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  For Juliet




  

    It was a big bomb, a mixture of fertiliser, diesel oil and aluminium powder with industrial detonators and a mobile phone trigger. It had been three days in the making and now took up most of the back of the white Transit van. The explosives had been packed into aluminium beer kegs, each with double detonators. They had been stacked into the van, two dozen in all. Hundreds of six-inch nails had been duct-taped around the kegs to add to the lethal shrapnel. The wires from the detonators led to a central trigger unit which was connected to a Nokia mobile phone. It was a big bomb and a deadly one, designed to destroy its target and kill or maim anyone inside.

  




  

    The bomb had been carefully constructed by a fifty-year-old man who had driven up from Limerick. The bombmaker had been making explosive devices for the best part of three decades and had been taught by experts. He had been involved in the London Docklands bombing in February 1996 that had put an end to a seventeen-month ceasefire, and had helped build the bomb that had devastated Manchester city centre just four months later. When the IRA had lain down its arms in 2005, he had joined the Continuity IRA but within a year had switched to the Real IRA, whose Republican views were more in line with his own.

  




  

    Once he had finished putting the bomb together he had driven back to Limerick, and if all went to plan he would be sitting in front of the television with his wife and three daughters when it exploded.

  




  

    The man who was going to drive the van to its target was a sixty-year-old farmer from Warrenpoint, on the northern shore of Carlingford Lough. Willie Ryan was a committed Republican, like his father and his grandfather before him. He had left the Provisionals long before the peace process had begun because he was dissatisfied with the way things were going, and he had immediately joined the Real IRA.

  




  

    The van had been stolen from Galway and driven across the border to Ryan’s farm. The plates hadn’t been changed. There was no need – the next meeting between the Garda Síochána and the Police Service of Northern Ireland to discuss stolen vehicles wasn’t scheduled for another two weeks.

  




  

    Before he had driven back to Limerick, the bombmaker had explained to the four men in the cell how to detonate the bomb. It wasn’t rocket science. The phone had to remain switched off until the van was in place. Then, and only then, was the phone to be switched on. All it took was a call to the number and the moment that the call went through to voicemail the detonators would explode.

  




  

    ‘Are you all right, then, Willie?’ asked Seamus Maguire, the leader of the cell, and at twenty-six the youngest. He was dark haired and fair skinned, wearing a Trinity College sweatshirt and cargo pants.

  




  

    Ryan nodded as he pulled on a pair of black leather driving gloves. ‘I’m fine,’ he said.

  




  

    Maguire put a hand on the older man’s shoulder. ‘I’m not going to teach my grandmother to suck eggs, but stay below the speed limit. If anyone stops you, stay calm and we’ll take care of it.’ He nodded at the other two men, Gerry O’Leary and Ray Power. They were hard men in their thirties, and they were both checking their weapons, brand-new Glocks. ‘Gerry and Ray will be behind you all the way. You’re not going to be stopped but if you are you sit tight and let them handle it. No playing the hero, OK?’

  




  

    Ryan smiled without warmth. ‘Like I said, I’m fine.’ He finished putting on the gloves and cracked his knuckles. ‘Fine and dandy.’

  




  

    Maguire checked his watch. It was time. ‘Right, guys, let’s do it,’ he said. It would take thirty minutes to drive to Old Park police station in North Belfast, by which time it would be getting dark. The plan was for Ryan to get into the car with O’Leary and Power and drive away while Maguire stayed behind to detonate the bomb.

  




  

    ‘Rock and roll!’ said Power, punching the air.

  




  

    They all jerked as they heard a vehicle drive up outside. ‘Are you expecting anyone, Willie?’ Maguire asked.

  




  

    Ryan shook his head. ‘Could be a friend of the wife’s.’

  




  

    ‘Gerry, have a look-see,’ said Maguire.

  




  

    O’Leary reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out a gun. He walked on tiptoe to the barn door.

  




  

    Maguire gestured at Power and he also pulled a gun out from under his jacket.

  




  

    O’Leary eased the door open and slipped out. Power and Maguire crept over to the door. Time crawled by but they heard nothing. No shouts, no gunshots, no footsteps. Just the cawing of crows in the distance and the sound of a tractor in a far-off field.

  




  

    ‘Gerry, are you OK there?’ shouted Maguire.

  




  

    There was no answer. Ryan came up behind Maguire. ‘If it was the cops, they’d have blown the doors off by now,’ muttered Power.

  




  

    ‘Gerry?’ shouted Maguire. ‘You OK?’

  




  

    O’Leary appeared at the door, scowling.

  




  

    ‘What’s happening?’ asked Maguire. ‘What is it?’

  




  

    ‘Father bloody Christmas,’ said a voice, and the door was kicked in by a man in a ski mask and a knee-length black leather coat holding a sawn-off shotgun. A second masked man burst into the barn, holding a Glock. The man with the shotgun kept the twin barrels pointing squarely at Power’s chest. A third masked man wearing a brown leather bomber jacket pushed O’Leary into the barn and then pointed his handgun at Maguire.

  




  

    ‘Drop your gun, sunshine. However this plays out you’ll be dead if you don’t,’ said Leather Coat.

  




  

    Power looked over at Maguire, screwed up his face as if he was in pain, and threw his gun down to the floor. The masked man with the Glock walked over, picked it up and stuffed it into his belt in the small of his back.

  




  

    Leather Coat reached into a pocket and pulled out a cloth bundle. He tossed it to the ground in front of Maguire. ‘There’s four hoods there, put them on and then stand with your hands behind you.’

  




  

    ‘Who are you?’ asked Maguire.

  




  

    ‘I’m the guy who’s telling you what to do, and if you don’t do exactly as I say I’ll shoot you in the legs and then put the hood on you myself. Now do as you’re fucking well told.’

  




  

    Maguire bent down and picked up the hoods. He handed them to Ryan, Power and O’Leary and one by one they hesitantly pulled them down over their heads and then stood with their hands behind their backs.

  




  

    The two men with Leather Coat walked behind the hooded men and used plastic tags to bind their wrists.

  




  

    ‘Now listen to me and listen good,’ said Leather Coat. ‘We’re going to walk you outside and put you in the back of a van. If you try to run I’ll shoot you in the leg and put you in the van. If you shout or even say anything I’ll shoot you in the leg and put you in the van. So however this pans out, you’re all going in the van. And if I do have to shoot you, we won’t be swinging by Casualty.’

  




  

    The four hooded men were herded outside and one by one pushed into the van. They lay on their backs as the rear doors slammed and the van drove off. An hour later they reached their destination and the rear doors were opened.

  




  

    ‘Right, out,’ shouted Leather Coat. The two men in ski masks bundled the four hooded men out and pulled off their hoods. They were standing in an empty metal-sided factory unit, the oil-stained concrete floor suggesting that it had once been home to heavy machinery.

  




  

    Leather Coat held up a small stainless-steel box the size of a packet of cigarettes. There were three aerials of varying lengths sticking out of the top and a small red light glowed on the side.

  




  

    ‘Anyone know what this is?’ Leather Coat asked.

  




  

    ‘It’s a mobile phone jammer,’ said Maguire.

  




  

    ‘Well done you,’ said Leather Coat. ‘You’re not just a pretty face. Just so you know, this has been on for the last thirty minutes and so it’s been blocking all mobile phone transmissions. If any of you are hoping that you’re being tracked through the GPS in your phones, you can think again.’

  




  

    ‘No one’s tracking us and anyway our phones have been off all day,’ said Maguire. ‘They have to be off while we’re around the bomb.’

  




  

    ‘The cops have phones that transmit sound and position even when they’re powered off,’ said Leather Coat.

  




  

    ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Maguire. ‘Who are you?’

  




  

    ‘I’m the man asking the questions here, that’s who I am.’

  




  

    ‘A name would be nice.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, well, a night in bed with Angelina Jolie would be nice, but that ain’t gonna happen. You’re Maguire, right? The so-called brains of this outfit?’

  




  

    Maguire nodded. ‘What the hell’s going on? Who are you? Are you cops?’

  




  

    The man chuckled. ‘You think we’re fucking cops? If we were fucking cops we’d be in here with Hecklers and bullet-proof vests and a helicopter overhead.’ He gestured with his gun. ‘Down on your knees. All of you.’

  




  

    The men did as they were told.

  




  

    The two men in ski masks went through the pockets of the men and placed their wallets and mobile phones on the ground in front of them.

  




  

    Leather Coat placed his phone jammer on the ground, and then straightened up.

  




  

    ‘Here’s the thing,’ he said. ‘One of you is a fucking traitor. One of you is a rat. The bloody SAS have got the police station staked out and I’m pretty sure that as we speak the cops are on the way to Willie’s farm to liberate the bomb.’ He grinned. ‘At which point they’re in for a hell of a surprise because we’ve swapped the mobile phone trigger for a timer.’ He looked at his watch, a chunky Casio. ‘So in about twelve minutes they’ll all be blown to pieces.’

  




  

    ‘What’s this about?’ said Maguire. ‘We were on a mission.’

  




  

    ‘Your mission was blown,’ said Leather Coat. ‘And one of you four blew it.’

  




  

    Maguire shook his head. ‘That’s not possible,’ he said.

  




  

    Leather Coat pulled a Samsung mobile phone from his back pocket and held it up. ‘We took this from a Special Branch officer in Belfast this morning. He was receiving text messages about a large Anfo bomb being prepared by a Real IRA cell.’

