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    For Shaila
  


  
    Nicola James tottered out of the nightclub and turned to kiss the man who had bought her two bottles of champagne and three brandy-and-Cokes and who, unless he did something terribly wrong in the next thirty minutes, was the man she would probably wake up with. His name was Philip and he owned two factories in China that made cheap toys, which, he said, were sold by every department store in London. He also said he had a Ferrari parked nearby. Nicola hadn’t seen the factories or the Ferrari but she had seen the wad of fifty-pound notes in his wallet and the black American Express card he’d used to pay his bill, and that was all the incentive she needed to accept his invitation to have a nightcap back at his place. ‘All right, darling?’ he asked, in a gravelly Essex accent, as he slipped his hands around her waist.
  


  
    She kissed his cheek, then bit his earlobe playfully. ‘I’m going to lick you all over,’ she promised.
  


  
    ‘Let’s get a cab,’ said Philip. ‘I’m too drunk to drive.’
  


  
    She pouted. ‘I want to see your Ferrari,’ she said. Her pout was one of her best features, she knew. It almost always got her what she wanted. It had done ever since she was eight years old. She hadn’t met a man yet that she couldn’t twist around her little finger.
  


  
    ‘Too much bubbly,’ said Philip, and burped to prove his point.
  


  
    Nicola slipped her arm through his and rubbed her breast against him. ‘Come on, I’ve never given a blow-job in a Ferrari before.’
  


  
    ‘You’re terrible,’ laughed Philip.
  


  
    ‘No, I’m not, I’m pretty bloody amazing, actually.’ She licked her upper lip suggestively.
  


  
    Philip shook his head, still laughing. ‘Okay, you’ve talked me into it,’ he said.
  


  
    He kissed her, and then they walked along the pavement. It was Friday night and Soho was buzzing, the pavements filled with the overspill from the area’s pubs and bars. Five Elvis impersonators walked towards them, arms linked, their plastic wigs glistening in the street-lights, the jewels on their white stage suits winking like stars as they hummed ‘Return To Sender’. Nicola was feeling light-headed and it wasn’t just from all the alcohol she’d drunk. She really liked Philip. He was good-looking, he had a fit body, a great sense of humour, and he was rich. If there really was a Ferrari she might well decide that he was the one. ‘You’re not married, are you?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘No, darling, young, free and single,’ he said, patting her backside.
  


  
    Nicola’s left heel gave way and she lurched to the side. Philip grabbed her around the waist as she cursed. She took off her broken shoe and glared at it. ‘Bloody Gucci,’ she said.
  


  
    Philip took it from her. ‘Looks like a knock-off,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Cost me two hundred quid, they did,’ said Nicola. She threw the shoe into the gutter. Two men kissing in a doorway broke off to stare at her and she blew them a kiss.
  


  
    ‘You can get it repaired,’ said Philip.
  


  
    ‘Bollocks to that,’ said Nicola. She took the other shoe off and tossed it down the road. ‘Come on, give me a ride.’ She kissed him, and ran her hand between his legs, laughing when she felt him grow hard. ‘Turn around. Tonight you’re my trusty steed.’ Philip did as he was told and Nicola jumped onto his back and wrapped her arms around his neck. ‘Giddy-up,’ she said, and gripped him with her thighs.
  


  
    Philip staggered unsteadily down the road. A small saloon drove by slowly and five young men wearing baseball caps sneered at them. ‘Come with us, darling,’ shouted the driver. ‘We’ll give you a real lift.’
  


  
    ‘He’s got a Ferrari!’ shouted Nicola.
  


  
    ‘Yeah, and I’ve got a dick like King Kong.’ The driver stamped on the accelerator and the car shot down the street.
  


  
    ‘Arsehole!’ screamed Nicola.
  


  
    ‘Leave it, babe,’ said Philip. He was panting with the effort of carrying her.
  


  
    Nicola snuggled against his neck and sighed. ‘I am so horny,’ she said. Actually she felt a bit queasy. She’d been drinking tequila shots with her friend Becky before they’d gone to the nightclub. She frowned. She hadn’t seen Becky for at least an hour, not since her friend had been stumbling towards the toilets, a hand cupped over her mouth. ‘Did you see Becky?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘Who?’ asked Philip. Ahead a grey Mercedes was parked in front of a print shop. The air inside the car was shimmering as if it was filled with steam. ‘Look at that, will you?’ he said, stopping.
  


  
    ‘Giddy-up!’ shouted Nicola.
  


  
    ‘Look at the car,’ said Philip. ‘There’s something wrong.’
  


  
    Nicola tried to focus. ‘What?’ she said.
  


  
    ‘Inside,’ he said. ‘It’s all blurry.’
  


  
    Nicola laughed. ‘It’s what?’
  


  
    ‘Blurry,’ said Philip. ‘Inside. Look.’ He lowered her to the pavement. He peered at the car and stepped forward. Through the rear window he spotted something red. As he got closer he saw plastic petrol containers.
  


  
    ‘I can smell petrol,’ said Nicola. ‘Can you?’
  


  
    Philip took another step towards the Mercedes. There were three blue propane gas cylinders in the back, wedged between the petrol containers and the front seats. Philip sniffed. Nicola was right: there was a strong smell of petrol.
  


  
    ‘Philip, don’t go near it,’ said Nicola. ‘Let’s go. Come on.’
  


  
    A mobile phone was stuck between two of the containers. As Philip started to back away the phone’s display glowed. A fraction of a second later the car exploded in a ball of flame.
  


  
    The blast hit him full on and blew him backwards. Nicola had turned to run and was knocked off her feet. Philip lay on his back, gasping. His face was burned, his ears were ringing and he could smell scorched hair. He patted his chest gingerly, sure that he was bleeding, but there was no blood. He sat up. He worked his jaw, trying to clear his ears, but they continued to ring. Slowly he got to his feet. He was shaking with shock, but he was alive.
  


