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Аннотация
John Purkiss, the Ratcatcher, returns in a new short story

Purkiss is on the sun-soaked island of Malta, taking in its ancient history and culture and contemplating his future as a hunter of renegade spies.
When he comes across a man from his past, a known gun runner, Oleksander Motruk, Purkiss feels duty bound to inform the local British Intelligence station. But why do they seem unsurprised, and unconcerned, by Motruk's presence on the island?
Investigating further, Purkiss finds himself drawn into a dangerous conspiracy involving an undercover intelligence operation and Sicilian mobsters, in which the roles are blurred and nobody can be fully trusted. In the process, he's forced to confront his own motivations for leading the life he's chosen.

By turns fast-paced and suspenseful, and packed with twist upon unpredictable twist, HAVEN is the latest Purkiss adventure by the author of the acclaimed RATCATCHER and DELIVERING CALIBAN.
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ONE

Everything about the man’s face was sharp: the right-angled nose, the cliffs of his cheekbones, the way the features snagged Purkiss and dragged him into a past that was only a handful of years away but seemed as distant as childhood.
The man was leaning on the railing of a wall that dropped to the rocky beach, a mobile phone clamped to his ear. Purkiss was approaching from his left, and would reach him in ten paces. Taking care not to attract attention by slowing down, Purkiss instead angled the direction of his stride so that he’d pass well behind the man. As he drew nearer he risked another glance at the profile.
Yes, there was no doubt about it.
The man’s name was Oleksander Motruk. A Ukrainian national, he had until 2003 been an officer in the MVS, his country’s Ministry of Internal Affairs. A security policeman, and one with a reputation for brutality and corruption that eventually became an embarrassment too far. After his sacking, he’d set up a freelance business running guns in the western Mediterranean. His clients had included drug lords, nascent resistance movements in North Africa which had been quashed by their ruling regimes before they’d got off the ground, and Islamist groups in France and along the Dalmatian coast.
Purkiss knew this because in the middle years of the previous decade he’d been stationed in Marseille himself, an agent of Britain’s Special Intelligence Service. Motruk’s was one of the faces he’d burned into his memory, the data in his dossier attached to the image using a peg-based memory system Purkiss had adopted and customised. He’d never encountered Motruk personally, but his interest in the man had been keen; Purkiss’s brief had been the detection and monitoring of suspected Islamist terrorist cells in the city and the Ukrainian’s name had come up time and again in connection with possible candidates. Motruk’s name had faded from the local intelligence chatter around 2006, and the assumption was that he’d been killed, was in jail somewhere, or had moved on to new pastures.
So what was he doing here in Malta, seven years later?
Purkiss stopped and turned and leaned on the rail, gazing out over the harbour. The distant glitter of the sea hazed into the skyline, the horizon molten by the heat. Gulls circled the high uncovered sun. A few yards away, below him, the fishing boats, the luzzu, bobbed and nudged one another, resembling aquatic peacocks with their bright colours and painted eyes. Along the railing to Purkiss’s left, he became aware of Motruk straightening and beginning to amble away.
Purkiss gave it three seconds, as long as he dared. Then he began to follow.
* * *
Motruk walked with purpose but no hurry, ignoring the murmured entreaties of the waiters lolling outside the pavement seafood restaurants. Purkiss kept up easily, noting that the Ukrainian wasn’t employing any counter-surveillance methods. The streets were ancient, the buildings almost uniformly rustic looking and sunbleached. It was an ancient fishing village, Marsaxlokk — pronounced Marsa-schlock, the guide book said — and Purkiss had come there for the sense of history and the nearby ruins. Both were now forgotten.
After ten minutes Motruk took an abrupt turn down a side street and went through a grimy glass door. Purkiss passed by, noting the sign in English: Three Ships Guest House.
He waited at the far end of the street, watching the entrance, for fifteen minutes. Motruk didn’t emerge. The sun burned its way across the zenith and Purkiss shifted in his cotton shirt and chinos, feeling the sweat in the creases.
Stepping into the shade of a grocer’s awning, Purkiss took out his phone. The voice that answered was ragged with tobacco tar.
‘Vale.’
‘Quentin, it’s me.’
‘John? You’re supposed to be on holiday.’
‘I am.’ Though a holiday wasn’t what Purkiss thought of it as. ‘I need a favour. The number of the local Service head here in Malta.’
* * *
Purkiss had arrived in Marsaxlokk on one of the island’s yellow buses, a clattering heat-trap with a dashboard festooned with Catholic iconography, but he rented a car for the return journey to Valletta. The capital was a mere four miles away, the narrow route through the vineyards and the swarming midday traffic making it seem further.
He’d been in Malta three days, and had so far visited the Ggantija Neolithic temples and explored the architecture of Valletta itself, where his hotel was. The trip had been chosen on a whim, a week before he’d flown out. Malta, where he and Claire had been planning to come on their honeymoon. Malta, whose name was thought by some to derive from the Phoenician for haven.
Claire, a fellow SIS agent, had been killed in Marseille before Purkiss’s eyes more than five years earlier. He’d left the Service after her killer’s conviction for the murder, and had gone to work for Quentin Vale. Now, his remit was to track down members or former members of the Service who’d gone rogue, and bring them to whatever justice could be achieved with the minimum of public fuss. But things had changed last year, when he’d met the man ultimately responsible for Claire’s death. Purkiss had let the man live, something he’d come to realise was an error.
He didn’t know quite why he’d decided to come to Malta. To wallow in awareness of what might have been? To find that elusive phenomenon so beloved of modern discourse: closure? Perhaps it had nothing to do with Claire. Perhaps he wanted to immerse himself in the sights and smells and experience of the place, to find meaning and a new focus for his life in the historic and strangely alien melange of architectural styles and megalithic culture.
Because Purkiss didn’t know if he could continue with his work any longer.
* * *
‘Amanda Cass.’ Her handshake was firm, and dry despite the heat. She was fortyish, short, her fair hair bobbed. Her brown eyes remained levelled on his but Purkiss could feel her appraising his whole person.
The man introduced himself as Leon Silverman. He was younger than Cass, in his early thirties, fashionably slovenly with his unbuttoned shirt and unshaven chin. His eyes were lazy behind thin glasses; an odd combination, Purkiss thought.
