few here have earned. So the Post Room is a slap on the wrist and a place to bury him, for flagrant breaking of rules.”

“In the future, on my watch, should I be wary of him?”

“Not at all. I rate him now as nervous as a church mouse of his own safety, and monitored. Out of harm’s way.”

“Your guarantee?”

“Scouts’ honour, if you know what I mean.”

“Do I get to see him?”

“Better not. Sleeping quietly, figuratively. No trouble to anyone, has dug out a spot similar to a badger sett. Returns here each dawn, leaves again at dusk . . . Best left to himself. Anyway, that’s the Post Room, and next door to them is the police rest area. Shall we go and cast an eye over their territory?”

And they were gone. Sarah had scurried over to Vernon, had crouched beside him, and relayed all she had heard. He had grimaced. A reputation had been forged, and to his face he was now Mr Merrick, and beyond his earshot he was the “guv’nor”. Not that anyone who worked in that part of the Security Service HQ, in their basement, looked less like a football manager or a career criminal. But, that was eleven months ago . . .

Stretching high above the Post Room were five more floors of Thames House, and other than the AssDepDG none would have realised the scale of the fiefdom in the basement, not noticed how papers and documents now seemed to take an extra day, or two days, to reach their desks, barely noticed because they liked to keep their eyes on their screens. It was a state within a state, a matter on which the AssDepDG had assured his superior the Service was protected against – guaranteed it.

 

Jonas Merrick was meticulous in his timekeeping. Always such a crush on the 5.37 train out of Waterloo which would deliver him in less than half an hour to Raynes Park. If he had not been on the platform before the train came in, there would have been a high chance he would not get a seat.

Almost, not quite, a sad day. The end of a week in which the pieces had almost come together. Not quite, nearly. He stood, yawned . . . Little now remained for him in the matter that carried the codename of Safety Deposit. There would come a confirmation, he would not respond to it, then the business end of five months’ work would be in others’ hands. It was assumed that all the permanent Post Room staffers knew that a critical hour was near, and they had played some part in reaching that moment, and he recognised the loyalty shown him. There had been no stampede into the basement by the gauleiter muscle of the kangeroo team. It was complex, damnably so, and there were several trigger points that could fail: if one tripped then the likelihood of success dropped away like the light of a winter afternoon. Worthwhile? Probably. Make a difference? Perhaps. Sanctioned by government? A silly question.

He had finished his sandwiches, cold pork with relish, drained his thermos, crunched on his chocolate bar, brushed crumbs from his shirt and jacket. The work area had gone quiet. He was watched. Each of them gazed at him. He bent and unplugged the computer’s cable, pocketed his work mobile, loaded his briefcase. The raincoat was off the peg that had been attached to the wall for him, his hat placed on to his head. Nothing celebratory, emotional. Such gestures were foreign to him . . . He nodded briskly towards Vernon, was wished a good weekend. Nodded again at Sarah and was rewarded with a blush, he had noticed the ring on her finger and the small diamond that sparkled under the strip lights on the ceiling. Much depended on the boy who had given it her . . . too much depended on him.

In his soft voice, quietly, and each of them straining to hear him better, he murmured something about “thanks” and about “gratitude” for a job well done. No rallying speech, and no suggestion that he would be gone from the Post Room by Monday morning. He left them and his stride had lengthened before he was at the door because, on a Friday, the schedule was always tight, and his heavy footwear sounded on the floor and he went past the police rest area towards the back door and the ramp up into the street. He thought it hung on a knife edge, Safety Deposit; was more complex than he would have liked, and was without certainty.

 

It would have been classified as a “soft rain” except that it was carried from the north, from over the mountains that were part Albanian and part Montenegran, and Croppy’s hide was due south of the target area. The rain turned to sleet, and was layering on the scrim netting that he used to protect the ’scope lens, and that of his camera. It had been raining all day and the cold nestled in him, and the tiredness – and hunger. He thought the sleet would not last and then the netting would clear, and the forecast for the early evening was that sunshine would break through: sunlight coming low and arcing into the valley was always liable, dawn or dusk, to catch the polished, precision-cut glass of the lenses.

A car with Serbian plates had arrived at the outer gates of the villa, and they had opened and it had driven in fast. He had been in his hide for the best part of ten days: only four times had he wriggled backwards on his stomach and cleared the cleft in the rocks at the back, his entry and exit point, and taken out the plastic bags that contained the empty Meals Ready to Eat carton, and the heavy duty tin foil that held his body waste. In the place he had selected, his Covert Rural Observation Post, he had the wider opening behind him and it led after four or five paces on hard rock to a goat path where he had to take care not to fall. He was satisfied with the hide and reckoned the view was the best he could have hoped for and gave him the best security that, on his own, he could have. Inside the hide was a sleeping bag, his rucksack of supplies including a jar of Kilchoan wild honey he allowed himself a small teaspoonful each evening. His own territory was of less violent and sharp-edged rock, with the high spot of Ben Hiant and one cliff face falling sheer to the channel that was the Sound of Mull: familiar ground and easy for him. Not this place. It was as he had been told it would be . . .

