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For Tracey



There were three men in the black Humvee, tall, lanky Jamaicans with diamond earrings, chunky gold chains around their necks and diamond-studded Rolex watches on their wrists. They were all wearing expensive leather jackets, Armani jeans and limited-edition Nike trainers, and had dreadlocks hanging halfway down their backs. The driver was Carlton Richie: he had just turned thirty and was taking his friends to an illegal drinking den in Willesden, north-west London. Sitting next to him was Glenford Barrow, the youngest member of the crew. Barrow’s nickname was Shotty because of his predilection for resolving disputes with a sawn-off shotgun. In the back seat was Kemar Davis, the biggest of the three men. He tipped the scales at a little over a hundred and twenty kilos and it was all solid muscle.

Davis looked at his watch. ‘Are we there yet, man? I need a piss.’

‘How old are you – six?’ asked Richie. ‘Why didn’t you go before you got into the car?’

‘I didn’t want to go when I got into the car,’ said Davis. ‘Now I do. And if you don’t get me there soon I’ll be pissing all over the back of your seat.’

‘Like fuck you will,’ said Richie.

They stopped arguing when they heard the blip of a siren being switched on and off and saw flashing lights. ‘Fuck,’ said Richie, looking in his rear-view mirror. ‘Five-O.’

Davis twisted around in his seat and looked through the back windscreen. Behind them was a grey police van with fluorescent stripes along the sides. ‘Pork in a can,’ he said. ‘What the fuck do they want? We didn’t do nuffink.’

‘Is anyone carrying?’ asked Richie, pulling over to the kerb. They were in a side-street about half a mile from their destination. His two companions shook their heads. ‘What about the boot – anything in there?’

‘Nuffink,’ said Davis.

‘And no one’s got any gear?’

More shaking heads.

Richie parked the car and sat with his hands on the steering-wheel. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Just chill,’ he said. ‘We’re carrying nothing, we’ve done nothing, they’ve got nothing.’

‘Fucking Babylon pigs,’ spat Davis.

‘Chill,’ repeated Richie. ‘They just wanna give the black man a hard time, that’s all. Ten minutes, we’ll be on our way. Keep your hands where they can see them – don’t give them no excuse.’

They sat where they were as two uniformed police officers carrying flashlights walked from the van, one either side of the Humvee. The policeman on Richie’s side of the car tapped on the window with the base of his flashlight and motioned for him to wind it down. Richie did as he was told and smiled up at him, showing a single gold canine among his pristine white teeth. ‘Good evening, Officer,’ he said. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘Driving licence,’ said the policeman. He was about Richie’s age, with a sallow complexion and a small white scar across his chin. He was wearing a fluorescent jacket over his uniform and a peaked cap.

Richie moved his hand slowly down to his jeans and took out his wallet. ‘I wasn’t speeding, was I?’ he asked.

The policeman said nothing and continued to stare impassively at him. Richie slid out his licence and handed it over. The officer studied it, then shone his flashlight into Richie’s face. ‘Name?’

‘It’s on the licence, innit?’

‘Name,’ repeated the policeman.

The second bent down and shone his flashlight through the passenger window, playing the beam over Barrow’s chest and arms.

‘Carlton Richie,’ said Richie.

‘Date of birth?’

Richie took a deep breath, sighed, then recited his birth date in a bored voice.

‘Get out of the vehicle, please,’ said the policeman.

‘What’s the problem?’ asked Richie.

‘Just get out of the car or I’ll drag you out.’ He shone his torch into Richie’s eyes.

‘I haven’t done anything,’ protested Richie, putting his hand up to shade them.

‘Get out of the car,’ repeated the policeman.

Richie sighed again and opened the door. The officer stepped back as he climbed out, glaring. ‘This is wrong,’ he said.

The policeman sneered at him, then grabbed him by the collar of his jacket, spun him around and slammed him against the car. He kicked Richie’s legs apart. ‘Keep your hands on the car,’ he said. He went through Richie’s pockets, pulling out his wallet and mobile phone and placing them on the roof. ‘I ain’t carrying nuffink,’ said Richie.

The second policeman opened the passenger door. ‘You, out!’ he snapped at Barrow. Barrow did as he was told and placed his hands on the roof of the car.

‘This is bullshit, man,’ said Richie.

The policeman slammed the flashlight against the back of Richie’s neck. ‘When I want you to talk I’ll tell you,’ he hissed.

‘You are in so much fucking shit,’ said Richie. ‘I know my rights and you’re trampling all over them.’

‘Fuck your rights.’

‘You can’t say that.’ Richie turned to face the officer. ‘You can’t say that to me. I’ve got me rights. Me human rights.’

‘I can say what I want,’ said the policeman. ‘It’s a free country. And it’s my free country. You see, we know who are you, and we know what you’ve done.’

‘What?’ said Richie.

‘Your name’s Orane Williams, and you’re wanted for three murders in St Catherine, back in Jamaica.’

‘Like fuck.’

‘Yeah, just like fuck. You’re a big wheel in the Clansman Massive. Drugs, extortion, prostitution.’ The policeman pointed his flashlight at the man in the back seat. ‘And the big man there, he’s Leonardo Sachell but the Clansman crew call him Da Vinci.’

‘So?’ said Richie.

‘So you’re a murdering scumbag, and we’re fed up with you running amok in our country.’ He prodded Richie in the chest with the flashlight. ‘Our country, scumbag. You hear that? This is our country. And we’ve had enough.’

‘That’s assault,’ said Richie. ‘You’ve just assaulted me.’

The policeman prodded him again, harder this time.

Richie picked up his mobile phone. ‘I’m calling me lawyer,’ he said. ‘I’m allowed me phone call.’

The policeman smiled as Richie tapped out a number on his mobile. When he put the phone against his ear, the officer grabbed it, threw it to the ground and stamped on it.

Richie stared at the shattered pieces of metal and plastic, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘I’m gonna report you to the Commission for Racial Equality, the Human Rights Commission, the Police Complaints Authority! I’m gonna—’

The policeman hit him across the face, splitting his lips and breaking two of his front teeth. Richie clasped a hand across his bleeding mouth, his eyes wide and fearful.

The side door of the police van opened and three officers climbed out. They were wearing riot gear – black overalls, boots and blue helmets with visors. ‘You’re not going to do anything, scumbag,’ said the first policeman.

‘You can’t do that!’ shouted Barrow. The second officer kicked him in the knee and he went down, howling.

Now Davis roared and kicked open the rear passenger door. He stormed out, his hands bunching into fists, his dreadlocks flailing behind him.

Two of the men in riot gear pulled blue and yellow Taser guns from nylon holsters on their thighs. They pointed them at Davis and fired. Twin barbed darts shot out from each gun, trailing fine wires behind them. All four hit Davis in the chest. He immediately went rigid, then fell to the ground, every muscle in his body in spasm.

‘Who are you going to report that to, arsehole?’ the officer asked. ‘The RSPCA?’

‘What do you want?’ asked Richie, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Do you want a piece? Is that it? Is this a shakedown? Because all you gotta do is ask. How much do you want?’ He prodded his broken teeth and winced.

The policeman grinned. ‘What have you got?’

Richie shrugged. ‘I could go a grand,’ he said. ‘A grand a week.’

‘Sounds like a plan.’

‘You didn’t have to break me fucking teeth, man,’ said Richie. He rubbed his hand across his bleeding lips.

The officer’s grin widened. ‘That? That’s just the start,’ he said. He raised his flashlight and brought it crashing down on the side of Richie’s head.

Richie opened his eyes. His head was throbbing and he could taste blood in his mouth. He cleared his throat and spat. Bloody phlegm trickled down his nose and across his forehead. He realised he was hanging upside-down, his head a few inches above the floor and his dreadlocks dragging across the concrete. His hands were tied behind his back and when he strained to look up he saw that his ankles were chained to a girder in the roof. His chest hurt every time he breathed. He looked to his left and saw Barrow, also suspended upside-down. His eyes were closed, the left puffed up; the cheek was cut and bruised.

‘You awake there, Orane, or Carlton, or whatever you want to call yourself?’ It was the policeman who’d hit him with the flashlight.

‘What the fuck do you want?’ gasped Richie.

Something hard slammed into his chest and he felt a rib crack. He roared in pain and struggled but his wrists were tightly bound. He thrashed around and then gradually went still. The policeman walked in front of him, swinging a cricket bat. ‘Do you play cricket, Orane?’ he said.

Richie shook his head. His chest felt as if it was on fire.

A second policeman appeared behind the first. He was holding a crowbar. ‘What about you, Shotty?’ he said. ‘I’d put you down as a spin bowler.’ He smacked the crowbar against Barrow’s left knee, which cracked like a dry twig. Barrow screamed in pain and tears ran down his face as he thrashed from side to side.

‘What do you want?’ yelled Richie. ‘What the fuck do you want?’

He heard a footfall behind him and twisted around, trying to see who it was. The movement made him start to spin and his stomach lurched. He threw up. Vomit spewed over his dreadlocks and stung his eyes.

‘That’s fucking disgusting,’ snarled the policeman with the cricket bat. The three in riot gear fanned out behind him. Two were carrying large spanners and one was holding a broom handle – he was black, Richie realised.