‘You said a courtesy call, Mr Purkiss.’
‘That’s right.’ The office was behind a nondescript door somewhere at the back of the High Commission building, which was itself on a peninsula facing the walled capital Valletta across the bay. The Service didn’t advertise its presence in the embassies and consulates in which it was based. Cass and Silverman had both met him in the lobby and escorted him in silence to the lift and up. Iced tea was on offer; Purkiss accepted.
‘An hour and a half ago I saw Oleksander Motruk in Marsaxlokk.’ Purkiss gave them a concise biography, as well as the name and address of the bed and breakfast he’d seen Motruk enter. Cass listened from across her desk without moving. Over to Purkiss’s left, Silverman sat with a tablet computer in his hand. He too watched Purkiss silently.
When Purkiss had finished he glanced from one to the other. ‘Any idea why he’s here?’
‘Thank you, Mr Purkiss,’ said Cass. ‘We’ll look into it.’
‘Fair enough.’ Purkiss stood. ‘You can’t tell me anything. I’m no longer Service.’
It wasn’t so odd that neither of them had made any notes, Purkiss thought. The room was bugged and they’d have recorded his every word.
* * *
He’d done his bit as a good former spook citizen. He’d spotted a known enemy, or at least somebody who’d been an enemy less than a decade ago, and he’d passed on the information. What the Service did about it was up to them.
Purkiss drove the short mile to Valletta itself and strolled the hot early afternoon streets, trying to lose himself in the bustle. He’d parked the rental car near the Museum of Fine Arts and he debated going into the rococo building for an hour or two. There were further megaliths to be explored inland, and towns to be reached by means of a leisurely trek.
But it was no good; the mood was gone. Motruk’s beaky face kept dragging his attention back to it like a papercut.
Purkiss climbed behind the wheel and followed the road back out though the city, heading towards Marsaxlokk.
* * *
They could have been of one of any number of nationalities — Greek, Turkish, Maltese itself — but Purkiss thought they were Italian. There were two of them, one older and portly, the other younger and leaner, both in beautifully tailored light suits and mirror sunglasses. They gripped Motruk’s hand one after the other, each turning the handshake into a back-clapping bearhug. Forming a semicircle a few paces behind the two men were the hoods: four thickset men in tighter, less well fitting clothes, their gazes similarly hidden by dark shades but clearly roving.
Purkiss had taken up the same position at the end of the street across from the bed and breakfast after doing a quick but thorough appraisal of the area. It was possible — unlikely, but possible — that Cass and Silverman had got surveillance into place already, and if that was the case Purkiss didn’t want to get in the way. But he thought they wouldn’t have acted that quickly.
Besides, he’d got the impression that they hadn’t been all that interested in what he’d had to tell them.
At two fifty p.m. Motruk had emerged from the guesthouse and begun walking quickly away. He hadn’t had the air of a man on the lookout for followers, and though Purkiss knew this could be deceptive, he was fairly sure both that Motruk was unaware of him as he set off in pursuit and that there was nobody else in the field, SIS or otherwise.
Purkiss tracked him in the direction of the sea. The boxy rows of a huge shipping container terminal stretched into the distance, cargo vessels hauling themselves mastodon-like into bays in the port. From his Marseille days Purkiss knew the Freeport Terminal was one of the busier ones on the Mediterranean.
As soon as Purkiss saw the knot of suited men standing waiting for Motruk he peeled away, wandering along one side of the terminal and gazing at the containers as though some kind of shipping aficionado. He took up a position behind the base of a large, inactive crane and watched from there. Snatches of the men’s voices reached his ears but he couldn’t make out any of the words, nor the language they were speaking in.
With his phone he took the best pictures he could, grimacing at the quality. But there was no way around it; whatever the subject of discussion, Purkiss couldn’t risk tipping Motruk and his companions off by trying to get closer.
After fifteen minutes or so, the group split up amid more handshakes and embraces. Purkiss watched Motruk set off on foot back the way he’d come. The six men piled into two cars, expensive executive models. Once they’d gone he set off after Motruk once more.
* * *
The ten mile car journey between Marsaxlokk and the town of Mdina was one of the most difficult Purkiss had undertaken.
There was nothing inherently problematic about the terrain. Purkiss had followed Motruk to a small public car park behind the bed and breakfast and, once he’d established the man was going to one of the cars, had quickly headed back down the street to his own rental vehicle. He’d waited until Motruk’s blue VW saloon emerged from the car park entrance and then fallen in behind, three cars back. Before long the village was behind them and the narrow single-lane road was winding to the north-west, the vineyards giving way to scrubby rock on either side.
After three miles, there was no traffic between Purkiss and Motruk’s car in front, and that was what made matters difficult. He didn’t want to approach too closely, but on the other hand dropping back too far would also arouse suspicion.
Purkiss’s rental, a Nissan, had no satellite navigation system. Instead he opened the map function on his phone and propped the handset on the dashboard. The multilingual road signs began to announce Mdina, a town Purkiss had been intending to visit at some point.
The town loomed ahead at the top of a hill, a medieval walled site stark against the deep blue afternoon sky. Traffic was beginning to thicken once more, buses and coaches predominating. Car parks started to appear, and a sign indicated that vehicular access to the town was restricted.
When Motruk pulled in at one of the car parks Purkiss drove on, choosing an area several hundred yards further on the other side of the road. He sat behind the wheel and watched Motruk appear behind a knot of backpackers trudging their way towards the arch of the main entrance gate. Purkiss slipped out, thankful to be on foot once more.
The town was a marvel, Purkiss couldn’t help noticing; a compact warren of Norman and Baroque splendour. The crowds made surreptitious surveillance relatively straightforward. Again Motruk walked with purpose, as though familiar with his surroundings.
The Ukrainian stopped by an archway beyond which a shadowed, narrow flight of stairs led upwards. He checked his watch, then headed up the steps. Once More Purkiss gave it three seconds, then crossed the street and peered up the steps. At the top was the faux-ancient oak door of a restaurant.
His options were limited. Either he watched the archway, taking note of everybody who came and went, in the hope of later identifying someone who might be meeting Motruk for purposes unknown. Or — the brazen approach — he could stroll into the restaurant himself, hoping Motruk wouldn’t somehow recognise him, and get a table as close as he could to Motruk’s.