  
    Nicola was lying face down a few feet away and he hurried over to her. ‘Are you okay, babe?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘What happened?’ she said. She rolled over. Her face was grazed where she’d hit the pavement but other than that she didn’t appear to be injured. Philip helped her to her feet and hugged her. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he panted. His whole body was trembling.
  


  
    Nicola giggled, close to hysteria. ‘This is going to be one hell of a story to tell our grandchildren.’
  


  
    In the distance they could hear the sirens of the emergency services, heading their way. ‘We were that close to a car bomb,’ he said. ‘I was sure we were dead. The flash, did you see it?’
  


  
    ‘I felt it,’ she said. She put her hand to her cheek, touched it gingerly, then looked at the blood on her fingertips. ‘We were lucky.’
  


  
    The two men who had been kissing each other were running full pelt down the road, their trainers slapping on the Tarmac.
  


  
    ‘We should get away from here,’ said Philip. He put his arm around her and they started walking down the road, following the crowds. Two uniformed policemen were shouting and pointing towards Oxford Street, telling people to move away from the still-burning wreckage. High overhead a police helicopter hovered, scanning the area with its searchlight.
  


  
    ‘Who do you think did it?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘The bloody Muslims of course,’ said Philip. ‘Bastards.’
  


  
    Three young men with shaved heads wearing England football shirts hurried past them, cursing and swearing. One was holding a can of lager and drank from it as he jogged down the road. He stopped next to Philip and Nicola. ‘Are you guys okay?’ he asked, in a near-impenetrable Newcastle accent.
  


  
    ‘Just winded,’ said Philip.
  


  
    ‘We were right next to it when it went off,’ said Nicola.
  


  
    ‘You’re sure you’re okay?’ said the guy. ‘We’ve got a car down the road. We can take you to the hospital if you want.’
  


  
    ‘We’re fine,’ said Philip. ‘Really.’
  


  
    The man nodded, then hurried after his friends.
  


  
    ‘You think it was al-Qaeda?’ Nicola asked Philip.
  


  
    ‘Who else would it be?’ he replied. ‘Come on, let’s get a taxi.’
  


  
    ‘What about your Ferrari?’
  


  
    Philip grimaced. ‘Darling, I’m pissed and I’ve just survived a car bomb. I ain’t driving anywhere. We’re getting a taxi.’ He reached for her hand. As his fingers touched her, the car they were standing next to exploded. Shards of metal and glass ripped through Philip and Nicola, killing them instantly. The deadly shrapnel injured another twelve people. Shop and office windows along the road were shattered and broken glass showered the pavements with the sound of wind chimes. Dozens of car alarms went off and those pedestrians who hadn’t been knocked unconscious by the explosion were running down the street, crying and screaming.
  


   


  
    Owen Crompton wanted a cigarette but smoking wasn’t allowed in the bank and he knew that the two men sitting on the other side of his desk wouldn’t allow him to go outside for one. ‘I don’t think I can go through with this,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘You’ll be fine,’ said the younger of the two men. ‘It’ll soon be over.’
  


  
    Crompton’s mouth was so dry that swallowing was painful. There was a bottle of Evian water on his desk. It was reserved for customers but he poured himself a glass and gulped it. He twisted around to the bank of CCTV monitors behind him. There were four, each showing a different view of the banking hall on the floor below.
  


  
    The older of the two men looked at the clock on the wall. ‘It’s time,’ he said.
  


  
    Crompton pressed the intercom on his desk. ‘Jean, can you send Sandra in, please?’
  


  
    ‘Will do, Mr Crompton,’ said his assistant.
  


  
    Crompton settled back in his chair and tapped his fingers on the desk, avoiding the eyes of the two men sitting opposite. He had another drink of water and glanced at the wall clock. Time seemed to have slowed to a crawl. Sandra Ford knocked on the door and came in before he had the chance to say anything. His door was usually open but the men with him had insisted it stay closed. She was wearing a short grey skirt, showing off her shapely legs, and a pale blue blouse. Her bank ID was hanging around her neck, the chain nestling between her breasts. Ford was one of the prettier employees at the bank, but she had been promoted to deputy manager on the back of her first-class degree in economics and her knack of managing people rather than her looks. Crompton had no doubt that within a couple of years she would be in charge of her own branch.
  


  
    ‘Sandra, these two gentlemen are with the Metropolitan Police’s Robbery Squad,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘The Sweeney?’ asked Ford, brightly. ‘How exciting.’
  


  
    The younger of the two men grinned as he flashed his warrant card. ‘We try not to call ourselves that, these days,’ he said. ‘People get the wrong idea. We’re still the Flying Squad but we’ve lost the sheepskin jackets and the shoot-outs.’
  


  
    ‘More’s the pity,’ said his companion. He showed her his warrant card. ‘I’m Inspector Michael Franklin. My colleague is Detective Sergeant David Brewerton.’
  


  
    ‘They’re here about a robbery, Sandra,’ said Crompton.
  


  
    ‘I hadn’t heard about any robbery,’ said Ford, frowning.
  


  
    ‘It hasn’t happened yet,’ said Franklin, putting away his warrant card. ‘That’s why we’re here. A gang have been casing this bank for the past two weeks and the intelligence we have is that they’re going to move in today.’
  


  
    Ford’s jaw dropped. ‘Wow,’ she said. She looked at Crompton. ‘But if they’ve checked the branch they must know we have the full range of security measures, bulletproof glass, hidden alarms …’
  


  
    Franklin held up a hand to silence her and smiled apologetically. ‘This is a highly professional team, Miss Ford,’ he said. ‘They have assault rifles with armour-piercing ammunition and they have explosives.’
  


  
    ‘My God, they sound like an army!’
  


  
    ‘Ex-army,’ said Brewerton. ‘They all served in Iraq. A couple of years ago they were being shot at in Basra. Now they’re the ones doing the shooting.’
  


  
    ‘They robbed a bank in Glasgow last month and we believe they intend to hit your branch this morning,’ said Franklin.
  


  
    ‘Head Office has asked that we co-operate fully with the police and that we do everything they say,’ said Crompton.
  


