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Chapter 1

According to the local police report, the body was discovered by schoolchildren out combing the beach for fossils on a geology field trip.

The bleak shoreline was a good place to look for traces of the long dead. Petrified truths hunkered in the shingle like sea lice. The beach seemed more prairie than coast, an expanse of lichen-rich flatness that assumed the colours of wet bark when storm clouds blew in across the Channel.

But the day Kate first saw it, when the shoreline spoke to her, impressed upon her how everything, the sea, the land, the sky, was connected, its shingle was bleached white by a stubborn layer of frost.

The vast February sky over the sea seemed to belong more to a continent than a county. The coastline was somewhere a person could feel very small and very alone. Empires could fall, countries implode and economies collapse, but the coast remained immutable. There was security in geology, reassurance in the physical.

The shoreline told of man’s failed efforts to impose himself on nature. Hubris was not hard to find. Old fishing boats lay forlornly across the beach, rotting in the winter chill like skeletons of washed-up pilot whales. Derelict huts, where fishermen had once sought refuge against cruel weather, whispered stories from a dead era. The huts were more holes than buildings. Sky poured through the forced spaces, invaded the shadows cast by the decaying structures, their dank timbers splintered by the regular assault of coastal winds.

This smashed-up tableau was played out against the background of a hulking modern presence. A nuclear power station, resembling a decrepit spaceship that had landed millennia ago, loomed large and ugly some 300 metres from the beach. It sat squat at the end of the beach, like a toad.

At first the schoolchildren had thought the body was some soft, bloated sea creature. Its naked grey flesh made it look more marine mammal than human. Their mistake was understandable. The absence of a head and hands rendered the corpse barely recognizable and the lack of clothes had stripped it of any human dignity. It was only when one of the children had dared to poke it with a stick, rolling it over onto its side so an arm flopped out, that their teacher had pulled them away. The children were made to have counselling sessions. But they never forgot what they had seen, the precise moment when the strange sea creature had been transformed into a mutilated corpse. They carried it with them for the rest of their lives, a memory they refused to share.

Kate had read the police report several times, checking it again and again, half hoping that it contained some sort of code that, once cracked, would yield new intelligence. But she knew such an idea was fanciful, bordering on hopeless, so two weeks after the body’s discovery she’d made the hundred-mile trip from London to the beach at the very south-eastern tip of England in a bid to convince herself that the murder was not her concern.

The journey was an attempt to close things down, block off one line of wider enquiry that was obsessing her boss, McLure. Ever since the body had been discovered, and clues to the identity of its previous owner had first surfaced, he’d become convinced the corpse could talk, could tell them about its former employer. ‘Dead men can give up secrets,’ he’d told her. She had her doubts.

The local DCI, who was leading the murder investigation, had been surprised to receive her call. ‘You’re with MI5? He was a banker, not a terrorist,’ he’d told her over the phone. ‘But, come to think of it, many would say same difference, these days, hey? In the eyes of the public I guess they’re on a par. But, yeah, come on down and I’ll show you where we found it. Truly desolate spot. Bring a thick coat.’

So they had walked across the shingle on a freezing February day and stopped at an unprepossessing strip of beach stretched under a taut sky. It looked as if it would shatter if the mercury dropped further. The odd plastic bottle and strip of gnarled driftwood bobbed along the shore. It was not a place for proposals or picnics.

The DCI, who went by the surname Sorrenson – ‘I’ve got Viking blood in me although I’m Kent through and through’ – pointed out to sea. Several large supertankers were chugging across the horizon, trailing diesel fumes. ‘Busiest shipping lane in the world, the Channel,’ he said. ‘You’ve got all that going on out there and then this.’ He gestured around him, at the vast flatness of the furry white shingle. ‘Get my point?’

She drank in the view, thirsty for big horizons. London offered only the thinnest of perspectives. Her line of vision was normally measured in metres, not miles. Skyscrapers restricted views as much as they made them.

She looked up and down the beach. Something was missing, she felt. She thought for a second, puzzled by her sense of absence, and then she realized. There were no waves. The sea was as flat and untroubled as a lake. There was a calm about the place, as if sea and land had reached a truce. ‘You get much washed up here?’ she asked Sorrenson.

‘Dungeness? No. Further round the coast, yes. The odd seal. Had a whale once. A few abandoned boats. But not here. Nothing happens in Dungeness. This is ghost country.’

She squeezed her hands for warmth. A body could stay preserved for weeks in such a chill. ‘What makes you say that?’

The detective waved his arms around him. ‘Well, look at it. The buildings are half dead. This whole stretch of coast is like one of those abandoned Western sets. Ha, we’ve even got an old steam train running through this desert of a place. Some long-dead Victorian’s folly, back when the coast earned its keep from fishing. Hardly anyone lives here now. There’s no work to be found, except for the odd job at the power station, which they’re shutting down anyway because it’s so old and dangerous. No one wants to live near a dying nuclear plant. Only animals and not many of them. People say a pride of big black cats inhabits this place. It’s certainly not welcoming to humans. Come to think of it, I’ve hardly ever been called down here in all the years I’ve been working. Like I said, nothing happens here. Nothing happens in ghost country.’

