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For Salone




AUTHOR’S NOTE

The events in this book are strongly inspired by the civil war in Sierra Leone, a brutal conflict that raged from 1991 to 2002. Some changes have been made to bring Sarah a little further into the twenty-first century, but the setting is broadly inspired by Sierra Leone in May 2001. Sierra Leone is a very different place today. A quarter century of peace has allowed for democratic elections to be held; infrastructure has been rebuilt, institutions have been reformed and education and healthcare systems have expanded to meet the needs of the rapidly growing population. While economic development remains uneven, it has maintained its hard-fought-for peace and stability and the time recalled by this book is now a far cry from modern Sierra Leone.




PROLOGUE

Skarparov watches the fog creep across the captain’s gold-tinted sunglasses. He can surely no longer see. But if the captain is bothered by the blinding mist, he doesn’t let on.

‘Papa wants to know when you can get him a chopper?’ The captain cocks his head. He wears heavy chains, camouflage fatigues and a salt-licked vest in faded black. An oversized hat – gold braid with stars and a pompom – dangles over one eye to complete the look, consciously styled to intimidate. Power, ruthlessness and a trace of madness spoken by the slip of a hat.

‘I am happy to talk to Mr Kortu directly, anytime he wishes,’ Skarparov replies, refusing to use an affectionate nickname for a rebel warlord.

‘Papa sent me. I am him. You talk to me.’ The captain thumps his sinewy chest, rattling his chains, and cracks the butt of an AK-47 against the floor. But his posturing flounders on the white leather sofa. It was the right decision to bring the captain here. In the jungle camps, Skarparov always feels on edge: the constant itch of the unknown, the unpredictability of animals in the wild. But his home imposes a layer of civility on the rebels. Their mud-stained threats are muffled by white leather and glass.

‘I’m talking to you now,’ Skarparov says, ‘and I’m telling you that the helicopter will have to wait.’

The captain leaps to his feet, shoving the nose of his gun into Skarparov’s face. He can smell the sweat rising from the captain’s racehorse-lean muscles and for the first time registers the sour tang of fear. These animals need him; he’d made sure of it. But you never know when one of them might forget themselves.

‘What if we no want to wait?’ the captain jeers, his voice echoing around the cavernous glass cylinder of Skarparov’s living room. He jerks his powerful shoulders forward, giving another push of the gun into Skarparov’s nose.

Skarparov curls his palm over the tip of the barrel and pushes it away. ‘Let’s not forget who got you those.’ He nods at the weapon. ‘You know I can deliver, and now I expect you to keep up your end of the deal. You protect my diamond operations in Koidu, I make sure you get what you need.’

A security guard appears from behind the tall metal panel of the front door. ‘Mr Skarparov, sah, the next visitors are here. You want them to wait outside?’

‘No, no, bring them in now. We’re finished here.’ He touches his fingertips together and turns to the captain with a serene smile. Perfect timing. He has taken every step to ensure that the Libyans would arrive to witness this carefully orchestrated scene. They could have been late, or worse, arrived while he had the back foot. But, as planned, they enter the room to be met by a disgruntled rebel commander licking his wounds and retreating. In the simple puppet-show of power, Skarparov is the winner of the bout.

‘Tell Mr Kortu to call me with anything he needs,’ Skarparov says, a hand placed firmly on the captain’s sweat-flecked bicep to guide him out the door.

The captain takes in the new arrivals with a shrug, slinging the AK-47 across his shoulder.

‘Do come in, so sorry to keep you waiting.’ Skarparov ushers his next guests towards the white leather sofas.

Two men in dark suits, two red ties loosened against the tropical heat. They look like an image and its negative placed side by side: the same careful step, the same air of deeply held suspicion. One with grey hair and a black moustache, the other black hair with a grey moustache. Two more perfect puppets for Skarparov’s show.

‘Sorry about that.’ He waves towards the door, now firmly closed behind the captain. ‘I’m sure you can understand how it is. You have to have them on side if you want anything done.’

His guests nod cautiously, the grey moustache stealing a glance at his colleague, waiting for a lead.

‘And there is so much here to do!’ Skarparov claps his hands together with the enthusiasm of an estate agent selling flats in a flood plain. ‘So, I think I can guess why you’re here.’

Another pair of greedy scavengers come to sniff out what everyone wants a piece of. And for once, the vultures circling in Freetown have nothing to do with diamonds.




CHAPTER 1

Sarah buzzes the unmarked bell and waits. Despite her short tenure working for MI6, or at least for Michael’s unit, she has never set foot in their imposing headquarters at Vauxhall Cross. Michael, the head of the Special Liaison Unit known to everyone as the Pelicans, operates in anonymous spaces: soulless restaurants, tourist attractions busy with transient observers, unmemorable corners of a public gallery. Today, it is a private address on a quiet street behind Savile Row.

Sarah is ushered into a room lined floor to ceiling with ghosts. Phantom figures in curls of brown rustle against the walls. The bodies of suit jackets and waistcoats cut from tracing paper pack the triple-stacked rails in a strangely insubstantial crowd, the cloakroom of a ghostly ball. Undisturbed amidst the ethereal host stands Michael, wearing the beginnings of a beautiful suit: a classic three-piece in grey glen check. Waistcoat cut high up the chest, trousers with a double pleat – roomy enough to use the pockets. And to conceal a weapon.

The cutter quickly sets to work tidying away his tools: swatches of fabric, oversized scissors, tape measures and long, sharp rulers litter the large table. ‘I do apologise for the mess; we don’t usually serve our clients in here. But we make exceptions for Michael.’