  
    ‘Absolutely,’ said Ford. ‘But obviously the safety of our customers and staff is paramount.’
  


  
    ‘That goes without saying,’ said Crompton.
  


  
    ‘The best way of ensuring that nobody is hurt is to do exactly what the robbers ask,’ said Franklin. He leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘Between you and me, Miss Ford, we have a man under cover in the gang. That’s how we know they’re planning to hit this branch today. He’s a very experienced officer and he’ll be doing everything he can to make sure that no one gets hurt.’
  


  
    ‘So you’ll catch them in the act – is that the plan?’ asked Ford.
  


  
    Franklin chuckled. ‘As my colleague said, we try to avoid shoot-outs these days. No, we know where they’ll be heading and we’ll have them under surveillance every step of the way. When we can scoop them up without anyone getting hurt, we’ll move in.’
  


  
    ‘What about dye packs and such?’ asked Ford.
  


  
    ‘Nothing like that, Sandra,’ said Crompton. ‘Nothing that will slow them down or get them annoyed.’
  


  
    ‘All you have to do is to follow the instructions they give,’ said Franklin. ‘Try not to anticipate anything because that will tip them off that something’s wrong. Just do exactly as they say. Give them what they ask for and let them get out as quickly as possible. Our men will do the rest.’
  


  
    Ford’s eyes were wide. ‘This is so exciting,’ she said. ‘Like a movie.’
  


  
    ‘Sandra, this is a very serious business,’ stressed Crompton. ‘There must be no panic, nothing to alarm the robbers.’
  


  
    ‘Actually, that’s not strictly speaking true, Mr Crompton,’ said Franklin. ‘If everyone’s too calm they might well get suspicious. They will be expecting the people in the bank to be scared. That’s why we’re not telling everybody, just the key personnel.’
  


  
    ‘That’s you, of course,’ said Crompton. ‘And I’ll be calling in Max and Peter. But everyone else has to stay in the dark. I’ll put Max and Peter on the window, and I want you to be close by. When the robbers come in, the three of you can handle the money. Just tell everyone else to stay calm and keep their heads down. From what we’ve learned from our inside man they’ll be wanting access to the safe-deposit boxes.’
  


  
    Ford frowned. ‘We don’t have a master key for the boxes. The customers have their own keys.’
  


  
    ‘They’ll have drills,’ said Brewerton.
  


  
    ‘So, how long will they be in the bank?’
  


  
    ‘Fifteen minutes at most,’ said Brewerton. ‘So far as we know.’
  


  
    ‘Where will you be, Owen?’ asked Ford.
  


  
    ‘Mr Crompton will be here upstairs with us,’ said Franklin. ‘It’s important that everything appears exactly as usual. In the mornings Mr Crompton is usually in his office, so that’s where he has to be. Do you think you can handle things downstairs? As deputy manager we’d prefer it if you were holding the fort but if you think you might not be able to cope we can get one of the male assistant managers to step in.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll be fine,’ said Ford, brusquely.
  


  
    ‘You’re sure?’ asked Franklin. ‘There’s nothing to be ashamed of in admitting you’d rather take a back seat.’ He looked at his colleague. ‘We’ve got fifteen years in the Flying Squad between us and I still get the chills when I see a guy with a sawn-off heading my way.’
  


  
    ‘That’s the truth,’ said Brewerton.
  


  
    ‘It won’t be a problem,’ said Ford. ‘Do we have any idea what time they’ll be here?’
  


  
    ‘All we know is that it’ll be this morning,’ said Franklin. He smiled. ‘You’ll do just fine, Sandra, I’m sure. Now, what’s really important is that immediately they leave you calm everyone down, explain that the police are on the case and that the men will be apprehended within the hour. I don’t want anyone phoning the Evening Standard or the TV.’
  


  
    ‘They’re going to be pretty stressed out,’ said Ford.
  


  
    ‘Which is why we’ll be relying on you to keep everyone calm,’ said Franklin. ‘Now, can you send up Simon so that we can brief him? And don’t forget, other than the three of you, mum’s the word.’
  


  
    ‘You can rely on me,’ said Ford.
  


  
    Franklin and Brewerton watched her close the door. ‘Nice tits,’ said Brewerton.
  


  
    ‘I can’t do this,’ said Crompton. He put his head in his hands. ‘My heart’s thumping like it’s going to burst.’
  


  
    ‘Deep breaths,’ said Franklin. ‘Take deep breaths and think happy thoughts. It’ll soon be over.’
  


  
    Brewerton stood up. His jacket swung open, revealing a semi-automatic in a nylon holster under his left arm. ‘Don’t worry, Owen,’ he said. ‘This isn’t our first time, we know what we’re doing. Just make sure you tell Max and Peter what to do. If anyone trips the silent alarm this could all turn to shit. And you know what that’ll mean.’
  


   


  
    The white Transit van bore the scars of a thousand or so days of battling the London traffic, with dented wings and scrapes on both sides. It was mechanically sound, though, and the engine had been carefully tuned. The vehicle was the clone of one used by an electrician in Brixton with identical registration plates and tax disc. The driver was in his late forties. Two decades earlier he had been a London taxi driver, one of the breed who knew virtually every street and landmark in the city by name. Don Parkinson had long since given up his taxi badge and now plied his trade as one of the most respected getaway drivers in the country. During the course of his criminal career he had acquired the nickname ‘DP’, which had nothing to do with his initials and everything to do with his habit of muttering, ‘Don’t panic,’ to himself whenever things got serious. He looked at his watch. There was a small digital clock in the dashboard but he didn’t trust electrical timepieces. The Rolex on his left wrist was half a century old and it had never failed him or his father before him. ‘It’s time,’ he said. A man was sitting next to him in the passenger seat and three more in the back. All were wearing long coats.
  


  
    ‘Rock and roll!’ said the man in the passenger seat. His name was Robbie Edwards and he was a veteran of more than two dozen armed robberies. He was thick-set with well-muscled forearms and a rock-hard abdomen, but in the blue pinstripe suit and cashmere overcoat he looked like any other well-heeled businessman in the city. He was well tanned, and though his black hair was flecked with grey he still seemed younger than his forty-five years. He took a pair of dark glasses from his coat pocket and put them on.
  