He was 26 years old. He was far from home, the western extremity of the UK mainland, the district of Ardnamurchan. In the village where his parents lived he would not have been recognised. His outer clothing was the messy shape of a ghillie suit, what old trackers and stalkers had worn for more than a century when getting close to a red deer, or worn in combat by snipers or by those who hid themselves, hour by hour, day by day, in a CROP. It was his trade, his expertise was acknowledged, and the name given him was Croppy, and he answered to it. Time wasted if the name on his passport was used because the documentation was bogus. For his age, his skill was legendary, remarkable, which was why a man with a quiet voice, little more than a whisper, had called him three months before and asked for his services – not demanded them and not pleaded for them, but suggested he accepted a “job of work”. It would have been possible, simple in fact, to have dismissed the invitation, claimed lack of availability or said that his world had moved on, that his days working for the Special Reconnaissance Regiment were over. He had accepted, had not asked for a night to sleep on it – and two days later he had come down from the Ben Hiant slopes and a small hire car had been parked in the chip seal driveway to the family bungalow and as he had walked towards the back door his father had appeared: a young woman was waiting for him, a stranger, had come from London, called Sarah. No one other than his parents in the village, Kilchoan, would have known him in the ghillie suit, and the balaclava and the smears of cam-cream on any snatch of flesh that showed. He and Sarah had gone for a walk, up towards the new cemetery, and she had said a little bit about what would be asked of him, not much: after an hour she was gone and had a long drive ahead, hoped to get the last flight of the evening south from Glasgow. Before she would have landed, the phone had rung in the bungalow and the soft voice spoke, nothing gushing, just the simple message that it was good he was joining the team, and appreciated.

In the hide he had time to think, hours of it. Took a special mind to be satisfied with thinking, lying on his stomach, moving his toes inside his boots to keep his circulation moving, not dozing and not sleeping, staying alert until the lights in the village were doused, and the windows in the villa darkened. He knew the patterns of the patrols around the villa walls and the guards with guns, dogs, torches. One thought always supreme . . . the girl, Sarah . . . and time to think of a schedule falling into place.

He had been told the car with the Serb plates would come, and that would likely be the trigger.

The child came out of a side door in the villa garden wall.

Nothing would happen until the car with the Serb plates came. His camera lens picked up two men emerging from the back seat; a chauffeur had opened the door for one and a goon for the other, and the main door of the villa was opened and an old man stood there. A greeting that was peremptory: the business was money, no cheek kissing and no drawn-out handshakes.

He knew the girl well. Over a dress that was white and patterned with flowers and butterflies, she wore a plastic poncho. The hem was an inch below her knees, and she wore white ankle socks and trainers. There was a small fenced compound close to the door in the wall and a dog was leaping at the sight of her and a half-dozen goats had started to bleat for her attention. Croppy knew the girl and her dog and her herd. Every day that he had been here, at this time as the sky darkened, she came out and walked them – and wore the same dress.

He logged the men into the villa. He reckoned this was the start of the process for which he had been recruited, but only the start . . . and realised that the sleet had stopped and the rain pattered with less intensity. Another car approached, one with a rumble in its engine, pure power, and coming at speed.

He had seen enough of the girl to feel pity for her. There was a sadness in her face when she was full-on in the magnification of the ’scope. There had been a child like this at the school in Strontian down the road from his home. One who did not speak, never smiled, occasionally screamed and who was beyond the reach of strangers. His mother said the child’s affliction was likely “autism spectrum disorder”. This girl was like that kid; she had lost the ability to respond to anything or anyone, other than her dog and her goats. Another vehicle approached which stirred him. He would use the camera and the ’scope on it, and had his notepad and stubby pencil ready, and wanted a piss which was a distraction. The sleet had gone, and the rain seemed about to follow it. The girl was coming up the hill, the dog beside her and the goats trailing, and she seemed to be searching for the first flowers to appear after the long winter. He felt a strong sympathy, a surge of pity . . . Once she looked straight into the lens, then the dog took her attention.

A sports car came through the village, a Lamborghini. Massive engine, massive tyres and massively unsuitable for the road. The bodywork was sprayed lemon yellow. That also had been predicted to follow the arrival of the Serbian plates. The car arrived at the villa gates, was admitted and accelerated, and there was a cheerful wave from the driver and the guards waved back . . . that too had been scheduled. Croppy had now forgotten the girl and concentrated on the Italian car, and its driver who was his principal target. It had all been laid out for him in the messages that Sarah relayed to him from the man she called the guv’nor and then she would giggle, then give him some more. The rain had eased, the sleet blown away, and the first sunlight came over the far mountains to the north and blew towards the village and the football pitch and then would start to creep up the hillside and over the tree line, and would reach him in his hide.

 

“Pass to me, Skender . . . Please, Skender, me . . . I’m free, Skender, yes – me.”

There was a babble of noise around him. Most of the kids wore the shirts of the great European teams – the colours of Real Madrid and Barca and Juve, Arsenal and Bayern. Skender, at 22 was the oldest on the pitch. Because he had decided to play football, work off his annoyance, the pitch was floodlit. Only when he wanted to play was the instruction given to throw the switch and allow the pylons to expand out of their tunnels, the banks of lights extended, and the power turned on. The village had no team of its own, because no other side was prepared to join any league in which they would figure. It was remarkable that the village could boast a well-kept field, lights, a clubhouse with hot water for showers, suite for referees and linesmen. They wanted nothing except a team to play against.

Skender was wearing the national shirt of his country. It was blood red and on the left side was the image of the twin-headed eagle. He rarely wore the shirt and afterwards the housekeeper at the villa would wash it in warm water, carefully and slowly, trying to protect the autographs signed by the team’s players two seasons before.

The cries for him to pass the ball to kids nominally on his side, and attacking the goal in the direction of the line of pine trees went unheeded. He had no need to pass the ball, give it away. Behind him was his grandfather’s villa, where his grandmother also lived, seldom seen. Because he was the grandson of the man who ruled the village, and whose empire stretched far beyond all horizons visible even from the top of the mountains, it was not necessary for him to pass the ball. However long he kept the ball, better with his right foot than his left, he would never be tackled, never kicked, never barged into. When he was bored he would hoof the ball into a mêlée of players, and many – on either side – would be looking for him to determine whether he wanted it back from either of the teams because in that village, in that community, it was of the utmost importance to be be well thought of by the grandson. He was never flattened and if he booted the ball towards the goal there was a good chance that the kid designated as keeper would manage to permit it to snake under his body and into the net . . . then would follow a chorus of congratulation, and Skender would be hugged until he shook himself clear.