Michael greets Sarah with a broad welcoming smile. ‘Well? What do you think?’ He makes a slow turn to show the perfectly sculpted waist of the half-finished jacket.

‘It suits you,’ Sarah says. ‘The grey sets off your hair.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment, although I’m not sure that was quite your intent.’ He pauses to take her in. ‘It’s good to see you again.’ To Sarah’s surprise, his smile is full of warmth. ‘Although I have to admit, I was somewhat taken aback to hear from you.’

He has every reason to be. Three months have passed since Sarah stormed away from Michael in Borough Market, fully intending to cut her ties with him for good. He has tried to make contact a couple of times, but she has resolutely ignored his messages.

‘I need to talk to you.’ She watches the cutter still fussing around the main desk. ‘In private, preferably.’

‘Of course. Matthew, could you give us a moment?’

The cutter gives a slight nod and bows out of the room through a heavy green curtain.

‘Can we really talk here?’ Sarah circles the table, slipping a glance towards all the exits, looking for ears lurking behind the elegant fabrics.

‘Of course. You could talk in the middle of the shop floor if you liked. These men are the most discreet in London. They’ve made their name on having ears as dull as their scissors are sharp. But they also know when to get lost. Now, what was it you wanted to talk about?’

‘Skarparov.’

‘Oh. I should have known you wouldn’t be able to let that one rest.’

‘Let it rest? The Americans have the wrong guy locked up for a plot to assassinate the presidents of the US and Georgia, and Skarparov got away with everything. How could I let it rest? But my contact at the CIA has gone cold and won’t take my calls.’

‘So?’

Is he doing this on purpose? Michael’s disinterest is infuriating. ‘So we need to stop him. He must be made to pay for what he did in Tbilisi.’

‘Which, thanks to you, was very little.’

‘That’s not the point. He was willing to do it, and kill hundreds in the process. And he took payment in advance. A full jungle warlord’s worth of weaponry and ammunition has been delivered to Sierra Leone. We have to stop him before he has a chance to use it.’

Michael brushes a trail of chalk from his shoulder. ‘Why bother? If anything, he could be more useful to us now that he’s compromised.’

‘And what about his uncle? Ibragimov may be no angel, but he’s being held in solitary confinement by the Americans under false charges.’

‘Sadly, Ibragimov is no longer able to benefit from your concern.’ Michael speaks with a practised indifference, the hint of a smile turning up the weaker side of his mouth. ‘He died of a heart-attack while resisting arrest.’

‘He did not,’ Sarah insists, trying to read Michael’s enigmatic expression – is he trying to wind her up, or put her off? ‘I saw him being held by the Americans. I spoke to him.’ The memory of Ibragimov’s hot foul breath as he pleaded with her to help him is still appallingly fresh in her mind.

‘Perhaps you did. Either way, it doesn’t help him now. He’s dead. But luckily, I have something much more interesting in mind for you. What are your thoughts on Hong Kong?’

Typical Michael – nonchalant to the point of brutality, nothing ever taken too seriously, inconveniences swept away by the promise of something more exciting. Sarah’s throat constricts, remembering how often she let him get away with these tricks. Like taking on a superior opponent at chess – his mastery of the game had been enough to shrink her confidence. She was fascinated by his air of experience, his allure and the thrill of the world he represented – enough to accept everything on his terms. She hadn’t even questioned her unorthodox recruitment, such was his air of authority and command. She had assumed she was joining the Secret Intelligence Service, or MI6, which to an extent was true. He hadn’t mentioned during the recruitment that she was actually becoming a Pelican – a member of his off-the-books unit of MI6, set up to take on the more difficult jobs that require deniability, focusing on old-fashioned human intelligence. Perfect for her mission in the Caucasus that she now suspects was as much about personal revenge as it was to disarm a threat. It is Michael’s preference to keep his new recruits at arm’s length, to test out their suitability before bringing them too closely into the fold. At least that’s how he tells it. To Sarah, it had felt like being thrown in the deep end with no training or support and left in the dark about what she was doing there. She had been happy to cut all ties with him, to strike out after Skarparov on her own. She had managed without Michael’s help in the Caucasus – she was the one who had uncovered Skarparov’s plot to assassinate the two presidents and she was the one who had scuppered it. Michael had been miles away. But the more she delves into Sierra Leone, the more her confidence leaves her. What can she do there on her own? She might have felt under-supported by Michael in Tbilisi, but at least he had set her up with colleagues in the embassy; she was there under his official cover. She has nothing in Sierra Leone other than Elias. And he has gone quiet.

‘Hong Kong? What are you talking about? We’re not done with Skarparov yet.’

‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to let it rest; it’s one of the reasons you’re made for this.’ He pauses, his blue-eyed gaze softening. ‘But we can put that tenacity to better use than chasing down Skarparov. Leave him to me.’ He turns his attention to the sleeves of his jacket, making minor adjustments to ensure they fall just above the shirt cuff.

‘Skarparov must be brought to justice. He needs to face the International Criminal Court for what he’s done. We just need the right evidence to indict him.’

Michael remains silent, picking pins out of his sleeve and stabbing them into a small red pin-cushion.

‘I know him,’ Sarah insists. ‘I know how he operates.’

‘Never underestimate a player like Skarparov. You did well in the Caucasus, but Sierra Leone is a completely different playing field. How exactly do you think you’ll be able to exact justice in a country that’s in the grip of a decade-long civil war?’

‘I’m going, whether you agree to help me or not.’

‘To do what?’

‘I’ll work it out.’