  




  

    ‘But no one knows what we are doing,’ said Maguire. ‘Just the four of us and the Operations Director. The OD is the only member of the Army Council who has details of the operation.’

  




  

    ‘I’m here on the OD’s authority,’ said Leather Coat. ‘He wants the rat dealt with.’

  




  

    ‘I know these men, I’ve known them for years.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah? Well, maybe you don’t know them well enough.’

  




  

    ‘We’re not rats,’ said Ryan. ‘And fuck you for saying we are. I was just about to drive a one-ton bomb into Belfast, so I don’t need anyone telling me that I’m a rat.’

  




  

    ‘We’ll soon find out,’ said Leather Coat. He bent down and switched off the jammer. He waved his gun at his two companions. ‘Switch on their phones,’ he said. ‘Be quick about it.’

  




  

    The two men checked the mobile phones, then moved to stand behind Leather Coat.

  




  

    ‘Don’t worry, the phones won’t be on long enough for the cops to get a trace,’ said Leather Coat, taking a phone from his pocket. He looked at the screen. ‘Just have to wait until we get a signal.’ He nodded. ‘There we are, four bars. Good old Orange.’ He looked over at the four men. ‘Anyone want to confess, before I call the number that we got from the Special Branch cop?’ The four men said nothing. Leather Coat grinned. ‘Let’s go for it, then,’ he said. He pressed the green button and watched as the pre-programmed number flashed across the screen.

  




  

    There was a silence lasting several seconds and then the phone in front of O’Leary burst into life. The James Bond theme echoed around the warehouse.

  




  

    ‘There you go,’ said Leather Coat. ‘How easy was that?’

  




  

    ‘O’Leary, you bastard!’ screamed Maguire.

  




  

    ‘He’s working for the cops?’ shouted Ryan. ‘How the hell did that happen?’

  




  

    Leather Coat walked over to the ringing phone and stamped on it. It shattered into a dozen pieces. Then he walked behind O’Leary and kicked him in the middle of the back. O’Leary fell forward with a grunt and lay face down, gasping for breath. ‘If it was up to me we’d have a long chat with you, you rat bastard, but the OD wants you dead,’ said Leather Coat.

  




  

    Two shots rang out in quick succession and Leather Coat staggered back as blood spurted from two chest wounds. His gun fell to the ground and he stared at the man who’d shot him, his forehead creased into a surprised frown.

  




  

    It was the man in the bomber jacket who’d fired the shots. The man standing next to him started to scream as he swung his Glock around but the shooter fired again, two shots that caught him high in the chest, just above the heart. The man fell back, his mouth working soundlessly, and he slammed into the ground.

  




  

    The shooter slid his gun back into its holster and stood looking down at O’Leary. ‘See what you’ve done?’ he shouted. ‘See what your stupidity has gone and done?’ He walked over to the second man that he’d shot and pulled out a set of keys from his pocket.

  




  

    O’Leary twisted around, trying to look up at the shooter. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘I’m the man who just saved your life.’

  




  

    ‘Are you a cop?’

  




  

    ‘Are you?’

  




  

    O’Leary nodded. ‘Special Branch. Long-term penetration. I’ve been undercover for more than two years.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, and in all that time did no one tell you about sending text messages to your handler?’

  




  

    ‘That’s the way he wanted it.’

  




  

    ‘Then he’s an idiot. You make calls and you use payphones or throwaway mobiles. You don’t send texts because text messages can come back to bite you in the arse.’

  




  

    ‘OK, I get it,’ said O’Leary. ‘Now will you untie me?’

  




  

    The shooter bent down and picked up Ryan’s mobile phone. ‘Help’s on the way.’

  




  

    ‘You can’t leave me here like this,’ said O’Leary.

  




  

    ‘It’s your bed, you lie in it,’ said the shooter.

  




  

    ‘Who the hell are you?’

  




  

    The man walked away without answering. He ripped off his ski mask as he left the warehouse and tossed it to the side. He tapped out a number on the mobile he’d taken from Ryan, putting it to his ear as it rang out.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, it’s me. Spider,’ he said. ‘It’s all gone tits up. You need to get a team to this location now. You can track the GPS.’

  




  

    ‘What went wrong?’ asked Charlotte Button, Spider Shepherd’s MI5 handler.

  




  

    ‘Special Branch had an undercover guy on the team. He’s here. They were going to kill him. Why the hell does the right hand not know what the left’s doing?’

  




  

    ‘I’ll find out,’ said Button. ‘Are you OK?’

  




  

    ‘No, I’m not OK,’ said Shepherd. ‘I’ve just killed two men. And you’d better tell the cops on the way to the farm that the van’s on a timer, set to go off in about six minutes.’

  




  

    ‘I’m on it,’ said Button. ‘We’ve got your location, we’re on our way.’

  




  

    ‘I won’t be here,’ said Shepherd. He tossed the phone away and jogged over to the van.

  




  

    There were seven men and a woman sitting at two tables at the back of the café, all Somali by birth but all with British citizenship. The café was in a run-down area of Ealing in West London and it was owned by one of the men, Simeon Khalid, whose hands were clasped together around a tall glass of iced water. He was a short, stocky man with skin the colour and texture of old leather, his fingernails were bitten to the quick, and he looked a good ten years older than his true age of twenty-four. Simeon Khalid was the name that he used on official papers, but even that was not his true name. The British demanded a family name and a first name so that was what he had given them, but in Somalia men and women were not named that way. Somalis did not have surnames. They identified themselves with a given name followed by the father’s given name and the grandfather’s. They effectively had three first names, but the British didn’t understand that so when they insisted on a family name he had given them Khalid, the name of his father. They had accepted that and Simeon Khalid was the name on his driving licence and his tax file, and it was the name on the British passport that he was eventually given. Simeon Khalid had nothing but contempt for the British but he was happy to take advantage of their stupidity.

  




  

    There were four Somalis sitting at the second table, two teenagers in cheap suits and ill-fitting shirts, and an older couple, worried parents. The woman was holding back tears, occasionally dabbing at her eyes with a lace handkerchief. Her husband was a big man but stooped with age, and he sat with his arms folded and stared straight ahead, a battered trilby on the table in front of him. The two teenagers were the accused, and they were the reason that the gar had assembled.

  




  

    A Somali man in his twenties was standing at the door to the café, looking out. ‘He is coming, Wiil Waal,’ he hissed.

  




  

    Crazy Boy nodded. At the gar he was referred to as Simeon Khalid but among his friends and within the Somali community he was Wiil Waal, Crazy Boy. The gar was where the Somali community resolved conflicts and where justice was handed out. Two of the men sitting opposite Crazy Boy were in their seventies, elders of the Somali community, men whose wisdom was revered and whose judgement was accepted by all. In between them sat a man in his fifties, bald and overweight and wearing a crumpled linen jacket, his lips blackened from chewing khat leaves. He was the aggrieved party and he wanted justice from the gar.

  




  

    The man who ran the café was in his sixties, and had been one of the first refugees to leave Somalia after the civil war began in 1991. He had worked hard, but a gambling habit meant that he had little to show for a lifetime of toil and he now worked for Crazy Boy. Crazy Boy nodded at him and the man began busying himself at the tea urn. A middle-aged man in a raincoat pushed open the café door. His name was Sadiiq and he nodded at Crazy Boy. Crazy Boy nodded back. Sadiiq had also sought refuge in England at the start of the civil war and had been one of the first Somalis to move into Ealing. He sat on the local council and was often sought out by journalists to comment on news stories involving the Somali community. Sadiiq held the door open so that his companion, an old man in a heavy wool coat, could enter. He was in his seventies with a full head of curly hair that had gone grey many years earlier and his knuckles were swollen with arthritis. ‘Ma nabad baa?’ he said as he took the empty seat next to Crazy Boy. The question wasn’t addressed to anyone in particular, it was the standard Somali greeting. ‘Is it peace?’

  




  

    The men at the table nodded and mumbled, ‘Waa nabad.’ It is peace.

  




  

    Sadiiq pulled up a chair and squeezed in between two of the elders, muttering an apology.

  




  

    ‘I am sorry for my lateness,’ said the old man in Somali. ‘My wife is ill and I had to change her dressing.’ The man’s name was Mohamed Dhamac Taban, and all the men at the table knew that his wife was dying from cancer. No one knew for sure how old Taban was, not even the man himself. His birth had never been registered in Somalia and he had made up a date when he’d arrived in England in 1985.

  




  

    ‘The gar is not in session until you are at the table,’ said Crazy Boy. ‘We all hope and believe that God will smile at your wife and help her in your time of need.’

  




  

    Taban nodded without smiling, accepting the kind words but knowing in his heart that there was nothing that could be done to help his wife.

  




  

    The waiter appeared with a tray of glasses containing milky black tea flavoured with ginger, cinnamon and green cardamom pods. He carefully placed a glass in front of each of the men and a bowl of sugar cubes on each table.

  




  

    Crazy Boy waited patiently for Taban to sip his tea. As the oldest member of the Somali community, Taban was the head of the gar and was entitled to deference and respect but Crazy Boy knew that the old man wouldn’t live much longer than his ailing wife. Once he had joined his Maker, it would be Crazy Boy who ran the gar and who administered justice within the Somali community. Crazy Boy gestured at the teenagers at the adjacent table as Taban put down his glass and smacked his lips. ‘We are here today to pass judgement on two boys who attacked and injured another. That boy, Nadif, is now in hospital. He was stabbed in the stomach and his throat was slashed.’