Since the deaths of his parents, Skender had been untouchable in the village, and it bored him . . . but he played football that evening and wore the national shirt with its two-headed eagle that was always vigilant, could see front and back, because of his irritation. Skender would not have openly argued with his grandfather, disputed the old man’s judgement. His grandfather was worth, probably, in excess of 500,000,000 American dollars. A trust fund existed for Skender, well hidden by layers of disguise, that likely topped 200,000,000 dollars, and that afternoon he had again been treated like dirt, like dog shit that he might step on and that would cling in the tread of his trainers.

A chauffeur had driven the car with the Serbian plates, and a Russian with diplomatic cover had been his passenger. The Russian had brought the messages and the codes and the confirmation of the contacts in the finance world of the Swiss lakeside city. Skender had been regarded with contempt; his grandfather had attempted to introduce him into the meeting as if he were almost an equal. But the Russian had refused . . . it was about money. Money ruled. Money sent the diplomat slipping over frontiers, using roads not covered by cameras, without a hint of a customs check. Money meant that his grandfather was prepared to do business for a 1.5% fee of the value of what was handled. The diplomat had not even shaken Skender’s hand and this was the fourth time they had met in the lounge of the villa. There had been no backward glance after Skender had been made to recite the memorised codenames, code numbers, contact details. He was told when he would be leaving, and when the meetings would take place; his convenience was not considered. The car had left. In Skender’s room, in an annexe of the villa, his day clothes were scattered on the floor as he had dragged on his sports gear.

He had never been criticised for being lazy by the teachers at the school in the village. He achieved top marks in examinations he did not attend. There had been glowing reports of his enthusiasm and contributions in class; he had never failed at anything he had attempted. When he was beyond the immediate territory of his grandfather – he had spent nine months in South America, had been in Rotterdam, and in the sand-dunes leading to the beaches west of the French port of Calais, and had spent time in the town of Braintree on the south coast of England – men had been assigned to walk beside him, in front of him and behind him, and to ensure that he faced neither arrest nor humiliation . . . If he felt the need to batter a man’s skull – for real or imaginary insult or disrespect – gloves were produced for him, a lump hammer produced. Once bone had been crushed, the gloves and the hammer were taken and he was stripped, his clothing thrown into a furnace. He was protected, always had been.

He was the future.

Skender eyed where he might kick the ball. His grandfather, seven years before when his parents had come back to the village in coffins, had told him that he was now the future of the family. Told him there was no stepping back and that weakness inside the clan would bring a baying pack down on them that would seek to strip to bare bones everything that they had accumulated, and that a terrible vengeance would follow. There was no walking away from it, his grandfather had said. No possibility of stepping aside.

The screams were louder. “Please, Skender . . . Me, Skender . . . I am free, Skender . . .”

The pretence of a game stopped.

His sister had appeared. Beside her was her dog, foul faced, with a grin that displayed its teeth, its ears flattened. Behind them were her goats. She had come out of the darkness and had arrived at the side of the pitch. The ridiculous child’s dress she wore, much altered as she had grown because she insisted on wearing only that one, was smudged with dirt and stains from the lichen on the rocks she had clambered over. She walked straight through the players, not acknowledging her brother, older than her by eleven years, nor any of the other boys. He would not criticise her, certainly would not shout at her – she would have ignored him and then whispered a denunciation into her grandfather’s ear. He stood, foot on the ball, and waited for her to clear the pitch. Nor was there any reaction when one of the goats squatted low on its haunches and shat there . . . None of the kids giggled, would not have dared.

Lying on the back seat of a Range Rover, not armoured but that would not have affected the outcome. Her mother driving and her father dozing beside her in the front, and her brother far away, organising brothels in Britain. An RPG-7 launcher had been used. If Klea had not been sleeping on the back seat she would not have lived, and a third, smaller, coffin would also have been needed. The attack had been at the coastal city of Durresi. Control of the docks was an issue. The weapon had been fired on the road between the partisan memorial and the archaeological museum. Skender’s sister was not known to have publicly smiled since, and had withdrawn from the world and harboured feelings only for her dog and her goats, and spent her days on the slopes of the mountains around her home, and spoke to her grandfather and to no one else . . . He regarded her as a burden. When she was off the pitch, he kicked the ball far into the darkness of the distance – and went back to the annexe of the villa. It had been his parents’ home, was now his. The game had not helped him obliterate the anger he had felt when meeting the Russian, like he was their fucking servant, hired staff of the Moscow people, and guardian of their money.

It was cold that night, and the skies had cleared and a wind came down the valley, and he tugged at his shirt with the emblem of the two-headed eagle . . . He had, himself, killed the three men who had handled the launcher that had blown up his parents, and more names remained on a list, which was why security was important to him, such as the vision of a two-headed eagle that watched his back.

 

To catch the train each evening, Jonas relied on the speed of his walk, the absence of unforeseen hold-ups – like a road and pavement diversion because the tarmac was up for gas or water repairs – but it was known that anyone who could keep pace with him had an opportunity to bend his ear on the bridge over the Thames. A discreet few understood the value of the “Lambeth Bridge opportunity”. Denys Montgomery, a veteran Six, knew of it.