He gives her a withering look. ‘Come on, Sarah. Let it drop. There are far bigger fish to fry than Skarparov enjoying his ill-gotten gains in a war zone. It’s important to learn to judge where our influence can have the most impact—’

‘I can bring him to justice.’

‘I have to warn you.’ Michael’s voice drops. ‘If you do decide to go chasing Skarparov in Sierra Leone, you do so without my blessing and without my cover.’ He pauses, standing straighter. ‘I will consider your engagement terminated.’

‘Fine.’ Sarah says, undeterred. It was always going to be a long shot. And as far as she is concerned, their engagement was already terminated. The generous amount of money she’d received in her bank account on her return from Georgia had not become a monthly salary. His cover and contacts would have been useful, but not if they came with his intransigence. She should have known he’d never be persuaded into doing what is obviously the right thing.

She leaves Michael standing in the tailor’s shop, his confident bearing exaggerated by the lines of the unfinished cloth, his red-blooded obstinacy thrumming amongst the lifeless paper crowd.

‘Please think about this again before you do anything rash,’ he says.

‘Goodbye, Michael.’




CHAPTER 2

‘You were serious then. You’re really going?’ Sarah’s father perches on the end of her childhood bed, legs neatly crossed, fingers tightly clasped.

‘Yes, I’m really going.’ Sarah contemplates the collection of items spread across the floral duvet, brushing half of it onto the floor before fitting what remains into a small duffel bag. She focuses on her packing, hoping a look of concentration will be enough to ward off her father’s offensive.

‘And you think it’s a good idea?’ He tries to relax, leaning back against the wall, but the height of the bed and the bounce of the mattress only make him look more uncomfortable.

‘No, not really.’

‘But you’re going anyway?’

‘Of course I am.’ To Sarah’s relief, her father only looks half cross.

‘You do know it’s a war zone?’

‘The war’s been going on for ten years. It doesn’t mean I’m going to get killed. Life does go on.’

‘It does, but yours could go on perfectly happily here, and with a considerably higher degree of certainty. If you had seen some of the telex reports coming out of there …’

‘He got away once. He can’t be allowed to get away again.’ Sarah rolls a t-shirt into a neat tube and wedges it between two books. Her father is the only person in the world that she can talk to about her plans. He is the only one she told about what really happened in Tbilisi, and after a lifelong career in the civil service, her father is the only person who understands that world well enough to believe her. But just because she can talk to him doesn’t mean she wants to.

‘So it really is about your Skarparov chap? Can’t you just let him go? I thought you beat him in the end,’ her father says.

‘I blocked an attack, but he got away. I didn’t win.’

‘Stalemate not enough?’ Her father picks up a photo frame that has been lying face down on her desk, rubbing the glass against the soft cotton of his shirt. ‘I hope you realise,’ he says, addressing the photo, ‘what you’ve created. Your daughter, holder of the world record for shortest time employed by MI6, is proposing to fly to Sierra Leone to track down some crackpot oligarch.’

‘Don’t do that.’ Sarah chucks in a pair of hiking boots without looking up.

‘What?’

‘Don’t talk to Mum as if she’s here.’ Before her mother died, her father had always shied away from sentiment as if it might be catching. It is, strangely, one of the things that Sarah finds most difficult to accept in the new existence of the last two years. That her father’s grief and guilt brought on by his wife’s sudden death has opened up a side of him so unfamiliar from what she thought she knew.

‘Why not? I used to talk to her when she was here.’

‘It’s weird.’

‘I find it helps.’

‘Well, don’t bring her into this. It’s unfair: she can’t answer and tell you not to be so unreasonable.’ Sarah wonders what her mother would have said if she were here. She’d like to think she would object, would show concern for her only daughter’s safety, would take her father’s side and try to talk her out of it. But she’s not sure her mother would have voiced an opinion. A disinterested ‘hmmm?’, a vague ‘do what you have to do, darling’, perhaps. Sarah knows that inventing a memory of a mother who was involved and present in their lives has helped her father process the enormity of his grief and simplify the complexity of his own response. But Sarah can’t play along. It only makes her feel worse.

‘You’re the one trotting off into the Heart of Darkness on your own.’

‘I won’t be on my own. Elias is there.’ Sarah rummages through the obscenely large medicine bag her brother deposited with her when he heard she was going to the tropics. Hypodermic syringes, five different forms of compression bandage, sterile eye pads – come on, Jack, does anyone ever really use any of this stuff? It must be exhausting going through life as a doctor, endlessly aware of all the things that might go wrong. Sarah pulls out some mosquito repellent, a tube of sun cream and some paracetamol, just in case.

‘Oh dear, there’s a man.’ Her father’s eyes roll heavenward. ‘I might have known. There’s always a man. Well, out with it, who is he?’

‘He’s a friend.’

‘What is the sound of his voice? Does he collect butterflies?’

Sarah laughs, happy to be back with her father’s more familiar eccentricities. ‘His voice is deep and disarmingly monotone. And I wouldn’t put it past him to be a secret lepidopterist.’

‘Is he any good at chess?’

‘I don’t know; we’ve never played.’

‘Good. Then it can’t be that serious.’

Her father does have a point, even if he draws the wrong conclusion. It is odd for her not to have challenged Elias to a game by this stage in their relationship. It is normally her favourite way to start to understand the way a person thinks, to watch how their mind approaches complex problems, how they behave when under attack. She is confident she can take the measure of most people after a hard-fought game or two. And it gives her the chance to show off. But with Elias the right moment has never presented itself. Or she never looked for it.