  




  

    ‘He will live?’ asked Taban.

  




  

    ‘Yes, he will live, but he will be scarred for life,’ said Crazy Boy.

  




  

    Taban looked at the man sitting between the two elders opposite him. ‘You are Nadif’s father?’

  




  

    The man nodded.

  




  

    ‘I trust God will care for your child and hasten his recovery,’ said Taban.

  




  

    ‘Thank you.’

  




  

    ‘Your wife is not here?’

  




  

    ‘My wife passed away, five years ago.’

  




  

    ‘I am sorry for your loss, may God watch over her soul,’ said Taban. He looked over at the next table. ‘Those are the boys who hurt him?’ he asked Crazy Boy.

  




  

    Crazy Boy nodded as he stared at the two teenagers. One of them, the younger, was listening to an MP3 player, his head bobbing back and forth in time to the music. The other was toying with a bottle of sauce. Taban tapped his knuckles on the table to get their attention. ‘Take out the earphones,’ he said, pointing at the teenager with the MP3 player. ‘Show some respect.’ The teenager did as he was told and stared sullenly at the tabletop.

  




  

    The father of the boys continued to stare straight ahead but the mother smiled at Taban. ‘We are so sorry for what happened,’ she said. ‘My boys are good boys, they have never been in trouble before.’

  




  

    That was a lie, Crazy Boy knew. The two teenagers were well known in the area as bullies and thieves. But he held his tongue.

  




  

    ‘They have apologised to the boy?’ asked Taban.

  




  

    ‘Not yet,’ said the mother. ‘But they will. They will go to the hospital and tell Nadif that they are sorry for what they did. They will beg his forgiveness.’

  




  

    Taban sipped his tea.

  




  

    ‘We need to agree on compensation,’ said Nadif’s father. ‘We need to agree an amount. His injuries are bad, he will not be able to work for many months.’

  




  

    ‘Does he have a job?’ asked Taban, placing his glass of tea back on the table.

  




  

    ‘He is a mechanic.’

  




  

    ‘And what does a mechanic earn?’

  




  

    The father shook his head. ‘I do not know. He gave me money every week but I do not know how much he earned.’

  




  

    ‘Five hundred pounds a week,’ said Crazy Boy. ‘More, perhaps. That’s what a mechanic would earn. More with overtime.’

  




  

    ‘Does four thousand pounds sound reasonable?’ asked Taban.

  




  

    Nadif’s father looked across at Crazy Boy. ‘That is a pittance,’ he said. ‘My son almost died. They attacked him like dogs. For what? For his wallet and his mobile phone?’

  




  

    ‘Is that true?’ Taban asked the mother of the two boys.

  




  

    She opened her mouth to speak but her husband held up his hand to silence her. ‘The boy spoke ill of my daughter, their sister,’ the man said. ‘He called her a whore, he said that he had seen her with a white boy.’

  




  

    ‘That is a lie!’ snapped Nadif’s father. ‘My son did nothing. He said nothing. They attacked him and now he lies in hospital.’

  




  

    ‘Did they steal his wallet and phone?’ Taban asked the father of the boys.

  




  

    ‘Both have been returned,’ said the man. ‘But that is not why they were fighting with Nadif. Nadif abused their sister and that is why they struck him.’

  




  

    ‘They slashed him with knives,’ said Nadif’s father. ‘He said nothing about their sister. That is a lie.’

  




  

    ‘They have admitted their guilt and compensation will be paid,’ said Taban slowly, choosing his words with care.

  




  

    ‘This isn’t right,’ said Nadif’s father. ‘If I had gone to the police they would be in prison now. But they sit over there as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Do they look sorry for what they did to my boy? Do they look as if they care?’ He glared at the teenagers. One of them sneered back at the man but his mother slapped his shoulder and he looked down at the table.

  




  

    Taban leaned forward and took the father’s hand in his. ‘Everyone here feels your pain,’ he said. ‘That is why we have the gar, to make things right. That is how we do things. We do not go to the police, we do not use the infidel’s courts. We sort things out within our community. That is the way it has always been and it is the way it always will be. We do not allow the infidel to pass judgement on us. We resolve our own conflicts.’

  




  

    The father nodded. ‘I understand,’ he said.

  




  

    Taban let go of the man’s hand and sat back. ‘How much do you think would be reasonable by way of compensation?’ he asked Crazy Boy.

  




  

    ‘Four thousand pounds is not enough, not considering the injuries,’ Crazy Boy said to the men at the table.

  




  

    ‘How much, then?’ said the father of the boys. ‘They have admitted their guilt, they have expressed remorse, what was taken has been returned. We want to put this behind us and move on.’ He toyed with his trilby.

  




  

    Taban looked at Sadiiq. ‘What do you think, Sadiiq?’ he asked.

  




  

    Sadiiq nodded thoughtfully. ‘The injuries are severe and the attack was unjustified,’ he said. ‘Eight thousand pounds is what should be paid. And when Nadif is well enough to receive visitors, the two boys must go and ask his forgiveness.’ He looked at Nadif’s father. ‘That forgiveness will be granted.’

  




  

    The father nodded.

  




  

    Taban looked at the parents of the teenagers. ‘So eight thousand pounds from your family, to be paid by the end of the week.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you,’ said the father.

  




  

    His wife nodded quickly. ‘Thank you so much,’ she said. ‘May God bless you.’

  




  

    Taban looked across at Nadif’s father. ‘An apology will be made, and compensation will be paid. The matter will then be closed.’

  




  

    Nadif’s father nodded slowly.

  




  

    ‘Then our business here is concluded,’ said Taban. ‘Let us all go in peace.’

  




  

    The parents hurried out of the café with their teenagers, avoiding eye contact with Nadif’s father.

  




  

    Crazy Boy stood up. Nadif’s father looked up at him expectantly and Crazy Boy patted him on the shoulder. ‘I am sorry about what happened to your son,’ he said. ‘Tell him I’ll see him tomorrow.’

  




  

    The man nodded and muttered his thanks.

  




  

    ‘Is there anything you need?’ asked Crazy Boy.

  




  

    The man shook his head, but Crazy Boy pulled a wad of fifty-pound notes from his pocket and peeled off half a dozen. He stuffed them into the man’s hand, then patted him on the back.

  




  

    Two Knives already had the café door open for Crazy Boy. He had remained at the door throughout the gar. He was one of Crazy Boy’s foot soldiers, his most loyal. His true name was Gutaala, which meant ‘Leader’, but Two Knives was no leader of men, he was a follower. It was Crazy Boy who had given him his nickname when they were teenagers in Somalia. He hurried down the street after Crazy Boy.

  




  

    ‘I don’t understand, a fine is nothing,’ said Two Knives. ‘Why didn’t you really punish them? They put Nadif in hospital and they know he works for you.’

  




  

    ‘Because true punishment has no place in the gar,’ said Crazy Boy. ‘And the money isn’t a fine, it’s compensation.’ He put his arm around Two Knives. ‘You think the old men there would agree to true punishment, to an eye for an eye?’ He shook his head. ‘They believe that the shame that is brought to a family is punishment enough. That and money ends it in their eyes.’ He gripped the back of his friend’s neck and squeezed tightly. ‘But not in mine, brother,’ he said. ‘You will wait for the family to pay the money, and then you will do what has to be done.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t understand,’ said Two Knives. ‘The gar decided that the family pays compensation and that is the matter closed.’

  




  

    ‘That they did,’ said Crazy Boy. ‘But what the gar decides and what I decide are two different things. You wait until the blood money has been paid and then you and your brothers pick them up and show them what happens to anyone who crosses us. I want them to lose their hands and their feet and their pricks and their heads and I want the pieces fed to dogs. Do you understand?’

  




  

    Two Knives grinned and nodded. ‘That’s more like it,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Make sure that no one sees you pick them up, make sure that no one can connect what happens to them to me. But I want them to die screaming and I want to see a video of their last moments.’

  




  

    ‘It will be a pleasure,’ said Two Knives.

  




  

    Ahead of them was a large Mercedes. The driver already had the door open for Crazy Boy and another of his bodyguards was standing by the front passenger door. Crazy Boy slapped Two Knives on the back and climbed into the car.

  




  

    Charlotte Button was sitting at a corner table in a West Belfast pub, wearing a cheap coat and with a half pint of Guinness in front of her. There was a copy of the Belfast Telegraph on the table with a pair of wool gloves and by her feet a Tesco carrier bag filled with provisions.

  




  

    Shepherd bought a Jameson’s whiskey with ice and sat down opposite her. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you’d shop at Tesco,’ he said. ‘I would have you as more of a Waitrose customer.’

  




  

    ‘It’s cover,’ she said. She gestured at her coat. ‘I’m trying to blend. You don’t think I’d wear this for any other reason, do you?’

  




  

    Shepherd smiled. The coat and the bag of shopping might have been in character but she was too pretty and too well groomed to blend and she was wearing a slim gold watch on her wrist that belied any attempt to pass herself off as a Belfast housewife.

  




  

    He sipped his whiskey. ‘I have to leave today,’ he said.

  




  

    She slid a sheet of paper across the table. ‘You’re booked on half a dozen flights out of Belfast this evening,’ she said. ‘Or you can drive and take the ferry.’

  




  

    ‘The car stays here,’ said Shepherd. ‘And there’s a good chance they’ll be watching the airport and the ferry terminal. I’ll take the train to Dublin and fly from there.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll make the reservations,’ she said. ‘I’ll text you the booking references.’