Jonas had left Thames House by the back exit and crossed the pavement and been about to step into the path of the oncoming traffic, when Kev and Leroy from the armed police had stepped out. The sight of their H&Ks and Glocks and tasers and gas canisters was sufficient to cause a howl of brakes and muttering of curses, and a clear path was made for him. He had been halfway across the road when he had noticed that a black Jaguar, low on its wheels with the weight of bomb-proof bodywork, was among the vehicles waiting – and knew that was the transport used by the DepDG, Brian. Jonas Merrick had never met the man . . . A smile sparkled round his mouth. A pleasant start to the weekend and he believed that what would play out in the next few hours or days had the potential to rank on the highest leg of the ladder that measured his successes. It had started here, on the bridge, months earlier at a time when he was beginning to itch for a degree of action to entertain him in the Post Room.

Denys Montgomery had been above a central span waiting for him, knowing a watch could be set on his appearance.

Evening, Jonas . . . Montgomery, Denys Montgomery, from the other side of the river. I’m hoping you’ll remember me.

Probably, but I have a train to catch.

I want to push something your way. Whether you like it or not is immaterial. Seems you have built a reputation. Your praises are sung by the Agency.

They gossip too much.

You want to hear it?

If I have to . . .

Of course Jonas remembered Denys Montgomery. Could have reeled off verbatim a transcript of his interview, a Fiver interrogating a Sixer, on their territory, in search of a leak, and clearing this man of any responsibility for an act of wanton treachery. And being told that the Yankees had a line – unconfirmed – that Russian money was being hidden from sight through the cut-off filter of a courier carrying messages from those fearful of their wealth and the launderers, who kept cash in the offshore havens – and knew where the bottleneck was, location and identity, but not more. Also, the filter and personalities were in territory that was as foreign to the Agency as the moon’s backside.

What they said to me, that guy we heard of, Merrick, that’s the name, Jonas Merrick, is powerfully well spoken of. We’d be grateful if . . .

If I’d take a look at it? If I’ve time on my hands? Am actually on a punishment posting, breaking rules, ignoring disciplines. Am in the Post Room, like it’s a gulag punishment.

Thank you, I’ll send it round.

A month later, Jonas had organised the workings of the Post Room to his satisfaction, had a broad picture of a problem that had started to intrigue him. He had found a village, found a family, found a young man who fitted the messenger role – had listened, had learned. And Denys Montgomery had again been on the bridge.

There was a young woman who called herself Frank.

The source of the leak. Identified by me. Tried to drown me, changed her mind. Went to Russia. Blew her chance of getting a comfortable billet there by trying to warn the Embassy people of an operation to put my head on a plate and serve it up to the Great Man.

And went to Corrective Colony No 2, in a part of their country that God forgot, Mordovia. Shorthand for it is IK-2. They say, those that know, “If you haven’t done time in Mordovia, then you haven’t done time at all.”

Do they? No harm telling you, I rather liked her.

And I, forgive the confidence, Jonas, rather loved her.

The point of this?

Just that, should you be in a position to exercise leverage, I’d be grateful if Frank were on the table as a bargaining chip.

My train won’t wait, good day.

And that Friday evening with the cars and vans and taxis jamming the bridge and the charge of pedestrians on the pavements, scurrying for the start of their weekend, Jonas had again been intercepted by Denys Montgomery who was tall and bespectacled and wore a crumpled suit and scuffed shoes, and looked like a stereotypical Mr Chips, the prematurely aging schoolmaster. Jonas had been abrupt, his habit when asked to share information, and report progress.

If it happens it will be kicking off this coming week. There may be a very short window of opportunity. If the chance comes, it will come fast. You will then be advised to make your pitch along whatever route you believe might find the bargain acceptable . . . Myself, I’m off on holiday with the caravan and hoping the weather will hold up.

He had caught his train. Had left behind the bridge that she had dragged him off because, in his vanity, he had slipped handcuffs on to his wrist and hers, and she had near drowned him before changing her mind – which Vera would have said was every woman’s privilege. Also behind him was the jetty where she, Frank, had left him hitched to a rope and where the lifeboat had found him . . . She would be secondary to the priorities of the business of Safety Deposit, not on the first page.

Was off the train at Raynes Park with a swell of homecoming commuters and up the road to his home. Three bedrooms, mock Tudor, pebble dash, semi-detached, and the caravan already packed and Olaf was protesting from his cage. He did not have to waste time upstairs and changing because Jonas wore the same clothes for holidays as he did for work. A peck on the cheek from his wife of whom he was truly fond . . . And Frank? It was true what he had said, a few weeks before, had rather liked her.

 

In the dormitory which contained sleeping places for 100 women there were that night four empty bunks. There was the sound of crying in the darkened area of this barracks block in IK-2 in a prison described by a sociologist at the University of Helsinki as “notoriously terrible, even by Russian standards”. Some shrieked their tears, some sobbed quietly.

That week, in the workplace where military and police uniforms were sewn fifteen hours a day, a prisoner had slumped from exhaustion and her leg had snaked out, and a supervisor had tripped over it. The supervisor had fallen forward and had hit her head and cut it open. The incident had not been seen by the official in charge of the factory area, nor by any of the other staff. It had appeared to them that the supervisor had been assaulted, was on the floor in an aisle between work tables, was bleeding, semi-conscious, the victim of an attack.

In the detention block adjacent to the main administration offices, four of the isolation cells were occupied. In short they were shizo cells. Each cell, a shtrafnoy izolyator, was occupied by a single prisoner. At the end was Apricot. Next in the line was Currant. Beyond her was Blueberry. The last shizo in the line was taken by Apple. Apricot was the foreigner; she had taught them during their lessons in English, and her lessons in Russian. Apricot had explained to them that they were “jams” which was “just about managing”, and jams were confiture which was what the girls dreamed of, as if it had the same value as chocolate. This small group had coalesced around her, and the names of the jam had been taken as a code of privacy, and each one of them had the traits of obstinacy, awkwardness and mischief. The English woman was Apricot; a minor rock star was Currant and a medical student, regarded as gifted in cardiology, was Blueberry and a banking and investment manager who had called out a scam was Apple . . . There had also been Pear but she was the daughter of a prominent Foreign Ministry chief and her father had arranged her release and she had been carried out shouting her final protest . . . The women in the punishment cells had lodged a protest at the hours worked, had denied the official had been tripped or attacked, and were in isolation while an investigation was conducted.