‘Until now.’

Sorrenson nodded. ‘Well, clearly, if you guys are here. What’s the story?’

She turned to him, gazed at his face. He was similar to a man she’d slept with the previous week, she realized. She couldn’t remember his name but vaguely recalled his looks. He’d been tallish, dark hair, mid-forties, grateful for his chance at adultery. That had been a mistake. Another. She shivered in the cold. ‘Sorry, can’t tell you,’ she said. ‘And even if I could, there’s little to say. Like you, we think we know his name, but that’s about it.’

‘The tattoo, right? That’s how we matched him against missing persons.’

‘Yeah. It was of his blood group. He was once in the US Army, we think, special forces maybe. Then he went into the City, made a fortune as a fixer for foreign businessmen and bankers. And then . . .’ They stared out to sea. It was a windless day. It would have taken a fierce storm to wash the body high up the beach, she thought.

‘And then he ended up here,’ Sorrenson said. ‘Washed up, handless and headless.’

‘You sure about that?’

The detective was surprised. ‘What?’

‘You sure he was washed up here?’ she said.

‘Well, I suppose there’s a chance that the body might have been placed here. It was so decomposed anything’s possible. But it’s more likely that it was thrown out of a boat offshore and found its way here. Why go to all the trouble of placing it here?’

It sounded plausible. They turned and walked back to her car across the frost-caked shingle, glistening under a weak winter sun.

‘Tell me something,’ she said, when the car heater had begun a reassuring purr and she could feel her hands again. ‘The toxicology reports suggest there were large traces of alcohol and cocaine in his blood.’

‘Equivalent to a bottle of whisky, apparently.’

‘That’s what I thought.’

‘Bankers, hey? They do everything to excess.’

‘Yeah, they do.’ She nodded at the detective. ‘I’ll give you a lift back to the station where I picked you up, right?’

‘Right. Thanks. I just hope you think your trip was worth it. Nothing really to see.’

‘It’s helped a bit,’ she replied doubtfully. ‘Good to see things for yourself, not just read the reports.’

Sorrenson examined the Golf’s interior. ‘Where are the gadgets, Miss Pendragon?’

She turned the ignition key and glanced at him. No wedding ring, she noticed. Unusual for someone in their mid-forties. She figured he was around five years older than her. ‘No gadgets. Cut-backs. Like everyone else. Otherwise, of course, this car would be loaded with spy stuff. It’s a company vehicle after all, paid for by the hardworking taxpayer.’

Sorrenson laughed. ‘You’re not how I imagined an agent from Five would look.’

‘You’re not the first to say that. And I’m not an agent.’ She steered the Golf from its scrubland berth next to the beach onto the single-track salt-bleached road that ran along the shore.

‘So I’m not original Not a crime.’

‘Nope, but what you are guilty of is making a mistake. I’m not even really MI5. I’ve been seconded to the agency from the Financial Intelligence Unit, part of the Treasury. My job is to follow money, not people. Just as well, really. Money talks a lot louder than people, dead people especially.’

Sorrenson gazed out of the window. ‘So why did you come down here, then? Can’t have been much use to you. No money on a beach.’

‘You’re right about that. Still, good to get out of London. I’ve always wanted to see this remote part of the country. It’s a haunting place. The only officially classified desert in the UK, so I read.’

He studied the tall woman with the long, dark curly hair. She was a strange one. Distant but not unapproachable. Clearly liked to do her research. ‘Yep. It’s a desert, all right. But maybe not for much longer. They’re looking to turn a disused airport a couple of miles from here into a major transport hub. Talk of high-speed trains going into London. Two-million passengers a year flying in and out – and that’s just the start. It’s a money-spinner – it’ll bring jobs to the area. Progress, they call it.’

She tried to imagine the coastline’s vast skies littered with planes. It seemed impossible. ‘Who’s behind the plan?’

‘Following the money again, hey? Its owners, a Saudi prince and his son. The prince lives nearby. Bought it a couple of years back. He’s the only one who uses the airport at the moment. Well, him and the odd cargo plane. It’s ex-military. It’s got the longest runway in Europe. Americans were going to use it for their bombers in the sixties but changed their minds and went elsewhere. Now it’s like the rest of this place. Ghostville.’

She watched the coast disappear in her rear-view mirror. Shingle gave way to tarmac. A line of stone-clad bungalows, with uPVC windows staring out to sea, stretched along the road. A thought looped through her mind, urgent, insistent. At first she couldn’t grasp it, was unable to understand its importance. The picture seemed incongruous, had no place in her current thinking. In her mind she saw thousands of people running in front of huge crowds lining London streets. She could tell that the picture was of a warm spring day. She saw water stations and giant electronic clocks. She saw inflatable arches and the names of sportswear sponsors emblazoned on billboards. She saw the London Marathon.