  




  

    Shepherd shook his head. ‘I’ve tossed the phone and the Sim card,’ he said. ‘I’ll buy my own ticket.’

  




  

    ‘You’re angry,’ she said, and it was a statement and not a question.

  




  

    ‘Damn right I’m angry,’ he said. ‘My life is on the line, here, Charlie. Everyone in that warehouse saw me shoot those guys.’

  




  

    ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

  




  

    ‘This isn’t about apologies, it’s about the mother of all cock-ups. The whole point of me going undercover is that I go in and out with no one knowing what’s happened. I gather intel, but someone else clears up the shit.’

  




  

    ‘Spider, you’re not telling me anything that I don’t already know.’

  




  

    ‘I think it needs spelling out, Charlie. I shot two members of the Real IRA. They know what I look like.’

  




  

    ‘But they don’t know who you are.’

  




  

    ‘That’s not the point,’ snapped Shepherd. ‘The point is that they know what I did and if I ever cross paths with them again …’ He threw up his hands in disgust. ‘Bloody amateurs.’

  




  

    ‘We can make sure that you never work in the Province again.’

  




  

    ‘And what if they come looking for me, Charlie? What are you going to do? Put me in the witness protection programme? I spent more than three months in Ireland, I must have been caught a thousand times on CCTV. If they have access to any of the cameras then they’ll have my picture.’

  




  

    ‘Your legend was watertight. If they do go looking for you they’ll be looking in the wrong place. They think you’re an American, remember?’

  




  

    ‘They’re not stupid, Charlie. They’ll know that the Americans wouldn’t put one of their own people undercover in Northern Ireland.’

  




  

    ‘But they won’t know who you are or where to look for you.’

  




  

    ‘We shouldn’t even be in this position,’ said Shepherd. ‘I was blown, Charlie. My cover was blown to smithereens mid-operation. That’s never happened before.’ He sighed and shook his head contemptuously. ‘How the hell could something like that happen, Charlie? How could MI5 and Special Branch be on the same case and not know?’

  




  

    ‘Because we were coming at it from different directions,’ said Button. ‘Special Branch had an operative undercover in the cell, you were getting close to the Operations Director. They knew what the target was, but for whatever reason didn’t share that intel.’

  




  

    ‘And if the Real IRA hadn’t got that Special Branch inspector’s phone, the operation could have gone ahead and a lot of people could have died. What was going through their minds, Charlie? Don’t they know we’re on the same side?’

  




  

    ‘I’m assuming that if the undercover agent hadn’t been blown they’d have ambushed the bomb along the way. The SAS were ready and waiting.’

  




  

    ‘Again, if the Sass were there, why weren’t we told?’

  




  

    ‘We’ve no direct link with the SAS, Spider. That would go through the Cabinet Office in London.’

  




  

    ‘So no one had the big picture, is that what you’re saying? If that’s the case, it’s no wonder that things go wrong.’

  




  

    ‘It’s complicated,’ said Button.

  




  

    Shepherd smiled thinly. ‘Yeah, that’s what I say to Liam whenever he asks me a difficult question. Complicated or not, what happened yesterday was a major fuck-up, if you’ll pardon my French.’

  




  

    ‘I can understand how angry you are.’

  




  

    ‘Can you, Charlie? When was the last time you shot two people? I shot them because it was the only option I had, but if it had been handled differently we could have taken them alive.’

  




  

    Button nodded but didn’t say anything.

  




  

    ‘Answer me this, Charlie. MI5 and the Northern Irish cops are both after the dissidents, right? So why don’t they share intel? Why don’t they talk to each other?’

  




  

    ‘It’s a question of trust, or the lack of it,’ said Button. ‘It goes back to the 1998 Omagh bombing. MI5 had pretty good intel that there was a major bomb planned for Omagh or Londonderry but didn’t inform the RUC and twenty-nine people died. And even before then there was the alleged involvement in shoot-to-kill cases.’

  




  

    ‘Alleged?’ said Shepherd. ‘Didn’t Sir John Stevens say in his report that they’d helped the UDA in fifteen murders and been involved in fourteen attempted killings and sixty-two murder conspiracies?’

  




  

    ‘You and your trick memory,’ said Button. ‘Anyway, we’re talking about water under the bridge. Their murderers are all back on the streets, so it’s no use now bitching about what MI5 might or might not have done back in the day. But trust is a two-way street, Spider. And MI5 have plenty of reasons not to trust the PSNI. Back in 2002 the Provos broke into PSNI headquarters at Castlereagh and stole a stack of files. The Chilcott review looked at the break-in and recommended that MI5’s role in Northern Ireland be expanded. The PSNI weren’t happy, of course, especially when word went around that MI5 itself was behind the break-in.’

  




  

    ‘Any truth in that rumour?’

  




  

    Button chuckled. ‘You don’t really expect me to answer that,’ she said.

  




  

    ‘Dark forces,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘Dark forces or not, the lack of trust means that communication isn’t what it should be. The PSNI has a tendency to hang on to the assets it has because it thinks it gives them an edge over Five. Five regards the PSNI as inherently unreliable so intel sharing isn’t high up its list of priorities.’

  




  

    ‘And because of that, two men died. At my hands.’

  




  

    ‘You saved their agent’s life, Spider. And I can tell you, he had a wife and two kids.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah? Well, one of the guys I shot had five kids, Charlie. And his widow’s going to be bringing them up alone.’

  




  

    ‘They knew what they were doing, Spider. Nobody forced them to join an execution squad.’

  




  

    ‘I know that,’ said Shepherd. ‘But all it would have taken was for someone at the PSNI to let Five know that they had a man in a bombing cell and to have worked with us. And how the hell was the operation blown in the first place? How did they get the Special Branch officer’s phone?’

  




  

    Button smiled wryly. ‘You won’t like this,’ she said. ‘It was in his coat in a pub and it got stolen. By the time he realised it was missing it was too late.’

  




  

    Shepherd shook his head in disgust. ‘Bloody amateurs,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘The guy you saved, he wants to meet you,’ said Button. ‘He wants to thank you.’

  




  

    Shepherd grimaced. ‘Not interested,’ he said. ‘I’m due some time off, right? Six months undercover with hardly a break.’

  




  

    ‘Take as long as you want. And you should talk with Caroline Stockmann.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t need a shrink, Charlie. I won’t be losing any sleep over what I did.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I’ve got to go. Can your guys clean up the flat?’

  




  

    ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I’ll have your things sent on to Hereford.’

  




  

    ‘There’s nothing there I need,’ he said. ‘It was all part of the legend, there’s nothing personal. Burn the lot. What about you? Are you going to London?’

  




  

    ‘There’s a debriefing at Loughside tomorrow. I’ll be in London later this week.’

  




  

    Shepherd stood up. ‘I’ll see you when I see you,’ he said.

  




  

    She looked up at him, the concern obvious in her eyes. ‘Are you OK?’

  




  

    Shepherd shrugged. ‘I’ve been better,’ he said.

  




  

    Shepherd got back home in Hereford at four o’clock in the morning. The house was in darkness and he made himself a cup of coffee and two slices of toast. He had just bitten into the second slice when Katra appeared at the kitchen door. She was wearing her favourite pink flannel pyjamas and had tied back her dark brown hair into a ponytail. She blinked the sleep from her eyes as she smiled.

  




  

    ‘Dan! I didn’t know you were coming back today,’ she said. Katra had worked for Shepherd for more than three years but still had a noticeable East European accent that betrayed her Slovenian origins, though there was also a trace of Australian from the hours that she spent watching Antipodean soap operas.

  




  

    ‘Neither did I,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Are you OK? You look tired.’

  




  

    ‘It’s been a long day,’ he said. ‘How’s Liam?’

  




  

    ‘He’s fine,’ she said, sitting down at the kitchen table. ‘He said he’d had trouble getting hold of you on the phone.’

  




  

    He nodded. She was right. It had been more than three days since he’d spoken to his son. ‘I’ve been really busy,’ he said.

  




  

    Katra gestured at the fridge. ‘Do you want me to cook you something? I could make you an omelette or scrambled eggs.’

  




  

    ‘Toast is fine,’ he said. ‘Then I’m straight to bed. He’s been doing his homework?’

  




  

    ‘Eventually,’ she said. ‘I have to nag him.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll talk to him,’ said Shepherd. ‘But no problems?’

  




  

    Katra shook her head. ‘Everything’s fine.’

  




  

    ‘No girlfriend yet?’

  




  

    Katra laughed. ‘If there is he hasn’t told me.’ She got up, went over to the sink and poured herself a glass of water. ‘Are you back for a while?’

  




  

    ‘Fingers crossed,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Liam’s playing football on Saturday.’

  




  

    Shepherd raised his coffee mug. ‘I’ll be there,’ he said. ‘Now you go back to bed.’

  




  

    Katra nodded and went upstairs. Shepherd finished his toast and coffee, put his plate and mug in the sink and headed up to Liam’s bedroom. His son was fast asleep, curled up with his back to the door. He tiptoed over and bent down over the sleeping boy. He watched him for almost a minute, fighting the urge to ruffle his hair because he didn’t want to wake him.

  




  

    He went along to his own bedroom and set his alarm clock for seven. It meant that he’d only have just over two hours’ sleep but he wanted to be up with Liam.

  




  

    He went to sleep the moment his head touched the pillow, and it seemed no time at all before his alarm was buzzing. He pulled on the same shirt and jeans that he’d worn before he went to bed and padded down to the kitchen. Katra was in the kitchen scrambling eggs and preparing to stir in the cheese that Liam loved.