She grabs a handful of underwear, a little too racy to be stringing up in front of her father, and stuffs the bundle into the top of a hiking boot while he isn’t watching. A few cotton tops for the tropics, a black linen dress – you never know when you might need to impress. Finally, she lifts the duvet and tips everything that remains into the top of the bag.

Her father laughs. ‘That’s one way to do it.’

‘What? I can see it’s going to fit now. What’s the point in having everything carefully folded just to stick it in a duffel bag?’

‘You have a point.’ He opens his mouth as if about to speak, but nothing comes. His gaze rests fixed on Sarah, eyes magnified by the thick lenses of his glasses, topped by a pair of wildly unkempt eyebrows. ‘I didn’t really want to show you this, but I think you ought to see it.’ He hands Sarah a folded piece of paper, fished from his back pocket.

The paper shakes in her hand as she reads.


British link to grenade attack in Tbilisi

By Associated Press

TBILISI, Georgia (AP)

A new suspect has come to light in the investigation into the grenade thrown at the visiting US president in Tbilisi earlier this year. A suspect, identified only as Levon, has confessed to throwing the grenade but named an Azeri national, Mikhail Ibragimov, as the mastermind behind the attack. Mr Ibragimov died while resisting arrest last week.

New pictures have emerged of a British woman receiving a suspicious briefcase from Mr Ibragimov in the weeks leading up to the attack in Freedom Square. The woman, named locally as Sarah White, claimed to be an embassy employee working for the development team. But witnesses have reported seeing a woman who matches Ms White’s description being refused entry to the British Embassy on Freedom Square on the day of the attack.

Ms White’s current whereabouts are unknown and investigations are continuing.



The article is accompanied by a photo of Sarah getting into Ibragimov’s car in Baku, with a briefcase on her lap.

‘They’ve got the name wrong – but you can’t pretend that’s not you in the photo,’ her father says gently.

Sarah is too stunned to speak. Her stomach writhes like a bag of eels. ‘But this is nonsense; it’s an old photo set alongside a completely fabricated story. Where could this have come from?’

‘I had a journalist on the phone this morning asking to speak to Sarah White. God knows where they got the number from. I called a contact in the press office at work and they sent me this. Apparently it came in on the wires from the AP stringer in Tbilisi. Luckily it hasn’t been picked up by the major papers yet. No sources are named, and it doesn’t say anything about police involvement, which means it is probably just something the journo was slipped late last night in a bar. But what were you doing taking that briefcase?’

‘It’s a long story. I was in Baku. I was set up. The briefcase was a plant to make the pictures look better. The embassy team managed to kill the story at the time – a case of mistaken identity. God knows where these photos came from now.’

A growing coldness spreads through Sarah’s core, but her face flushes uncomfortably warm. Who would want to do this to her? Could this be Skarparov tying up loose ends? Or is this Michael’s way of decisively ending their arrangement? There is no possibility of a return to MI6 now that her face and half of her name are linked to a terrorist attack. And Ibragimov, the only other person who could clear her name, is dead. Who will vouch for her if the police come asking questions? Michael is the only one who knows the whole truth, but she has never felt less confident of his support.

‘Come here.’ Her father pulls her into a one-armed hug, her head nestled into the crook of his neck. ‘Don’t you think this might be MI6’s mess to clean up?’ he asks, his voice faltering.

‘Yes.’ Sarah bows out of his embrace. ‘But as far as I can see they’re not planning to do anything about it.’

‘And you can’t just let this one go?’ Her father’s body sags into the mattress. His extravagant eyebrows draw together with a concern that Sarah finds difficult to counter.

‘After this?’ She holds up the news article. ‘No, Dad. I can’t.’

‘No.’ His hands reach for each other before pressing against the rough wool of his trousers. ‘No, you never could.’




CHAPTER 3

The humidity hits like a brick wall.

Stepping out of the plane onto the rickety staircase, Sarah flinches at the face-on affront. Air thick enough for gills. And the smell – a clamorous cooking pot of sap, hot tarmac and blossoming mould. Blood rushes to her skin and her sweat pores crank into overdrive to match the atmospheric dampness.

A giggling red-faced stewardess pushes her through the door. ‘Welcome to Freetown,’ she sings. ‘Is it your first time, love?’

‘Um, yes.’ Sarah answers between deep gulps of air.

‘Whatcha here for? Diamonds or do-gooding?’

‘Neither.’

‘Really? Well, see you on your way out.’

The crew of the charter airline had looked dishevelled in Gatwick five hours earlier. As the plane soared over the Sahara sands, their cheeks began to glisten, their gait grew unsteady, and their mumbled announcements into the microphone were choked out through stifled giggles. Dutch courage must be a prerequisite for landing in a war zone.

Sarah tightens her grip on the metal handrail before following the stream of men in crumpled suits down to the tarmac below. Even the ground feels spongy: cement and tar at saturation point from the tropical air. A strong hand clamps around her bicep and a young man, perhaps a boy, grins at her with a smile that is all cheekbones.

‘Miss Sarah?’ The vowels are long and soft, the two syllables of her name made equal length. ‘Welcome to Salone.’ The boy fishes a piece of crumpled paper from his back pocket and smooths it against his chest – a large, roughly cut heart in pinky red. ‘Mr Elias said to give you this,’ he says, proudly handing her the drooping valentine.

‘Tell Mr Elias thank you,’ she says, stifling a giggle. She reads the message written on the paper. Follow your heart. Typical Elias. Nothing with him ever comes close to conventional. He had promised to meet her at the airport and help her across to Freetown – none of the ways to cross the wide estuary that separate Lungi Airport from the capital city inspire confidence, and she is glad not to be doing it alone. A board with her name would have been too obvious.