  
    The three in the back of the van were in their thirties. They were all thinner than Edwards but had the look of men who spent a lot of time in the gym. Ricky Knight was the tallest, with dark brown hair and Ray-Ban sunglasses. Geoff Marker was also wearing shades, his hair had been shaved to disguise his receding hairline and he had a small diamond in his left earlobe. Billy McMullen was blond with a neatly trimmed goatee beard. The one thing they had in common, other than the long coats and the scarves around their necks, was that they were all cradling loaded Kalashnikov assault rifles.
  


  
    ‘Glasses,’ Knight said to McMullen.
  


  
    ‘I know.’ McMullen scowled, taking a pair of Oakley shades from his coat pocket and putting them on. ‘You’re as bad as my bloody mother. Wear your scarf, button your coat, don’t forget your dinner money.’
  


  
    Knight grinned. ‘Rough childhood?’
  


  
    ‘It was okay. She was just a bit of nag. Dad left when he couldn’t stand it any more so we kids took the brunt. She was a bit on the over-protective side.’
  


  
    ‘She still alive?’
  


  
    McMullen shook his head. ‘Dead. Cancer. Ten years back. She was nagging the doctors and nurses right until the end.’ He took the magazine out of the Kalashnikov, then re-inserted it. ‘Wonder what she’d make of my chosen career. She’d probably tell me I was using the wrong gun and wearing the wrong sort of shades.’
  


  
    ‘Mothers, huh?’
  


  
    ‘Can we stop all this touchy-feely heart-to-heart crap?’ snapped Marker. ‘I’m trying to get into character here.’
  


  
    Knight winked at McMullen but they fell silent. They knew what Marker meant. In a minute or so they would be inside a bank wielding automatic weapons, but the guns weren’t enough: the people in the bank had to believe that the men were serious about using them. It was an act because they had no intention of shooting anyone – that would mean a life sentence where life meant life, and they had no intention of spending decades behind bars.
  


  
    ‘Here we go,’ said Edwards. He opened the passenger door. He was carrying a black Adidas sports bag. McMullen pushed open the van’s side door and stepped into the street, his Kalashnikov under his coat. Knight and Marker followed him and headed straight for the entrance to the bank. Like McMullen, they had their weapons under their long coats. McMullen glanced left and right – no one was paying them any attention – and hurried after Knight and Marker.
  


  
    McMullen, Knight and Marker pulled the bank’s doors closed and spread out across the floor, keeping the weapons under their coats and pulling the scarves up over their faces. Edwards stood by the doors. He took a printed sign out of the sports bag, pulled off the adhesive backing and pressed it against the glass. The sign read, ‘POWER CUT – CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE. PLEASE USE OUR BRANCH IN REGENT STREET.’
  


  
    Edwards looked at McMullen and nodded. As McMullen swung his Kalashnikov out from under his coat, Edwards flicked the locks on the doors.
  


  
    ‘Everyone against the wall!’ McMullen bellowed. ‘This is a robbery and if anyone so much as looks at me wrong I’ll blow their fucking head off!’
  


  
    Knight and Marker pulled out their assault rifles and levelled them at the customers gathered at the counter. ‘You heard him!’ shouted Knight. ‘Against the wall – now!’ Keeping the customers in one place made them easier to control, and against the far wall they couldn’t be seen from the doors.
  


  
    Edwards pulled a large revolver from his sports bag and flicked off the safety.
  


  
    A young man in a grey suit fumbled with his mobile phone. Marker rushed over to him and slammed the butt of the Kalashnikov into his stomach. He fell to the ground, gasping for breath, and Markham stamped on the phone. ‘Any other heroes?’ he shouted, and kicked the man in the ribs. ‘Anyone else want some of this?’
  


  
    The rest of the customers huddled together by the wall. There were two elderly women in cloth coats clutching handbags, a young girl with a baby in a push-chair, three middle-aged businessmen in suits and a teenager in a black leather motorcycle jacket and torn jeans.
  


  
    Knight and Edwards walked over to the counter and aimed their weapons at the tellers behind the bulletproof screen. Knight gestured with his Kalashnikov. ‘The bullets in this will go right through that glass without breaking sweat,’ he said. He nodded at the door to the left of the counter. ‘Now, open the door or I’ll pull the trigger.’
  


  
    The girl with the baby began to cry. Marker walked over to her and pointed a gloved finger at her face. ‘Stop blubbering, you bitch!’ he hissed.
  


  
    ‘Leave her alone, she’s only a girl,’ said one of the businessmen. He was black with greying hair and he was clutching his briefcase to his chest.
  


  
    Marker left her and confronted the businessman. ‘Another bloody, hero, huh?’ he said. He gestured at the man in the grey suit who was crawling towards the rest of the customers. ‘You want what he got, do you?’
  


  
    He glared at Marker defiantly. ‘You don’t have to threaten girls to get what you want.’
  


  
    Marker thrust his face close to the man’s. ‘You want some, do you?’
  


  
    ‘I just want you to take what you want and go. It’s the bank’s money you’re after, not ours. No one here is going to stop you, so just get on with it and leave us alone.’
  


  
    Marker could see that the man wasn’t intimidated by the rhetoric or the gun. He stepped back and slammed the butt into the man’s face, splintering his teeth. Blood gushed from his mouth and he dropped the briefcase. Marker hit him again, this time on the side of the head. He slumped to the ground without a sound. ‘Anyone else?’ he shouted, turning back to the rest of the customers. ‘Anyone else want to give me any grief? Because I’ll kill the next person who steps out of line. Do you morons understand?’ They pressed together, too scared to look at him. One of the elderly women had her eyes closed and was muttering a prayer. Marker pointed the gun at them, waiting for any signs of defiance or resistance.
  


  
    Knight aimed his Kalashnikov at a blonde woman in a pale blue blouse. ‘Open the door, darling, before anyone else gets hurt. And don’t even think about hitting the silent alarm.’
  