The thought kept blowing around her mind, like a plastic bag in the wind. Marathons, she thought. You didn’t run marathons if you were an alcoholic.

‘You wouldn’t believe how difficult it is to hire a skip in Twickenham.’

She continued studying her newspaper. The obituaries column was proving hypnotically interesting. The writer seemed to be about three steps ahead of her.

‘I mean, I can obtain a warrant to intercept someone’s phone at the stroke of a pen, I can commission GCHQ to tap submarine cables going out of Land’s End to God knows where, but try to get someone to rent you a skip and, well, fuck, it’s impossible.’ McLure pointed at Kate. ‘I don’t suppose you have these problems, what with your minimalist city living and your spacious studio loft. God, how I envy you.’

She put her newspaper down and looked at him. His divorce was taking its toll. Every day brought another frustration as he tried to leave his old life behind and start again. Clearing out the marital home was the latest trial, which he’d been performing with ill grace and a sour running commentary.

She was not without sympathy. It was difficult to concentrate on domestic problems when you were personally responsible for monitoring more than two-hundred suspected terrorists at large in the UK. And, besides, she was complicit in his difficulties. She winced each time she remembered what had happened between them the previous year. A huge mistake. There had been just a handful of dismal liaisons between them but, still, it constituted a fairly massive breach of security-service protocol.

And it had escalated so quickly. McLure had started talking about leaving his wife for her and them buying a home together. It had been a horrible, cloying, claustrophobic affair, as far from the escapism she’d hoped it would bring her as she could imagine. She’d struggled to think of a more terrifying future than one that involved living with a colleague who was ten years older. What had she been thinking? It was a question she asked herself regularly. It was an issue that needed to be addressed. But things kept getting in the way. Dead people kept getting in the way.

In the end it had been a relief when Marion, McLure’s wife, had found his text messages. An agent who couldn’t even keep things secret from his own wife. Farcical, really. The efficiency with which Marion had shut down the marriage and emigrated to Spain with their eleven-year-old daughter had been impressive. It had made Kate think of an exposed sleeper cell scrambling to disband. So much energy had gone into breaking something up. People could be very energetic when it came to destruction.

She poured some coffee from a cafetière and handed it to McLure. Always ‘McLure’ at work. Never Tony. Despite . . . That would be far too intimate, she felt. ‘I take it the great clear-out isn’t going too well?’

‘It’s a fucking nightmare. I’ve cleared out everything and now I’ve got nowhere to put it. It’s all there in the living room, haunting me. My fucked-up past.’

For a second they looked at each other, the roar of traffic outside their office on the Embankment filling the room. McLure smiled. He raised his mug in appreciation. ‘Cheers for the coffee. And sorry for banging on. It’s just . . . difficult, you know. Moving on. Fuck, what a mess. But, well, it’s good. Necessary.’

She felt herself relax. It was getting easier between them. A few more months, she figured, and things would be back to normal. She’d be out of Five, seconded to somewhere else within the government. Her role in destroying McLure’s old life would be barely perceptible. Her fingerprints would be removed from the scene of the crime. ‘I’m glad. I’m happy for you. Things will get easier.’

‘Yeah, I know. But when I come back next time I’m going into skip hire. There’s more demand for it than antiterrorism. That our man from the beach?’ He pointed at the obituaries page of the newspaper.

She nodded. ‘Meet Brad Holahon. All-round American superhero, apparently. Both Mammon and marine. According to his obit, he was a former US Navy Seal who became a CIA station chief in Latvia, then went into the City. Made a fortune introducing wealthy people to people with ideas. Half the dotcom IPOs wouldn’t have happened without him, it claims here. The obit says the cause of his death has not been confirmed, although he’s believed to have drowned.’

‘Right, if headless men can drown. You talked to our American friends?’

‘Yep. They’re as baffled as we are. Say he wasn’t working for them any more. No idea who would have it in for him. He was clean.’

McLure examined his coffee cup. ‘They would say that. If their lips move they’re lying. That’s the special relationship for you. They lie, they lie, they lie. But maybe not this time. For once. Six say they don’t believe he was active – no sign he was trading intel with anyone – so we’re back to an empty space.’ He pointed at a whiteboard on the wall in front of them. A tray fixed next to it offered an array of Magic Marker pens, like votive candles in a church. ‘What else does the obit say?’

She returned to the newspaper. ‘He was a marathon runner. His colleagues had told me that. The obit says he ran seventeen marathons. Good times, too – sub three hours, many of them. Keep-fit fanatic.’

McLure examined Holahon’s photograph. ‘Trim for a fifty-three-year-old. But they often are.’

‘They?’ She saw that at least he had the grace to look embarrassed. McLure was from an era when a person’s sexuality had been an issue of national security.

‘Yeah, they,’ he muttered. ‘You spoken to his partner?’