No contest.
Purkiss mounted the steps and pushed the door open, the temporary cool of the stairway giving way to the kitchen heat beyond. The place was crowded with late lunchers. Waiters bustled about, none yet free to offer Purkiss a table, which gave him a chance to survey the room.
He stepped back as swiftly an surreptitiously as he could, back through the door, letting it swing shut behind him, his instincts driving him before his forebrain had time to process what he’d seen.
In a booth in the far corner of the restaurant, his profile visible, was Motruk. Across the table from him sat another man.
Leon Silverman, the SIS agent Purkiss had met in Valletta.

TWO

Purkiss had time to register that he’d been sloppy, unforgivably so, as the hand on his shoulder jerked him roughly forwards without letting go its grip.
There were two of them, so close he could smell aftershave and minty breath. The man on his right had hold of his shoulder. The one on the left pressed a hard metallic object into his flank. Purkiss didn’t need to glance down because all he’d gain was possibly to identify the make of the gun, and that was an irrelevance.
After descending the steps he’d stood in the bright afternoon street, considering. There was now no question of going into the restaurant and trying to get close to Motruk; Silverman would recognise him immediately. Purkiss couldn’t call Silverman’s colleague, Cass, because she too might have dealings with Motruk.
What was certain was that if Purkiss had been straying outside his jurisdiction earlier, this was most definitely his business now. An SIS agent fraternising with a known enemy.
He decided to set up watch outside the restaurant and resume his tagging of Motruk when he emerged. Silverman would be the harder man to follow because he was trained in countersurveillance. Purkiss walked down the street, looking for a suitable vantage point, when the two men moved in from behind him.
They marched him in the same direction he’d been heading. By turning his head a fraction he was able to make out some of the details of the man to his right. Dark hair, tanned. Young, probably in his twenties, and wearing a suit with no tie.
‘What’s going on?’ Purkiss murmured.
The gun barrel twisted into his flank. He was fishing for data: languages, accents. The men said nothing.
Ahead and to the left, a broad piazza opened up, leading to an impressive domed building. A noticeboard announced that this was St Paul’s Cathedral. Tourists milled across the piazza, snapping photographs, consulting maps and guidebooks.
It was a cliché beloved of fiction, Purkiss knew, that a true professional fighter feared a knife more than a gun. This was in his experience only the case if the person with the weapon was in fact a professional himself. Even an amateur with a handgun could do enormous damage inadvertently. And when the gun was pressed up against you as this one was, you didn’t take foolish risks, because there was no chance at all that the gunman would miss, whether or not he was a pro.
Unless he had qualms about pulling the trigger in the first place.
Whoever these men were, Purkiss doubted they were prepared to kill him in public, otherwise they could have easily done so already. They were crossing a busy square in a small town, with a visible police presence, he’d noticed, and the points of exit from the town were restricted.
With a twist and a shrug of his shoulder Purkiss freed himself from the man’s grip and at the same time he pivoted to his left and stepped away from the gun barrel and began striding across the piazza towards the cathedral.
The adrenaline surge made him catch his breath because it was possible the gunman would fire as a reflex, was possible that Purkiss had miscalculated and the man was taking a bead on him now and was going to gun him down, execution-style, but the moment passed and he heard muttered shouts behind him. He picked up the pace, dodging stationary clumps of tourists, heading straight for the cathedral doors. No hands grabbed at his collar. As he’d suspected, they didn’t want to attract attention.
Inside, the cathedral was cool and echoing. More tourists strolled about, their voices low. High above, the vault showed scenes from a life; St Paul’s, Purkiss assumed. He made his way up the central aisle towards the altar.
He didn’t know if the men were local Maltese; but he’d heard the saying that the only way to cross a road in Rome without the slightest chance of being run over was to be accompanied by a nun. Perhaps the men were similarly God fearing and would avoid entering a holy place for underhand purposes.
No such luck. At the front pew he turned and looked back. The men had entered and were standing one on either side of the doors, watching him. Feet apart, hands crossed in front of them. Gangster poses. They both wore suits, and looked so alike they might have been brothers, or cousins at least.
He faced them fully. They stared back across the length of the cathedral. Clearly they were willing to wait. At some point, in an hour or two, the cathedral would close to the public and Purkiss would be forced to leave. The men would then take possession of him again.
He needed to force their hand.
Purkiss pulled out his phone and muttered nonsensical words into it, holding the men’s gaze. They didn’t quite glance at one another, but there was a subtle shift in their demeanour. Reinforcements might make life difficult for them.
They began to advance, one coming up the centre aisle and one up the side where the tourists were fewest. The logical step would be for Purkiss to head down the other side, but the man in the centre would then easily be able to slip sideways between the pews and intercept him.
Instead Purkiss waited.
The man coming up the middle — the man who’d had the gun earlier, though Purkiss assumed they were both armed — reached him first. Purkiss extended his hand.
‘Let’s talk.’
The man stopped, looking momentarily bewildered by Purkiss’s approach. Purkiss smiled and at the same time kicked the man in the shin, a hard pistoning drive of the instep of his loafer against the unpadded strip of bone. It was hardly an incapacitating injury but it produced a sudden shock of pain, always. The man winced and leaped back and Purkiss moved in quickly, ramming the stiffened extended fingers of his hand underneath the man’s breastbone. He grabbed him under the arms as he sagged and lowered him to the pew.
The second man was almost on him but Purkiss yelled, ‘Somebody help, please. I think he’s having a heart attack,’ and immediately the crowd began closing in and the second man was jostled aside. Sprawled on the pew, the first man was half-conscious, his eyelids fluttering, his face mushroom-grey and waxy.
Purkiss kept up a stream of patter — I don’t know him, he just collapsed, can anyone do CPR — while he manoeuvred himself towards the periphery of the crowd gathering at the front of the cathedral, putting distance between himself and the second man. The man moved back and started heading down the side again. At the doors of the cathedral Purkiss looked back and saw the man running after him, gaining ground, barging people.