  




  

    ‘You hardly slept,’ she said, popping bread into the toaster.

  




  

    ‘I wanted to see Liam before he goes to school. Is he up yet?’

  




  

    ‘I checked, he’s showering.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll take him to school,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    She looked over her shoulder. ‘Are you sure? You must be tired.’

  




  

    ‘I’m fine,’ he said, switching on the kettle. ‘How was he while I was away?’

  




  

    Katra carried on stirring the eggs. ‘He’s a good boy, you know that.’

  




  

    ‘No problems at school?’

  




  

    She shook her head. ‘He’s doing really well. They had a maths test two days ago and he got ninety-four per cent.’

  




  

    ‘Wow,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘And he’s doing really well at football.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll watch him on Saturday.’

  




  

    ‘He’d like that. You know he misses you.’

  




  

    Shepherd sighed. ‘I know.’

  




  

    She smiled. ‘At least you’re home for a while now,’ she said. ‘Do you want some eggs?’

  




  

    ‘My eggs?’ asked Liam, appearing at the door. He was wearing his school uniform but his tie was loose around his neck.

  




  

    ‘Hi,’ said Shepherd. He went over and hugged him and kissed the top of his head.

  




  

    Liam squirmed out of his grasp. ‘Dad, I’m not a kid,’ he said. He sat down at the kitchen table, gulped down orange juice and bit into a slice of toast.

  




  

    ‘When did you get back?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘Early this morning,’ said Shepherd. ‘And don’t talk with your mouth full.’

  




  

    Shepherd ate his toast and drank his coffee as Liam bolted down his breakfast, then he went back upstairs for shoes and socks.

  




  

    By the time he got back to the hall Liam was at the front door with his backpack on. ‘Tie,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    Liam tied it half-heartedly.

  




  

    ‘Properly,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘It’s the style,’ said Liam. ‘Everyone wears them like this.’

  




  

    Shepherd picked up the keyless remote for the BMW X3 and opened the door. ‘After you, your lordship,’ he said, and did a mock bow.

  




  

    Liam shook his head sadly and walked out. Shepherd followed him. ‘So how long are you staying for?’ asked Liam as he climbed into the car.

  




  

    ‘A few days at least,’ Shepherd said. ‘Maybe a week or so. I’ll definitely be at the game on Saturday. Katra says you’re playing a blinder these days. Seat belt.’

  




  

    Liam fastened his belt as Shepherd started the car. ‘Can I ask you something, Dad?’

  




  

    ‘Sure. Anything. You know that. Just so long as it’s not going to cost me anything.’

  




  

    Liam pulled a face. ‘That might be a problem, then.’

  




  

    ‘I’m joking, Liam,’ said Shepherd. ‘What’s up?’

  




  

    Liam took a deep breath as if he was steeling himself to break bad news. ‘Can I go to boarding school?’

  




  

    It was the last thing that Shepherd had expected to hear and his jaw dropped. ‘Can you what?’

  




  

    ‘Boarding school. Can I go to boarding school?’

  




  

    ‘You’ve been watching those Harry Potter movies again, haven’t you? You know they’re not real?’ He drove slowly away from the house.

  




  

    ‘I’m not six, Dad.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, I know that, but boarding school isn’t all midnight feasts and learning to do magic tricks.’

  




  

    ‘How do you know what it’s like? You never went to boarding school.’

  




  

    That was true, and it made Shepherd pause. All he knew about boarding schools came from what he’d read and seen on television; he had no first-hand experience at all. ‘I know it means being away from home for months at a time,’ he said. ‘It means being at school twenty-four hours a day.’

  




  

    ‘So?’

  




  

    ‘So I’d miss you not being here. You’re fourteen and soon you’ll be leaving home for good. I’d like to spend time while you’re still around.’

  




  

    ‘I’m thirteen, Dad. Fourteen is months away.’

  




  

    ‘But you’ll be going to university when you’re eighteen. That’s only four years.’

  




  

    Liam sighed and folded his arms. Shepherd didn’t have to be an expert in reading body language to know that his son was upset about something.

  




  

    ‘What’s wrong, Liam?’

  




  

    The boy sighed again. ‘OK, look, it’s not as if you’re here much, is it?’

  




  

    ‘I’ve been away a lot, I know. I’m sorry. I’ll try to be at home more if that’ll help.’

  




  

    ‘You always say that, Dad. You always say you’ll spend more time at home but you never do. And you’ve just been in Ireland for almost six months.’

  




  

    ‘I was back most weekends.’

  




  

    Liam shook his head. ‘No, you weren’t. Maybe once a month you came back.’

  




  

    Shepherd took his right hand off the steering wheel and ran it through his hair as he realised that his son was right. The Northern Ireland operation had been as dangerous as they came and every time he had left the Province he’d been putting himself at risk. ‘It was a tough job, Liam.’

  




  

    ‘They’re all tough jobs, Dad. And they all need you to be away.’

  




  

    ‘So what do you want? You want me to stop doing what I do and get a job in an office?’

  




  

    Liam’s eyes narrowed. ‘Would you do that?’

  




  

    Shepherd felt his stomach churn as he realised that he was having the same conversation he’d once had with his wife, a conversation that had resulted in him leaving the SAS.

  




  

    ‘It’s my career,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘It’s your life,’ said Liam, which was exactly what his mother had once said to Shepherd, and he smiled despite himself.

  




  

    ‘Sometimes I have to be away, there’s nothing I can do about that,’ said Shepherd. ‘I try to be here as often as I can and I phone every day when I’m away.’

  




  

    Liam shook his head. ‘No you don’t,’ he said. ‘Sometimes you don’t phone for two or three days. You’re always sorry when you do eventually call and you always bring me a present when you come back, but …’ He tailed off and didn’t finish the sentence.

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘You don’t have to keep apologising, Dad, I’m not a kid. I understand about your job and I know what it means to you. This isn’t about you. It’s about me.’

  




  

    ‘So how does boarding school help?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know. I just thought …’ He shrugged and looked away. ‘I just thought it might make things better, that’s all. Better for everybody, you know.’

  




  

    ‘Is there a problem at school here?’

  




  

    Liam shook his head. ‘No, it’s OK.’

  




  

    ‘You’re not being bullied or anything?’

  




  

    ‘Of course not,’ said Liam disdainfully.

  




  

    ‘So what’s the problem?’

  




  

    ‘It’s not a problem,’ said Liam. He sighed again. ‘I’m just fed up being here on my own.’

  




  

    ‘You’ve got Katra.’

  




  

    ‘Katra’s great but she’s not my family and she’s a girl.’

  




  

    ‘You’ve got your grandparents.’

  




  

    ‘And I’d still have them if I was at boarding school. Dad, it’s no biggie.’

  




  

    ‘It is a biggie,’ said Shepherd. ‘It’s about you leaving home.’

  




  

    ‘It’s boarding school, Dad. That’s not leaving home. I’d be back at holidays and half-terms and you can visit at weekends. I don’t see what the big deal is.’

  




  

    ‘There’s the cost, for a start.’

  




  

    Liam scowled. ‘So it’s about money? I thought with all the overtime you work that money wouldn’t be a problem.’

  




  

    ‘Of course it’s not about money.’

  




  

    ‘So why talk about the cost?’

  




  

    Shepherd fought the urge to smile. He hadn’t realised how forceful and devious his son had become. It seemed like only yesterday that he’d been changing his nappies and wiping away his tears, and now he was arguing his case as confidently as any adult. ‘OK,’ he said quietly. ‘Let me think about it. But answer me one thing. What’s put this in your head? Something must have sparked it off.’

  




  

    Liam shrugged carelessly. ‘Well, a friend of mine left school here to go to boarding school and he says it’s great.’

  




  

    ‘Where is his school? The new one?’

  




  

    ‘In the Lake District. He says there are no girls there, which is great, and they get to play sports every day and they’ve got an amazing swimming pool. They do lots of day trips to the lakes and he’s learning to sail. It sounds great, Dad.’

  




  

    Shepherd smiled. ‘It does, doesn’t it? I might see if I can book myself in for a few months.’

  




  

    ‘It’s for kids, Dad.’

  




  

    ‘I was joking,’ Shepherd said. ‘Are you serious about this? It’s not just a whim?’

  




  

    ‘I want to do it, Dad. Really.’

  




  

    ‘OK,’ said Shepherd. ‘I tell you what, you get me the details of their website and I’ll take a look.’

  




  

    Liam’s face brightened. ‘And then I can go?’

  




  

    Shepherd wagged a finger at him. ‘Then we’ll talk about it.’

  




  

    ‘But you’re not saying no?’

  




  

    ‘I’m saying I’ll look at the website and we’ll talk about it.’ They were a hundred yards from the school entrance and he slowed the SUV. ‘Do you want me to drop you here?’

  




  

    ‘Why, can’t you take me to the gates?’

  




  

    ‘I thought teenagers didn’t want to be seen with their parents.’

  




  

    ‘Dad, this is a BMW X3. Do you think I don’t want to be seen in a cool car like this?’