  
    She moved towards the door. Edwards covered the other tellers with his revolver. ‘You two get back against the wall and keep your hands where I can see them.’
  


  
    Knight walked towards the blonde, keeping the Kalashnikov pointed at her chest, his finger on the trigger. ‘Don’t get any ideas,’ he warned her. ‘Like my friends said, the bullets in this will go straight through that glass.’
  


  
    She opened the door with trembling hands and Knight stepped through, Edwards behind him. ‘Everyone on the floor!’ Edwards shouted. ‘Face down with your hands on the back of your head.’ He pointed to the stairs that led up to the offices. ‘Anyone comes down, you take care of them,’ he said to Knight.
  


  
    McMullen and Edwards went through to the safe-deposit room. Edwards dropped his sports bag on the metal table in the middle of the room and took out two electric drills. He handed one to McMullen, then pulled a folded sheet of paper from the inside pocket of his coat. He scanned the list. ‘You do two-five-eight and two-five-nine to start,’ he said.
  


  
    McMullen ran his gloved hand down the bank of boxes until he found two-five-eight. He pulled the trigger on the drill and pressed the whirring bit against the lock. As he drilled out the lock mechanism, Edwards started on another box.
  


   


  
    Brewerton and Franklin watched the robbers leave the bank on one of the monitors on the wall behind the manager’s desk. On another Sandra Ford was comforting the customers. One of the pensioners was crying and she put an arm around her.
  


  
    ‘See, Owen, that wasn’t too hard, was it?’ said Brewerton.
  


  
    ‘What happens now?’ asked Crompton, looking anxiously at the gun in Brewerton’s shoulder holster.
  


  
    ‘Now we’ll be on our merry way,’ said Franklin, standing up.
  


  
    ‘What about my wife and son?’
  


  
    ‘They’ll be fine, Owen,’ said Franklin. ‘You did everything we asked – you did us proud. Your wife and daughter will be released in one hour. All you have to do is wait one hour and she’ll call you. As soon as she does you can call the cops.’
  


  
    ‘My career’s over, you know that?’ said Crompton. ‘They’ll think I helped you. They’ll think I was your inside man.’
  


  
    ‘What do you want, Owen?’ asked Brewerton. ‘Do you want I put a bullet in your leg or we beat the crap out of you?’
  


  
    ‘I’m just saying, the police always think there’s an inside man.’
  


  
    ‘We kidnapped your wife and your boy. They’ll understand you had to co-operate.’
  


  
    Crompton folded his arms and shook his head emphatically. ‘You don’t get it, do you? Even if the cops don’t blame me, my bosses will never trust me again. My career’s over.’
  


  
    ‘Owen, if you keep whining like this we will shoot you,’ said Brewerton. He pointed at the bank manager. ‘Count your bloody blessings. Your family are okay, nobody died, we got our money.’
  


  
    ‘All’s well that end’s well,’ said Franklin. ‘And much as we’d love to keep on chatting, we’ve got to go. Remember, you wait here until your wife calls, then you phone the police.’ Crompton nodded. Franklin grinned. ‘Be lucky,’ he said, as he and Brewerton headed for the door.
  


   


  
    Don Parkinson pulled hard on the steering-wheel and drove through the narrow alley, the dented wings of the Transit only inches away from the weathered bricks on either side. At the end he swung the wheel to the right and accelerated under a railway arch, then made a hard left turn down a road that led to a disused factory. It had once made fireproof safes but had closed in the face of cut-throat competition from China and South Korea. A sign at the entrance to the yard announced that a property-development firm had acquired the premises and would soon be turning them into upmarket apartments. The chain that had kept the gates locked had been cut and they were pulled opened by a man in a blue tracksuit and gleaming white trainers. Parkinson drove through. The man flashed Edwards a thumbs-up and began to close the gates as Parkinson drove to the delivery area at the side of the main building.
  


  
    The metal roll-shutter door was already opening but Parkinson revved the engine impatiently. ‘Easy, DP,’ said Edwards.
  


  
    ‘They should’ve had it open,’ said Parkinson. ‘Bloody amateurs.’
  


  
    As soon as the shutter was high enough, he stamped on the accelerator and drove inside. The factory was half the size of a football field with lines of square concrete pillars running up to a metal framework supporting the roof. Fluorescent lights festooned with cobwebs hung from the beams. The machinery that had once been manned by hundreds of workers had been stripped out and the only sign that it had been a thriving business was a line of offices at the far end. Rats scurried in the corners and pigeons cooed from the safety of the nests they had built in the joints of the beams high in the ceiling.
  


  
    Another man, wearing a tracksuit and training shoes, was standing between two black BMW saloons, the boot lids open. He was the father of the man who had opened the gates for them. Dean and Roger Barrett had worked together even before Dean had been old enough for a driving licence and they were two of the best drivers in London. Knight, McMullen and Marker piled out of the rear of the van with the nylon bags.
  


  
    ‘Right, get the money in the motors and torch the van,’ shouted Edwards. He looked at his watch. ‘I want us out of here in three minutes flat.’
  


  
    Roger Barrett climbed into one of the BMWs and started the engine. His face was professionally impassive. ‘Guns in that motor,’ shouted Edwards, pointing at Barrett’s BMW. ‘Two bags in each.’
  


  
    Knight, McMullen and Marker threw the bags into the boots and put their weapons into the boot of Barrett’s ear. They slammed the doors, then ran back to the van and stripped off their gloves and coats. Parkinson was sloshing petrol from a red can over the bonnet.
  


  
    Edwards tossed his gloves and coat into the back. Knight, McMullen and Marker did the same. Edwards gave the inside a final check, then nodded at Parkinson, who threw petrol into the back, then tossed the can inside. He took out a box of matches, lit one and flicked it at the can. There was a whoosh of flame and the van was ablaze.
  


  
    Dean Barrett ran into the factory, climbed into the second BMW and fired the engine. He looked at his father and nodded. Roger Barrett nodded back, his hands caressing the steering-wheel as he gunned the engine.
  