The sky is treacle black. The heart-bearer hoists Sarah’s bag onto his back, motioning for her to follow him into the darkness. She hesitates. The other passengers have disappeared, shambling off towards a cracked patch of concrete where a helicopter waits with drooping rotors. Soon, all that remains visible of the porter is the pale soles of his feet as he treks into the bush.

‘Elias, where the hell are we going? You’d better appear soon.’ Sarah tries to stay optimistic. As she follows the porter out of the airport perimeter, the springy tarmac gives way to soft sand that pushes her back with every step. At least the oddness of the arrival covers her nerves. The thought of seeing Elias again makes her heart sing, but her stomach clench.

It is only three months since their delicious weekend together in Istanbul, but it could just as well be a lifetime. They had escaped to celebrate their victory in Tbilisi, away from the world and everything in it: posing as tourists at the top of the Galata Tower, spotting Gorgons in the Cisterns and searching for long-forgotten maps in the Topkapi Palace. But then she returned to London, he went back to wherever it was that he went, and the blissful forgetfulness of being with him was replaced by the stubborn solidity of the real world. As soon as she was back in her familiar environment, he became more difficult to believe. The reassuring inefficiency of Heathrow, the quiet drizzle of the weather, the echoing announcements on the train out of London – all seemed to strip him of flesh and blood. He became a figment of her imagination – a swaggering mountain man who had helped her foil a plot to assassinate the leader of the free world. Pull the other one. Nothing of the kind could possibly exist in the Home Counties.

She sank back into life at home – spending time at her father’s house playing chess, solidifying the weave of lies she put together about her time in Georgia, taking refuge in her empty London flat whenever memories of her mother in their family home became too much to bear.

She met friends in the pub – once again rolling out the magic carpet of made-up stories to explain her sudden absence from London. She went to watch obscure French films with her brother – to share each other’s company without the need to talk. The lie felt enormous, but only to Sarah. She covered well enough for those around her. She probably could have come to convince herself that she really had just been an impulsive tourist, soaking up the oddity of the post-Soviet world. But then there was Elias. A text message while she was on the bus home, a midnight phone call as she lay in bed listening to the chimes of Big Ben – momentary reminders of another world where he existed: a vigorous, forceful, brilliant being and not just a thread of vibrant colour on her carpet.

Across the distance, their plan took shape. What started as a joke grew into a plan and suddenly it is real. Sarah can hardly believe that Elias agreed to follow Skarparov to Sierra Leone, to be the one to get close to him when she could not. She has scarcely heard from him since he left – fuzzy phone calls from far away, messages answered days late. But now, finally, she is here to join him.

Her guide has disappeared into the darkness, leaving Sarah only his footprints in the sand. The noises are distinctly tropical – birds calling, insects throbbing and something else like a low murmur ahead, growing stronger as they approach. Sarah steels herself. This is not as crazy as it feels. Walking alone through the dark of a country in brutal conflict. She has Elias’s guide – well, she has a boy with a pink paper heart.

The rumbling grows louder until the vegetation on either side of the path opens up and Sarah recognises the noise – the sea, just visible as a moving surface of darkness beyond the edge of the sand. The hum of an engine approaches from the inky swell and a tiny speed boat banks on the soft sand several metres from the shore. The porter wades out with Sarah’s bag balanced on his head, before gesturing for her to climb onto his shoulders to be deposited with the luggage.

‘Thank you, Sam, I think I can manage from here,’ a deep voice cuts in. He is impossibly tall, even barefoot in the sand, red hair sticking up in all directions and skin the shade of burnished pink only found on fair Dutch skin in the tropics.

‘Elias.’ The knot of tension in Sarah’s neck dissolves. ‘You’re here.’

‘So are you.’ His blue eyes flash over freckled cheeks. ‘I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it. Welcome to Salone. Here, climb aboard.’ He bends down to pick her up.

‘I’m fine.’ Sarah ducks out of his grasp. ‘I think I can manage climbing into a boat by myself.’

‘Of course you can. But you’re also tiny, so rather than have you sink in up to your chest, you might as well hitch a ride.’ He hoists her over his shoulder and wades into the surf.

The smell of his head, like chocolate and forest floor rich with tropical sweat, weakens Sarah’s resistance.

The boat swings to one side as Elias hoists himself aboard. ‘Sarah, this is Iain.’

The captain in a dark baseball cap nods to Sarah, his slight figure hunched over the steering wheel, his features a curious mix of African and European.

‘Iain agreed to bring us across. I didn’t think you’d fancy the flying death trap so soon after arrival. And the view is much better from the water.’

Sarah can see nothing across the indistinct horizon.

‘Sorry we’re late.’ Iain speaks in a deep-throated accent that’s impossible to place. ‘A spot of engine trouble on the way out. Are you ready?’

She grabs the metal rail and squats on top of her duffel bag. ‘Yup!’

With only the moon for light, the sea is blank but for the spray thrown up around the prow. Slowly, the shape of the peninsula solidifies in the view ahead. For a city of over half a million people, it is amazingly dark. Ten years into civil war and little remains of its municipal infrastructure. The city is illuminated only by private points of light – a generator growling in an individual dwelling, a car snaking down the slopes of the hillside or cruising along the beachfront. The effect is strangely peaceful – lights on a Christmas tree dotted at random through thick branches. It is difficult to reconcile the horrors she has been led to expect with the tranquil scene as the city comes into full view.