  




  

    Charlotte Button didn’t call Shepherd for a week. He’d been working full-time on the Northern Ireland job for almost six months so he was due plenty of time off, and she was also well aware how mentally exhausting it was to work undercover. Shepherd spent his days lounging around the house and simply enjoying the fact that he was Dan Shepherd and not Matt Tanner, Real IRA enforcer, and that he didn’t have to be constantly thinking about what he was going to say next. He ran for at least an hour a day, usually across nearby fields, wearing his old army boots and carrying a rucksack filled with bricks wrapped in newspaper, and he worked on the garden, mowing the lawn, cutting the hedges and weeding the flowerbeds, and finally got around to repairing a leak in the roof of the garage.

  




  

    He made a point of taking Liam to school every day, and picking him up every afternoon. He stood on the touchline and cheered with the rest of the parents as Liam’s team lost 3–1 on Saturday and he took him shopping for new clothes and school shoes and ended up buying a pair of football boots that cost more than any footwear that Shepherd had ever owned.

  




  

    He kicked a football around with Liam in the garden, and had Sunday lunch with Liam’s grandparents at their home, and helped him with his homework. He enjoyed being a father again and not having to deal with the stress of constantly having to pretend to be someone else, but he was still happy to hear Button’s voice because that meant that she had a job for him.

  




  

    ‘Everything OK?’ she asked.

  




  

    ‘All good,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘And Liam’s OK?’

  




  

    ‘He’s thinking about boarding school. I’d like to pick your brains sometime. Your daughter is a boarder, right?’

  




  

    ‘And loves it,’ said Button. ‘How about you pop down to London in a day or two.’

  




  

    ‘For a chat about boarding schools or because you’ve got something for me to do?’

  




  

    Button laughed. ‘Cabin fever already? I thought you wanted time off.’

  




  

    ‘I do. Of course I do.’

  




  

    ‘I know you, Spider. You need to work or you start howling at the moon.’

  




  

    ‘Is that a yes, then?’

  




  

    ‘There’s an assignment that needs your particular skills and I’d like to run it by you. But it’s not pressing. Whenever you’re ready to get back in the saddle is just fine. You’ve racked up a stack of overtime and days in lieu over the past year.’

  




  

    ‘That’s the way it goes,’ said Shepherd. ‘I can hardly tell the bad guys I’ve got to clock off, can I?’

  




  

    ‘I’ve had a word with the powers-that-be and they’re happy to pay you for the extra days off, if you want. It’ll be a nice windfall. Or you can take the days.’

  




  

    ‘It’s a nice change not to have to be worrying about overtime and whether or not I’ll be paid for working on my off days.’

  




  

    ‘That’s the War against Terror for you,’ said Button. ‘The police are getting their budgets slashed but MI5’s money is still flowing.’

  




  

    ‘Funny that, because you’re a thousand times more likely to be mugged or killed by a hit-and-run driver than blown up by a terrorist.’

  




  

    ‘What newspaper are you getting your information from?’ she asked.

  




  

    ‘Depends on who I am,’ said Shepherd. ‘Matt Tanner read the Belfast Telegraph and the Irish Republican News. Me, I still read the Daily Mail. But I like the Sunday Times at the weekend.’

  




  

    ‘That explains it,’ she said. ‘Anyway, funding worries aside, can you come to London day after tomorrow? I’ll get an office fixed up near Paddington.’

  




  

    ‘No problem,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘And at some point you’re going to have to have a chat with Caroline Stockmann.’

  




  

    ‘Because of what happened over the water? I already told you I don’t need to see a shrink. I’m sleeping just fine, no guilt, no flashbacks, no remorse. If I had to do it again I wouldn’t hesitate. No post-traumatic anything.’

  




  

    ‘I’m glad to hear that, but you’re overdue your six-monthly psychiatric evaluation,’ she said. ‘I’ll get her to give you a call.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll count the minutes,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘I wouldn’t,’ said Button. ‘That’s the sort of behaviour that might get you red-flagged on a psychiatric evaluation.’

  




  

    Shepherd caught the last train of the morning to London. The office that Button had arranged for their meeting was above a Chinese restaurant in Queensway, a ten-minute walk from Paddington Station. On the way he stopped off at a Starbucks and bought himself an Americano and a breakfast tea for her.

  




  

    He deliberately walked past the door at the side of the restaurant and then stopped suddenly to look in the window of a shop selling tacky souvenirs and check that he wasn’t being tailed. When he was satisfied that no one was following him he doubled back and pressed the button for the second-floor office. The locking mechanism buzzed and he pushed it open.

  




  

    There was a pile of mail on the other side of the door and a rack on the wall where there had once been a fire extinguisher. The stair carpet on the lower flight of stairs was torn in places but there was no carpet at all on the upper section, just bare boards that were cracked and chipped and which squeaked with every step that he took.

  




  

    Button opened the door for him and smiled when she saw that he was holding two Starbucks cups. He held one out to her. ‘English breakfast tea,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘You’re such a sweetie,’ she said. She nodded for him to sit down and closed the door. It was a nondescript office with a large teak desk that was bare, except for her briefcase and a Newton’s Cradle with chrome balls, and a matching empty bookcase. There were white plastic blinds over the window and a cheap plastic sofa facing a square coffee table on a threadbare carpet.

  




  

    ‘Salubrious,’ he said, looking around.

  




  

    ‘It was the best safe house I could find at short notice,’ she said. She was wearing a blue blazer over a white and blue checked dress and her chestnut hair was an inch or so shorter than when he’d last seen her in Belfast. ‘MI5 does have a particularly nice office in the British Museum but I thought you’d be happier being closer to Paddington.’

  




  

    Shepherd took off his coat and sat down on the sofa. Button picked up her briefcase, pulled over a wooden chair and sat down opposite him. She clicked the double locks of her case, opened it and took out an A4 manila envelope.

  




  

    ‘How much do you know about pirates?’ she said, opening the envelope.

  




  

    ‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum?’

  




  

    ‘Not so much Long John Silver, more Somalis in the Gulf of Aden.’

  




  

    ‘Holding ships for ransom and making a mint, from the sound of it.’ He frowned. ‘But East Africa is a bit out of MI5’s manor, isn’t it?’

  




  

    ‘Turns out it’s a bit closer to home,’ she said, pushing a couple of surveillance photographs across the table. One was a close-up of a short, stocky man in a hoodie, his head down as he spoke into a mobile phone; the other was of the same man but wearing a Chelsea shirt and climbing into the back of a large Mercedes. ‘This is Wiil Waal, or “Crazy Boy”. His real name, in as much as Somalis have real names, is Simeon Khalid.’ She put down a close-up of the man’s face. ‘He’s twenty-four but looks older.’

  




  

    Button slid out another photograph and pointed at a mugshot of a black man in his forties, his face pockmarked with old acne scars, his nose squashed flat against his face. ‘This is his elder brother, Abshir. He was taken by security forces in northern Somalia in 2010 and is behind bars awaiting trial. He was one of the founders of the new wave of Somali pirates, a particularly nasty piece of work, and an Islamic fundamentalist. He’s worth in excess of twenty million dollars but the US have got most of it. The Treasury Department targeted him a while back and have been freezing his assets wherever they can find them. The family business was taken over by one of Crazy Boy’s uncles.’

  




  

    She put two more photographs on the table, surveillance pictures of a group of half a dozen hard-faced men in a skiff, AK-47s slung over their shoulders. She tapped the face of one of the men, in his late forties with two gold front teeth and a thick scar across his chin. ‘This is the uncle. He runs things out in Somalia but since Abshir was taken into custody Crazy Boy has been pulling the strings from here. The uncle’s name is Blue.’

  




  

    ‘Blue?’

  




  

    Button shrugged. ‘Somalis are big on nicknames. His has something to do with his skin colour being so black that he’s gone beyond black and blue. I think you’ve got to be Somali to get it. Anyway, so far as we know, he doesn’t do anything without checking with Crazy Boy first. We think Crazy Boy plans the operations, funds them, then repatriates the profits and washes them through his businesses here.’ She gestured at the surveillance photographs of Crazy Boy. ‘He came to the UK about four years ago. And you’ll like this, he lives in Ealing. Not far from your old house.’

  




  

    ‘Small world,’ said Shepherd. ‘Why Ealing?’

  




  

    ‘There’s a very large Somali population there now, and in Southall. It probably has something to do with the proximity to Heathrow.’

  




  

    ‘The airport?’

  




  

    ‘More specifically, the khat leaves that Somalis like to chew. It has to be eaten fresh and there are supplies coming in every day to Heathrow. Ealing is close to the airport so the Somalis there are guaranteed the freshest leaves. The fresher they are the better the buzz, apparently.’

  




  

    ‘And this khat isn’t illegal?’

  




  

    Button shook her head. ‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘It is in some countries but not in the UK. The principal ingredient is an amphetamine-like stimulant and the World Health Organisation has classified it as a drug of abuse. You’ll see Somalis chewing it as naturally as smoking a cigarette.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t remember seeing that many Somalis when I lived in Ealing.’

  




  

    ‘There’s been a huge increase in the last few years, but even so they tend to keep to themselves. The women are at home most of the time and the men go to their own social clubs. They don’t mix much. The number of Somalis in the area has probably trebled since you moved to Hereford.’ She tapped the photograph. ‘Crazy Boy has the brains of the family, it seems. He bought himself passage across Europe and into the UK, slipped through in the back of a truck from Calais with half a dozen genuine asylum seekers.’

  




  

    ‘And got asylum, presumably.’

  




  

    ‘He was on track,’ said Button. ‘He had false papers and a top immigration lawyer.’

  




  

    ‘But Five must have known who he was, right?’