‘Yeah, look at the mess he’s made,’ said the black officer. ‘Don’t they teach them Yardies any manners?’ He bent down and grinned at Richie. ‘What da problem, my man? You eat somefink you shouldn’t oughta have, huh?’ he said, in a mock Jamaican accent. He pushed the end of his broom handle between Richie’s teeth. ‘Why doncha chew on this, man?’

Richie gagged and tried to turn his head but the man pushed the broom handle harder. ‘What da problem, man? Doncha like to swallow?’

The two men with spanners circled Davis. ‘He’s a big lad, isn’t he?’ said one. He swung the spanner and slammed it into the man’s hip. Davis grunted and glared at him. ‘Hard as nails, aren’t you, Da Vinci?’ He hit him again, harder this time. Davis kept his teeth clamped together and made no sound.

‘Yeah, he’s a right hard bastard all right,’ said the policeman with the cricket bat. ‘Especially where little girls are concerned. Raped a thirteen-year-old in Kingston, he did.’ He walked over to where Davis was hanging. His head was almost touching the floor, his dreadlocks piled around him like a nest of snakes. ‘Raped her and then slashed her so that she’d never forget.’ He swung his cricket bat through the air. ‘You know what I’m gonna do, Da Vinci? I’m going to smash your balls to a pulp.’ He patted the bat against Da Vinci’s groin. ‘Think about that for the next minute or two. I’m going to smack your balls and your dick so hard that you’ll never be able to have sex again. Ever.’ He grinned. ‘I reckon your dick’s going to look like a dinner plate by the time I’ve finished.’

He walked around to stand in front of Richie again. Blood was trickling down Richie’s face, dripping through his dreadlocks and pooling on the concrete floor. ‘So, let me tell you how it’s going to be, Orane. Are you listening?’

Richie tried to speak but his mouth was filling with blood and he gagged. He spat out bloody phlegm. ‘Yeah, I hear you.’

‘My friends and I are going to beat the crap out of you. We’re going to break a few bones and smash a few kneecaps and Da Vinci there is gonna lose the use of his gonads. When we’re finished we’re going to cut you down and then you can crawl to the local hospital and they can patch you up, courtesy of the good old National Health. That’s one of the great things about this country. We’ll treat any foreign scumbags because, deep down, we’re basically too nice for our own good. And once they’ve patched you up, Orane, you and your two dickhead mates are going to get on the next Air Jamaica flight to Kingston. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

Richie looked up at the black officer. ‘You gonna let them treat a brother like this, man?’ he asked.

Even through the visor, Richie could see the contempt in the man’s eyes. ‘You’re no brother of mine, scumbag,’ he said.

The officer with the cricket bat walloped Richie’s shins again. ‘Talk to me, not him,’ he said. ‘Now, do you understand what I’ve said to you or do you want me to run through it again?’

Richie closed his eyes. ‘I hear you,’ he said.

‘Because, my scumbag friend, if you’re still in this country next week, me and my mates are gonna pick you up again, and we won’t be as gentle with you. In fact, my little scumbag friend, we’ll kill you. We’ll kill you stone dead.’ He smacked the cricket bat against Richie’s left ankle. Richie screamed in agony. ‘And if you ever tell anyone what happened, we’ll kill you. Do you understand that?’

Richie nodded. The officer hit his ankle again, harder this time, and the pain was so agonising that Richie almost passed out. ‘I can’t hear you, Orane.’

‘I understand!’ howled Richie.

‘Believe me, we’ll do it,’ he said. ‘Because what you’ve got to remember, my little scumbag friend, is that we are the police and we can do what we fucking want.’ He rested the cricket bat on his shoulder and grinned at the two men with spanners. ‘Let’s get started,’ he said. ‘I’m taking the girlfriend out for dinner tonight.’

Langford Manor had been built on the blood of slaves. Every stone and slate, every window frame, every feature in the five reception rooms and two dozen bedrooms had been chosen personally by the Honourable Jeremy Langford, one of the most successful slave-traders ever to operate out of the port of Bristol. He was born in 1759, the same year as the slavery abolitionist William Wilberforce. But while Wilberforce had devoted his life to ending the vile trade, Langford had made a fortune from it. By the time the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was founded in 1787, Langford’s ships were transporting hundreds of thousands of slaves from West Africa to the sugar plantations of the West Indies. He had begun designing Langford Manor when he was in his teens and building work had started when he was just short of his twenty-fifth birthday. It had taken three years to complete.

In 1806, a year before the British Parliament abolished the transatlantic slave trade, Langford sold his shipping line and used some of the money to purchase several thousand acres around the house he had built. The rest he invested wisely and spent the remainder of his life following country pursuits and sitting as a local magistrate. He died in 1833, just days after the Abolition of Slavery Act was passed, lying in his four-poster in the master bedroom of Langford Manor, surrounded by his wife, five children and twenty-three grandchildren.

Not that the four men in the dark blue Transit van cared about the history of Langford Manor or the man who had commissioned it. All they cared about were the works of art hanging on its walls, which were conservatively valued at close to fifteen million pounds, and the contents of a small safe in the master bedroom.

The man driving the van was a stocky Scotsman with a greying moustache and slicked-back hair. Like his three companions, he was wearing dark clothing and black leather gloves. ‘Are we going or what?’ he growled. His name was Carrick Thompson and he tapped his fingers on the steering-wheel as he stared at the house in the distance.

‘We’ll go when I say we go,’ said the man in the front seat. He took the binoculars away from his face and stared at Thompson with cold blue eyes. ‘Have you got somewhere you’d rather be?’ His name was Alex Grimshaw, but everyone called him Lex.

Thompson stared impassively back at him. ‘I’m just saying time’s a-passing, that’s all.’

‘Time’s a-passing because there’s still a light on in the library, which means that someone’s still up, and if there’s someone still up then they’re probably going to pick up the Batphone if we go charging in, so let’s just wait until whoever it is pops up to bed, okay?’ Grimshaw sneered at Thompson. ‘I’ve spent three months casing this place. We’re not going to blow it just because you’ve got a short attention span.’

‘Forget I spoke,’ mumbled Thompson.

Grimshaw put the binoculars back to his eyes and scrutinised the house. They were parked about half a mile away, on a hill that overlooked Langford Manor. From where they were sitting they had a clear view of the front of the house and, at the main entrance, the lodge, which was occupied by an elderly gamekeeper and his wife. As usual they had gone to bed before nine o’clock. There were three cars parked in front of the manor: a Bentley, a Land Rover and a Ford Focus. Grimshaw knew that the present owner of the house owned all three. The Bentley was for show, the Land Rover for driving over the estate, and the Ford Focus was the vehicle of choice for the wife when she visited the local supermarket. Tobias Rawstorne had bought Langford Manor five years earlier and spent more than two million pounds on improvements, including a state-of-the-art security system. One of the men who had helped fit the burglar alarm and CCTV system was married to a good friend of Grimshaw’s and for ten thousand pounds in cash had been more than happy to provide the information necessary to gain trouble-free access to the premises.

Grimshaw scanned the road leading towards the main gate. A white Transit van was parked in a lay-by about a hundred yards away from the lodge. Its lights were off. Grimshaw cursed and pulled out his mobile phone. He tapped out a number, then barked, ‘Turn your bloody lights on, Matt,’ he said. ‘Anyone who drives by is gonna wonder why three grown men are sitting by the side of the road in the dark.’ The lights of the white Transit van flicked on. Grimshaw swore and ended the call.

‘What’s happening?’ asked the man sitting directly behind Grimshaw. He was holding a sawn-off shotgun in his lap. They weren’t expecting any trouble but Rawstorne had half a dozen shotguns in a cabinet in his study. The man with the shotgun was Eddie Simpson: he was a newcomer to Grimshaw’s crew and was tapping his fingers nervously on the stock of the shotgun. In his mid-thirties, with brown hair that needed cutting, he was chewing gum noisily.

‘Nothing’s happening until whoever it is in the library heads upstairs,’ said Grimshaw.

The man sitting next to Simpson had the build of a wrestler, a shaved head, and a tattoo on his left forearm of a British bulldog wearing a Union flag waistcoat. His name was Geoff Maloney and he was a good ten years older than Simpson, but most of those years had been spent behind bars. He patted Simpson on the knee with a shovel-sized hand and winked. ‘Relax,’ he said.

‘I’m relaxed,’ said Simpson.

Grimshaw twisted around in his seat. ‘Don’t go all soft on me now,’ he said.

‘I’m fine,’ said Simpson, defensively. ‘I just don’t like waiting, that’s all.’ He scowled at Maloney. ‘And get your bloody hand off my knee.’

Grimshaw turned back and took a drink from a pewter hip flask. ‘The waiting’s the key,’ he said. ‘Waiting means we know what we’re doing. Amateurs rush in because they’re all hyped up on adrenalin, and that’s when mistakes are made. I don’t make mistakes, which is why I’ve never been caught.’

‘That, and the fact that you’ve got one of the best drivers in the business,’ growled Thompson.

‘Yeah, but he was busy tonight, so I had to use you,’ said Grimshaw. He chuckled and checked out the house again through the binoculars. The light went out. ‘Right, here we go,’ he said. He nodded at Thompson. ‘Wagons roll,’ he said, and pointed down the road.