They talked through the evening along pipes linking the cells. They were committed to keeping each other strong and to breaking the routine discipline of the prison, and Apricot and Currant and Blueberry and Apple carried old scars and new ones from the fists and truncheons of the staff.

Visitors? Of course not.

Freedom? Sleep in IK-2 was rare, so dreaming was difficult.

And struggle? Constant.

Memories of a life beyond the walls and the wire and the watchtower? Fading, almost gone.

 

At home, Denys Montgomery brooded. He had eaten – a meal of tinned tomatoes and heated beans slopped over two butter-smeared slices of toast – and wolfed it down. He had had to cook for himself since his mother’s death. He was 44 years old, a seasoned intelligence officer, respected at his workplace, VBX on the Thames’ south side, had most recently run a department dealing with that most sensitive area of secrecy, the location in which defectors from Russia – with something to tell – were housed. No blame had attached to him when the PA in the team – typist, stenographer, paper and electronic filer, and organiser – turned out to be a traitor, now inside the Russian system and had attempted to erase her past with a plucky attempt to warn of acute danger facing the dogged little man who had identified her . . . More humiliation, a Fiver. His mother had always prepared an evening meal for him – and there was implicit criticism of him if he was late home or rang from the office and announced he would not be eating at home. He brooded because the previous week he had made what was, by his standards, a momentous decision. The next morning, Saturday, and early, a four-yard skip was due for delivery on his front drive. His weekend work was to fill it. He had been like a lodger in his own home since leaving university, going to VBX, succeeding there but stagnating as a human being. Due for the skip were every ornament, every picture off the walls, every piece of clothing from her wardrobe, her widow’s collection of paste jewellery, her photograph albums and her chair . . . everything connected to her.

The reason he would erase her from his life was simple. He had felt true affection, probably a mutation of “love”, for one person only. He had never summoned up the courage to tell his mother, I have found someone I want to spend my life with, and if that person agrees to be my wife – or my partner, not fussed – either you move out or I do. Could have said it seven years ago, or three, but not any time in the last two years when Frank was beyond reach. Had bottled it and had imagined what his mother’s answer would have been. That’s gratitude! I look after you because you are so wretchedly helpless. Incapable of changing a light bulb. Running off upstairs and playing with your toys like some indulged child. All I’ve sacrificed for you, and the reward is being put out of my own front door, surplus to requirements. Is that the payback for all my love and kindness? Anyway, can’t imagine what sort of young woman would want to fetch and carry for you . . . He had not told Frank of his feelings. Had harboured them, left them unspoken, had always been correct – when half the Sixer personnel were going at it like bunnies in a burrow – and distant in her presence.

He knew where Frank was. Knew that months before she had received one brief consular visit, had spoken with a girl who had been with her in the Corrective Colony in Mordovia, IK-2, had passed to Jonas Merrick the snippet of US-supplied intelligence, a courier and dirty money . . . Had entertained a ridiculous thought: that miserable little man who worked north of the river might be devious enough and sufficiently bold in ignoring protocols to prise her free. Could not think of anyone else. There were in VBX, known because of the “eccentric” architecture as Ceaușescu Towers (a tribute to an East European dictator shot to death with his wife by “grateful” serfs) many young people with academically brilliant minds. There were also a legion of former “elite forces” ex-military, and a few who snorted and then could believe in the impossible . . . None as accomplished as that unpopular and friendless man. He had been told . . . kicking off this coming week, a very short window of opportunity . . . The skip was arriving in the morning, and its delivery was about the only gesture Denys Montgomery could make.

He went up the stairs, past a picture of the Italian lakes, past the line of china ducks in flight, past the closed door to her room at the front. In the back, his room, he changed into his railway worker’s boilersuit, and then climbed up to the attic conversion where his train set was laid out, and the artificial landscaping and the tiny buildings. What if she was brought out and would not accept him? What if his silence had hung too heavily? What if he were rejected? No one at VBX had ever seen Denys Montgomery, high flier and dedicated to his work on Russia Desk, in tears. What if it were to succeed, if, only Jonas Merrick – the silly man in his silly clothes with the silly idea of what was possible – could have achieved it.

 

A couple stayed on in the Post Room for the night shift. Sarah could have left hours before but had loitered.

There had not been a love in her life before the trek to the Scottish peninsula where the trees were scorched by the winter winds, and heather flourished and the crags were scraped clean of lichen, and where small lakes had breaking waves. At his home she had been treated, same as the first visit, with quiet courtesy but not with warmth, nor would Sarah have known what overture to make to his family.

It was well known inside the Post Room that Sarah – their “plain Jane” – had met a boy when she had travelled north for Jonas Merrick, who they called Guv’nor, and well known also that a critical moment had been reached in the developing strands of Safety Deposit. Known also that the young man and their girl were now what they called “an item” and she wore a ring . . . and all who worked in the Post Room and fuelled the trays and pigeonholes and racks had never before during their employment at Thames House been involved with what they sensed was a major operation. Down there, they would have regarded themselves as below the level of the “foot soldiers”, on a par with the Pioneers who dug the drains and latrines in a field of war. They were inside the loop and felt a fear of it, and a pride. She had seen Mr Merrick put on his coat, fasten the clasps of his briefcase, and ram down his hat because he would be crossing the bridge on the way to his train. There had been nothing on his face that showed elation, excitement, nerves as the matter had reached crisis point. Expressionless, dour, his shoulders hunched as if bearing a burden, and the colour of his cheeks paler than usual, he had passed her.