  




  

    ‘Not then,’ said Button. ‘He came in under the radar. We knew that he’d left Somalia but no one knew where he’d gone. And to be honest, even if we had known there wouldn’t have been much we could have done. We didn’t have his DNA or fingerprints so all he had to do was to stick to his story and he’d get asylum.’

  




  

    ‘The world’s gone crazy, Charlie. You’re telling me a Somali pirate can just waltz into the UK and end up with a British passport?’

  




  

    ‘It’s not as simple as waltzing, but most of Somalia is a war zone so any Somali who can get into the UK is pretty much assured of asylum status.’

  




  

    Shepherd sat back. ‘Like I said, the world’s gone crazy. And why the UK? Presumably they all pass through Europe, why don’t they claim asylum there?’ He held up his hand. ‘Don’t tell me, it’s because we’re a soft touch and because once they hit British soil they can claim a free house and full benefits.’

  




  

    ‘Actually Crazy Boy did apply for and received benefits while his application was processed, even though we believe he had access to overseas funds of the order of ten million dollars. He obviously couldn’t touch that because it would have blown his application.’

  




  

    Shepherd shook his head in disgust.

  




  

    ‘If it makes you feel any better, he dropped his asylum application two years ago.’

  




  

    Shepherd frowned. ‘But he’s still in the UK? How come?’

  




  

    Button tapped another photograph, this one of Crazy Boy with an overweight black woman with dreadlocks holding a baby that had been wrapped in a multicoloured cloth. ‘He married this woman. Haweeya Bergman. A German national. She fled Somalia in 2002 and married a German who had British citizenship too. She got a British passport and a German one, divorced him and moved to the UK. When Crazy Boy married her he got British citizenship and German citizenship. The baby she’s holding is Crazy Boy’s. A son. The son was born in Britain so getting Crazy Boy out of the country is now nigh-on impossible.’

  




  

    ‘The woman, how old is she?’

  




  

    ‘Thirty-nine.’

  




  

    ‘And Crazy Boy is twenty-four, you said.’

  




  

    ‘That’s right. Your point is?’

  




  

    ‘Well, forgive me if this is sexist and ageist, but she’s a fair bit older than him and with a face like a bulldog chewing a wasp, so I don’t see how anyone can think it’s a love job.’

  




  

    Button feigned dismay. ‘Spider, the courts have to take people at their word. If they say they want to be together until death do them part, then who are we to pour scorn on their choices?’ She grinned. ‘It’s as clear as day that he married her for the passport, and had the child because that gives him extra security. But the simple fact is that he’s now in the UK to stay. He’s brought in several million pounds, he’s purchased a large house in Ealing and he’s set up two restaurants in the area, along with a Somali shop and a café. He’s also active in the gar system.’

  




  

    ‘Gar?’

  




  

    ‘Somali criminal courts, where judgement is handed down by the community elders. Crazy Boy is unusually young to be running a gar but after several elders died or ended up in intensive care, he was invited on board. In his area of Ealing he effectively functions as judge and jury, holding sway over several thousand Somalis.’

  




  

    ‘So if he’s a legitimate businessman and happily married father, what’s Five’s interest?’ asked Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘I didn’t say anything about him being legitimate,’ said Button. ‘His businesses are almost certainly money-laundering fronts and he’s continuing to run the family’s piracy operations out in Somalia. He sends money out to fund the pirates and brings back the profits. He runs a gang that also deals in drugs, mainly marijuana, but we think he also imports coke and heroin through Somalis in Amsterdam. But our interest is because there are terrorism considerations. Serious considerations.’

  




  

    She took another surveillance photograph out of the envelope, this one of a tall black man wearing desert fatigues and cradling an AK-47, his face half masked by a black and white checked scarf. There were half a dozen other men similarly attired standing around him.

  




  

    ‘This is Ahmed Abdi Godane, the leader of Somalia’s al-Shebab movement and an al-Qaeda stooge. He’s based in northern Mogadishu and he’s a nasty piece of work. He’s effectively created an African Taliban and he’s been issuing fatwas against everything from televised football to pop music. He moved into the major league during the World Cup when he organised two massive suicide bombings in Kampala. He’s directly responsible for seventy-six Ugandans dying for no reason other than the fact there are Ugandan peacekeeping troops in Somalia. All our experts reckon that he’s gearing himself up for a major attack on the West.’

  




  

    ‘And the UK connection?’

  




  

    Button tapped the photograph again. ‘We have evidence of telephone traffic between Godane and Crazy Boy’s uncle just days before the attacks in Kampala.’

  




  

    ‘They could have just been talking about the match,’ said Shepherd.

  




  

    Button flashed him a tight smile. ‘We don’t know what they were talking about, but the mere fact that they are in contact sends up a lot of red flags. We’re looking now for financial movements between the pirates and al-Shebab and if we find them, then we’ve opened up one hell of a can of worms.’

  




  

    Shepherd nodded slowly. ‘I get it,’ he said. ‘If Godane blows up a US embassy in Africa and the Americans find out that the UK has given citizenship to the man who paid for it …’ He grimaced. ‘It’s going to screw up the special relationship, isn’t it?’

  




  

    ‘There is no special relationship, not any more,’ said Button. ‘That’s the problem. If Crazy Boy is funding al-Shebab terrorism, then yes, we’re going to look bloody stupid if we’ve given him a passport. The last thing we want is for the Americans to be pushing for extradition while Crazy Boy gets defended by a pack of human rights lawyers.’

  




  

    ‘Led by our own Cherie Blair, no doubt.’ Shepherd laughed. He held up his hands as Button glared at him. ‘OK, I shouldn’t be flippant, but it’s hard not to be cynical, isn’t it? How the hell do we allow this to happen? How do we get to the stage where a Somali pirate with al-Qaeda connections is able to live in the UK? Why don’t we just sling him out?’

  




  

    Button tapped the photograph of the woman and child. ‘His family,’ she said. ‘And human rights legislation.’

  




  

    ‘But he lied to get into the country. He said he was an asylum seeker when he wasn’t. Then he switches horses midstream and marries a Somali woman with German nationality and gets her pregnant despite the fact that she’s ugly as sin and twice his weight.’

  




  

    ‘It’s the law,’ said Button.

  




  

    ‘But at any point Five could have told the UK Border Agency or the Home Office who he is and had him sent home.’

  




  

    ‘Five doesn’t work like that, Spider,’ said Button. ‘We don’t reveal our files to immigration tribunals.’

  




  

    ‘I think a quiet word in the right ear might have helped, don’t you?’

  




  

    ‘And then a lawyer starts demanding to know where information about his client came from? That would be a can of worms that we wouldn’t want opening.’

  




  

    ‘We still have D notices, don’t we?’

  




  

    ‘Not for criminals, we don’t. For terrorism and national security, yes. But not for criminals like Crazy Boy.’ She smiled sympathetically. ‘I understand exactly what you’re saying, Spider. And I’m in total agreement. But we have to follow the law. If we start bending or breaking laws simply because we don’t agree with them, where do we end up?’

  




  

    ‘Anarchy,’ said Shepherd. ‘That’s what I’m expected to say, right? And no one in their right mind wants anarchy? But really, Charlie, I don’t see that anyone would choose to be in the situation we’re in with scum like Crazy Boy. They break the rules when they feel like it and cry foul when we trespass on what they see as their human rights.’

  




  

    ‘Please don’t tell me that life isn’t fair, Spider, you know how I hate it when you do that.’ She sipped her tea. ‘So, do you want to hear what the job is?’

  




  

    ‘I’m all ears,’ said Shepherd. ‘I’m assuming that you want me to go undercover, is that it? With a peg leg and a parrot on my shoulder?’

  




  

    ‘Leaving aside the fact that you’re the wrong colour, the pirates don’t trust outsiders,’ said Button. ‘But Crazy Boy doesn’t operate like the other pirate groups. Most of them tend to prowl around and seize whatever ship they come across, but we believe that Crazy Boy has started targeting specific ships, based on who owns them and what they’re carrying. We’re pretty sure that he’s getting inside information from at least one London-based company. That’s where we want to use you.’

  




  

    ‘Why me, Charlie? Sitting at a computer all day isn’t what I do best.’

  




  

    ‘It’s undercover, Spider, and no one does undercover better than you. And no one’s better than you at spotting who’s wrong.’

  




  

    ‘You flatterer, you.’

  




  

    ‘I know it’s not the same as infiltrating a gang of armed robbers or drug dealers, but in the grand scheme of things it’s just as important. Maybe more so. Crazy Boy’s pirates have taken six ships that we know about in the past two years. And the last four were all carrying containers for the same freight forwarders based in London. It could be a coincidence, but we think there’s something going on. The freighters were all similar vessels on similar routes, all coming from China via the Suez Canal and so passing through the Gulf of Aden close to Somalia. It’s possible that Crazy Boy is getting information from someone at the company. Most of the pirates used to operate by just prowling around and attacking any ship they found, but in the past few years they’ve started taking a more intelligence-led approach. We know they’ve been placing people in ports who then radio ahead when they spot a likely ship leaving, and we know of at least one hijacking where they had their own man on board as a seaman.’

  




  

    ‘So you want me to do a Father Christmas and find out who’s been naughty and who’s been nice?’

  




  

    ‘Exactly,’ said Button. ‘Their head office is in Hammersmith so they’re not too far from Ealing. Thirty-seven employees, of whom only twenty have access to ship and cargo movements. We’ve looked at assets and checked bank accounts of everyone at the company and we can’t find anyone who’s suddenly come into money or who has any obvious connection with Crazy Boy, but four ships in a row is just too many to be a coincidence.’