‘He was single. His previous boyfriend says they last spoke three years ago. Since then Holahon’s life has been devoted to running and making money with near equal amounts of intensity. His computer activity suggests he watched the odd bit of porn, played online roulette occasionally, but nothing particularly spicy. Seemed to have very few close friends. In many ways he’s extremely bland. Displayed none of the ostentation that someone with his wealth normally likes to throw around.’

McLure turned the newspaper over in his hands, as if weighing the value of its information. He put the paper down, took a sip of coffee and studied the empty whiteboard again. ‘Maybe, but there’s the Higgs link. You can’t work for Higgs and be an innocent. Everyone touched by Higgs is tainted. And bad things happen to bad people. We all know the rumours about Higgs. We all know about its grubby dealings.’

She nodded, chewed her lip. Her boss was in danger of becoming obsessional again. They had nothing to suggest Holahon’s death was linked to his work for Higgs. But McLure was desperate to find something – anything – that might back up his theories about the bank. It looked like he was going to have a long wait. She handed him a sheaf of papers. ‘Here’s some of the accounts Holahon looked after at Higgs. A few offshore that are interesting. He was cosignatory on several others. A couple of oligarchs, several in the Middle East, the usual characters. You never know, you may get lucky. Your hunch may still turn out correct.’

‘Good,’ McLure said. ‘We haven’t got the resources to bring the murderers of dead bankers to justice. It’s not our remit. That’s for plod. But the murder just might shine a spotlight on what’s going on inside Higgs. God, I pray it’s not some petty killing. A jealous ex or something. That would be a complete waste. I really hope it’s something to do with Higgs. That would be our way in. Thanks for the coffee.’

He walked out of her cramped office, leaving her staring at Holahon’s photograph. The obituary didn’t mention that he had been very drunk when he died. Wired on coke, too. She studied the bull-chested figure staring out of the newspaper. Five words echoed in her mind. He doesn’t look the sort, she thought. He doesn’t look the sort.


Chapter 2

Prince Aldud Bin Taleed Sin Abdullah peered out of the window of one of his two Gulfstream jets. Below him he could see the power station nestling beside the coast and, beyond it, his private runway. The power station was such an ugly building, he thought, so utilitarian, so closed. It was an offence to God, really. In fact, the whole of the peninsula was ugly. It was a strange, cold, desolate place of shingle and horrible squat houses that were crying out to be bulldozed to make way for a major new airport. His airport.

Despite the ugliness of his impending surroundings, the prince was in good spirits. His favourite falcon had recovered from a potentially fatal disease, and a horse from his stud was heavily fancied in a race later in the week.

And then there was the airport. Planning permission for its expansion had been granted the previous year but it was only in the last week, when a Judicial Review brought by environmentalists seeking to contest the approval had been rejected at the High Court, that the prince had allowed himself to dream a little about the future.

The airport’s development would yield tens of millions of pounds in revenue in the coming years, his coterie of financial advisers had predicted. Although margins were tight, it would turn a profit within a decade, they’d suggested. People were addicted to flying. Runways gave them their fix.

But the prince didn’t need the money. Such small sums were trifling, really. He was a billionaire, wealthier than many nation states. It was status that he craved. Even more status than that conferred by his almost unrivalled wealth. He was sixty-eight years of age and the prognosis on his prostate cancer wasn’t good. He would be moving to a new place soon, somewhere his wealth would cease to open doors, command respect. He needed to get things in order before his final departure. He needed the airport to be open for business. He needed to secure his legacy. The runway was one part of his strategy for immortality. He almost felt like kneeling down and kissing the tarmac as he descended the stairs of the jet. He nodded at the pack of security goons and assistants waiting to greet him. If only they knew, he thought.

As his chauffeur-driven, bulletproof Bentley sped through the denuded moonscape of the peninsula towards his Lutyens mansion inland, Carlyle briefed him. A waspish, gaunt man with no discernible interests other than making money for his employer, Carlyle had started his business life running a chain of franchised pizza parlours across Eastern Europe. There he’d fallen in with the local Mafia, who were active in shipping guns out of the former Yugoslavia after the civil war. Within weeks, Carlyle had gone from selling Margheritas to AK47s via a series of offshore companies that made the transactions almost impossible to trace. His clients had been mainly African dictators and their opponents, and he’d often dealt with both simultaneously. The CIA estimated Carlyle had been responsible for fuelling three civil wars on the continent, conflicts the agency was happy to see perpetuated as they frustrated China’s attempts to own increasingly large supplies of Africa’s mineral wealth.

It was while selling a massive cache of weapons that Carlyle had met the prince. Terrorists were trying to destroy his oil pipelines and he needed mercenaries and weapons to protect his infrastructure. Carlyle was happy to oblige. There was no shortage of fighters left over from Bosnia and his contacts in the country were grateful for the work. The prince was happy too. The mercenaries had been very enthusiastic in the way they went about mopping up what Carlyle termed obliquely ‘the irritation’.