Sarah would like to have said, He’s going to be all right, Croppy? Can you tell me that, Mr Merrick, that he’ll be all right? And would like to have heard, and seen a rare smile, Of course he will. A very sharp young man, best of the best. Knows how to look after himself. I have absolute confidence . . .

The Post Room door had slapped shut behind him.

They had begun to talk plans, she and Croppy, when they had last walked up the road from his home, towards Ben Hiant and the stream where he was checking the health of a kit otter that eagles had bombed, tried to kill, but then had retreated when the mother had come back over the rocks, snarling and vicious. Holding hands, and walking slowly into the wind that buffeted them, and he had shown her a “crofter” shell, walls two feet thick, no windows, no door and no roof, with a carpet of sheep shit and sheep wool, and surrounded by land strewn with rocks and bog. He had said that with his own graft, and his family’s and that of their friends, it could be made habitable, and spoke about what they might do to pay for it, and have food on the table, had talked of it and had joked of it, and had known that each spoke with a desperate sincerity.

She headed out of the room and went past the police rest area. There were three of them in there, all huge because they were wearing their vests, and the sofas were littered with weapons and kit and the magazines which absorbed them when not on the street. They looked powerful to her, and responsible, but none of them were close to where Croppy had made his hide: none of them could have helped him. She went out into the cold evening wind, bent under it. She supposed it was all about trust. Necessary for her to trust Jonas Merrick, no option but to keep faith.

 

Croppy could see all of the village, it was well lit, to modern city standards – as he had seen when he had been through central London, or at the big camps in Cyprus before deployment into Syria . . . Except this was a village, far up a valley, reached by a stone-strewn road: better surfaces on Ardnamurchan and going out towards the lighthouse and the Point. The villa was floodlit, the church’s onion dome was bright. Lights burned in the houses and were left on in the small school building, and in the telephone box, painted bright red, which had been carried off as a souvenir from England and was now standing outside the bar that doubled as a café. The lights showed the cars outside the houses, made by Audi and BMW and Mercedes – yet nobody was on the move to go on a night shift, and no one was coming back late from a day shift. The community that Croppy watched had signs of wealth and comfort, yet no man or woman seemed to him to possess employment . . . obvious, or Croppy would not have been there. The young men were absent. Women were there, teenagers and the twenty-somethings and the older married ones who bulged pregnancies and dressed fashionably, and the grandmothers who still wore the clothes of past generations – and male children and older men. The young had gone, and there was a signpost facing the square in front of the villa that directed traffic to the A13 into the Barking district of east London, another souvenir, and where a proportion of the young men from the village would be.

He might allow himself to doze but not to sleep. He had not left the hide now for four days. At the back were the bags for his Meals Ready to Eat carton, and also for the crumpled tin foil shapes that carried his waste, and the bottles of his urine. It might be another day, not more, and he struggled to stay alert. Had he still been with the Regiment there would have been a pair of them in place and the back-up would have been at the nearest base from which an attack chopper and a Merlin could take off and arrive well within the time needed to chase down the “golden hour.” What he did now broke every rule, each last procedure demanded by Special Forces: it had been his decision to walk away and senior men had pleaded with him in an army way to “hang on in there”, and told him he was admired, respected, was the best and . . . He had packed up, slipped away without fanfare, gone home to Kilchoan.

He thought he could do without the back-up and the companionship of another trooper because he had believed in the calm, thorough preparations told by the man on the telephone, and Sarah spoke well of him . . . He blinked, saw movement beside the gate out of the garden area behind the villa, a wasteground overgrown with weeds. The girl came out – poor kid, demented and isolated, with only her dog and the half dozen goats in her hern for company. She was carrying something but he could not at first identify it. She was a diversion. She led the goats and the dog to the small compound and pushed them through the barrier then fastened it. The animals were put away every night and let out every morning. A sack of food was shaken over the fence into a metal trough, and the dog had a bone to gnaw on. She turned away . . . Croppy saw then that she carried a pair of garden shears. She walked away and he heard faintly the sound of the blades snapping together and there was a distant shrill squeal as she drew the handles open before they clattered again, blade on blade. She went inside and the gate flapped in the wind until a man came, a Klash hooked on his shoulder, and closed it.

The quiet returned. Likely it would happen the next day. Likely the movement would begin within 24 hours of the visit by the passenger in the car with the Serbian registration plates . . . Likely then he would use his phone and send the message, and start tidying and clearing his camp and begin to head for home – where Sarah was. And Croppy believed very soon he could allow himself to dream.

He thought himself in good shape, and imagined where his girl was – and remembered the voice of the man whom he had never met, whom he had listened to on the phone and who had told him that what he was asked to do was “worthwhile”. Good enough? Of course, and a soft voice and one demanding trust.

 

“Tank, school governors’ chair, sending you the agenda for Wednesday’s meeting, the parents’ one. May clash with the bar committee of the British Legion treasurer’s report. I said you’d manage,” his wife called up the stairs.

“Thanks, love, you didn’t say . . .?”

“Didn’t. You nearly done?”

“Bit more, then tidying up.”

