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CHAPTER 1

THURSTON’S BEEN DOWN too long. Thanks to the hypersensitive security sonar in place, the use of standard-issue dive gear has been ruled out for this mission. Thurston’s operating on lung power alone.

Lieutenant Hardacre, the whites of his eyes flashing against the night camo make-up, glances at Green at the tiller of the RHIB. Green shakes his head and checks his watch.

‘Seven minutes twenty. Not looking good, sir.’

Hardacre glances across the water at the black mass of the target vessel. They’re less than forty metres from the Karachi Naval Yard perimeter. Their target – Thurston’s target – is the Khan, a Pakistan Navy Tariq-class frigate whose captain has distinct ISIS leanings. US Intelligence suggests in no uncertain terms that the rogue officer is contemplating a major attack on US assets in the Gulf. Exactly what those assets might be, nobody is too sure. But with the frigate packing as much firepower as it does, no one back at Command is taking any chances. In normal circumstances, a black ops team might make the captain disappear, or a drone disable his ship from the comfort of a bunker in Washington.

But these are not normal circumstances.

Because the captain of the Khan is the nephew of an extremely high-ranking and well-connected family. For reasons far too complicated for all but the mandarins at Langley to comprehend, this must look like an internal attack: there can be no traceable links back to the US. Hence the use of an Australian team as the pointy end of a dirty spear. None of Hardacre’s team are wearing uniform. This mission is as off the books as it is possible to be. Get caught here and there’ll be no trial, no covert handover at a checkpoint in Sinai. It’ll be a long dusty trip to some Pakistan Intelligence torture camp and the distinct possibility of starting World War Three. All three men wear cyanide capsules on a chain round their necks and none would hesitate to use them. They’ve seen the results of concerted torture before.

‘Jesus Christ, Thurston,’ mutters Hardacre.

Green looks up at his boss. ‘Eight minutes ten.’

‘He’s dead. We’ve got to cut and r—’

‘There!’ Green points at a spot of black water some twenty metres away. Hardacre can’t see a thing but Green is part owl when it comes to night vision.

They paddle the RHIB towards a flurry of rising silver bubbles and arrive as Thurston’s head breaks the surface. He throws open his mouth and sucks down a lungful of air. Hardacre leans over and pulls Thurston aboard.

‘All good?’ says Hardacre.

Thurston, unable to speak, raises a thumb.

‘Go,’ says Hardacre.

Silently, Green paddles the RHIB out of the dock, past the Pakistan Naval Academy and out into the main channel. Only when the boat is out of earshot does Green start the muffled engine and head slowly and quietly down towards the Marho Kotri Wildlife Sanctuary, where they have established a camp. After a switch into civilian clothes they’ll sink the RHIB in the mangroves and slip into Karachi in a day or two to resume their cover work as liaison officers at the Australian embassy.

They’ve just turned the first corner when the initial blast comes.

‘Nice work, Thurston,’ says Lieutenant Hardacre.

Thurston nods. ‘Thanks, sir.’

‘Nine minutes,’ says Green. ‘You were down nine fucking minutes, mate!’

‘Seemed longer,’ says Thurston as the sky erupts behind them.


CHAPTER 2

THEORETICALLY, A TEMPERATURE of absolute zero is a physical impossibility. But rounding the corner of the Hackney Road and copping the whip of the sleet-streaked wind directly into his face, Cody Thurston is pretty sure he’s found it.

Jesus, London in January. It never gets any easier.

Not for a boy brought up in Byron Bay anyway.

Thurston tucks his chin deeper into the cowl of his North Face and conjures up memories of a seemingly endless parade of sun-kissed January days on the Far North Coast of New South Wales.

He checks his watch. Eight o’clock on a dog of a night in Hackney, seven in the morning Down Under. The first surfers will already be in the water at the Pass or down at Tallows. Thurston allows himself a brief moment of wishful thinking before shouldering his gym bag and picking up the pace.