Thompson started the engine and drove slowly down the hill, then turned left and followed the high wall that ran around the entire estate. They had used satellite photographs on Google Earth to find the best place to go over the wall, well away from any other houses and with large trees that would make it easy to hide from any passing vehicles. Thompson stopped the van as the three passengers put on night-vision goggles and switched them on. ‘All working?’ Simpson and Maloney nodded.

Grimshaw climbed out. ‘Let’s do it,’ he said. He took out his phone and hit redial. ‘We’re going over the wall, Matt,’ he said. ‘I’ll call you when we’ve secured the house.’

‘Roger,’ said Matt Burrowes, at the other end of the line.

‘I’ll give him bloody roger,’ said Grimshaw, ending the call. Burrowes was a professional thief and Grimshaw had worked with him more than a dozen times over the years, but he could be careless and had a big mouth. Maloney opened the side of the van and got out, then pulled a pair of aluminium stepladders after him. He jogged over to the wall as Simpson jumped out and slammed the door.

Maloney opened the ladders as Grimshaw and Simpson ran over. Simpson went first, passing the sawn-off shotgun to Grimshaw before straddling the top of the wall and leaping down. He grunted as he hit the ground and rolled to absorb the impact. He stood up and held out his hands to catch the shotgun. He moved away from the wall while Grimshaw clambered over and, a few seconds later, Maloney.

As they moved together through the trees towards the stables at the rear of the house, Thompson ran to the wall, retrieved the stepladders, put them back in the van and drove to a nearby lay-by.

The three men moved quickly, bending low, Simpson cradling the shotgun. They skirted around the stables, following the edge of a paddock and then moving through a small orchard of fruit trees. There was no moon and the sky was cloudy, but the night-vision goggles gave them a perfect view of the house and grounds.

To the right was a clay tennis court, and beyond it concentric circles of flowerbeds around a fountain in the shape of an angel with outstretched wings.

They went around the tennis court and headed to the kitchen. There was a door but their inside man had told them it was always locked and bolted from the inside. They crept around the building and reached a conservatory. They kept low, even though it was in darkness, and made for the staff entrance.

Grimshaw took a key from his pocket. It had been supplied by the technician who had fitted the burglar alarm and worked perfectly. The console began to beep quietly so Grimshaw walked quickly over to it and tapped in the four-digit master code to deactivate it. The beeping stopped.

Maloney padded across the kitchen as Simpson closed the door. The three men strode quietly along a corridor, past the study and the library, into a large hallway. Two stairways led up to the first floor. Grimshaw reached into his jacket, pulled out a semi-automatic and waved for Maloney and Simpson to go up the staircase on the right while he ascended the one on the left. Maloney slid a revolver from a holster under his arm as he went up. Simpson followed, holding his shotgun across his chest.

Grimshaw knew that none of the staff lived in and there were only three people in the house – Rawstorne, a fifty-year-old businessman, his trophy second wife, a former model and actress who had once done a two-year run in Emmerdale, and their daughter Amy. Rawstorne had a son by his first wife but he was away at university.

Rawstorne had made his money from an employment agency that specialised in bringing gangs of workers from EU countries where the British minimum wage was a big improvement on the pittance they earned at home. It wasn’t quite slavery, but there was a certain irony in the fact that he had ending up owning Langford Manor. Rawstorne’s wife liked to think that she was a gifted interior designer so she had done up the house from top to bottom, then invited Country Life magazine to do a photo-shoot. The photographs, and the hours he had spent keeping the house under surveillance, meant that Grimshaw knew where the master bedroom was, and where the teenager slept.

They reached the upstairs landing. Simpson joined Grimshaw and they tiptoed towards the master bedroom. The man of the house was the only one likely to put up any resistance so it was important that he saw the heavy artillery. Maloney headed down the landing towards the bedroom where the girl slept.

Simpson reached for the doorknob. Grimshaw looked over his shoulder at Maloney, held up his hand and made a fist. ‘Go,’ he whispered to Simpson.

Simpson twisted the doorknob and pushed the door open. They padded across the plush bedroom carpet, Simpson heading for Rawstorne’s side of the bed, Grimshaw covering the sleeping woman with his automatic.

Simpson placed his gloved hand across Rawstorne’s mouth. He woke almost immediately and tried to sit up, but Simpson pressed the barrel of the shotgun against his forehead. ‘Don’t move, don’t speak, don’t do a damn thing,’ he whispered. ‘Do exactly as we say and no one needs to get hurt.’

Rawstorne glared at Simpson but he stopped struggling. Grimshaw tapped the barrel of his gun against the wife’s cheek. ‘Wake up, Sleeping Beauty,’ he said.

She opened her eyes. There was just enough light for her to make out Grimshaw standing over her and she opened her mouth to scream. Grimshaw clamped his hand over it. ‘Sssh!’ he hissed. ‘We’ve got your daughter. Just lie still and everything will be all right. Nod if you understand.’

She nodded slowly, her eyes wide and fearful.

‘Good girl,’ he said. ‘Now, I’m going to take my hand away from your mouth. If you make a sound, I’ll smash your pretty little teeth with this gun. Okay?’ She nodded again. Grimshaw slowly removed his hand. She was panting, close to hyperventilating. She looked across at her husband but Grimshaw grabbed her face and squeezed. ‘Don’t look at him,’ he said. ‘He can’t help you.’ He released his grip and told her to lie still. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and pushed it into her mouth, then placed the gun on the bedside table and took a roll of duct tape. ‘Put your wrists together,’ he said. She did as she was told and he used plastic ties to fasten her wrists, then wound tape around her mouth. He went over to the door, flicked on the lights and took off his night-vision goggles. Simpson did the same, keeping the gun trained on Rawstorne with his right hand.

‘You can take whatever you want – just don’t hurt us,’ said Rawstorne.

‘That’s very kind of you, Squire,’ said Grimshaw. ‘But forgive me if I don’t tug my forelock, us having the guns and all.’ He took out his mobile phone, hit redial, and held it to his ear while he waited for Burrowes to answer. ‘Yeah,’ he said eventually. ‘The eagle has bloody landed. Get your arses in here.’ As he put the phone away, the bedroom door opened wide and Maloney pushed the girl in. She had been bound and gagged like her mother.

Rawstorne tried to sit up but Simpson prodded him in the chest with the barrel of the shotgun. ‘Stay put,’ he snarled.

The girl struggled to get away from Maloney. He laughed and pushed her towards the bed. She stumbled and fell against it, but managed to scramble up to lie next to her mother.

‘What do you want?’ asked Rawstorne.

‘Sit up,’ said Simpson. ‘That’ll do for a start.’

Rawstorne sat up. Grimshaw walked around the bed and bound his wrists with two plastic ties. Then he put a hand around the man’s throat. ‘You do exactly as we say and give us what we want, and nobody will get hurt,’ he said.

Rawstorne nodded.

‘But you screw us around and . . .’ He left the sentence unfinished, but slowly released his grip on Rawstorne’s throat.

Rawstorne coughed and cleared his throat. ‘Okay, okay,’ he said. ‘Whatever you want.’

Grimshaw nodded at Maloney. ‘Go down and let the boys in,’ he said. ‘Get them started on the downstairs rooms.’ The Country Life spread had featured several works of art on the walls of the library and sitting rooms, paintings that Rawstorne had spent hundreds of thousands of pounds on. And in several of the photographs there were valuable antiques that Grimshaw had already priced with a fence in London.

Maloney headed downstairs. Grimshaw pointed his gun at Rawstorne. ‘Right. Now here’s the thing, Squire,’ he said. ‘We’re taking the paintings and we’re taking the antiques, and I need you to tell me where the safe is.’

Rawstorne frowned. ‘We don’t have a safe.’

Grimshaw looked at Rawstorne’s wife. ‘Is that right, Angela? He doesn’t keep all your jewellery in a safe? What about all the watches you’ve got? You collect old watches, don’t you? That’s what you told Country Life. Where do you keep them?’

The woman stared at Grimshaw, the tape over her mouth pulsing in and out as she fought to breathe.

Grimshaw used his left hand to take a Stanley knife out of his pocket and flicked open the blade with his thumb. ‘Are you going to tell me, Squire, or shall I cut your lovely wife’s face? And your daughter’s? How would you like that? Every day for the rest of your life you’ll look at the scars and remember that they’re there because you put money before your family’s safety. Is that what you want, Squire? Because I’ve cut women before and I’m happy to do it again.’

‘I don’t have a safe,’ said Rawstorne, flatly. ‘If I did have a safe I’d tell you. We keep our valuables in the bank.’

‘Of course you do,’ sighed Grimshaw. He walked around the bed, shaking his head as he put his gun back into his shoulder holster. ‘I’m sorry, Angela, sorry, Amy, but he obviously doesn’t give a shit about either of you.’ Amy and her mother huddled together, their cries muffled by the duct-tape gags. Grimshaw glared at Rawstorne. ‘I know for a fact that there’s a safe in this bedroom,’ he said. ‘The one thing I don’t know is where it is. Now, I could tear the place down looking for it but it’d save me a lot of time and effort if you’d just bloody well tell me where it is.’ Grimshaw grabbed Angela’s hair and yanked it hard, exposing her throat. Tears were streaming down her face. He placed the blade against her cheek.