Purkiss stepped through the doors and waited against the wall on one side of them, blinking in the sudden brightness. A young family stepped back in surprise as the man shoved through the doors. Purkiss hooked the man’s ankle with his foot and the man launched forwards, landing heavily in the dust. Pushing himself away from the wall, Purkiss kicked the man in the head, not a killing blow but an incapacitating one. Without breaking stride he set off rapidly across the piazza.
* * *
He moved at random through the streets, letting the adrenaline burn itself out, checking methodically for tags and then rechecking. In the shelter of a doorway he stopped and took out the phone he’d lifted from inside the jacket of the man he’d dropped in the cathedral.
The contact folder was full of Italian names. Purkiss opened the ‘recent calls’ list. The last call had been made at 4.05 p.m. Half an hour ago. There was no name attached to the number.
Purkiss dialled it, waited.
On the second ring it was answered.
‘Si?’
Purkiss said nothing.
‘Quello che sta succedendo?’
What’s going on? Except that wasn’t quite right. Purkiss was fluent in Italian, but the words the man at the other end was using were a little different.
Purkiss rang off. He recognised the dialect. It was Sicilian.
* * *
Dusk brought a drop in the heat, but the air was still balmy. In the marina below, the sea shifted and glittered. Across from Purkiss the crenellated walls of Valletta towered against the evening sky. The streets on this side of the peninsula overlooking the bay were crowded and raucous, the seafood restaurants and pubs packed to spilling.
Purkiss stood in the shadows ten yards from the door of the British High Commission and waited.
A phone call half an hour ago had established that Paula Cass was still in the building. He had hung up before he could be put through. There’d been little point going back to the restaurant in Mdina and waiting for either Motruk or Silverman to emerge. It was a small town, and the Sicilians would have backup, possibly on their way already. Purkiss had headed immediately back to the car park outside the entrance to the town and made his way back to Valletta.
He’d been watching the High Commission for three hours.
At a little after eight p.m. she came through the doors, in a lightweight summer jacket and carrying a briefcase. She looked tired, harassed. She was alone.
Purkiss pressed back into his doorway to let her pass, then stepped out after her. As she drew level with an alley between a restaurant and a block of flats he closed in and brought the edge of his hand against her neck, aiming for the carotids.
It was a blow designed for use from the side or the front and instinct made her turn slightly and bring her shoulder up so that his knife-hand caught the trapezius muscle between her neck and shoulder. She pivoted, jabbing an elbow into his abdomen, but he tightened in time, simultaneously getting an arm across her throat and bringing his other fist in a hammerblow against her forehead. She sagged, and he supported her.
A group of passersby turned to stare and Purkiss said, ‘Whoops. One too many,’ and hoisted her across his shoulder in a fireman’s lift. Down the alley and behind the block of flats was his rental car in a pool of darkness. He opened the boot and lowered her into it. Her pulse was there, weak but steady, and she was breathing normally. With a roll of duct tape he bound her wrists and ankles. He left her mouth unsealed. She was a professional; she’d know that calling out wouldn’t work.
* * *
Purkiss drove southwest, heading vaguely in the direction of the megaliths he’d visited a couple of days earlier, where the roads were rough and potholed and rocky scrubland predominated. When it felt isolated enough he pulled the car in and opened the boot. Cass glared up at him, dishevelled, her face streaked with sweat.
He hauled her out and tore free the tape around her ankles, then pushed her stumbling down a slope to a stone wall on the edge of a field. At the wall he turned her to face him. The implications of the remote setting were clear.
‘What are you doing?’ she said. Her voice was surprisingly steady.
‘Silverman’s working with Motruk,’ Purkiss said. ‘I saw them in a restaurant in Mdina this afternoon. Right before I was ambushed by two armed Sicilians.’
‘What did you —’ It came out quickly. She had diplomatic responsibilities, Purkiss supposed. He shook his head.
‘They’ll live. But Motruk’s clearly involved with them. He met a group of them at the Freeport Terminal before he went to Mdina.’ He began to roll his sleeves up. ‘Neither you nor Silverman seemed interested when I mentioned Motruk was in Malta. You didn’t seem all that surprised, either. I thought perhaps that was because you’d already spotted him. But you’ve got no surveillance on him. And then I catch Silverman breaking bread with the man.’
She stared at his eyes. There was calculation going on there. Was she planning a move of some kind? With her hands taped together behind her? Purkiss thought perhaps she was considering what to tell him.
‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘But not in the way you think. Silverman did go to meet Motruk, and I knew about it. I’ve met Motruk. And he is dealing with the Sicilians.’
‘But?’
‘But he’s one of ours. Motruk is an SIS agent.’

THREE

‘Have you heard of the kaw kaw?’
Cass was rubbing the circulation back into her chafed wrists, flexing her fingers. On the road above them a car slowed for a moment, then drove on.
Purkiss shook his head.
‘Local legend. The kaw kaw,’ she said, ‘takes different forms according to different versions of the story. Some say it’s a grey, slug-like creature, others a giant that strides across Malta and the other islands in the archipelago. Either way, it has the ability to detect the presence of guilt wherever it goes, and to force its way into the houses of the guilty.’
‘Your point being?’
‘That’s the role you’re stuck in. You don’t work for the Service any more, and I don’t know what you do these days — my research hasn’t been able to find that out — but you’re trapped in the Service mindset. You smell guilt where it doesn’t exist, and you can’t leave it alone.’
Purkiss didn’t need this. He wanted to know about the Sicilians.
Cass went on: ‘You did what any responsible former agent should have. You informed us after you’d spotted Motruk. But that’s where your involvement should have ended. There was no call for you to go surveilling him, to blunder into a meeting between him and his SIS handler and jump to the wrong conclusions. Now you’ve ballsed things up for us. The Sicilians saw you taking an interest in Motruk and will now assume there’s something fishy about him.’
Purkiss leaned against the stone wall, folded his arms. He was missing something.
As if noticing, Cass said: ‘I’ll explain, not that you have any right to further information. The Service recruited Motruk three years ago, as a useful Mediterranean asset given his knowledge of the region and its denizens. For the last eight months he’s been here in Malta under my and Leon Silverman’s authority, forging links with Sicilians from the Andreotti family. Heard of it? Yes. The Sicilians use many different routes to launder their money these days. Most of it’s done electronically, but they like to hang on to more traditional ways. One such channel is through Malta. Motruk’s posing as the broker. He takes charge of large cash shipments from Sicily and swaps them for clean money, supplied by our government as well as Italy’s.’