Screw that nostalgia shit. The teenage Cody Thurston who surfed like there was nothing else worth living for is long gone. This Cody Thurston is right here, right now. And all he’s got to look forward to is another shift at the V and the usual sh—

‘Motherfucker!’

Thurston feels a sharp pain in the back of his kidneys and looks down to see a young guy in a wheelchair cocking his fist for another punch. Thurston swivels out of the way and gives the guy a slap across the back of the head. Not too hard, but enough to let him know Thurston’s there.

‘Hittin’ a cripple, hey? Nice fuckin’ work, man! You smack every disabled person you see?’

Thurston shakes his head. ‘Only you, Lenin. Only you.’

Lenin smiles, brushes some sleet off his dreads and swings his chair next to Thurston. ‘You goin’ the V?’

‘Same as every night. How about you?’

‘Same as every night, man.’ Lenin puts on a spurt. ‘Race you!’

Thurston watches him go. ‘Fuck you. You hurt me.’

‘Loser!’ shouts Lenin as he turns into the warm yellow light spilling out of the door to the V. The crumbling Victorian bar halfway down the Hackney Road has been Thurston’s workplace for almost two years. He lives in a cramped two-room attic shoved up under the leaky roof.

It’s home.


CHAPTER 3

‘YOU’RE LATE, DICKHEAD. Think I’m made of fuckin’ money, Buster?’ Barb cackles, making a sound like a parrot gargling nails.

The owner of the V is in her regular spot, perched precariously on a stool in the corner of the bar on the customer side. Barb Connors must be eighty-five if she’s a day but there’s still something of the King’s Cross hooker about her, and it’s not just her filthy mouth. She wears a yellow wig that looks like it would survive a nuclear attack and make-up half an inch thick. Her choice of lipstick, as always, is crimson.

Thurston acknowledges his boss but doesn’t say anything. As long as she keeps calling him ‘Buster’ he’s going to keep right on saying zip. Barb watched a documentary about silent movies last year and has been trying to make the Buster Keaton thing stick with Thurston ever since. He’s having none of it – as much to annoy Barb as for any objection he has to being called Buster. Ignoring the military-grade laser death stare coming at him from Barb’s direction, Thurston flips up the bar lid and hangs his sopping jacket behind the door to the cellar.

‘Hey, Janie,’ says Thurston to a thin blonde punkette with tattooed cleavage who is placing fresh bottles in a cooler cabinet. Thurston makes a point of staring directly at Janie’s chest. ‘Evening, girls,’ he says and waggles his fingers.

Janie Jones reaches down and casually grabs Thurston’s nuts. ‘Evening, boys,’ she replies and squeezes. Hard.

‘Jesus!’ gasps Thurston.

Janie releases her grip with a sweet smile, flips Thurston the middle finger and continues her task. On the other side of the bar, Lenin laughs and bumps fists with Janie.

‘Man’s a Neanderthal, Janie.’

Janie doesn’t look up. ‘He’s Australian. What do you expect?’

‘I was being ironic,’ says Thurston.

‘Well, consider that nut squeeze my ironic reply, OK?’ says Janie.

‘Fair enough,’ says Thurston. ‘How’s it been tonight?’

Janie stands and looks at Lenin, not quite ready to restore peace with Thurston. ‘Usual?’

Lenin is staring at Janie’s chest so she snaps her fingers in front of his face twice. ‘Hey. Hey. Up here. There’s nothing ironic about you, Lenin. Usual?’

‘Uh-huh,’ says Lenin, his eyes remaining glued to Janie’s breasts.

While she pours, Janie turns to answer Thurston’s question. ‘It’s been quiet,’ she says, shooting a glance at Barb. ‘Kind of.’ Barb looks at Janie and then back at Thurston. Something’s up.

Thurston slides his plastic cash register ID into place and punches in the code. While Janie pours Lenin’s drink she taps Thurston with an elbow and flicks her eyes towards a knot of men near the pool table.