‘Tell him, you bastard!’ hissed Simpson. ‘He’ll do it – he’ll cut her.’

Angela Rawstorne was crying hysterically. She kicked out with her legs but Grimshaw put his knee on her chest to hold her down.

‘You’re insured, you bastard – why are you putting your family through this?’ said Simpson. ‘Just tell us.’

Rawstorne stared in horror as the blade pierced his wife’s flesh and a trickle of blood ran down her cheek. ‘Okay, okay!’ he shouted. ‘Behind the painting over there, by the dressing-table.’

‘Thank you,’ said Grimshaw. ‘That wasn’t so hard, was it?’ He stood up, retracted the blade of the Stanley knife, and put it back in his pocket.

The painting was a family portrait with Rawstorne standing next to his wife, his hand on his son’s shoulder while his wife rested her head against her daughter’s. Rawstorne hadn’t changed much since the portrait had been painted, but the girl was clearly five or six years older. In the picture she was just a child, but now, tied up on the bed, she was almost a woman.

Grimshaw grabbed the frame and pulled. It was hinged and swung to the side to reveal a grey metal wall safe. ‘Combination, Squire,’ said Grimshaw.

Downstairs they heard the front door open, footsteps and muffled talking. The door closed.

‘Combination, Squire,’ Grimshaw repeated. ‘Don’t make me get my knife out again.’

Rawstorne gave him the combination. Grimshaw tapped out the four digits, and scowled. ‘Don’t screw me around,’ he growled. ‘Give me the right number now or I’ll cut your bitch of a wife.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ said Rawstorne. He shook his head. He repeated the combination, this time reversing the last two digits.

Grimshaw tapped it in and smiled as he pulled open the door. There were bundles of cash, new notes still in their wrappers. Grimshaw pulled out one of the bundles and flicked through it. A thousand pounds in fifties. There were twenty bundles in all. He piled them on the dressing-table. ‘Bet this won’t be covered by insurance,’ said Grimshaw. ‘Keeping a little something from the taxman, are we?’

‘Just take it and go,’ said Rawstorne.

‘I’ll be setting the schedule, thank you very much,’ said Grimshaw. ‘Just keep your trap shut or my mate there will shut it for you.’ Simpson gestured with the shotgun to reinforce the message.

There were a dozen watch boxes in the safe. Grimshaw took them out and put them next to the money. He opened one. It was an antique gold Rolex, studded with diamonds. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Your missus has got taste, all right.’

He reached back into the safe and brought out several jewellery boxes. He opened a heart-shaped red velvet box and whistled when he saw the diamond necklace it contained.

They heard footsteps on the stairs and a few seconds later Maloney appeared at the bedroom door. ‘All present and accounted for,’ he said, throwing Grimshaw a fake salute. He tossed him a nylon holdall.

Grimshaw caught it and filled it with the money, watches and jewellery boxes. Maloney went over to the bed. ‘Come here, darling,’ he said, and grabbed the girl by the back of her nightdress. He pulled her to her feet. ‘You and me can have some fun.’

‘Leave it out,’ said Simpson.

‘You can have her after me,’ said Maloney. ‘Sloppy seconds.’ He pushed the girl towards the door.

Simpson looked across at Grimshaw. ‘Are you going to let him do this?’

Grimshaw shrugged. ‘The boy’s got urges, what can I say?’ He zipped up the holdall.

‘Nobody said nothing to me about rape.’

‘He’s just gonna have some fun,’ said Grimshaw.

‘You’re supposed to be pros,’ said Simpson. ‘Art thieves, the Scarlet bloody Pimpernels, you said.’

‘If it upsets you that much, you can have the wife,’ said Maloney. The struggling girl tried to get back to the bed but Maloney dragged her away. ‘Feisty little thing, isn’t she? Bet she’s a virgin – they always fight harder, virgins.’

‘This is a bloody liability,’ Simpson said to Grimshaw. ‘I’m not working with a rapist. Thieving’s one thing, raping young girls is something else.’

‘You’re just here to rob. Don’t begrudge him his fun. It’s one of the perks.’

‘He’s done this before? No one told me that.’

‘Look, it’s cool,’ said Grimshaw. ‘He always gives them a little speech afterwards, along the lines of “We know where you live and if you tell anyone what I did I’ll come back and kill your whole family,” and that seems to do the trick.’ Grimshaw pointed the Stanley knife at Rawstorne. ‘You’ll do as you’re told, won’t you, Toby boy? You won’t tell the cops what happened to your little girl, will you? No, of course you won’t. Besides, what will the neighbours think? They might think that little Amy here enjoyed it.’

‘Don’t hurt her – please, don’t hurt her,’ begged Rawstorne. ‘I’ll get you more money. Anything you want.’

‘Have you got more money in the house, Toby boy? Something you’re keeping for a rainy day? Because, believe me, it’s about to pour down on your life.’

‘I’ve money in the bank. Just please don’t hurt my family.’

‘The banks are shut, in case you hadn’t noticed,’ said Grimshaw. ‘It’s Friday night and I’m buggered if I’m going to wait here all weekend.’ He waved the knife at Maloney. ‘Do what you have to do and then give the guys a hand loading the vans,’ he said.

‘Please, don’t do this,’ begged Rawstorne. ‘She’s only fifteen.’

Grimshaw walked over to Rawstorne, pulling the gun from his holster. He slammed the butt against the side of his head and Rawstorne screamed in pain. Grimshaw dragged him off the bed and kicked him in the stomach, hard. Rawstorne curled into a ball, his knees against his chest as he moaned in pain. ‘I told you, shut the hell up!’ shouted Grimshaw.

‘Hey, leave it out!’ roared Simpson.

Grimshaw ignored him. He kicked Rawstorne in the back, then stamped on him, grunting with the exertion. He was about to kick the man again when Simpson’s shotgun went off, blowing chunks of plaster from the ceiling. Simpson pointed it at Grimshaw’s groin. ‘This stops right now!’ he yelled.

‘Are you bloody crazy?’ Grimshaw pointed his gun at Simpson’s face. ‘What the hell are you playing at?’

‘I’m not playing at anything! This isn’t a bloody game, Lex!’ shouted Simpson. ‘I didn’t sign up to start raping kids.’

They heard running footsteps on the stairs, then muttering in the hallway. ‘What’s going on in there?’ called a man. It was a Scottish accent. Carrick Thompson.

‘First one through that door gets shot in the balls!’ bellowed Simpson.

‘Boss, are you okay?’ asked Thompson.

‘It’s all under control,’ replied Grimshaw. ‘Go back to loading the vans – we’ve got to be out of here in five minutes.’

Maloney threw the girl to the floor and pointed his gun at Simpson ‘Just remember you’ve only got one cartridge left in that thing,’ said Maloney.

Simpson pumped another shell into the breech. ‘It’s a Remington 870 Marine Magnum pump action with a magazine that holds seven shells, you stupid prick,’ he said, not taking his eyes off Grimshaw. ‘And seven minus one is six. And even if you were a good enough shot to put a bullet in my head from there, which I doubt, the reflex would still be enough to blow Lex’s private parts to kingdom come. Might not kill him outright, but he won’t be having sex ever again.’

‘Will you stop using my sodding name?’ said Grimshaw.

‘Why? Are you ashamed of being Lex Grimshaw of forty-seven Cleveland Gardens, Exeter? Explain that to me. Not ashamed of aiding and abetting rape, are you?’

‘I’ll bloody well do you!’ yelled Maloney, taking a step closer to Simpson. The girl rolled over to a corner and lay there, sobbing.

‘You do and I’ll blow Lex’s balls off,’ said Simpson. ‘And if there’s any life left in me I’ll let you have the next one in your groin, too. Look at the ceiling, Maloney, and imagine what your prick’s going to look like.’

‘No one’s going to shoot anyone,’ said Grimshaw.

‘Yeah, well, that’s down to me, not you,’ said Simpson. ‘I’m the one with the shotgun.’

‘Let’s just calm down,’ said Grimshaw. ‘We’re in the middle of something here and we don’t want it all to go tits up.’

‘As far as I’m concerned, the tits are already up,’ said Simpson. ‘I didn’t sign up for rape. And I sure as hell didn’t know that Maloney here had form for it.’

‘Can we at least stop using names?’ said Grimshaw. ‘We’re not bloody amateurs.’

‘It’s too late for that,’ said Maloney. ‘The damage is done. We’re gonna have to top them all. Are you happy now, Simpson? We’re going to have to kill all three of them, however this pans out.’

‘Nobody has to kill nobody,’ said Grimshaw. ‘Look, guys, let’s just put the guns down, get the stuff in the vans and drive off into the bloody sunset. Then we can all go our separate ways.’

‘They know our bloody names!’ shouted Maloney.

‘How many bloody Maloneys do you think there are in the phone book, you tosser?’ sneered Grimshaw. ‘And a name’s no good without forensics or a face to put to it. We’re cool. Are we cool, Eddie?’

‘No, Lex, we’re as far from cool as you can get without falling out of the fridge.’