‘The new pool is impressive’ Carlyle said, looking out of the window as hop-fields gave way to the prince’s vineyards. ‘The builders have placed your family seal in a mosaic at the deep end as you requested. We had to put down one of your daughter’s ponies, but that’s about it. Nothing to report since you were here last month.’

The prince seemed momentarily troubled. ‘Which pony?’

‘Panzer.’

There was a pause.

‘That would be . . .’

‘Your eldest daughter’s pony.’

‘My eldest?’

‘Fatima.’

‘Ah, yes, Fatima. A sweet girl. She is . . .’

‘Fifteen now. Enjoying life at Roedean, the headmaster tells me. Wants to become a vet.’

The prince snorted. ‘I worry sometimes about my children. An English education is in danger of limiting their horizons. They need to see further. They lack vision. All seven of them. Well, maybe not Faisal.’

Carlyle didn’t respond. He kept a close eye on the prince’s children. But Faisal – Prince Faisal as he was always referred to, the prince’s anointed heir – was a different case. Down the years Carlyle had expended huge effort on covering for the prince’s firstborn. In many ways he’d ended up with two masters: the prince and his eldest son. The dual role of serving two men, whose views and lifestyles were not always harmonious, created tensions. Opportunities, too. Carlyle never bothered to tell the prince half of the stuff about his eldest son as it would have distressed him too much. The hit-and-run; the tabloid sting with the fifteen-year-old girl; the destruction of local cattle with an Uzi; the allegations of insider dealing; the jet-ski incident; the arson at a Cambridge college; the paternity suits; the large donations to dubious front groups that scared even Carlyle, who had quite relaxed, non-judgemental views about terrorism. All had been left for him to pick up. It was a litany of carnage that had seen Carlyle assume a unique status as Faisal’s trusted fixer. Carlyle had been made privy to deep secrets. It made him useful, dangerous and of interest to others.

It was also exhausting. Faisal was only twenty-nine. He was just starting out on the path to wilful destruction. When his father died, he would be able to do real damage, Carlyle had realized. It would be something epic. Something historic. Something truly memorable.

The Bentley went through the security gates and passed inside the thick perimeter wall that guarded the mansion. The prince was pleased, but not surprised, to see his staff waiting outside for him. They all sported fixed smiles, he noted. There was something reassuring about the reluctant, forced show of enamel. It made him feel powerful.

Hyde Park was a good place to burn off anger. Kate could feel it melt away as she completed the familiar ten-mile loop, a mixture of small hills and fast flats that she’d created using a GPS watch that monitored her heartbeat and uploaded her running times to her personal computer. She knew that if she gave herself an extended lunch hour she could complete the run and be back at her Whitehall office desk before three. A day without a run and, well, there would be problems. Issues to deal with. Seemingly insurmountable issues that came in the small hours and lingered for days.

She ran past the Peter Pan statue and towards the Serpentine. There was a thin layer of snow dusting the grass and she had only the ducks and geese for company. It was bizarre, she felt, to be in a city of seven-million people and to feel so isolated, to have so much space. But it was the reason she ran. When she was running she felt as if she’d slipped from herself and entered a parallel person. She became immersed in another, lost to all her fears. The sense of blissful release was palpable, chemical. Addictive. Once, sex had done it. To be truthful, sex still did it, still helped her escape. There had been so many escapes and, if anything, they were becoming more numerous. After McLure she’d hit a particularly bad patch. But running – well, running made much more sense. It was less messy and healthier, both mentally and physically. And no small-talk afterwards. No complications. Running turned her into a clean skin every time. It purified her, allowed the toxins to seep away. Whenever she approached other runners she would look at them closely, study their faces, and see that they were just like her. I know what you’re running from, she would think. I know what you crave.

She picked up the pace as she ran past the Diana memorial fountain. It always looked so sad, she thought. Few ever seemed to pay it attention. Difficult business, commemoration. It took more than polished stone and running water for an individual to live on in people’s memories. Legacies required more than marble.

She thought about the tributes to Holahon in the newspapers’ obituaries. The warmest comments had come from members of his running club, the Hampstead Harriers. She knew it well. Her husband, Michael, had introduced her to it – to running, really. Ironic. Now she used it to replace him.

‘He was stubborn as an ox,’ one of the Harriers had said of Holahon. ‘Didn’t fear hills. Could beat men half his age. No wonder he was so successful in business, too.’

She’d been surprised that there had been so many obituaries. The number seemed disproportionate to Holahon’s profile. There were more than there would have been for a dead athlete, say. It was clear that Holahon had been more than just a fixer: he had been Someone in the City. He had been, if not Square Mile royalty, at least a member of its aristocracy. His death would leave a hole. He would live on in people’s memories for good or bad.

She was aware of claims that Higgs had hired private investigators to track down Holahon’s killer or killers. But she was losing interest. As far as she was concerned, Holahon was barely more than a person of interest in the wider Higgs drama that was obsessing her boss and adding to her workload. He had a cameo role, Holahon, but no more. His death was in all probability down to something simple and ugly: a toxic relationship that had blown up.