There are four of them, all in suits, all in their thirties: beered-up, red-faced, peaking early. Thurston’s seen the sort down here plenty of times before: businessmen coming to the V for a bit of authentic old-London-boozer flavour. Slumming it before the inevitable gentrification takes place. They’re loud and look as if they could easily be a bunch of dicks but Thurston can’t see what the problem might be. Two local girls are with the group but they look happy enough to be there, if a little bored.

They also look about fourteen years old, but Barb has a liberal approach to the drinking age laws.

Thurston raises his eyebrows in a question to Janie. ‘Problem?’

Janie shrugs. ‘They haven’t been here long. Couple of beers, nothing much. Out-of-towners. Tourists. Probably nothin’.’

‘They don’t look like fuckin’ tourists,’ says Lenin. ‘I don’t like ’em.’

Thurston agrees. Now he’s had a chance to study them a little longer the group don’t look like tourists.

They look like trouble.

One of them, a guy with cropped hair and a thick black goatee, sees Thurston looking their way. Black Goatee holds Thurston’s gaze for a few seconds, smiling without warmth. Thurston looks away. There’s never any point getting into a pissing contest with a drunk.

‘There’s another one,’ says Janie. ‘You’ll see. He’s in the bog.’

Two more customers come to the bar and Thurston serves them. Sofi Girsdóttir, the V’s chef for tonight’s shift, comes up shivering from the cellar carrying a can of cooking oil. She mutters something sweary in Icelandic and pats Thurston on the shoulder before heading back into the kitchen.

Which is when Thurston sees the monster.


CHAPTER 4

THE GUY WHO comes out of the bathroom, dipping his head under the door frame, is huge. A giant.

Thurston hesitates for a fraction of a second and then resumes pouring drinks.

‘Unbelievable, hey?’ says Lenin. ‘Incredible ’Ulk, innit?’

Thurston shakes his head a fraction and glances again at the big man as he joins the rest of the crew at the pool table. Thurston sees Black Goatee point to the giant’s upper lip. The guy wipes something off with a hand the size of Nova Scotia. Black Goatee laughs and says something to another guy in the group.

Janie’s right: these fuckers are trouble.

As another evening wears on, the V fills, the noise level rising steadily as the alcohol takes hold. Thurston likes it fine that way. The more noise the better, the busier the better.

Less time to think.

An hour in, Black Goatee rocks up to the bar with another guy. The group have been ordering drinks from Janie so far, so it’s the first time Thurston’s had any reason to hear them speak.

‘Five beers, three double Jack and Cokes, mate.’ Black Goatee speaks with an American accent and says the word ‘mate’ in what he imagines is a London accent. He stares at Lenin coldly.

The American voice surprises Thurston.

Black Goatee’s skinhead sidekick mutters something under his breath. Thurston can’t make it out but hears a Russian accent. They are talking about him, that’s clear, but Thurston lets it go. It happens every night.

Thurston completes the order in full Buster Keaton mode. When he asks for the money Black Goatee looks up.

‘What’s your accent, champ? Scottish?’ He hands over a fifty.

Thurston notices a faded tattoo creeping out of the end of his sleeve: an eagle of some kind with German-looking text underneath.

‘Aye,’ he says, handing over the change but saying nothing else.

Black Goatee frowns, aware he’s being punked but unsure exactly how. ‘Yeah? Don’t sound real Scottish now I hear it again.’

Thurston shrugs. ‘Born and bred.’ He turns to another customer. In his peripheral vision he sees Black Goatee getting wound up.

Before anything else happens, Sofi pushes open the door to the kitchen.

‘Cody,’ she says, ‘have you—’

As she sees the American on the other side of the bar, Sofi stops dead, the colour draining from her face.

‘Hey, lollipop,’ says the American. He’s smiling.

Sofi Girsdóttir turns without speaking and stumbles her way back into the kitchen.

‘Sofi?’ says Thurston.

‘We got to catch up soon, honeybun,’ says Black Goatee to the closed kitchen door. He mimes putting a phone to his ear. ‘Call me, y’hear?’ He and the Russian crack up.