  
    Edwards looked at his watch again. ‘Come on, guys, in the cars and let’s roll.’ He hurried over to the BMWs and climbed in next to Roger Barrett. Knight got into the back. ‘You okay, Ricky?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘No worries,’ said Knight. ‘Your jobs always as sweet as this?’
  


  
    ‘Always,’ said Edwards. ‘Once you’ve got the manager on side, the rest is easy.’
  


  
    McMullen and Marker walked quickly to the second BMW, Parkinson following. The van was now engulfed in flames and thick black smoke was billowing up to the rafters.
  


  
    The two BMWs drove out of the factory and Roger Barrett slammed on the brakes. Knight leaped out of the car, ran to the gates and pulled them open. He froze, then swore and slammed them shut again. ‘Cops!’ he yelled. ‘There’s cops everywhere!’
  


  
    He raced back to the cars. A split second later the gates burst open and a police Land Rover with a reinforced wire cage over its bonnet roared through, then two Range Rovers and two armed-response vehicles. The Range Rovers and ARVs fanned out across the yard, tyres squealing.
  


  
    Roger Barrett cursed as the Land Rover pulled up just inches from the front bumper. He glanced into his rearview mirror. His son’s car was jammed up behind him. ‘I’m sorry, boss,’ he said, his professionalism dented. He slowly took his hands off the steering-wheel and turned off the engine.
  


  
    Men in bullet-proof vests piled out of the ARVs and Range Rovers, their MP5 assault rifles at the ready. ‘Armed police, drop your weapons!’ one screamed.
  


  
    Edwards smiled thinly. They didn’t have any weapons. All the guns were in the boot of the BMW. But even if they hadn’t been, his team wouldn’t be looking for a shoot-out against professionals. There were a dozen armed police and every one of them had been trained to kill.
  


  
    ‘Not your fault, Roger,’ he said. In the wing mirror he glimpsed Knight’s fast-retreating figure. ‘Where the hell does that dopey bastard think he’s going?’ He raised his hands. ‘Oh, well, some you win, some you lose.’
  


   


  
    Knight’s feet pounded on the cement and his arms powered back and forth like pistons. He glanced over his shoulder. Only one man was giving chase, an officer in his forties, MP5 cradled in his arms. The rest of the CO19 unit were standing around the BMWs, their weapons pointed at Edwards and his team.
  


  
    Knight’s chest was burning but he ignored the pain and ran faster. He hurtled into the factory, eyes watering from the smoke billowing around the burning van. He gave it a wide berth, bent double to keep his head low and ran towards the offices. ‘Armed police, stay where you are!’ shouted the officer behind him.
  


  
    Knight ran to the nearest office and hit the door with his shoulder. The wood around the lock splintered and he barrelled into the room. There was a window overlooking a rear yard but there were bars on it. There was a connecting door to the left and he grabbed the handle and pulled. It opened and he ran through into what had probably been a meeting room. There was a large whiteboard on one wall and a worn carpet with the impressions made by a table and a dozen or so chairs, but no window, just a glass door leading to a corridor. He heard the armed cop run into the office behind him and pulled open the door. He looked up and down the corridor. To the left was the factory floor, to the right were more offices, and at the end, a fire exit, some thirty paces from where he was standing. He headed for it but had only taken a few steps before the police officer was behind him. ‘Armed police! Stay where you are and keep your hands where I can see them!’
  


  
    Knight stopped and leaned against the wall, his chest on fire, panting like a horse that had been raced too hard. ‘You got me,’ he said.
  


  
    The officer grinned. ‘Thought you were a runner,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘I’m a runner, not a sprinter,’ Knight gasped. ‘There’s a difference.’
  


  
    ‘You okay?’ The officer’s concern was genuine.
  


  
    Knight put his hands on his hips and took deep breaths. ‘I’m all right,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Let’s get this over with, then,’ said the officer. He raised his MP5 and fired a short burst over Knight’s head. Three bullets thudded into the ceiling and bits of polystyrene fluttered to the ground. ‘Oops,’ he said. He spoke into his radio mic. ‘Everything secure?’
  


  
    ‘All accounted for, sir,’ replied a tinny voice. ‘You okay in there?’
  


  
    ‘Mine got away. I’m on my way back,’ he said. ‘That’s it then,’ he added, to Knight. ‘Job well done.’
  


  
    Knight went to the emergency exit, kicked it open and gave the CO19 officer a thumbs-up. No alarm sounded: it had been disconnected by a SOCA technician the previous evening. ‘Thanks,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘All part of the service, Spider. You take care now.’
  


  
    Dan ‘Spider’ Shepherd, undercover agent with the Serious Organised Crime Agency, took his Ray-Ban sunglasses from his pocket, put them on and walked out into the sunshine.
  


  
    Three men were sitting on the bench, the morning’s newspapers spread out on the floor in front of them. Two were in their twenties, the third in his early thirties, and they all had dark brown skin, jet black hair and were casually dressed in sweatshirts, jeans and brand-name white trainers. The bench was in the Rose Garden, a quiet area of the Paddington Recreation Ground in Maida Vale, north-west London. The park had once been a place where elderly ladies walked their dogs and mothers watched their toddlers take unsteady steps, but now it was a meeting place for the various immigrant groups crammed into the damp flats of nearby Kilburn. On any one day there would be clusters of young men from Kosovo, from Bosnia, from Iraq, from Afghanistan, from West Africa, a veritable United Nations of refugees who had fled to Britain for a better life. They had quickly discovered they were not welcomed by the majority of the population. They were hated because they were a different colour, because they spoke a different language and wore different clothes, but mostly they were hated because they refused to integrate. They stayed in their tight groups and spoke English only when it was absolutely necessary. Several times a day the council security guards who prowled the park made a half-hearted attempt to move them on, but they simply returned a few minutes later. There was nowhere else for them to go.
  