Her iPhone, attached to the elasticated belt in which she carried fuel gels and water, started to vibrate. She hit receive.

‘That you?’

McLure.

‘Yep.’

‘You running? You sound a little breathless. Or maybe you’re, erm, doing something else.’

She shuddered. She could almost see him leering down the phone. How had she allowed him to come anywhere near her? God, he sounded sleazy. But, then, so did many of his colleagues. For all its progressive talk of subsidized crèches, maternity leave and flexible working hours, the security service was still, basically, a place for unreconstructed public schoolboys, most of whom hadn’t been bright enough to go into investment banking. ‘Yes, I’m running.’

‘Well, run back to my office. Get a sweat on.’

Yes, she thought, really sleazy. Never, ever again.

‘Got something to show you. Those offshore accounts you found, the ones that were run by Holahon, I think they’re interesting. Might be worth you spending a bit more time checking them. Maybe his death is linked to his work after all. Maybe we’re getting lucky.’

She felt her shoulders tense. She didn’t want to share McLure’s obsession with Higgs. It was just one bank, after all. But, still, maybe he was on to something. Intelligence, she was learning, was about joining the dots, understanding how all things were connected. Numerous internal reports berated the service for being too myopic. Since she’d been seconded to Five it had become clear to her that it was struggling to understand how the world was changing. It didn’t seem to realize that bankers could do more damage than bombs. It didn’t understand contagion. McLure appeared to be the exception.

She banked around the Serpentine and headed towards Whitehall, building up for a sprint finish that would leave her gasping for air. She calculated that she would have run seven-and-a-half miles by the time she got back to her desk. It wouldn’t be enough, she knew. She’d have to be careful. She was dangerous. She had too much energy. She was at risk of losing control.

‘Interview commences three-fifteen p.m. In attendance, DCI Sorrenson and DC Hughes.’

Sorrenson flicked a switch on the digital recorder, pushed a cup of tea across the table. ‘Here, this is for you. Good to see you, Davey. Been, what, a month since we were here last?’

Davey Stone said nothing. Usually he had a reasonable idea as to why he had been brought in for questioning. But now he was confronted by the unsettling knowledge that he hadn’t done anything wrong. The thought scared him. He couldn’t lie. Silence, he figured, was his best option. Play dumb, play for time. A poker face would see him through the game.

‘My client would like to know why he is here,’ said Stone’s solicitor, a shrewish woman whose mortgage was practically paid for by her client and his extended family’s regular use of her services.

Sorrenson and Hughes looked at the solicitor, then back to Stone.

‘Well, that’s a very good question,’ Hughes said, biting hard on a fingernail. ‘A very good question. Why doesn’t your client tell us why he thinks he’s here?’

‘I would like to remind you that my client has voluntarily attended this police station at the request of yourselves. He has not been arrested or charged. He is merely here as a public citizen, obeying a plea for co-operation from the police, which he, as a law-abiding citizen, is happy to do.’

‘That’s exceptionally kind of him,’ Hughes muttered. ‘We need more people like Mr Stone. Public citizens. Stalwarts. Obviously not exactly like him. Not people who steal performance sports cars to order and ship them out to China on supertankers. What did you get for that one, Mr Stone? Three, wasn’t it? And all those cash-in-transit raids? What was your role in hiding the cash? Remind me again. And how long did the rest of your family get for their part?’

Stone continued to say nothing. He sipped his tea and glanced around the interview room. Its blank walls were familiar, comforting.

‘My client’s previous criminal record has no relevance,’ the solicitor said. ‘Now, either you tell Mr Stone what you want to ask him about or, may I suggest, gentlemen, we call it a day?’

Hughes appeared about to say something, but Sorrenson raised his hand a fraction and silenced his junior colleague. He nodded at Stone. ‘We just want to pick up where we last left off, Davey. We could have done this informally, you know, over a drink, like we once did. But I’m conscious of what you said last time, that it gave you a bad reputation down in Margate to be seen with me. So, I’m sorry but this seemed the best way to go about things. How’s Janine by the way?’

Stone coughed. ‘Good, thanks. A boy. Seven pounds. Mother and baby doing very well. They’ve got really good facilities for jailed mothers in Holloway. My little girl will be out in two years.’

‘Great news, Davey,’ Sorrenson said. ‘That’s good to hear. I’m pleased for you. She’s a good girl, your Janine. Just fell in with the wrong crowd. Those Vietnamese gangs, well, they take their cannabis cultivation very seriously. Don’t want to go falling out with them.’

‘She’s learned her lesson. She only got in with them because there’s no jobs down here, you know that, Mr Sorrenson. Well, no proper ones anyway. She needed the cash for the baby. She felt like she didn’t have any other options. Stupid, I know. But she’ll just work for her pa in the future. It’s safer.’