Iain pulls the boat in as close to the beach as the draught allows and Elias bounds over the edge preparing to help, but Sarah is quicker this time, springing over the side of the boat into waist-deep water, steadying her bag on her head with both hands as she walks confidently up the sand.

Iain laughs at her stubborn determination. ‘You tried your best, eh?’ he says to Elias.

A battered car with an incongruous set of ski racks waits by the beach. The driver introduces himself as Ibrahim – short but solidly built, his physical presence and obvious strength made less intimidating by eyelashes that curl tightly upwards. Soon they are flying over the bumpy gravel of the peninsula road.

‘The road,’ Ibrahim says as he launches the car over an unexpectedly high bump. ‘Bad tumohs, plehnti galohp.’

‘I think I can hear my bones rattling,’ Sarah says.

‘It’s good for you, Miss Sarah. Top quality massage, thrown in for free.’ Ibrahim grins at her through the rear-view mirror over his collection of trinkets – a large wooden cross, a laminated page of Arabic script and a pine tree air freshener that has long lost its scent.

As they leave the city, the darkness of the forest on either side of the road seems to swallow all noises. ‘Is it always this quiet?’ Sarah asks, watching the moths dance in the tunnel of the car’s headlights.

‘What were you expecting?’

‘I don’t know. Guns and rebels? Machetes?’

‘Since the rebels were last beaten back from Freetown, it’s been mostly quiet. They’re back up-country. It’s a lot easier to rain terror over a village of a few hundred than a capital city. But don’t be fooled by the calm. Word is they’re moving in. More brazen, gaining in power. There’ve been a few incidents not far from the city.’ Elias’s voice trails off.

‘Incidents?’

He takes hold of her hand. ‘I didn’t think you’d come.’

Sarah squeezes his hand, her skin thrilling at his touch. The small skin-to-skin contact of fingers entwined rebuilds a lost connection, restores life to something she had doubted. ‘Neither did I. I very nearly lost my nerve. But I couldn’t let Skarparov get away with it.’

‘It may not be as clear cut as it seems.’ Elias keeps hold of her hand, but turns away.

They pull up in front of a low set of buildings under the palm trees. A small white sign announces Pietro’s Resort.

‘Thank you, Ibrahim.’ Elias reaches forward to pass over a handful of slippery notes. ‘Will you join us for a drink?’

‘Not today, Boss. You know how it is, I’ve always got two other places I need to be.’ Ibrahim waves out of the window as he rolls off, windscreen collection swinging wildly.

‘Where are we?’ Sarah asks. ‘I thought you were going to fill me in on Skarparov’s operations?’

‘Tomorrow. But first we need to sleep. This is Pietro’s: the finest, freshest lobster Salone has to offer and one of the most beautiful spots in the world. Look at that, it seems they may be expecting us.’ He nods towards the ground of the entrance, strewn with paper hearts.

A man in a faded Hawaiian shirt bursts through a swing door, his hands extended as if to sweep them both up in a bear hug. His thick bush of black hair is shot through with grey and his skin is the colour of leather after many years of unapologetic tropical sun. A scruffy grey dog follows adoringly behind. ‘Elias!’ the man says in a heavy Italian accent. ‘Everything is ready. And this must be Sarah.’ He kisses her on both cheeks. ‘But she is even more beautiful than you told me! It must be love. Not many girlfriends visit us out here, but it is their loss! Ah, it’s a hard life in Africa,’ he says with an exaggerated twinkle.

Elias smiles. ‘Pietro’s been here – how long is it? Twenty-five years?’

‘Thirty years next February,’ Pietro says, squeezing out his vowels as if he has just left Naples. ‘I came here as a young geologist working on the Bumbuna Dam and gave the best years of my life to those hills.’ His gaze drifts over Sarah’s shoulder towards the door. ‘Did you know,’ he says with a conspiratorial air, ‘that I was the one who—’

‘Who found the diamond deposits?’ Elias interrupts. ‘You’re going to need a new story. They have been mining diamonds in Sierra Leone since the twenties. Surely even you aren’t that old?’

‘Small fry, small fry,’ Pietro dismisses Elias with an elaborate hand gesture and turns again to Sarah. ‘I was the one who found the biggest reserves, or at least I worked out where they were most likely to be.’

‘And were you right?’ Sarah asks.

‘Of course! And the iron ore, one of the biggest deposits in all of Africa. I was telling people about it for years before anyone bothered to go looking for it. But do they listen? Who ever listens to the lowly geologist with his muddy boots and dirty hands?’

Sarah finds it difficult to turn Pietro – with his brightly coloured shirt, his deep permanent tan, gold chain at his neck and bare feet – into the lowly geologist he is describing. But she is willing to humour him; everyone is entitled to their foundation myth, and thirty years’ seclusion in the jungle would no doubt ripen the imagination.

‘I believe our room is this way.’ Elias lifts the corner of another paper heart with his toe, the first in a growing trail of pink snaking away from the lobby. The hearts grow denser until they bunch up at the door of a white concrete hut as a full puddle of pink; Hansel and Gretel’s valentine basket upturned on the doormat.

‘How on earth did you persuade them to do this?’ she asks Elias, who carefully maintains his deadpan expression, tucking a paper heart behind his ear and another in his breast pocket.

‘What makes you think it was my idea? Perhaps they do this for all the girls?’

Inside the room, a mosquito net is tied up to make a lumpen heart shape above two single beds pushed together in the centre of the room. The floor is covered with the same red bathroom tiles as the path outside and greying net curtains hang limply from the windows. The astringent perfume of mosquito coils almost covers the overwhelming background of damp.

‘What do you think of our palace?’ Elias asks with a sweep of his arm.