  
    The three men on the bench weren’t refugees, or asylum-seekers, and they spoke with northern English accents. They were all British-born, they supported English football teams and they were studying at British colleges or universities. If they had been asked for their nationality they would have said unhesitatingly that they were British, because that was what it said on their passports. But the three men didn’t feel British. They felt as alien as the recently arrived refugees dotted around the park. They had no love for the country that had educated them, no empathy with its people. In fact, when there was no one to hear what they were saying, they would proclaim their hatred for the British and everything they stood for.
  


  
    A fourth man joined them. He had unkempt blond hair and blue eyes, and was wearing brown cargoes and a Levi’s T-shirt. ‘Greetings, brothers,’ he said. His name was Paul Bradshaw. It was two days after his twenty-fifth birthday, two years and three months since he had converted to Islam.
  


  
    ‘We did it,’ said the youngest of the group, punching the air with a clenched fist. Rafee Talwar had been born in Leeds but his parents were from Pakistani Kashmir. He wore a sweatshirt with the logo of the South Bank University, where he was studying economics. But it had been more than six months since Talwar had read anything other than the Koran. He was short-sighted and wore large, black-framed spectacles that gave him the look of an Asian Buddy Holly.
  


  
    ‘We did nothing,’ said Bradshaw, sitting next to him. He looked at his watch, a cheap plastic Casio. ‘Where is Kafele?’
  


  
    ‘He is coming,’ said Talwar, and gestured to the entrance to the Rose Garden. A young man wearing a Gap sweatshirt was approaching the gate.
  


  
    ‘He’s always late,’ said Bradshaw. ‘It shows disrespect to us all.’
  


  
    No one spoke until Kafele al-Sayed had walked over and sat down on the bench. Like Bradshaw, he wasn’t of Pakistani descent. His father was an Egyptian engineer, his mother a Scottish primary-school teacher. He had inherited his mother’s pale skin and curly brown hair, his father’s hooked nose and dark eyes.
  


  
    ‘I said ten o’clock,’ said Bradshaw.
  


  
    ‘The Tube was delayed,’ said al-Sayed. ‘Someone threw themselves under a train at Queen’s Park. We had to wait until the line was clear.’ He scratched a patch of red-raw skin on his neck, just above his collar.
  


  
    Bradshaw’s jaw clenched. Al-Sayed always had an excuse for his tardiness. It was a character flaw. It showed a lack of commitment, it showed a lack of planning, but above all it showed a lack of respect. Bradshaw’s three years in the army had taught him the value of self-discipline, but he knew there was nothing to be gained from criticising al-Sayed in front of the others, so he bit his tongue. The rash on the man’s neck was a sign of his nerves, and Bradshaw had no wish to stress the man even more than he already was.
  


  
    Talwar rubbed his hands together and grinned. ‘What next?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘We wait,’ said Bradshaw. ‘We wait and we plan.’
  


  
    ‘We showed them what we can do,’ said the man on Bradshaw’s right. Jamal Kundi was the smallest of the group, though at thirty-three he was the oldest. He worked as a car mechanic. ‘We have to keep the momentum going,’ he said, and lit a cigarette.
  


  
    ‘We killed two people,’ said Bradshaw. ‘That’s all we did. Nine or ten people die every day in road accidents. So, what did we achieve?’
  


  
    ‘We struck terror into their hearts,’ said the fifth member of the group, popping a stick of chewing-gum into his mouth. Samil Chaudhry’s father ran a fast-food franchise in Leeds, and years of eating burgers, kebabs and fried fish had given him the build of a sumo wrestler by the time he was a teenager. He’d had a miserable childhood and had hated school, where he had been teased mercilessly over his weight and the spots that plagued his complexion.
  


  
    Everything had changed when Chaudhry turned twenty. He had met two older men in his local mosque and they had offered to help him with his Koran studies, but before long they were teaching him about politics and his responsibilities towards his Muslim brothers and sisters. They never once teased him about his weight but explained it was his duty to keep fit to be better able to carry out the wishes of Allah, that obesity was a sign of Western laziness and that no true Islamic warrior should allow himself to be anything other than in perfect condition. They encouraged him to run, and to join a local gym that they went to, and for the first time in his life he felt he had real friends, friends who cared about him. It was his new-found friends who encouraged him to revisit his roots in Pakistan, and from there it had taken only a little encouragement for him enrol at an al-Qaeda training camp, where he spent six months being groomed in warfare and fundamentalist politics.
  


  
    He had returned to Leeds a changed man, and shortly afterwards he had moved to London, signing up for a hotel-management course he never attended. The running and the training meant that the pounds had dropped off, and now that he had turned twenty-five he was lean and fit, with the stamina to run ten miles without breaking sweat. He was, Bradshaw knew, the most volatile of the group and the one who needed the most careful handling. Bradshaw needed Chaudhry’s abilities, honed in the al-Qaeda training camp, but he was constantly having to rein in Chaudhry’s enthusiasm. He would have made the perfect shahid, but Bradshaw had no intention of throwing away such a valuable resource on a suicide mission.
  


  
    ‘We should keep up the pressure. Plant more bombs. Kill more of the infidels. Strike while the iron is hot.’ Chaudhry chewed his gum noisily as he waited for Bradshaw to reply.
  


  
    Bradshaw smiled. ‘We scared them, brother,’ he said. ‘We made their hearts beat a little faster, but that is all. Do you think the brothers who died on July the seventh achieved anything other than their own glorious deaths? Do the dogs stay off the Tube? No. It’s as if it never happened.’
  


  
    Kundi blew a plume of smoke, taking care to keep it away from the others. ‘So, what do you want to do, brother?’ he asked. ‘Do we join the ranks of the shahid? Do we give our lives for jihad and take our places in Heaven?’
  


  
    Bradshaw snorted. ‘We’re in this world to fight for Islam, not to die for it,’ he said. ‘A suicide-bomber makes his point just once, like a comet burning up in the night sky. A true fighter burns for years. That’s what we are, brothers. We’re true fighters for Islam.’
  


  
    ‘So I ask you again, brother, what is it you want us to do?’ said al-Sayed.
  