‘Excellent,’ Sorrenson said. ‘The family way. It’s a proud Kentish underworld tradition. Now, look, Davey, thanks for coming in. Not everyone would, you know. I just wanted to go over something you mentioned in passing last time, when we brought you in for questioning over that red-diesel scam. Now, I’m not interested in whether or not you and your family have been skimming off red diesel from farms in the area. Quite frankly, I couldn’t give a fuck and, truth be told, given the price of petrol, I’m not unsympathetic, but what I want to know more about is what you saw that night back in January. You remember what you told us before, yeah?’

Stone grinned. There was no reason to be alarmed. They had nothing on him. ‘Yeah. I mean it was dark, obviously.’

Sorrenson read from his notes, scrawled on a pad in front of him. ‘Yeah, you said it was about ten in the evening. Hardly any moon. You were visiting the smokehouse down on the beach to get some mackerel fillets.’

‘Correct.’

Hughes guffawed. ‘Bit late for buying fish, wasn’t it?’

Stone slurped his tea. ‘Bill Henry’s a mate. I rang him earlier in the day and told him I wanted some the next day. Me and the boys were going out to fish off the Shivering Sands for the day and wanted to take a bit of a picnic. I explained to Bill that I couldn’t pick it up until late. He was fine about it. Ask him. Check my phone records. It’s all there.’

Stone liked irritating the younger detective. Sorrenson he respected, even if he was a copper. Sorrenson didn’t wear his occupation heavily and, despite his name, he at least came from the same county. But Hughes, well, he was a waste of skin, really. Jumped-up Cockney doing his time before returning to the Met. He should be in Traffic, nicking people for doing nothing, Stone felt. He was the vindictive sort, Hughes, the type who liked to let grudges fester. There were stories being told about him. Stories Stone had heard.

‘No need for that sort of thing, Davey.’ Sorrenson decided to play peacemaker. He was anxious to place Stone back on the beach, help him refresh his memory. He kept thinking of the female agent. It would be good to have some reason for contacting her. It was her curly jet-black hair that had done it. Sucker-punched him from the start. No wedding ring, he’d noticed. He pointed at Stone. ‘So, it was a dark night, no one else around, you said. You were driving back from the smokehouse down the peninsula towards the power station.’

‘Right. The gritters had been there a bit before, I reckon, cos there was salt all over the road. They were expecting snow but not a lot came down in the end, as I remember. The grit chipped my fucking Beamer. Nicks all over it. The missus wasn’t happy. You know how much you have to pay to get a BMW resprayed? It’s criminal.’

‘And then, according to the notes I took last time, you were almost forced off the road by a police van, you said.’

‘Yeah. It was dark and it all happened in a blur. Going like the clappers it was. No flashing light or anything. Didn’t make out any numbers on its side, just the word “Police”. But it must have some sort of tracking system on it, I guess. So you guys should be able to find out where it came from. That’s why I told you about it last time. If what I’m saying is true and I saw it on the peninsula road just after ten, there’s no way I was nicking red diesel from Manor Farm at the same time. And why would I make up seeing a police van? Bloody strange place for one of them to appear, hey? If I was going to lie I’d at least tell you something that sounded more real. Don’t see vans like that down here on the coast.’

‘Did you catch the number plate?’ Hughes said urgently. ‘Did you see the driver?’ He didn’t want to appear to be letting Stone off lightly. Sorrenson was too soft. Gave his interviewees way too easy a ride. Hughes wanted to stresstest Stone, squeeze him of all his knowledge. He really wanted to know what Stone knew.

Stone shrugged. ‘I was too busy trying to stop my motor ending up in a ditch. For a moment I thought I’d end up like all the others at Traitor’s.’

‘Traitor’s?’ Hughes frowned.

Ha, Cockney boy, you don’t know your local geography, do you? Stone thought. You really are just biding your time before you go back to the Smoke. ‘Yeah, Traitor’s,’ he said. ‘Traitor’s Point. Just before the lip at the end of the peninsula. Where they used to hang smugglers and suspected spies in the old days. Napoleon times. They liked to display their traitors in those days. Warning to others. Their way of keeping law and order. More effective than how they do it these days, I guess. Some people take terrible liberties. There’s some bad ’uns out there.’ Stone nodded at Hughes and grinned again. Hughes glared at him.

Sorrenson seemed puzzled. ‘I thought I knew the area but I’ve never heard it called that before.’

‘Well, you’d have to be pretty local, I suppose, but that’s what it’s called.’

‘Wait a moment, will you? I’m getting a map.’ Seconds later Sorrenson returned and unfolded a local Ordnance Survey map. ‘Show me Traitor’s Point, please, Davey.’

Stone indicated a position on the map.

By Sorrenson’s estimation it was about a mile and a half from the power station and two from the airport. He remembered the first time he’d seen the body, how it had looked almost alien. Something about it, he realized, had been troubling him. There was a lack of hair. The odd wisp on the arm, but the legs were shaved smooth, like a woman’s. Strange.