‘So why haven’t you grabbed the Sicilians yet?’
‘We’re waiting for the big one. I said Motruk exchanges large cash sums. They’re actually relatively small in comparison to the haul that he reports is coming in next month. If we can catch Andreotti’s men with their fingerprints on that one, it’ll make any prosecution worthwhile.’
Something didn’t add up. Purkiss said, ‘But the Sicilians who jumped me didn’t follow us from Marsaxlokk. I wasn’t tagged. I’m certain of it. Which means they were in Mdina already, and watching the restaurant where Motruk met Silverman. So they already suspect him of being involved with the Service.’
‘They know he is. It’s his cover story: he’s a Service agent who’s two-timing his employers. It makes him more useful to the Sicilians because he’s their man inside the enemy camp.’ She shrugged, wincing slightly. ‘Of course they’re naturally suspicious, so they ask him when he’s meeting his handler and put people in place to make sure he’s where he says he is. They’ve probably bugged the restaurant where he and Silverman met, which is why the two of them will have discussed nothing we don’t want the Sicilians to hear.’
‘Have you told Motruk about me?’
She held his gaze. ‘We had to. He needed to know about the Sicilians attacking you, so we told him everything. How you spotted him and informed us, then tagged him. He was impressed, said he’d no idea he was being surveilled.’ She exhaled, slowly, through pursed lips. ‘As I said, this has buggered things a bit. The Sicilians will want to know from Motruk who might be stalking him. He’ll have to profess ignorance, but it’s unlikely they’ll be entirely convinced. They’ll treat him with suspicion from now on.’
‘They’re not stupid. They’ll know he’s made enemies over the years. I could be anybody from his past, out to settle a score. If anything it bolsters his credentials with you.’
‘Nice try, Purkiss.’ She straightened. ‘Take me home. And for Christ’s sake back off. Don’t go anywhere near Motruk, or me, or Silverman. In fact, best of all, go back to London. Malta’s a small island and the Sicilians are everywhere. You’re marked.’
At the car Purkiss opened the door for her. He saw it coming an instant too late to avoid it entirely, the blow glancing off the side of his jaw and knocking him sideways, stumbling. He put his hand to his mouth, saw blood on his fingers.
She dropped into the seat and looked up at him. ‘Don’t you ever do anything like this to me again. Don’t you dare.’
* * *
Purkiss dropped Cass off outside the High Commission — she said she’d prefer he didn’t see where she lived, which he thought was fair enough — and took a winding drive northwards through Sliema and the resorts of St Julian, sifting his thoughts.
Cass was right. He’d overstepped the mark, had arrogantly blundered his way into a situation that was none of his concern, and had potentially jeopardised a Service operation in the process. And here he was, on his first holiday of sorts in years, trying to decide if he had a future in the career he’d chosen. If this wasn’t an answer, what was?
But as he waited for a raucous straggle of partygoers to cross the street in front of him, he thought about Mortuk’s past, and what he knew about him, and realised that something didn’t fit.
If Purkiss’s involvement had already raised the Sicilians’ suspicions about Mortuk, as Cass said she believed, then his continuing involvement was hardly going to aggravate matters. The damage was done. And as for Purkiss’s own safety as a marked man… well, that was his own problem.
Turning the car, he headed south once more.
* * *
The door of the Three Ships guesthouse triggered an old-fashioned brass bell as he opened it. A tiny lobby, clean but stuffed untidily with magazines and tourist brochures on every surface, was guarded by an ancient woman with a head like a hairy apple sitting behind a reception desk. She grinned toothlessly at Purkiss.
‘Do you have a room?’
‘Yes, sir. Last one.’
He noticed with silent thanks that she used an old-fashioned registration book rather than a computer, and on the wall behind her was mounted a board with old-fashioned room keys on hooks. There were six hooks in total, and two keys.
Purkiss produced his passport — it gave his real name, but that wouldn’t matter — and as the old woman filled in the register with laborious arthritic fingers, he read the entries upside down. Two rooms were out to couples, so he discounted those. Of the remaining three, one guest had an English name. Motruk was unlikely to be posing as an Englishman.
He pointed to the listing of one of the other two rooms in the book. ‘Can I have that one?’
Her grin was regretful. ‘I am sorry, sir. That is occupied.’
‘When will it be vacant?’
‘Not until…’ She frowned. ‘Tomorrow.’
‘And this one?’ He pointed at the other.
‘Ah, no. This gentleman is booked for long time.’
That would be Motruk. Room three. Purkiss glanced up at the key board. Number three was hanging there, suggesting Motruk was out.
Purkiss’s room — six — was on the top floor, but he stopped on the storey below. The dimly lit corridor was deserted apart from a listless pot plant. He stepped across to the door of room three, grimacing as a floorboard creaked. No light was visible beneath the door, and after two minutes Purkiss could hear no sound from within either.
The lock was a simple mortice. Purkiss had it open in a minute and gently pushed at the door. It swung open, the darkness beyond broken only by a sheaf of sodium light from a street lamp outside. He advanced inside, taking in the wardrobe, the bed, the dressing table. An object caught his eye there.
He stepped forward to peer at it. It was a key, a large one. The key to the door.
He had time to register that the one on the hook downstairs was a decoy, slipped there when the old woman wasn’t looking, before the movement behind him made him spin and drop at the same time. The dark shape that had risen from the armchair behind the door was standing square-on with its arms extended and Purkiss saw the glint of the gunmetal in the narrow light as his foot lashed out and caught the figure in the belly, knocking it back against the chair. Purkiss followed up, diving forward with his head tucked down, the crown of his head barrelling into the man’s chest and his fists coming in from the sides to hammer at the kidneys, but the man brought his gun arm down and cracked Purkiss on the head with the butt and Purkiss reeled aside, stumbling against the chair.
He felt a shove and dropped face down into the chair, the room tilting. Turning on the seat he peered up, arms crossed in front of him, and saw the figure take several steps back and snap on the light and aim the gun once more.
* * *
‘You’re Purkiss, yes?’