  




  

    ‘Not if they have cargo on hundreds of ships.’

  




  

    Button shook her head. ‘They use most of the world’s shipping companies, depending on where they’re shipping to and from, so they are spread pretty wide. But the only pirates who’ve taken a ship carrying their cargo have been working for Crazy Boy. Our intelligence guys have run the probabilities and they’re sure that there’s some connection between Crazy Boy and the freight company.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not sure that it’s going to work, sending me undercover in a company. I’ve never worked at a desk, you know that. I was with the Paras then the SAS then the cops and then SOCA and I never so much as opened a drawer or used a photocopier.’

  




  

    Button laughed. ‘We’ll put together a legend that doesn’t make your lack of typing skills an issue,’ she said. She took out a pale green thumb drive and gave it to him. ‘There’s a rundown on the company and the likely suspects,’ she said. ‘I understand your reservations, but you’re a chameleon, that’s your skill. You can blend into any situation, you get people to like you and to accept you. That’ll work as well with a group of office workers as it does with a gang of bank robbers or a terrorist cell. It’s the only way, Spider. If we send in the cops to start questioning people up front then they’ll know that we’re on to them and shut down.’

  




  

    Shepherd put the thumb drive in his pocket. ‘When?’

  




  

    ‘We’ve got to put together a legend and fix you up with a flat. Three or four days. Unless you want more time off.’

  




  

    ‘Next week will be fine,’ he said and sipped his coffee. ‘So what’s the ultimate aim? To put Crazy Boy behind bars? Or deport him?’

  




  

    ‘If we can get him on conspiracy, we’ll move for sure. A lot depends on how he’s getting the intel from the company, if he’s doing it for himself or through an intermediary. We’re watching his money, too. It’s possible we’ll get him on money laundering. Deportation is doubtful in view of his British citizenship.’

  




  

    ‘And how much of this is a backside-covering operation in case the Americans come to you with a terrorism angle?’

  




  

    She raised her eyebrows. ‘I’m not that devious, Spider.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe not, but your bosses almost certainly are.’

  




  

    ‘I’ve been tasked with investigating Crazy Boy because British ships are at risk and there appears to be a British company involved. I mentioned the al-Shebab link just so you’d be aware of the potential political implications. If we can make a case against Crazy Boy he’ll be charged, that’s for sure. We won’t be dragging our heels, I can promise you that.’

  




  

    ‘And if it does kick off in Africa while he’s in prison, it stops being a UK problem.’

  




  

    ‘That’s fair,’ said Button. ‘Plus if we have him in prison on criminal charges and the US apply for extradition, it’ll be a lot easier to hand him over. It’s one thing for the human rights brigade to shout about the rights of a poor refugee, but they’re less likely to get hot under the collar about a Somali pirate with terrorist links.’

  




  

    Shepherd finished his coffee and looked at his watch. ‘You don’t mind me heading back to Hereford?’

  




  

    ‘Absolutely not,’ she said. ‘I just wanted a face-to-face chat and to give you the thumb drive. I’ve got a meeting at Thames House all this afternoon.’ She grinned. ‘They’re big on meetings, unfortunately.’

  




  

    ‘How’s Zoe, by the way?’ asked Shepherd.

  




  

    ‘Sixteen going on twenty-five,’ she said. ‘Liam’s serious about boarding school, is he?’

  




  

    ‘Seems to be. He’s mentioned it a few times.’

  




  

    ‘Zoe’s at Culford School,’ said Button. ‘They’ve been brilliant. Especially after Graham died. It always made sense for her to be a boarder because Graham and I were working all the hours God sends. We had a string of au pairs but they never really worked out.’

  




  

    ‘That’s why I think it might be good for him. I’ve been away a lot over the past year or two and it doesn’t seem to be getting any better.’

  




  

    ‘He’s not just using it as a threat? Trying to get your attention?’

  




  

    Shepherd shrugged. ‘He puts up a good case. I’m away a lot and there’s no sign of that changing. If he was in the right school, he might do really well. And they’re usually big on sports, which he’s keen on.’

  




  

    ‘Well, Zoe loves it,’ said Button. Her eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve still got Katra, right?’

  




  

    ‘Sure, and she’s great. But I’m away all the time and he’s an only child.’

  




  

    ‘That was the thing that swung it for Zoe,’ said Button. ‘It’s different if they’ve got siblings but when they’re on their own they really are better off with children their own age. Gives them social skills and they get their own network of friends. Zoe goes skiing with one of her pals and her parents and last year she spent two weeks in Hong Kong with one of the boarders whose family runs a hotel chain in Asia. And whichever way you look at it, they do so much better academically. There’s no chasing them to do homework, very little in the way of discipline problems and you can be reasonably sure that some inner-city wannabe gangster isn’t going to mug them for their mobile phone or lunch money.’

  




  

    ‘Are there any downsides?’

  




  

    Button nodded slowly. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘You lose them that much quicker.’

  




  

    ‘In what way?’

  




  

    Button sighed. ‘They grow up so fast anyway but when they’re away at school it seems to happen quicker. They become more independent, they learn to sort out their own problems, stand on their own two feet.’

  




  

    ‘That’s good, right?’

  




  

    Button winced. ‘Of course it’s good, but there are times when you wish it didn’t happen so fast. They only have one childhood and the bits you miss you never get back.’

  




  

    ‘But on balance it’s a good thing?’

  




  

    ‘I think so, yes. If you want I can get you a brochure for Culford. Or they have a website you can look at.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, the website’s fine, but I’m hoping to find something closer to Hereford.’ He stood up and as always when saying goodbye he was confused about what to do. A handshake seemed too formal, but she was his boss so a hug or a kiss on the cheek seemed too personal. He grinned and gave her a small wave.

  




  

    She smiled back with an amused glint in her eye and he knew that she sensed his confusion. She mimicked his wave. ‘You take care, and polish up your secretarial skills, just in case.’

  




  

    The Mercedes pulled up in front of a terraced house in Southall. ‘Wait outside, I won’t be more than ten minutes,’ Crazy Boy told his driver. The driver nodded. Crazy Boy jerked his chin at Two Knives. ‘Get the case out of the boot.’ Two Knives was a cousin, a fierce fighter when he had been a pirate, the man that Crazy Boy had used to carry out hostage executions when shipping companies had been slow in paying ransoms. Crazy Boy had given him the nickname because when he boarded a ship he always had two large curved knives, one on either hip. He had joined Crazy Boy in London a year earlier after paying ten thousand pounds to a group of Chinese traffickers. The Chinese were the best traffickers in the world. No one was better at moving people, arms or drugs. He had applied for asylum and his lawyer had assured him that he would have British citizenship within three years.

  




  

    The driver pressed the switch to open the boot as Crazy Boy and Two Knives climbed out of the car. Crazy Boy sneered as he looked up and down the road. The houses were small and uncared for, the brickwork stained and crumbling, the paint peeling from the doors and window frames, the windows unwashed. The pavements were covered with litter and there were cubes of broken glass in the gutters, relics of smashed car windows. Three Indian women waddled by in brightly coloured saris, each pushing a stroller, gossiping away in Hindi. One of them glared at Crazy Boy and said something to her companions and they all laughed.

  




  

    Crazy Boy knew that the Indians of Southall hated the Somalis. There had been dozens of cases of Somali teenagers being assaulted by groups of Asians and Somali shopkeepers were always having their windows smashed. He glared at the women and shook his fist at them. ‘Never seen a black man with a big car?’ he shouted in English. ‘Think we all live in the jungle, do you?’

  




  

    The women averted their eyes as they hurried away.

  




  

    ‘Back to your foul-smelling hovels, you Indian cows!’ he screamed.

  




  

    The women began to run, their pushchairs bouncing along the uneven pavement.

  




  

    Crazy Boy mimed firing a gun at them. ‘Bastard Indians,’ he said. ‘They hate us, you know that? They came here to do Whitey’s work and then they bring in their cousins with arranged marriages and look down their noses at us. We fought to get into this country. We killed. They crawled in on their bellies and they think they’re superior to us?’

  




  

    ‘Bitches,’ agreed Two Knives, pulling a suitcase out of the boot. He looked around and then slammed the boot shut. The case was heavy and he had to use both hands to carry it to the front door.

  




  

    Crazy Boy pressed the doorbell and heard a faint buzzing sound from the back of the house. A few seconds later he heard shuffling feet and a woman in full burka opened the door. She scrutinised them through the slit in her headdress and then opened the door wide to allow them in.

  




  

    Crazy Boy went first, heading straight down the hallway to the kitchen at the back of the house. Two Knives followed him with the suitcase as the woman shut the door and disappeared into the front room.

  




  

    The man sitting at the kitchen table was in his sixties with a straggly beard that was streaked with grey and white. He was wearing a Fair Isle sweater over a long grey Jubba jacket and baggy grey trousers. In his right hand he held a misbaha, a string of Islamic prayer beads. There were ninety-nine beads on the string, corresponding to the ninety-nine names of Allah. He tended to use them as worry beads rather than as a means of religious devotion. The man’s name was Muhammad al-Faiz but everyone who did business with him called him the Arab. He had been in England for nine years and already had eleven children with his three wives in the country. The wives lived in separate houses paid for by housing benefit, and all were claiming invalidity payments as the Arab knew a Bangladeshi doctor who was happy to sign them off as epileptics for five hundred pounds a time.
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