‘What? What the hell does that mean?’

Simpson waved his shotgun. ‘I don’t know what it means. I just mean we’re not cool because Maloney’s a vengeful bastard and as soon as I lower my gun he’s going to shoot me. Aren’t you, Geoff?’

‘See?’ shouted Maloney. ‘Now he’s told them my first name.’

‘Forget the bloody names – the names don’t mean shit,’ said Grimshaw. He put his hands up as if he was trying to calm a startled horse. ‘Look, Eddie, tell me what you want to make this right. I don’t want you to pull that trigger and I’m pretty sure you don’t want to either. We can still make a good score here – we can all walk away with our heads held high.’

‘Tell Maloney to go downstairs.’

‘Sod that,’ said Maloney.

‘Go downstairs, Geoff,’ said Grimshaw.

‘Will you stop using my bloody name!’

‘It’s too late now. They already know your name.’

‘So we top them.’

‘We’re not topping anybody, Geoff.’

Maloney waved his gun at Grimshaw. ‘I’m not going down for this. I’m not going to prison again. Not for you, not for anyone.’

‘No one’s going to prison,’ said Grimshaw. ‘We leaving no forensics. No one’s seen our faces, we’ll all have alibis. Names mean nothing. Now, get the hell downstairs and help the guys load the vans.’

Maloney hesitated.

‘Now!’ roared Grimshaw. ‘Or I’ll bloody well shoot you myself.’

Maloney muttered under his breath and left the bedroom, pointing a warning finger at Simpson as he went.

‘Thank you,’ Rawstorne said to Simpson. He had rolled onto his back and managed to get into a sitting position next to the bed.

‘Don’t thank me,’ snapped Simpson. ‘Just keep your mouth shut and let us do what we’re here to do.’

Grimshaw picked up the holdall. ‘What do you want to do, Eddie? You wanna stay here with your new-found friends?’

‘This isn’t about choosing sides, it’s about not wanting to get involved in rape,’ said Simpson. ‘My sister was attacked a few years back. Got into a pirate mini-cab, bastard beat her up and screwed her without a condom. She got pregnant, had to have an abortion. Ruined her life. So don’t get in my face about this, okay?’

Grimshaw nodded. ‘Okay, I get the picture. Fair enough.’ He put his gun back and pointed at the door. ‘Time to go.’

‘Haven’t you forgotten something?’

Grimshaw frowned. ‘What?’

Simpson gestured with his shotgun at Rawstorne’s mobile phone on the bedside table. ‘You’re going to leave that there, are you?’

Grimshaw growled and went to pick it up.

Simpson pointed his gun at Rawstorne. ‘Don’t even think of trying anything,’ he said. ‘Maloney’s still downstairs and he’s just looking for an excuse. Stay here and keep quiet. We’ll be gone in five minutes. You wait at least half an hour before you try to get free.’

Rawstorne forced a smile. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘I already said don’t thank me,’ said Simpson. He nodded at Grimshaw. ‘Okay, let’s go.’

Simpson followed Grimshaw out of the bedroom, and closed the door. The two men walked down the landing. The front door was open. Thompson, now wearing a ski-mask, looked up when he saw them coming down the stairs. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked. ‘Maloney’s as mad as hell.’

‘Screw Maloney,’ said Grimshaw. ‘How are we doing?’

‘Half a dozen paintings already. The guys are in the library now, fetching the Monet.’

As he spoke, Matt Burrowes, dressed in black and wearing a ski-mask, jogged out of the library, holding a large painting sheathed in bubble-wrap.

‘Come on, Matt, get a bloody move on,’ said Grimshaw.

‘Be nice if you’d give us a hand,’ panted Burrowes, heading out of the door.

Grimshaw tossed the holdall down to Thompson. ‘Shove that in the van,’ he said. Thompson headed outside.

‘Come on, Eddie, help load the vans,’ said Grimshaw.

Just then they heard staccato shouts outside. ‘Armed police! Hands in the air – now!’

‘What the hell . . .?’ said Grimshaw.

Maloney came running out of the library, holding his gun in the air. ‘There’s cops outside – hundreds of cops!’

Three men in black overalls wearing bulletproof vests and black helmets and pointing Heckler & Koch carbines appeared at the front doorway. Maloney dropped his gun and threw his hands up. ‘Don’t shoot!’

The three men fanned out across the hall and another five armed officers rushed in through the door. ‘Armed police, drop your weapons!’ shouted one of the new arrivals.

Grimshaw raised his hands. Simpson flicked the safety on the shotgun but before he could throw it to the floor one of the armed police fired. Simpson’s head jerked back and he slumped to the ground as the gun fell from his nerveless fingers.

Two armed policemen dragged Grimshaw roughly across the driveway to a waiting van. ‘Okay, okay, I’m not resisting,’ he said, but his captors ignored him.

The three men who had arrived in the second van were all lying face down while six armed officers covered them with their MP5s. Thompson was standing spreadeagled against a wall while an officer in a bulletproof vest patted him down.

A paramedic was attending to Simpson, dabbing at a graze on his forehead where the police marksman’s bullet had narrowly missed splattering his brains across the hallway. Two armed police stood guard over him, cradling their MP5s. ‘You were lucky,’ said the paramedic.

‘Yeah, well, I’d have been even luckier if the idiot had held his fire for another second or two,’ sneered Simpson. ‘I was bloody well surrendering.’ He scowled up at the two armed policemen. ‘Was it one of you pricks that shot me?’

The two men stared at him impassively.

‘Yeah, well, you’ll be hearing from my lawyers, you trigger-happy morons.’ He winced as the paramedic used a Q-tip to apply antiseptic.

There were half a dozen patrol cars in a semicircle facing the house, their doors open and lights off, with two ambulances. Two paramedics in green overalls and yellow fluorescent jackets wheeled Rawstorne out of the house on a stretcher towards one of the ambulances. His wife, a blanket around her shoulders, hurried after them, dabbing at her face with a tissue. Two female police officers, one wearing a bulletproof vest and a black helmet with the visor up, came out with Amy. She was trembling and hugging herself as she stared blankly at the activity around her.

A female detective with a chestnut bob, wearing a beige raincoat with the collar turned up, hurried over to Angela Rawstorne. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

‘Of course I’m not all right,’ she said acidly. ‘I want to go with my husband.’

‘That’s not a problem, Mrs Rawstorne,’ said the detective. She nodded at the paramedics and they helped the woman into the back of the ambulance. Mrs Rawstorne looked over at her daughter and held out a hand. ‘Amy, come on! Come with us!’

‘He’s going to be all right,’ said one of the paramedics, as Amy climbed in after them.

Mrs Rawstorne put a protective arm around her daughter. ‘Just bloody drive,’ she snapped. ‘Get him to a real doctor – now!’

Two cops pulled Maloney out of the house. He was struggling and two more rushed over to grab a leg each. They lifted Maloney up and carried him to the van. He bucked and kicked but the four officers were big men and used to dealing with uncooperative prisoners. Maloney cursed and spat at them, but his struggling intensified when he saw Simpson in the back of one of the ambulances. ‘This is all your bloody fault, Simpson!’ he roared. ‘I’ll bloody well have you for this.’

The detective looked up when she heard Maloney verbally abusing Simpson and went over to the four officers who were restraining him. ‘Put him in with the other one,’ she said, gesturing at the van that contained Grimshaw. ‘Cuff him first and, judging by the way he’s kicking, I’d restrain his legs too.’ The four armed officers had never met the detective before and didn’t know her rank but her tone was enough to convince them to do as she said.

‘You’re bloody dead, Simpson,’ screamed Maloney. ‘When I get my hands on you, you’re dead meat.’

‘A gag wouldn’t go amiss either,’ said the woman, as she walked over to the ambulance where the paramedic was attending to Simpson. She pointed at the injured man. ‘Keep them apart,’ she said, to the two armed officers guarding him. ‘Put him in the van over there.’ A third vehicle was parked next to one of the armed-response vehicles.

The paramedic finished applying a plaster to the graze. ‘He’s good to go,’ he said. ‘It’s just a scratch.’

The two armed officers frogmarched Simpson to the back of the police van. The rear doors were already open and they shoved him inside. The uniforms were just about to slam the mesh door on him when the detective told them to wait. ‘I’ll ride with him,’ she said, and climbed in.

‘Are you sure, ma’am?’ said one of the uniforms.

‘Don’t worry, boys, I can take care of myself,’ she said.

The officers closed and locked the mesh door, then closed the two outer doors.

The detective looked at Simpson and smiled. ‘Well, Spider, that didn’t go as well as we hoped, did it?’

Dan ‘Spider’ Shepherd, undercover operative with the Serious Organised Crime Agency, scowled at her. He wanted to shout and swear but Charlotte Button was a lady and his boss so he just smiled thinly. ‘I’ve had better days, Charlie,’ he said. He put his hand up to touch the plaster and winced. ‘I’ve got one hell of a headache.’

‘Would you like some paracetamol?’

‘I nearly bloody well died, Charlie. I’m supposed to be one of the good guys and the cops came this close to putting a bullet in my head.’