Motruk’s accent was strong but intelligible.
Purkiss hauled himself upright in the chair. Motruk shifted his stance, feet apart, gun in both hands but lowered slightly.
‘I knew you would come.’
Purkiss said nothing.
‘You thought to search my room. Find some clue that I am not who your Amanda Cass or Leon Silverman say I am. Correct?’
‘Yes.’
‘And you are right. At least, I am not quite who Cass and Silverman think I am.’ He stepped forward and sat on the bed, the gun still grasped in a two-handed grip but now pointing at the ground between his feet. ‘They will have told you I am an SIS agent helping them to trap the Andreotti family by pretending to launder money. And this much is true. But this is not my real purpose.’
Purkiss listened, for footsteps up the stairs that would herald the arrival of the Sicilians. If he was going to make a move and have the remotest chance of success, it would have to be right now.
‘I am indeed an active SIS agent, recruited by your people three years ago. But my job here is to catch not the Andreotti family, but one of our own.’ He paused. ‘One of the two, Cass or Silverman, is working with the Sicilians. I am here to find out which of them it is.’

FOUR

The glass was streaked with grime and diffused the approaching headlights into a blur. Purkiss stood in darkness, watching the progress of the car across the moonlit landscape.
He punched a key, raised the phone to his ear.
The reply came after three rings. ‘Yeah.’
‘It’s Purkiss. They’re approaching.’
‘Both of them?’ Motruk was speaking quietly, as though trying to avoid being overheard.
Purkiss said, ‘I don’t know yet. One car.’
‘Okay.’ Motruk drew breath at the other end, let it out. ‘I don’t have anything yet.’
‘Don’t leave it too long. I won’t be able to bluff it out for ever.’
‘Understood. I may text you.’
Purkiss put the phone away and went to the door as the car drew up.
* * *
‘The Sicilians don’t know I’m here, if that’s what you are worried about.’ Motruk had obviously noticed Purkiss glancing towards the door. He’d put the gun to one side by then, beside him on the bed.
‘I never told them I was staying here in Marsaxlokk,’ the Ukrainian went on. ‘I have rented an apartment in Valletta, and visit there sometimes for appearances. They watch that apartment. They are not waiting outside here.’
‘All right.’ Purkiss stood up, tilted his head, trying to shake off the effects of the blow to his head from the gun. ‘So what’s your story?’
Motruk splayed his palms. ‘I know about the Sicilians and their works. My control in SIS had strong evidence that they were being assisted by one of our people within the Malta station. He sent me here under the guise of infiltrating the Andreotti group and assisting them with a bogus money-laundering operation. But the purpose was — and still is — to identify their helper. It is either Cass or Silverman. Maybe both, but this is unlikely.’
‘So,’ said Purkiss, ‘the Sicilians accept you as a turncoat Service agent, while dealing separately with another Service ally?’
‘Yes. But they will not reveal to me who it is. They are aware that I do not know his or her identity. It gives them power over me.’ He shrugged. ‘I do not blame them. It is good tactics.’
‘And you’re telling me all this why, exactly?’
Motruk smiled. Purkiss saw that his mouth, like the rest of his face, was all angles: sharp canines, sharkish triangles for incisors. ‘After Cass told me about you, Purkiss, that you were following me, I made some calls. Not to my control, you understand, but to people I know… elsewhere. I discover that you hunt bad spies. This is your job, now that you have left SIS.’
Purkiss wasn’t particularly surprised. Some people identified him and his role. Others didn’t.
‘Therefore,’ said Motruk, ‘it is something that interests you. And you are expert at it, yes? The identification of treacherous agents. So I decided, what the hell, I could use your help.’
Purkiss watched Motruk, his thoughts turning over. He said, ‘Do you have a plan in mind?’
‘Yes. I have a plan.’
* * *
Motruk was scheduled to meet his chief contact in the Andreotti family the following night. At the meeting he would demand that the man reveal the identity of the other agent working with the Sicilians, otherwise the deal would be off. There would be no major transaction next month.
‘It is a highly risky strategy,’ said Motruk. ‘They will be very angry. They do not like demands made of them. But they will agree. It is too late, events have moved too far, for them to withdraw now over something so trivial.’
Motruk would say he’d heard rumours that a colleague was involved, and would feign his own anger that he’d been kept out of the picture. He’d insist that his role was being put in jeopardy by not knowing which of his fellow agents was in fact on the Sicilians’ payroll, because if he did know he’d be especially careful around that person.
Once the Sicilians revealed the identity of the agent, Motruk would find a way to communicate this to Purkiss. In the mean time, Purkiss would contrive a rendezvous between himself and the two agents. He’d ring Cass and ask her and Silverman to meet him as a matter of urgency, as he had crucial new information about Motruk and the Sicilians. As soon as Motruk told Purkiss which of the agents was the Andreotti link, Purkiss would take him — or her — down.
Motruk said, ‘Here is my number.’
Purkiss entered it into his phone. ‘Won’t the Sicilians have tapped it?’
Motruk shook his head. ‘In the beginning, Cass and Silverman gave me a phone. The Sicilians swapped it for one of their own. They thought I did not notice, and they changed the memory card in case it had a tracking device. They keep that old phone in case somebody rings me and leaves an incriminating message. They do not trust me, you see. Now I use this different one for private calls. I use still another one to speak to the Sicilians, one they gave me themselves.’ He laughed again, shark-like. ‘It is complicated, yes?’
‘Where will you be tomorrow evening?’ said Purkiss.
‘I do not know. The Andreotti people reveal the location of the rendezvous only a short while before it happens. One can see their logic.’
Purkiss left soon afterwards. In the lamplit street outside, he looked up at Motruk’s window, half expecting to see the man’s silhouette. But the room was dark once more.
* * *
The phone trilled in his hand. Purkiss killed the noise. ‘Yes.’
‘Purkiss.’ Motruk’s voice was even lower than before, with a harsh note to it. ‘I have our answer.’
‘And?’
‘Are they with you?’
‘Yes.’
‘It is both of them. Both Cass and Silverman are in the pay of the Sicilians.’
Purkiss stared at them in turn, at their eyes.
‘Understood.’
‘Where are you now?’
‘Valletta.’