‘It’s perfect.’ Sarah steps inside, giggling at Elias over the top of her armful of pink hearts. ‘What am I going to do with all of these?’

‘Anything you like. But for now,’ he takes her hand and drags her down on top of him on the sagging mattress. ‘I think we need to spend a little time getting to know each other again.’ He kisses the top of her knuckles. ‘I have missed you more than you can imagine.’

It is ridiculous. Arriving in a war zone, drenched with seawater and sweat, following a trail of paper hearts. But it is exactly Sarah’s kind of ridiculous.

‘What did you mean, it may not seem that clear cut with Skarparov?’ she asks. ‘Was he happy to have you back or do you think he might be suspicious?’ She hates being in the dark and can’t help but envy Elias’s position. This is supposed to be her mission, but he has a two-month headstart on her and seems to know more than he is willing to share.

‘I’ll tell you in the morning,’ Elias says. ‘He has no place in our bedroom.’

Sarah relents, allowing herself to be swept into his inviting arms.




CHAPTER 4

‘Yes, of course, Agha-ye mohandis, we can have all the information ready for you. No, I prefer to meet face to face. Can you arrange to have a representative come to Freetown? We will be sure to look after him.’

Skarparov’s cheeks ache from his artificial smile. Even on the phone his face moulds into its most eager to please when talking to potential customers. It is exhausting. He scribbles a few notes in his agenda and sits back to contemplate the morning’s work. To start any sort of useful bidding war, he needs at least three serious buyers to all throw in lines at once. And they each need to know that the other is interested. It is a hell of a lot of legwork to pull off from Freetown.

But who could be trusted to take his message to the customers? It is a question he has pondered many times but, as always, he draws a blank. Elias is fast becoming his most useful sidekick and certainly seems to have earned the respect of the rebels. But Skarparov still hasn’t worked out if he should be trusted. Skarparov’s challenge is that he doesn’t trust anyone.

Sadiqi knocks and sidles in without waiting for a response. He hovers in the doorway, head tilted to one side, tongue protruding slightly from his lips.

Skarparov recognises the pose – his sidekick is trying to read his mood. He works his aching cheeks into another smile while returning Sadiqi’s contemplative stare. Could he be sent to help tout for business in Tehran? Having been rescued from a rebel attack, he is certainly loyal. But could he pull it off? Sadiqi sits down in the chair opposite, faded baseball cap in hand, spreads his legs and places a comforting hand on his testicles. Not a hope.

‘Boss, I just spoke to my friend at the airport.’

‘And?’

‘And he says the rumours are true. It’s definitely her.’

‘Sarah? Sarah Black?’

‘Yes, Boss. She’s here in Salone.’

‘Huh.’ Skarparov pinches his lips shut with his thumb and forefinger. He is flattered, of course. Which man in his position wouldn’t enjoy having a young blonde trotting around the world after him? She’d caused quite a headache in Tbilisi, but she had certainly caught his attention. He has very rarely been outplayed, and never before by someone he had taken for a rookie. Besides, even with her meddling, he’d still been paid. Perhaps he should thank her? He was glad to get away without too much blood on his hands.

She has great potential. But he’s been in the game long enough to know when vanity might cloud his judgement.

‘Sadiqi, I want you to find out where she is, and organise a bit of a scare.’

‘A scare, boss?’

‘Yes, a scare. Make sure she gets the fright of her life.’




CHAPTER 5

‘That was a waste of time.’ Chris trots down the stairs of the Foreign Office building on King Charles’ Street, closing the top button of his royal blue suit jacket. ‘It’s like they are on another planet sometimes.’

‘I don’t know,’ Michael says. ‘Some progress was made. Just because they don’t roll over and pant every time you open your mouth, doesn’t mean they aren’t listening.’ He winds a black cashmere scarf around his neck against the London springtime chill.

‘I just don’t get how they can spend so much time talking without making any decisions; it’s like they are paid to pontificate.’

‘Perhaps they are. That’s why they need us to do the dirty work. What did you make of the new Africa Director?’

‘Beverley Moreton? Weak. Clearly pleased with her exalted position, but she didn’t say anything interesting.’

‘Really? I found her most refreshing. I look forward to seeing what she makes of the role.’ Michael trails off, walking briskly down Whitehall towards Westminster. ‘Up or down today?’

Chris casts his eye over the crowd of tourists bunched up at the traffic lights ahead. ‘Down, it’s always quicker.’

‘So you say. How about you take down and I’ll take up and we’ll see who gets to the bridge first?’

‘You’re on.’ Chris skips towards the entrance to the Underground station, trying to keep his pace relaxed but unable to hide his determination to win. He walks too fast down the stairs, his gaze focused too pointedly ahead to look convincing as a commuter.

Michael has a natural harmony, moving with the control of a hunter as he joins the crush of tourists trooping their way through the pedestrian pens at the traffic lights. Viewed up close, his appearance is striking – perfectly parted silver hair, eyes an arresting shade of blue, his face displays a hardness born of a life lived under tension and control. Yet he is able to shrink his presence in a crowd, to be unremarkable among the sightseers and civil servants waiting for the green man.

Chris ducks into the Underground station, taking the racing line towards the Westminster Bridge exit. His bearing is ruler-straight, shoulders pinned back with an unquestioning level of self-confidence. He bounds up the stairs, feeling a twinge of guilt as he hurries past a lady with a pushchair, but he has a point to prove. He shoots out the exit just in time to catch the lights to the embankment.

Michael is waiting for him at a crowded stall selling London memorabilia, casually inspecting a selection of novelty t-shirts.