‘Do we have a problem here?’ says Thurston. There’s an edge to his voice that wasn’t there before. The exchange worries him. Thurston knows Sofi well enough: she’s feisty, independent, and not the sort to scare easy.

‘No,’ says Black Goatee. ‘No problem, chief. Just one old friend catching up with another in jolly old England.’ The guy stares at Thurston for a few seconds before letting the Russian drag him back towards the pool table. Thurston has to fight the urge to leap across the bar and wipe the smug smile from Black Goatee’s face.

‘Forget it,’ says Janie quietly, appearing at Thurston’s shoulder. ‘But keep an eye on them. They give me the creeps. I’ll go and check on Sofi.’

Thurston walks down the bar and takes an order from another customer.

Tonight’s going to be a long one.


CHAPTER 5

JANIE WAS RIGHT predicting trouble, but when it comes, it isn’t from the direction Thurston was expecting.

Three guys in rugby shirts, who’ve been drinking heavily all night, get into a political debate with, of all people, Lenin. Things escalate when an enraged Lenin punches one of them in the nuts. The men laugh but the guy who cops one to the balls tips Lenin out of his chair.

Thurston is round the bar before Barb can give him the nod.

‘Out,’ he says, his voice flat. It’s a statement, not an invitation.

‘Fuck off, Crocodile Dundee,’ says the guy whom Lenin hit. His voice has the plummy English accent Thurston hates.

‘Out now,’ he says.

‘Or what?’ says one of the others. ‘What, precisely, will you do, cobber? Throw another shrimp on the barbie?’

Thurston doesn’t reply. Instead he steps forward, pulls a pen from his pocket and jams it tight against the throat of the guy who tipped Lenin from his chair. With his mouth close to the guy’s ear, Thurston whispers, ‘Apologise. Or you get a second hole in your windpipe.’

The plummy-voiced loudmouth is about to react when he looks at Thurston and sees something in the Australian that keeps him still.

‘Get your hands off him, you fucking oik!’ One of the other rugger buggers takes a step forward. Thurston stops him with a quick shake of the head.

‘The night’s over, gents,’ says Thurston. He drops his hand to his side but knows he’ll have no more trouble. ‘Go on, out you go. Nice and quiet.’

‘Yeah, fuck off,’ hisses Lenin, back in his chair. He singles out one of the group and points a finger. ‘Come the revolution, bro, you’re going down. Believe it.’

Thurston closes the door of the V behind the troublemakers and returns to the bar.

‘A pen?’ says Barb, one thickly drawn eyebrow raised to within an inch of her dyed hairline.

‘Worked, didn’t it?’

Thurston looks towards the pool table and, as he knew he would be, Black Goatee is looking in his direction.


CHAPTER 6

THE ALREADY FERAL atmosphere in the V curdles further as the night wears on. From what Thurston can see, a blizzard of coke is being snorted in the toilets. One sneeze and there’d be a white-out.

‘You want me to do something about this?’

Like everyone at the V, Thurston knows coke is a fact of London life. Mostly, so long as there’s no obvious dealing taking place, the cops turn a blind eye to the occasional recreational toot. Tonight, though, the group at the pool table are flat out taking liberties and Barb could find herself shut down so fast it would make her nose bleed. Which, from the look of some of the customers, is also a fate they’ll be experiencing soon.

‘You better tell them to go.’ Barb looks at Thurston. ‘You sure about this one, Buster? These guys don’t look like they’ll take a hint.’

‘I don’t plan to be subtle,’ says Thurston. ‘There won’t be any hinting.’

He wipes his hands on a cloth and moves towards the bar lid. He’s about to go through when he stops, hearing a muffled noise in all the cacophony which, without knowing exactly why, sounds out of place. Wrong.

‘What is it?’ asks Barb.

‘Where’s Janie?’ says Thurston, but he doesn’t wait for an answer.

Following some base-level instinct, connecting the dots as he runs – Janie taking a cigarette break; the giant glancing her way as she heads
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