‘Are you able — ’
‘I can take care of it.’ Purkiss rang off.
He said, ‘Let’s move.’
* * *
Outside the hut the wind had risen and snaked around the promontory, bathing them in warm sea air. The hut was some sort of lifeguard’s shelter, desultorily locked; Purkiss had gained access with ease. Sloping away before it was a grassy vergewhich terminated in a low concrete wall, beyond which an abrupt drop plummeted to the rocks.
They stood at the edge, peering down and to the right. The cliff sloped downwards so that it was lower above the cove in the near distance. The inlet seethed with movement, men moving back and forth, heaving crates off the back of the gargantuan lorry that had lumbered down the cliff path and was parked awkwardly with its rear facing the cove.
Purkiss had watched it arrive while he was waiting for Cass and Silverman.
Fatigue threatened to smother him like wet canvas. He’d had Motruk under near constant surveillance ever since leaving the guest house the previous night. Instead of returning to his hotel in Valletta, Purkiss parked in a side street from which the guest house entrance was just visible, and settled low down in the driver’s seat to wait. At times he’d dozed, so there was always a risk Motruk would slip out unnoticed; but in the morning, as the first heat began to settle on the village, Purkiss saw Motruk emerge, with as confident a stride as ever.
It had been one of the most concentrated and prolonged surveillance jobs Purkiss had ever undertaken. He crossed the island, east to west and back again, changing rental cars at times to break the pattern, finding the expansive terrain between towns and villages a nightmare to traverse without Motruk Taking note of him. Motruk had done nothing obviously suspicious, shopping in Valletta’s mall at one point, meeting a local-looking couple for lunch at another. He’d taken a few phone calls during the day but Purkiss had been unable to catch anything that was said.
At five p.m., four hours ago, Motruk had phoned Purkiss to say his meeting with the Sicilians was scheduled for eight thirty. Purkiss confirmed that he’d set up his own rendezvous with Cass and Silverman for that time. At seven thirty Motruk had set off from the guest house in Marsaxlokk once more and arrived in this spot on the north coast, some distance from human habitation, it seemed. Purkiss took up position on the cliff and watched Motruk in the cove below, meeting a group of men. The truck arrived soon afterwards.
And after that, the container ship crept into view on the horizon.
* * *
While sitting in the car the night before and watching the guest house, Purkiss had phoned the High Commission. He’d argued with the night switchboard operator that yes, he did indeed need to speak to Ms Amanda Cass urgently about a matter of the utmost importance, even if she had gone home, and no, it couldn’t wait until morning. After fifteen minutes Cass had rung him back.
She’d been silent for a few seconds after Purkiss finished his piece. Then she said: ‘And you don’t believe him.’
‘That you or Silverman are working with the Sicilians? Not for a moment. And it’s not because you’ve got such honest faces or anything.’
‘Then why —’
‘Because sniffing out bent agents is my job. They wouldn’t have sent Motruk to investigate you. They’d have sent me.’
* * *
The soft chug of well-maintained outboard motors echoed up from the sheer walls of the cove as the first of the boats began to move out towards the container ship, carrying the first of the crates.
Purkiss and Cass and Silverman crouched by the ridge, peering down. There were perhaps twenty men down below, most of them involved in unloading the lorry and transferring the boxes to the waiting boats, of which there were four. The rest of the men weren’t dressed for physical labour and stood with Motruk, overseeing.
Cass took out her phone. ‘I’m calling the police,’ she murmured.
Purkiss held up a hand. ‘We need to find out what’s in those crates first. Give the police a reason to come in force.’
‘I’m calling them anyway. It’ll take them time to get here.’
Purkiss looked down the cliff face. It was a hundred-foot vertical drop to the rocks below. The cliff path sloped away to the right but led directly to the cove and he’d be seen if he took it.
‘Wait here,’ he said.
Silverman started to rise but Purkiss motioned him down.
‘I’ll be less conspicuous on my own.’
On his belly he crawled to the edge of the cliff. Glancing down to identify the initial points where his feet would go, he swung himself over the edge. The sensation of yawning emptiness beneath him was terrifying for an instant until his shoes found purchase on the rough rock. Gripping the ridge with one hand, he groped downwards with the other until he found a jutting piece of rock in the cliff face.
Slowly, with disjointed movements like a prototype robot’s, he began to descend.
* * *
Behind and below Purkiss the sounds of activity grew louder, the thrum of the motorboats waxing and waning as they made their way to and from the ship. With every scrabble of his toes against the rock face, every eked-out few inches of downward progress, he waited for the shouting to start, the searchlights to pin him to the cliff like a spike through a butterfly.
Once, he looked up. Cass was craning down, and he thought she was trying to say something but not daring to raise her voice.
Time dilated so that it felt as if he’d been climbing for an hour, two hours, when, the muscles and ligaments in his arms straining and cramping and the sweat pricking on his face, he sensed bulk beneath him. Looking down, he saw the highest of the rocks reaching up for him, ten feet below.
He dropped the last few feet, his feet slipping on the rock and tipping him to roll awkwardly on his shoulder on the shingle. For an instant he paused, his breath frozen in his chest, but the sound hadn’t been noticed. Pulling himself to a squatting position he peered over the top of a boulder.
The work was continuing, perhaps a hundred and fifty feet away. Purkiss couldn’t see inside the lorry but when the men climbed up into the back he heard an echo, which suggested there wasn’t much left to empty out.
The crates looked heavy, two men staggering to carry each one between them; but there were no external markings that he could make out in the thin moonlight. Between him and the activity stretched an expanse of flat rock and shingle. There was no way he could get closer without being seen or heard.
One of the men stumbled, his end of the crate slipping and crashing to the ground. He yelled, and two of the besuited men conferring with Motruk hurried over, cursing. They stared down at the crate. Another man came over with a crowbar and jammed the end under the lid.
It gave with a grinding tear of nails through wood. The men in suits groped inside. Purkiss strained his ears. Was that the clink of metal?
One of the men straightened, lifting a heavy object out, turning it in his hands and peering closely at it as if looking for damage.
The type wasn’t clear, but it was an automatic rifle.
Purkiss slipped out his phone and thumbed in a text message to Cass.
It’s weapons. Motruk’s running guns.