‘Why you interested in this story anyway?’ Stone was curious. He could sense the detectives were uncertain about what they were doing. It was a gift, his ability to detect uncertainty. There was opportunity in uncertainty. If he could just figure out what they were after he might be able to dangle something in front of them, use it as a get-out-of-jail-free card for the next time they came calling. ‘I mean, maybe it was some copper just driving like a madman to see his mistress or get the takeaway for the boys back at the station,’ he said. ‘Probably nothing.’

‘Probably,’ Hughes muttered. He stared hard at Stone.

‘That’s all I know,’ Stone said abruptly. ‘Sorry I can’t be of any more help.’

Sorrenson stood up. ‘Interview terminated at fifteen thirty-nine. Thanks, Davey. Very helpful. We’ll be in touch.’

Stone nodded. ‘No worries. Glad to have been of help. See you around.’

‘Sure will,’ Hughes said. He waited several seconds after Stone had left the room with his solicitor, then banged the table. ‘We going to let him waltz out like that? Can’t we get a warrant? Go over to his and have a rummage? At least fuck him up a bit?’

Sorrenson looked thoughtful. ‘He’s many things, Davey Stone, but he’s not stupid. I buy his story. But the question is, is there something in it? Or, rather, is there a link between the body and the van? The van is seen in the area the night before the body’s discovered, but so what? What does that prove? Someone in uniform felt an urgent need for a bit of nocturnal bird-watching? I’ve heard stranger. Still, Davey Stone was right about the satellite tracking. Some of them have GPS these days. If it was working we should be able to track it. Make some enquiries, will you? Ask for information on police vehicles in the area at the time. Might yield something, stop us chasing a non-lead.’

‘You going to tell the spook about the van?’ Hughes’s face broke into a half-smile.

Sorrenson played dumb. He didn’t like the way Hughes seemed to be insinuating something. He shouldn’t have told him about her. He didn’t like his colleagues knowing what little there was to know about his private life. ‘I’m not sure she was that interested in the dead banker. I got the impression from her questions that it was more about what he did for a living, who he worked for, that really interested her. I’ll sleep on it. I suppose we could do an appeal for information about the van. But it’s hardly likely anyone saw it. Personally, I can’t understand all the interest in the dead guy. He was just a banker. Not like he’s a threat to national security. Especially not now.’

Sorrenson realized he was talking to himself. Hughes had left the interview room, dragging his anger with him. His colleague didn’t buy his soft line on Stone, he knew. There would be trouble there if he wasn’t careful. But sometimes, Sorrenson knew, even career criminals told the truth. It was impossible to lie about everything all the time. It was too corrosive.


Chapter 3

Dick J. Reynolds looked out of his office window and down to Ground Zero, some fifty storeys below. It was a freezing March day and snow was falling heavily in southern Manhattan. The city was going to take a battering. Yellow taxis had been blanched within minutes, and New York already resembled a giant dirty wedding cake.

Reynolds felt sorry for the construction workers below. ‘Helluva way to make a living,’ he would say to his colleagues on the bitterest days, when the light was failing and his thoughts turning to his comfortable commute home to Williamsburg. The colleagues would nod dumbly, then return to their computer screens, leaving Reynolds angry. It was all very well the agency hiring these rocket scientists – and they were rocket scientists, all of them straight out of MIT – but, well, intelligence was ultimately a people game, Reynolds believed, and he was playing it with robots.

In his crueller moments Reynolds wondered just how absent of personality someone had to be to enjoy working in his elite team within the National Security Agency’s arcane Financial Intelligence Unit, a specialist division that worked closely with the Central Intelligence Agency and was a core member of EWAN, the Early Warning Alert Network, which produced detailed threat assessments for the Pentagon.

Most of his staff, Reynolds felt, would be single for a very long time – they were introspective, awkward and lacking in people skills. It was frustrating, the lack of camaraderie. God, he missed the Cold War. But, then, everyone his age – he was sixty-two – said that, and he didn’t want to become that most terrible thing in the spy world, an object of pity, someone pushing a pen waiting for their retirement. He was better than that.

Reynolds often wondered whether he should have taken another overseas station posting instead of joining the unit. There had been an opening in Poland he’d been quite interested in, but Teri, his second wife, wasn’t keen: she was too settled. She had a good network of friends and the twins were happy at school. They had spent years trying for children and the boys had been a tremendous blessing but they came with hefty price tags. His options had been seriously reduced by impregnation. So he was left managing rocket scientists.

‘It’s a job with great potential,’ Carey, the deputy head of the FIU, had told him. ‘No one has done this before. You can be a real hero. Take the ball and run with it. Run far. See Dick run.’

Only, as far as Reynolds could tell, in the eight years they’d been operating, his team had achieved nothing in terms of their original aim, a big fat zero, of which he was reminded every time he looked out of the window and down to where the Twin Towers had stood. It wasn’t that they were lazy or ineffectual, his staff. It was just that the thing they’d been set up
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