‘Moan, moan, moan,’ said the van’s driver, as he twisted around in his seat. Shepherd grinned: it was his dour Scottish colleague, Jimmy Sharpe. ‘Where to, m’lady?’ he asked.

‘Take us back to the safe-house in Bristol,’ said Button.

‘Can I use the siren?’

‘No, you can’t,’ said Button. ‘Any more backchat and I’ll drive and you can walk.’

The safe-house was an office above an estate agent’s in north Bristol. There were two designated parking spaces in the yard behind it and Sharpe parked the police van next to his Lexus. He got out, walked around to the rear and opened the doors, then the cage.

Button stepped out, unlocked a green door that was covered by a CCTV camera and led Shepherd and Sharpe up a flight of stairs where she unlocked a second door. They went into a large, open-plan office with two sash windows overlooking the street below and a small kitchenette off to the right. One wall was lined with surveillance photographs of Alex Grimshaw and his gang. Shepherd dropped down onto a faded tartan sofa. ‘Why didn’t we know that Maloney was a rapist?’ he asked.

‘I honestly don’t know,’ said Button, taking off her raincoat and hanging it on the back of the door.

‘The victims were interviewed, presumably. Didn’t anyone pick up the signs?’

‘Spider, if someone doesn’t want to tell the police they were raped, there’s not much the police can do about it.’ She picked up the kettle. ‘Do you want coffee?’

Shepherd nodded. ‘Please, yeah.’

‘I don’t get it. What happened?’ asked Sharpe.

‘You don’t get it because, as usual, you weren’t anywhere near the sharp end,’ said Shepherd. ‘No pun intended.’

‘Hey, it’s not my fault,’ said Sharpe. ‘It was hard enough getting you in the gang. Two of us would have been overkill.’

‘Let’s not argue the point, boys,’ said Button, as she switched on the kettle.

‘I’m sorry, I’m just a bit stressed,’ said Shepherd. ‘Maloney was planning on shooting me, I’m sure he was. I could feel him staring at the back of my head and almost feel his finger tightening on the trigger.’ He grinned ruefully. ‘I spun him that old tale about death spasms being enough to pull the trigger. Has anyone ever done any research on that?’

Button smiled. ‘I don’t think they have.’ She poured milk into three mugs.

‘Well, I’m pretty sure that Maloney didn’t believe it.’

‘Any booze around?’ asked Sharpe, sitting behind the one desk in the office.

Button ignored him and carried on talking to Shepherd. ‘He didn’t pull the trigger, so all’s well that ends well.’

‘Let’s not forget that the boys in blue went for a head shot because I didn’t drop my gun fast enough,’ said Shepherd. He put a hand up to the plaster on his forehead. ‘An inch to the left and I’d be dead, Charlie.’

‘I know, but you’re not, so let’s be grateful for that.’

‘Didn’t they know there was an undercover agent in the gang?’

‘They didn’t, no. But it wouldn’t have made any difference because you were all wearing ski-masks.’

‘Well, I hope whoever fired the shot gets his balls ripped off,’ said Shepherd. ‘Even if I had been one of the bad guys, what he did was bang out of order. I was dropping my weapon – my finger was nowhere near the trigger.’

‘Looking on the bright side, no one’s ever going to think you’re working for SOCA,’ said Sharpe. ‘Your legend’s well intact.’

‘I’m not sure that’s true,’ said Shepherd. ‘After what happened in the bedroom, they must have realised I’m not kosher.’

‘They might just assume that you’re a villain with a soft heart,’ said Button. ‘Anyway, we’ll put it out that you escaped from custody while you were in hospital and the rest of the gang will go down for at least ten years.’ The kettle finished boiling and she stood up. ‘I’ll make us all a coffee and then I’ll run you along to the hotel. I’ve got rooms booked for us all.’

‘I’d rather get back to Hereford,’ said Shepherd. ‘It’s been a while since I saw Liam.’

‘No problem,’ said Button, spooning coffee into a cafetière. ‘I’ll arrange a car. What about you, Razor?’

‘Minibar included?’

‘Within reason,’ said Button.

Sharpe rubbed his hands together. ‘I’ll phone the wife and tell her to expect me tomorrow.’

‘And I’m going to need to see you both in London on Monday.’

‘A new job?’ asked Shepherd.

‘All lined up and ready to go,’ she said.

‘Care to give us clue?’

She smiled brightly. ‘Now, Spider, that would spoil the surprise.’

The occupants of the six cells looked up as Shepherd walked into the block. Six pairs of brown eyes gazed at him hopefully. He was the key to their salvation: one word from him and they would be released. The floors were bare concrete, the rear walls whitewashed brick, and there was a single metal-barred gate fronting each three-feet-by-eight cell.

‘How long have they been here?’ he asked the middle-aged woman who had escorted him into the block.

She indicated the occupant of the first cell. ‘He’s been here two years,’ she said. The Alsatian-Labrador cross growled softly and wagged its tail. ‘He’s six years old and most people want a puppy.’

‘What do you think, Liam?’ asked Shepherd. ‘Do you see anything you like?’

‘I like them all, Dad,’ said Liam. He bent down and pushed his fingers between the bars. The dog licked them, its tail swishing from side to side like a metronome. ‘We can really have one? Really?’

‘I promised you, didn’t I? I said we’d get a dog after I’d finished the job I was on.’ The investigation into Alex Grimshaw and his gang of armed robbers had taken the best part of two months and for most of that time Shepherd had been in the West Country. He’d managed a few weekend trips back to Hereford but he knew he hadn’t been spending enough time with his son.

He’d arrived back in Hereford just as Liam was waking up and had realised he hadn’t brought him a present. He’d been promising to let his son have a dog for months, so he’d offered to take him to the local RSPCA kennels. The dog was a bribe, Shepherd knew, to make up for him being such an absentee father, but it was clear from the look on Liam’s face that it was more than acceptable.

‘What happens to the ones you don’t find homes for?’ Shepherd asked the woman. She was dressed in a tweed suit and sensible shoes, and had her RSPCA identification hanging on a long chain around her neck. ‘Do you . . .’ He left the sentence unfinished.

‘Oh, these days it’s quite rare to put down a healthy dog,’ said the woman. ‘If a dog is very old or sick or has an impossible temperament then we might be forced to, but generally they just stay here until a home becomes available. The local paper is very good. Whenever we get close to capacity they run a story with photographs of our more appealing animals and that always gets results.’

Liam had moved on to the next cage, where a small beagle wagged its tail and made a fuss of him. ‘Look, Dad, it’s Snoopy.’

‘She’s a pure beagle,’ said the woman. ‘That’s quite unusual for us – generally we get the Heinz 57 varieties. She’s probably from a good home and just got lost. But we’ve had her for two weeks and no one has claimed her so we’ve put her up for adoption. She’ll go quickly – pedigrees are always popular. You’d pay several hundred pounds to buy a dog like that from a breeder.’

Liam scratched the animal behind an ear. ‘It’s so cute, Dad,’ he said.

‘Beagles need a lot of exercise,’ said Shepherd.

‘You have a house and garden?’ asked the woman.

‘Quite a large garden,’ said Shepherd. ‘And we live close to a lot of open space. Liam here has promised to walk the dog at least once a day.’

‘And you’re married, are you?’

Shepherd frowned. ‘Why’s that important?’ he asked.

‘We don’t want the dogs left on their own for long periods,’ she said. ‘We need to know that there’s someone around for them.’

‘We have an au pair, and she’s home all the time,’ said Shepherd.

‘That’ll be fine,’ said the woman. ‘We’ll need to do a home visit, of course.’

‘A home visit?’

‘To check that it’s the sort of environment that’s suitable for a dog. A lot of our dogs have been mistreated and we need to know that their new home will give them the stability they need.’

‘It’s probably easier to adopt a child than a dog,’ said Shepherd.

‘Sadly, Mr Shepherd, that could well be true. But we do our bit by making sure that our dogs only go to good homes.’

‘Can we have this one, Dad?’ asked Liam. The beagle was scrabbling at the cage door, trying to get to him.

‘You remember the rules?’ asked Shepherd.

Liam sighed theatrically. ‘Walk her at least twice a day, feed her, clean up after her, and take responsibility for any damage she does.’

‘The kennel maids have been calling her Lady,’ said the woman, ‘but she’s only been here two weeks so there wouldn’t be a problem calling her something else.’

‘Lady’s a good name,’ said Liam. He looked up at his father. ‘Can we take her now, Dad?’

Shepherd looked at the woman. ‘There’s some paperwork to do,’ she said. ‘And we still have the home visit to arrange. Where do you live?’

Shepherd told her his address and she agreed to do the home visit early the following day, even though it was Sunday.

‘That’ll give us a chance to get some supplies in,’ said Shepherd.

‘Supplies?’ queried Liam.

‘Bedding, food, brushes, a lead, a collar – dogs need almost as much stuff as children,’ said Shepherd.

‘But we can have her, right?’

‘Sure,’ said Shepherd. He crouched next to Liam and put his hand through the bars of the cage. The dog licked his fingers enthusiastically.

‘You’re great, Dad. Thanks.’

‘Just remember the rules,’ said Shepherd. ‘Six months down the line, I don’t want to be the one feeding her and taking her out whenever she needs a pee.’