He was Tank. There were three of them who were referred to in the limited briefings they’d been given as the team. He was Tank because his army service – before he had come out and had scraped enough together to buy a home in Swindon, going cheap when the Honda factory shut down – had been as a sergeant in the Royal Tank Regiment. He was a devoted family man, wife and two kids, and was also what the vicar had called “a pillar of the community”. When he was at home, sometimes sporadically and sometimes for weeks at a time, he was on the parents’ liaison with the junior school the kids went to, and also managed the books of the bar committee of the British Legion where a few veterans met along with anyone who wanted a cheaper pint than the local poured, and there was the committee charged with maintaining the grounds of the cemetery on the north side of the town where his father was, and his mother would soon be if she didn’t lay off the fags. His reputation was for “getting things done”. He could drive a Challenger 2 main battle tank, also the Scimitar fast recce vehicle, and was good with his hands and good as a makeshift engineer. He was also good at sanding down the woodwork in the spare room ready for a new coat of paint. It would be finished by the next weekend, if he were not called away. In the master bedroom, in the wardrobe and behind his shoes, was a packed rucksack: if he were called away it would go with him. He had worked through the rest of the house, bought with the help of a bonus from his last Afghan posting as a private military contractor, all pristine and newly decorated except this back bedroom. Tank had a big smile, was everybody’s friend, which was useful because his bulk could be intimidating.

Who knew him? His wife? The kids? The neighbours either side of the back garden? Not really . . . Another member of the team was Sword. Sword knew him.

A wounded tribesman had been taken into an interrogation centre in Helmand late at night and the intelligence officer on duty was Sword. A bit of a beating handed out, and information obtained, and a coordinate submitted where a Taliban assault squad were lying up and waiting for dawn to attack an outlying compound. Quality information, and a strike by the Apaches. Twenty plus killed and probably another fifteen carted off with injuries – and no attack launched. All regarded as a bit of a success – and the tribesman had died. Few questions on methodology asked, and Tank and Sword had been the heroes of the hour.

A man with a soft and gentle voice had called from an untraceable number, and had been persuasive . . . The reconnaissance had been done, just needed the green to flash which was why the rucksack was in the wardrobe. Legal? Hardly, but the voice had been necessarily convincing about the mission’s value – good enough for Tank. Might get the undercoat on over the weekend, might get the topcoat done on Monday – if the call didn’t come.

 

Quite a straightforward journey. But he had sensed his wife was gearing up for a statement of intent, little sharp increases of breath as if she rehearsed what she’d say.

“I am not expecting any silliness, Jonas.”

Away from home and a bit of traffic before Jonas was on to the motorway circling London, a junction, and then the M3 took him and Vera, and Olaf in his cage in the caravan, off towards the west. He did not enjoy driving at night, into the glare of oncoming lights, but needs must. Then the A303, and finally some minor roads, then the Picket Post roundabout and the one at Nunney Catch, and Vera was navigating him . . . About two and three-quarter hours and down a hill towards the cathedral city of Wells and along a darkened High Street of shuttered charity shops, and into the countryside – and the caravan park. He had sighed, felt the tiredness.

Jonas answered her, “You’ll not get it, any silliness.”

“It is just, Jonas, that you have not always been entirely honest with me.”

A fair point . . . not entirely honest – not at all honest. Just going into work on a Saturday morning “to get some paperwork done”, or some such lie, and ending up in the Thames and near to drowning because of his overarching requirement personally to handcuff himself to Frank, the Sixer leak, and give her up to the Special Branch detectives who could have done the job perfectly well without his interference . . . ending up with a shoulder almost dislocated at the hands of an ISIS fighter when armed police were on hand . . . rubbernecking an arrest operation in Liverpool when he had told her that his car’s clutch needed fixing and him at risk of having his throat slit before armed police had shot a young woman dead, double tap . . . and a matter of a close encounter on the Devon coast when a contract was out on his head . . . No, he had not been entirely honest.

“Matters are in hand. I do not believe they require me on the end of a phone. Even if I should be required, the issues will be settled far from here. I am completely safe from the prospect of personal injury . . . and there, Vera, the matter can be left.”

He drove through the open gate and on to the site. Beside the clubhouse, dark at this time of the year before the caravanning season was underway, two pitches were taken. He defiantly drove in the opposite direction and found a concrete surface, a tap installed and a post for power, against a boundary hedge – and beyond the hedge his headlights raked over empty fields.

“Perfect,” he muttered. “Ideal for you and for Olaf, and for me.”

Truth be told, Jonas had a feeling of relief that the question had been put and his answer given and with honesty. They unpacked the car and Vera was inside the caravan and sorting out their bedding, then would be shoving their dinner into a microwave . . . The plan was ambitious, had many working parts . . . What could possibly go wrong? Plenty. The cat was out of the cage and in the hedgerow and he gave it time to work the ground. Jonas supposed himself on a treadmill and through his own actions had pressed the speed button and success had moved the belt to an ever greater speed and . . . Sufficient introspection, boring, tedious, stale and indulgent. He was promised history and nature on this holiday. With a snorted cough, he tried to put the mission from his mind: whether Croppy called in, did the trigger, whether the team were put on the move, whether a courier with a code book and memorised account numbers was heading away from the heart of a gangster’s empire towards a bankers’ haven, whether Denys Montgomery was delivered the belated love of his life, whether oligarchs were left ranting at empty screens because their wealth had vanished . . . Olaf obliged. A field mouse was his prey. It kicked its back legs limply while the Norwegian Forest cat’s jaws held the “wee timorous cowerin’ beastie” by the fold of skin at its neck. It was laid at Jonas’ feet. Little bright eyes stared up at Jonas as if he could save it. It was eaten, head first and noisily – and Vera called that supper was ready.

The story of Jonas Merrick’s life was acted out at his feet – never far from life nor far from death.
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“I have to say it, Jonas. It is amazing where you have put us.”

Jonas Merrick hardly broke stride. He came from under the wall of Lambeth Palace and crossed the main road, and had reached the south side of the bridge, and wondered fleetingly how long Denys Montgomery had waited for him.