‘How the hell did you manage that?’ Chris asks, his heavy breathing sealing his defeat in the face of Michael’s effortless calm. ‘You must have sprinted through that crush in front of the station.’

‘I told you up was quicker. Come on, I have something for you I’d like to discuss before we get back to the office.’

They walk over Westminster Bridge, Chris’s confidence only momentarily dampened by Michael’s victory.

‘You remember Sarah?’ Michael asks.

‘Your Skarparov bait in the Caucasus. I thought she slipped the hook?’

‘If you mean she isn’t working for us any more, yes. Her. I thought we parted reasonably amicably – I congratulated her on a job well done and we agreed to go our separate ways.’

‘So, she broke up with you?’

‘Well, you know how it is. I invest a lot in people. Especially at first. But it was clear this wasn’t for her. I thought she would settle back into her old life and we wouldn’t need to trouble ourselves about her too much further.’

‘So why are we troubled now?’

‘I just heard from the border agency that she’s in Sierra Leone.’

‘Odd place for a holiday?’

‘It’s not a holiday. She’s on a one-woman revenge mission to track down Skarparov. I want you to go and get her. She has no idea what she’s doing out there, and besides …’ He pauses. ‘Things are complicated on the Skarparov front.’

‘Why don’t you just leave her to her own devices? Surely she won’t last long somewhere like that. Isn’t it in full civil war?’

‘I wouldn’t write her off too quickly. She may seem weak, but she has an uncanny ability to survive.’

‘Why not bring her back onside? She might be just the person we need there now,’ Chris says as they approach the South Bank end of the bridge.

‘Sarah? I doubt it. She’s too unpredictable. Besides, I don’t think she fundamentally wants the same things we do. She’s certainly got sheer bloody-mindedness, but I don’t think she has the loyalty we need.’

A pair of policeman trot by on wide-bellied horses wrapped in fluorescent jackets. Michael darts to the railing, staring down into the murky waters of the Thames. Chris peers over his shoulder to see what has suddenly caught his eye. ‘What is it?’

‘Nothing. Just letting the horses pass.’

‘Have you got a thing about horses?’ Chris asks, forever on the lookout for chinks in his boss’s apparently impenetrable armour.

‘No. But they often have a thing about me. I seem to spook them by my presence if they pass too closely.’

Chris laughs. ‘Really? You could cause a pileup at Trooping of the Colour? Could you have a more inflated view of your own self-importance?’

‘Only by taking tips from you.’ Michael leads Chris forward as the crowds separate – tourists cleaving off towards the South Bank and the London Eye, civilians carrying on towards the back side of Waterloo or up the river to Vauxhall Cross, the Secret Intelligence Service’s imposing headquarters that looms on its haunches at the next bend of the river.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Chris asks.

‘Just bring her back. We need things there to stay as they are for now, and we certainly don’t need her meddling.’

‘And Skarparov?’

‘Leave him. I almost have him where I want him – I have a feeling he is going to prove a rather useful friend. Last thing I need is Sarah charging in and upsetting the balance. Just get her back.’




CHAPTER 6

Sarah braces against the headrest and tightens her grip on the shoulder straps as the helicopter comes down to land in Koidu, the biggest town in the diamond-mining heartland of Sierra Leone. Gaining control of these cursed stones is what brought Skarparov here. The temptation of riches hidden within this red earth had led him to take on the KGB’s mad assassination plot in Tbilisi. To fully understand her opponent, Sarah has to see it with her own eyes.

Elias, his broad shoulders spilling out of the fold-down seat opposite her, flashes his easy grin. He spent most of the flight crouched behind the cockpit – snatching shouted conversation with George, their pilot, and enjoying the best view. Sarah was paralysed at take-off – the deafening noise sent vibrations through every soft tissue in her body. But the view from the front is too good to stay stuck to the wall in the cargo section. The dotted roofs of Freetown give way to forest in ever denser green, plumes of smoke rising from folds in the hillside, irregular patches of burnt scrub, flashes of red earth breaking through the sea of green.

George is barrel-broad, heavy-set, but exudes a gentle grace. His big hands reach regularly to his forehead to push the curly mop of hair away from his tan-tinted sunglasses. He handles the chopper with the confidence of one who has been often tested, and always escaped.

But still Sarah is nervous. The hovering and swaying required to steady the Soviet-era beast enough to bring it down feels no less precarious than the unlikely thrust that took them up in the first place. Solid ground is announced with a reassuring thud.

‘So this is diamond country.’ Sarah wipes the laterite dust from around her eyes, taking in the landscape – grassland, low hills, clusters of palms and mango trees. ‘Can you really just find them in the rivers?’

‘Apparently.’

‘I’d love to have a go – playing the lottery with a big metal sieve.’

‘You’d be mad to even try around here. Any find would be ripped out of your hand as soon as you’d looked at it. Every inch of river that has turned up anything interesting is now being watched by a guy with a gun. It’s not the poor sods with wet feet who win the lottery.’

‘Are we going straight to Skarparov’s operations?’ Sarah asks as Elias helps her into the passenger seat of a battered pickup truck.

‘Eventually. I’ve got a job to do first.’

They drive through the main street in Koidu – two-storey concrete buildings, shop fronts open to the red laterite road, overhanging roofs and gridded shutters protecting the upper floors from the grinding sun.

‘So, how did Skarparov respond to you coming back?’ Sarah asks. ‘Do you think he is at all suspicious?’

Elias had worked for Skarparov in Georgia, but only in a casual way – arranging a few connections, setting up meetings. Sarah may have the instinctive
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