‘That’s what we’ve got Katra for,’ said Liam.

Shepherd glared at his son and pointed a warning finger at him.

‘Dad, I’m joking,’ said Liam. ‘She’s my responsibility, I’ll take good care of her, I swear.’

‘Just make sure that you do.’

The waitress was a pretty Chinese girl with waist-length hair, flawless olive skin and long fingernails painted bright red to match the figure-hugging cheongsam dress that she was wearing. All the men at the table turned to watch her walk away.

‘She’s a cracker,’ said the youngest of the group of five. Ben Portner had just turned nineteen and had only been in the army for six months. He had a shock of ginger hair and a mass of freckles across his nose and cheeks, so he wasn’t at all surprised to be nicknamed ‘Ginge’ before he’d even got off the bus that had taken him to basic training.

‘Yeah, a prawn cracker,’ said the man sitting next to him. Greg Massey was two years older than Ginge but had gone through basic training at the same time and, like Ginge, was preparing for his first overseas posting. Afghanistan.

The men around the table laughed, including the one officer, Captain Tommy Gannon. Gannon was in his mid-twenties, a career soldier, good-looking with a strong chin and piercing blue eyes. Like all the men, he was casually dressed, wearing a dark blue polo shirt and brown cargo pants, with a leather bomber jacket hanging on the back of his chair.

‘What are the girls like in Afghanistan, sir?’ Massey asked Gannon.

‘No idea,’ said Gannon. ‘They always have their faces covered, once they’re past puberty. And they keep well away from us.’

‘What about female suicide bombers?’

‘It happens,’ said Gannon. ‘They’ve been using kids, too. But in Afghanistan the main hazards for us are going to be Taliban fighters, snipers and IEDs. Most of the Taliban suicide bombers are for their own people.’

The pretty waitress returned with bottles of Chinese Tsingtao beer on a tray. ‘Hey, darling, do you go out with round-eyes?’ asked the soldier sitting on Gannon’s left. He was in his late twenties, the most experienced squaddie at the table. Craig Broadbent had already done one tour of Iraq and had the scars from a car bomb down his back to prove it.

The waitress scowled at him. ‘I don’t go out with squaddies,’ she said, her accent pure Northern Irish.

‘You should try Mr Gannon, then,’ said Massey, pointing his chopsticks at Gannon. ‘He’s an officer.’

The waitress looked at Gannon and raised her eyebrows. ‘A sergeant?’ she said.

‘Sergeants aren’t officers,’ he said. ‘I’m a captain. Ney ho mah?’

She looked surprised. ‘You speak Cantonese?’

‘Siu siu,’ he said. ‘Just a bit. I was in Hong Kong last year, picked some up while I was there.’ He gestured at the men sitting around the table. ‘Don’t worry about these guys. They’re off to Afghanistan next week.’

‘Are you going with them?’ asked the waitress.

‘We wouldn’t go without the captain,’ Massey put in. ‘We’ve got it written into our contracts.’

‘Is that true?’ asked the waitress.

‘No,’ laughed Gannon. ‘But they can’t even put on their boots without me, so I’ve got to go with them. What’s your name?’

‘May,’ said the waitress.

‘Well, I tell you what, May, as soon as I get back I’ll pop in and you can teach me more Cantonese, okay?’

She grinned. ‘Okay.’

He held out his hand. ‘Tommy Gannon,’ he said. The waitress shook it timidly.

‘Captain Tommy Gannon,’ said Massey. ‘Killer of the Taliban and breaker of hearts.’

Gannon’s men cheered and the waitress hurried back to the kitchen, blushing.

The door to the street opened and two men in ski-masks and long dark coats walked in. Gannon’s jaw dropped and a prawn slipped from between his chopsticks. His first thought was that the restaurant was about to be robbed, but then both men swung Kalashnikov assault rifles from under their coats. He looked around for a weapon but there was nothing, just the chopsticks, plates and bottles. He started to get to his feet. ‘Get down!’ he screamed to his men, as he grabbed the beer bottle nearest to him.

The gunmen stood with their feet shoulder-width apart, the stocks of the Kalashnikovs tucked into their hips, braced for the recoil to come.

Gannon drew back his hand but before he could throw the bottle the guns burst into life. He felt two thumps in the chest and saw Massey’s head explode, blood splattering across the tablecloth. Bullets thudded over the table, shattering bottles and kicking food into the air. Gannon saw Broadbent fall backwards with a gaping wound in his neck.

The gunfire was deafening in the confined space and the cordite stung his eyes. The bottle fell from his hand as he felt another thud, this time in his guts, and bent forward. His shirt and trousers were drenched with blood.

Still the guns kept firing, a non-stop rat-tat-tat of burning lead that ripped through the men at the table. Portner was on his hands and knees, crawling towards the kitchen, until half a dozen bullets thudded into his back and he went down, his hands clawing at the carpet.

Gannon put his hands to his chest, trying to stem the flow of blood, but he knew it was a waste of time. He couldn’t feel anything – the body’s natural painkillers had flooded into his system, dulling the pain and making him almost sleepy. His last thought before his eyes closed and he slumped to the floor was that sometimes life was so bloody unfair.

The two men jumped into the back of the Toyota and the driver stamped on the accelerator as they slammed the door. Both were breathing heavily. The bigger of the two grabbed his companion’s knee. ‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘Fecking perfect.’

‘How many do you think we got?’

‘Four. Five. Six, maybe,’ said the Big Man. ‘Did you see the look of surprise on their faces, the stupid Brit bastards? Didn’t have a clue what was happening.’ The man pulled off his ski-mask. ‘We bloody well showed them, Sean. We bloody well showed them that the fight’s not over.’

Sean pulled off his ski-mask and twisted around in his seat. The road was clear behind them. He turned back and cradled the Kalashnikov.

The driver took a hard left and the tyres squealed in protest. ‘Easy there, Joe,’ said the Big Man. ‘Nice and easy now.’

‘The shit’s going to hit the fan, right enough,’ said the driver.

‘And that’s how it should be,’ said the Big Man. Now he removed his own mask. He was in his late forties with pale blue eyes and skin the texture of old leather, reddened and roughened from years out in the sun. ‘The shit should be flying left, right and centre till they get the hell out of our country. Tiocfaidh ár lá.’

‘Tiocfaidh ár lá,’ echoed the Sean and the driver. Our day will come.

Shepherd’s alarm woke him early on Sunday morning. He pulled on a sweatshirt and tracksuit bottoms, went downstairs and made himself a cup of black coffee. Then he put on a pair of old army boots and took his rucksack out from the cupboard under the stairs. Inside the rucksack, a dozen bricks were wrapped in newspaper. He took his running seriously. He didn’t believe in state-of-the-art trainers with gel insoles and Lycra shorts: he believed in doing it the hard way, in heavy boots with weight on his back.

He left the house and ran on the roads for two miles at a medium pace until he’d worked up a good sweat, then cut off into the countryside along a route through fields and woods that he knew was exactly six miles. At the halfway point two men in black tracksuits passed him. They were both in their early twenties with full bergens on their backs. Shepherd smiled to himself. They were obviously in the Regiment, SAS troopers at the peak of physical condition and probably carrying twice the weight he had on his back. Shepherd’s bergen was a GS issue, general service. The troopers were running with SAS-issue, bigger, with a zipped compartment on the lid, a zip on the outer central pouch, buckles on the lid straps and spaces for skis or a shovel behind the side pouches. When fully packed, an SAS bergen weighed between thirty-six and forty kilos. Shepherd was still in good condition but he doubted that he’d be able to run more than five miles with that amount of weight on his back. The two troopers pulled away from him and Shepherd let them ago. His racing days were over.

By the time he’d done his countryside route he was bathed in sweat, his shoulders ached from the weight of the rucksack and his feet were sore. He vaulted over a five-bar gate and started running on the pavement again. He upped the pace, his chest heaving, and ran the last two miles at full pelt.

When he got home, Katra was in the kitchen preparing breakfast. Shepherd went upstairs, showered and changed into a clean polo shirt and black jeans. By the time he was back in the kitchen, Liam was already tucking into scrambled eggs and bacon, the eggs done with cheese the way he liked them.

Katra gave Shepherd a mug of coffee. ‘What would you like, Dan?’ she asked.

‘Tomato omelette would hit the spot,’ said Shepherd, ruffling his son’s hair and sitting down next to him. ‘Homework done?’

‘Almost.’

‘Need any help?’

Liam shook his head as he shovelled a forkful of egg into his mouth.

‘How’s school?’

‘School’s school.’

‘Don’t speak with your mouth full,’ said Shepherd.

‘You asked me a question!’ protested Liam.

‘And don’t answer back.’ Shepherd grinned and sipped his coffee.

The doorbell rang and Liam sprang up from the table. ‘That’ll be Lady,’ he shouted.

‘Calm down,’ said Shepherd, amused by his son’s enthusiasm. ‘Remember what they said – everything has to be calm until she’s settled. No loud noises, no rough games.’

‘Got it, Dad,’ said Liam, hurrying to the front door.

‘Can you put my breakfast in the oven, please,’ Shepherd asked Katra, as he followed his son out of the kitchen.