It was what he did best.
In a moment Cass’s reply came: Have told the police. They’re heading here anyway.
They need to hurry.
The crate was resealed and lugged on to the waiting boat. Already some of the men who’d been doing the lifting were dawdling with the unmistakeable air of people coming to the end of a job.
In a few minutes the crates would be loaded on the ship and the men would be gone.
He needed to stall them.
* * *
Purkiss crept as far back as he could until the sea met the cliff wall. He thumbed his phone. Over at the lorry he saw Motruk step aside and lift his own phone to his ear.
Purkiss said, his voice low, ‘Motruk. Silverman and Cass have been dealt with.’
‘What did you —’
‘They said stuff I don’t understand. Things you might be able to clarify for me.’ He paused a beat. ‘They mentioned something about a shipment of crates. Something you were arranging for the Sicilians. What’s all that about?’
In the distance Purkiss saw Motruk turn away from the others. He couldn’t see his face but imagined utter bewilderment there. ‘I don’t —’
‘Here’s what Silverman told me. He was in quite a bit of pain, so he was babbling, but I made him repeat it. He said, “The crates Motruk’s passing on to the Sicilians are mostly duds.” What was he on about, Motruk?’
‘I don’t know what the hell —’ Purkiss saw one or two of the besuited men stare at Motruk and his voice dropped in pitch. ‘Look. I do not know what Silverman was talking about. What crates?’
‘You’re not trying to screw me, are you, Motruk? And I certainly hope you’re not trying to screw the Sicilians. They’ll be less forgiving than I will. And I don’t forgive.’
Purkiss saw Motruk staring out at the ship, after the crates that might, somehow, not contain guns.
Motruk said, his voice tinted with fear, ‘I will call you back.’
Purkiss watched him stride back over to the men in suits and start conferring with them frantically, using lots of arm gestures. He could imagine the story Motruk was spinning: I may have been duped, we need to crack open all those crates, most of all I’ve been double crossed just as much as you have. The two men hefting what must be one of the final crates laid it down and stood, awaiting orders.
A noise started up, a low thumping from far away that grew in volume and began to take on a different character, a choppier one.
The men clustered around the lorry and the boats looked up as one, and began to shout.
A helicopter hovered into view over the ridge, its noise almost deafening now that it was directly above. A spotlight speared downwards, transfixing the group. Purkiss twisted his neck and looked up above him. At the top of the cliff uniformed men were massing in front of a blaze of headlights.
The first call came over the loudhailer, in what must have been Malti and then Italian: raise your hands in the air and remain where you are.
It was a cliché, Purkiss thought afterwards, but it was also the most apt description for what happened next. Hell broke loose.
* * *
The men in suits scrambled for the two boats at the water’s edge, while the ones who had been doing the lifting began to crack open the remaining crates.
Purkiss half rose, no longer concerned about being seen, and watched the men hefting the guns and slamming magazines home and open fire in a semi-practised way, ripping the air with bullets. The helicopter bucked like a steed and recoiled backwards over the ridge; Purkiss didn’t think it had been hit but the pilot was moving back out of range.
From above Purkiss, the police on the cliff top began to return fire.
The two boats took off towards the hulking ship. Not all the men in suits had been able to climb aboard, and the remaining four stood waiting for the other two boats which were approaching at speed.
Purkiss ran forward a few paces and called: ‘Hey. Motruk.’
Motruk didn’t hear him at first, but was looking around in apparent panic and spotted Purkiss near the rocks. His face contorted, he reached inside his jacket and drew out a pistol, levelled it.
Purkiss sprang back, felt the shot whine off the boulder beside him. He risked a quick look and saw Motruk running in his direction.
It was what Purkiss was relying on: that the Ukrainian’s rage at having been tricked would trump his desire to save his own hide.
Motruk fired again in mid-sprint, an amateur’s error. Purkiss waited, pressed against a rock. If the man came racing round the side Purkiss would have a chance. If he took his time to walk round slowly, leaving space to aim, it would be a different matter.
Automatic fire spackled the cliff face and Purkiss ducked as a shower of gravel fell on him. He looked up, half-expecting to see Motruk drawing a bead, but he wasn’t there.
Purkiss inched around the boulder and looked. Motruk had, after all, chosen self-preservation and changed course, running to the shore. He was aboard one of the boats with two other men, and as Purkiss watched the vessel arced off across the roiling water, peeling away from the direction of the ship and heading out to sea.
* * *
It was over relatively quickly. Three of the Siclians were shot dead by police marksmen. The rest surrendered soon afterwards, and those who’d made it to the ship would be rounded up once the ship was intercepted. One policeman had been injured by a lucky shot, but would live.
Purkiss made his way up the cliff path, running the gauntlet of police officers who glared at him even though Cass had provided his description and told them to hold fire. At the top he saw Cass and Silverman in discussion with the officer in charge.
Cass came over. ‘Are you hurt?’
‘No.’
‘Sorry.’
It said all that needed to be said, with admirable concision, Purkiss thought.
‘Shame he got away,’ she said. ‘But we’ll get him somewhere along the line.’
‘He hasn’t got away.’ Purkiss took out his phone. ‘He told me you’d given him a phone in the beginning, but that the Sicilians confiscated it so they could listen to any secret calls you might make to him.’ He looked at her expectantly. ‘So what’s the number?’
Cass gazed at him, then understood and glanced away. ‘I know what you’re thinking, but —’
‘We have to do it this way.’
Unusually for her, she didn’t meet his eyes as she recited the number. Purkiss keyed it in.
On the fourth ring it was answered in silence. Without pause Purkiss said in Italian, ‘Motruk? It’s Purkiss. Cass is here too. Listen, we can still salvage this. Stay with them and when you can, get message to us where you are. If it’s Sicily, we’ll liaise with the local police to make a swoop but leave you unhurt. You have my word.’
He waited, heard an intake of breath at the other end. He said, ‘Motruk?’ Then he muttered, off to one side, ‘Damn it. Someone else has his phone,’ and killed the call.
Like a hanging judge, signing the final piece of paper.
Purkiss began to walk away up the grassy slope towards where his car was parked.
Cass called: ‘Where are you going?’
‘Home,’ said Purkiss.
THE END
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