He answered, “A little way along the road.”

“I meant it sincerely. Incredible what you have achieved.”

And Jonas saw the genuine admiration, and thought the man who fell into step beside him had been awake for most of the previous night whereas Jonas had slept steadily, had shaved carefully and wore a clean shirt and clean underwear and clean socks, and had polished his brogues while Vera had made his sandwiches and filled his thermos.

“Nothing to ‘strut’ about,” he murmured and allowed himself the liberty of a brief smile. “Perhaps the end of the beginning, not – emphasised not – the other way about.”

“The latest news from your hackers – I have to say it, Jonas, but this operation goes back to the glory times of my lot, the fifties and sixties of the last century, and I have to say that it would not be countenanced now in my building. Anyway, the hackers, are they through the defences?”

Jonas shrugged, which meant very clearly that he was not chasing after updates and had not been sent them. They talked . . . all a matter of timing – assumed that a positive result was forthcoming from St Peter Port and the geeks flown in – and the need to synchronise, what Vera would have called crossing “i”s and dotting “t”s, and then chuckling. Except that timing was everything, and if events did not mesh then all he had planned and prepared for was wasted effort. Quite blunt in that assessment . . . and he would not dispute the judgement of Montgomery that this was old-fashioned thuggery and better suited to former times – the Cold War, the colonial unrest at End of Empire, and the final throes of the Raj campaign in the Province when bombings and assassinations had often shifted the balance of power in government’s favour.

The Sixers would not contemplate such action as Safety Deposit; nor would his Fiver bosses. Had there been a committee set up to examine his proposals, and he’d outlined what he intended to do, and achieve, then there would likely have been guffaws of laughter round the table, then eyes narrowing, mouths smirking, and heads shaking at the very idea of it, and likely the meeting concluding with the suggestion that You might consider, Jonas, either taking some leave and having a damn good rest, or getting to know your garden more thoroughly and on a permanent basis . . . Fond of caravan holidays, I hear, Jonas, perhaps an opportunity to stretch them out . . . And they would have dismissed his thoughts before the necessary break for coffee and shortbread biscuits had come round.

Halfway across the bridge and the wind was sharp and it was necessary for Jonas to grip the brim of his trilby, and his coat flapped at his knees and, for a moment, he allowed himself to look to his right, at the dark swirl of water, at a tug with a load of barges filled with refuse, at a floating gull, and remembered . . . a hell of a splash when he, and she, had gone in – and under. Terrifying, and handcuffs linking them. He did not know why she had abandoned an apparent suicide effort, taking him as her persecutor with her, and reverted to survival, but making sure that she could free herself at her own wrist, and leave him where his rescue was pretty much guaranteed . . . And this man, matching his stride into that northerly wind, loved her. It was love that drove it . . . and damn sure that the sub-committee would have laughed if he had claimed that “love” was a potent reason for launching the business. Without Denys Montgomery’s concept of love, then Safety Deposit would not have been thought of, and the elaborate meshing of timings and people would not have happened. It would kick in if those strangely talented people, the Trojan Mustangs, were able to out-think, out-perform, the men or women who dealt in firewalls . . . not that Jonas understood any of that, challenged when a light bulb needed changing. The woman, Frank, had saved his life twice over. Enough reason? Certainly . . . He stopped abruptly.

“Denys, convince me she is worth saving. Much less complicated if we simply cut her adrift. Without the issue involving her, we would be, I venture, at the ‘beginning of the end’. Have a go at it, convince me.”

His arm was gripped. The traffic nudged past them. Headlights beamed at them and the streetlamps threw a gloss on to their shoulders and Jonas’ hat and Montgomery’s thin, greying hair dancing in the wind. Dawn on the way on a winter morning and rain seeming to gather in the clouds.

Montgomery said, “I suppose you have a right to the answer, Jonas. Succinctly, it is an obligation. One of ours. Messed us about, but had cause. We failed her . . . missed out on duty of care. We get an impression of what has been leaked . . . after she ended up there, in Russia, she cooperated with them but at the margins. Names you at first, then rowed back on it and put her own life on the line for your protection, and is now in some bloody hellhole of a gaol. When I joined the Sixers there was a senior man who had been on the Military Attaché’s staff in Saigon, early days of the American commitment. An American is wounded, needs a casevac. A section of his chums is under fire and cannot extract him, so a platoon is directed to add to the firepower, and they are pinned down so a company is deployed, and if that isn’t sufficient then it will be a battalion, and up through a regiment. Getting a casualty out is not negotiable, he said, and rather admired that somewhat simplistic Yankee doctrine. I called it an obligation, Jonas, which is strong enough reason for me – and you?”

“It will do,” he said.

Brave words, Jonas thought, but then talk was always cheap from behind the lines. Denys Montgomery had claimed that duty of care was “not negotiable”, was an “obligation”, and could not just be filed away under the heading of “collateral damage”. They parted. Montgomery swung on his heel and headed off towards his own building, on the south side. Jonas went on down the slope and towards the roundabout and wondered if that particular shift of armed police were on duty or whether he would take his life in his own hands and venture into the traffic. He had his phone out and dialled his cubicle’s number. It was answered immediately.

What news?

No news. That same small voice.

He was hurt, knew it. Managed it across the road and through the traffic, and bought his cappuccino and his pastry, and nibbled and sipped without enthusiasm and was ignored by the gardener. He went in through the side door, and would find her on the third floor, south facing, in Room 12 at a table in his cubicle . . . and what to say to her?

 

He was boxed. Croppy understood that.

There had been low cloud at first light. He might have been asleep. Difficult to judge how far his guard
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