Liam had already opened the front door and was on his knees petting the beagle. A girl in her twenties with short, spiky black hair, wearing blue jeans and a grey duffel coat, was holding the dog’s leash and grinning at the fuss Lady was making of her new owner. She grinned at Shepherd and waved. ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘I’m Zoe, from the dogs’ home.’

‘I guessed that,’ said Shepherd. ‘Come on in. Do you want a coffee or tea or something?’

‘I’m fine,’ she said, stepping into the hallway. She handed the leash to Liam. ‘Here you are,’ she said. ‘Take her out into the garden and show her around. Keep her on the leash until she gets used to you.’

Liam grabbed it and ran down the hall. The dog scrabbled after him, her tail lashing wildly. ‘She seems happy enough,’ said Shepherd.

‘She’s a lovely dog, great temperament and already house-trained,’ said Zoe. She took a small notebook from the pocket of her jacket and a ballpoint pen. ‘Have you had a dog before, Mr Shepherd?’

Shepherd shook his head. ‘Lady’s our first, but we’ve bought a couple of books and we’ve already been along to see a local vet in case we have any problems.’

‘Who did you see?’

‘Susan Heaton – she has a surgery on Lanhill Road. We were asking about inoculations – she said if we’d got the dog from you she would have had all her shots. But she said we should take her in for a check-up once she’d settled in.’

‘You’re well prepared,’ she said, making a note in her book.

‘It was one of my conditions for getting a dog that Liam read up on it,’ said Shepherd. ‘What exactly is it you need to see?’

‘Just the state of the house generally,’ said Zoe. ‘And that’s fine – I could tell from the outside.’ She grinned. ‘Actually, it’s a lot better than a lot of the homes I visit. I just need to see where you’ll be feeding her, where she sleeps and where she’ll exercise.’

‘Kitchen’s this way,’ said Shepherd, and took her along the hallway. Katra was loading the dishwasher. Shepherd introduced her to Zoe.

‘I put the food and water bowls by the back door,’ said Katra. ‘I wasn’t sure if inside or outside was best.’

‘Either works,’ said Zoe, making another note in her book. ‘What food will you be giving her?’ Shepherd showed her the dried and tinned food that he and Liam had bought and Zoe nodded her approval. ‘And give her the occasional bone to gnaw on. Beagles can turn into chewers if they get bored,’ she said. ‘Everything looks fine. Just give me a quick look at the garden and I’ll be out of your hair.’

Shepherd opened the kitchen door and Zoe did a quick walk around outside, pronounced herself satisfied and handed Shepherd a printed form, which she’d already signed. She bent down and patted the dog. ‘You’ll have a good life here, Lady,’ she said.

The dog woofed, as if she’d understood what Zoe had said, then sat down by Liam’s feet, her tail still swishing from side to side.

Katra took Zoe back into the house while Shepherd watched Liam try to teach the dog to walk to heel. The beagle kept getting herself tangled in Liam’s feet and Shepherd laughed out loud as the boy stumbled. ‘Dad!’ Liam protested.

‘We’ll fix you up with training classes, don’t worry,’ said Shepherd.

‘I’ll teach her,’ said Liam.

‘I meant for you,’ said Shepherd. ‘The dog’s fine – it’s you that can’t walk in a straight line.’ Liam grinned and took his Nokia mobile phone from his pocket. ‘Video me, Dad,’ he said.

‘What’s the magic word?’

‘Please,’ said Liam. He held out the phone. ‘Come on, Dad, I want a video of the first time I walked her.’

Shepherd took the phone from his son. He scrolled through the menu to the video camera and filmed Liam as he walked the dog around the garden. Every few steps Lady would jump up at him and by the time he’d gone around the lawn his jeans were splattered with mud.

‘Make sure you clean her paws before you take her inside,’ warned Shepherd, as he gave Liam back the phone.

He went back into the kitchen. Katra took his breakfast out of the oven and put the plate on the table. ‘She’s a lovely dog,’ she said.

‘Just make sure that Liam looks after her,’ said Shepherd, sitting down. ‘I don’t want to find you feeding and exercising her. She’s Liam’s responsibility, that’s the deal.’

Katra brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. ‘I understand, Dan,’ she said. ‘Do you want more coffee?’

‘Please.’

She refilled his mug. Liam rushed in, grabbed a kitchen roll and rushed out. A few minutes later he came in with Lady. ‘I’ve cleaned her paws, Dad.’

‘I’m glad to hear it.’

‘Can she go in the sitting room and watch TV?’

‘Dogs don’t watch TV, Liam,’ said Shepherd.

‘You know what I mean,’ said Liam.

‘She stays off the furniture, remember,’ said Shepherd.

Liam hurried into the sitting room and the dog scurried after him. Shepherd polished off his omelette, then picked up his coffee mug and went to join his son. Liam was sprawled on one of the sofas, using the remote to flick through the channels. The dog was lying on the floor, her head resting on her paws.

‘Just choose something and watch it,’ said Shepherd, as Liam continued to channel-hop. ‘You’re making me dizzy.’

‘It’s all rubbish,’ said Liam.

‘Put on a DVD, then.’

Liam carried on switching channels as Shepherd sipped his coffee. Five head-and-shoulders photographs of soldiers in uniform flashed onto the screen. It was Sky News and Shepherd was only half listening, but he heard, ‘Real IRA,’ just before Liam changed channels again. ‘Back, back, back, quick,’ he said.

Liam fumbled with the remote but after a few seconds he managed to get back to Sky News. The five photographs had been replaced by a video outside a Chinese restaurant. There were ambulances with lights flashing and officers of the Police Service of Northern Ireland hurrying back and forth while helmeted soldiers cradled their carbines.

‘Hit the volume,’ said Shepherd, and Liam did as he was told.

‘The five soldiers were eating a meal in a Chinese restaurant last night when the gunmen burst in,’ said a female voice. ‘Witnesses said they fired Kalashnikovs and fled to a waiting car outside. A waiter was also shot but is recovering in hospital. The five men were all with the 2nd Battalion, The Rifles, based at Ballykinler Barracks in County Down, and were due to fly out to Afghanistan on Wednesday. Last night the Prime Minister paid tribute to the murdered servicemen and called the attack a cowardly assault on brave men who were serving their country. He said the attack was not a political act but was premeditated mass murder and he had no doubt that the perpetrators would be brought to justice.’

The Prime Minister appeared on the screen, standing in front of 10 Downing Street, looking sombre. ‘This was not a political act, but was premeditated mass murder. Those who are trying to disrupt and destroy the political process that is working for the people of Northern Ireland are doomed to fail and will be brought to justice. The people of Northern Ireland do not want a return to guns on the street, and the murderers of our brave soldiers will not be allowed to destroy or undermine the political process.’

‘What is it, Dad?’ asked Liam.

‘Hush, Liam, let me listen,’ said Shepherd, leaning forward.

The newsreader reported that the Northern Ireland Secretary had said that he was sure the attack would not spell the end to the Peace Process and that everything possible would be done to track down the killers. The pictures of the five soldiers flashed up again. Under each picture was the soldier’s name and rank. Shepherd’s stomach churned as he stared at the screen.

‘Dad, what’s wrong?’

Shepherd stood up. ‘I’ve just got to make a call, Liam. I’ll explain when I’ve finished.’

He went back into the hall, picked up his mobile phone and pulled out the charger. He scrolled through his contacts list and called Major Gannon’s number as he walked through the kitchen and into the back garden. The Major answered almost immediately. ‘Hi, Spider, you’ve seen the news, then?’

‘I’m so sorry about your loss, boss,’ said Shepherd. ‘If there’s anything you need, you know you just have to ask.’

‘I’m on the way to the airport as we speak. I’ll call you from Ireland.’

‘Tell your brother my thoughts are with him,’ said Shepherd. ‘And, Major, anything you need – anything, okay?’

‘I understand, Spider, and thanks for that. I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later.’

The Major ended the call. Lady ran up and began to sniff at Shepherd’s shoes. Shepherd bent down to pat her and saw that Liam was standing at the kitchen door. ‘Sorry about that, Liam. I had to call the Major.’

‘Major Gannon?’

Shepherd nodded. The dog began biting his hand, playful nips but painful nevertheless. He straightened up and the dog tried to nibble his ankles. ‘Hey, put her on the lead for a while and stop her biting,’ said Shepherd.

‘How do I do that?’ asked Liam.

‘Just give the lead a jerk and say, “No,” whenever she does it.’

‘She’s got a name, Dad.’

‘She’s a dog,’ said Shepherd. ‘And dogs, like children, have to be trained.’

‘That’s a joke, right?’

‘It’s sort of a joke.’

Shepherd went back into the kitchen with his son. Liam picked up the lead and clipped it to the beagle’s collar.

‘You saw the story on TV about the soldiers getting shot?’ asked Shepherd.

Liam nodded.

‘One of the soldiers was Major Gannon’s nephew.’

‘Who killed them?’

‘The Real IRA. Terrorists.’

‘I thought the IRA had given up?’

‘They had, supposedly. Their political wing is now a political party, part of the government, but the terrorists were supposed to have given up their guns. But that was the IRA. The men who killed the soldiers say they are with the Real IRA.’
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