  
    Bradshaw stretched out his long legs and looked up at the cloudless blue sky. In the sky to the north three airliners were making their approach to Heathrow airport in the west. A fourth plane was just visible as a small dot. They were two miles apart, descending on the flight path to the airport, one of the world’s busiest. The nearest were close enough for Bradshaw to see the markings on their tails. The second was a Boeing 747, with the red, white and blue stripes of British Airways, the country’s flag-carrier. Bradshaw pointed up at the plane and his four companions followed his gaze. ‘That is what we do, my brothers. That is how we strike terror into their hearts.’
  


   


  
    Dan Shepherd caught a westbound Circle Line train at Paddington, got off at Bayswater, crossed to the eastbound platform and waited ten minutes before boarding another back to Paddington. He had no reason to think he was being followed but checking for tails had become second nature, especially when he was on his way to visit Charlotte Button. She was the head of SOCA’s undercover unit and had been his boss for two years.
  


  
    He bought a Starbucks coffee at the station and a cup of English Breakfast tea. The road leading to the station concourse was packed with commuters having a last cigarette before their journey home, and he threaded his way through them, trying not to breathe in their smoke. The address she had given him was a flat above a travel agent in Praed Street, not far away. There were eight buttons on a panel by the entrance and he pressed number five. He grinned up at the CCTV camera covering the door and the lock clicked open. There was a small hallway, a stack of junk mail and a notice stuck to the wall saying that Rentokil would be around to deal with a rodent infestation next week. As Shepherd climbed the stairs, he heard a door open above him. Button was on the landing, wearing a dark blue blazer over faded jeans. ‘You are a sweetie,’ she said, taking the cup from him and sniffing it.
  


  
    ‘Anything but Earl Grey. I know,’ he said.
  


  
    She led him into a small flat. There was a black vinyl sofa under the window, which overlooked the street, a circular table with three chairs, a small kitchen area, with a sink, a microwave and a fridge, and a door that led to a small bedroom. Shepherd saw a single bed with the duvet turned down as he went to the table. ‘This is a new one on me,’ he said, handing her the tea.
  


  
    ‘It’s a hop, skip and jump from Paddington Green, and I’ve got a briefing there later with Special Branch,’ she said. Paddington Green was the high-security police station on Edgware Road, possibly the most secure police station in the UK outside Northern Ireland. It was where most terrorist suspects were questioned before they were transferred to Belmarsh Prison.
  


  
    ‘Anything interesting?’
  


  
    Button sipped her tea. ‘It’s always interesting with Special Branch,’ she said. ‘They want to talk about penetrating some Muslim cells in the Midlands.’
  


  
    ‘Using SOCA? I didn’t think we had any Muslim agents.’
  


  
    ‘We’ve a couple,’ said Button, ‘but, frankly, I think they’re a bit delicate for what’s involved. My old colleagues tend to scoop up the best qualified for intelligence analysis and translating, and what’s left aren’t that interested in doing drugs and crime, which are our bread and butter, pretty much.’ Before joining SOCA, Button had been a high-flyer with MI5. ‘Anyway, congratulations are very much in order. We rounded them up and not a shot was fired.’ She smiled. ‘Other than the CO19 officer making a mess of the ceiling. Nice touch that. Edwards is telling everybody that it was you shooting at the cops and that you blasted your way out.’
  


  
    ‘Wasn’t quite like that,’ said Shepherd. ‘I didn’t have a gun for a start.’
  


  
    ‘It’s expanding with the telling,’ said Button, ‘which is no bad thing. It all adds to the legend.’
  


  
    ‘Crompton’s wife and son are okay?’
  


  
    ‘They were released an hour after you left the bank, just as they promised.’
  


  
    ‘I know we had to let it run its course, but I feel sorry for the boy and his mother.’
  


  
    ‘We couldn’t have warned them, Spider,’ said Button. ‘They weren’t in any danger – Edwards never hurts the family. He threatens to, but in the five robberies where he’s kidnapped family members they’ve never been hurt.’
  


  
    ‘Yeah, well, there’s a first time for everything.’ He drank some coffee. ‘You’ve told the cops that Crompton had nothing to do with it? I know the way they think, and the first thing they’ll do is put him in the frame. Edwards knew exactly which boxes to go for so he definitely had someone on the inside.’
  


  
    Button grinned. ‘Good news on that front,’ she said. ‘We’ve been listening in on his phones, and he made two calls to Sandra Ford, deputy manager at the branch. She’s being questioned as we speak.’
  


  
    ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘At least that puts Crompton in the clear. And you nailed Randall and Simpson?’ They were the two gang members who had pretended to be detectives at the branch.
  


  
    ‘All present and accounted for,’ said Button.
  


  
    Shepherd stretched out his arms. ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘So, I’m due for some R and R, aren’t I?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I need to talk to you about that,’ said Button. ‘How comfortable are you with the Ricky Knight legend?’
  


  
    ‘He’s not my favourite but, yeah, I’m comfortable with him.’ Shepherd narrowed his eyes. ‘Have you got something in mind?’
  


  
    Button reached under the table and pulled out a Louis Vuitton briefcase. She clicked open the locks and slid a manila file across the table. Shepherd opened it. Inside he found a dozen surveillance photographs of five men, mostly taken with a long lens. They were sitting around a swimming-pool with several topless Asian girls.
  


  
    ‘Mickey Moore, East End boy made bad, and his crew.’ She tapped a photograph of a big-chested man with receding hair, a cigar in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. ‘Old-school villain, loves his mother, loyal to his friends, never grasses, pays his debts. He’s been behind at least half a dozen robberies over the past five years, none of which has netted less than a million pounds.’
  


  
    She tapped another photograph, of a man lying on a sun-lounger while a girl with waist-length hair appeared to be giving him a manicure. ‘This is Mark Moore, Mickey’s younger brother. He just turned thirty – Mickey’s thirty-eight. Mark followed his brother into the family business but he’s a bit of a loose cannon. Having said that, the Moore brothers have yet to fire their guns in anger.’
  


  
    ‘Armed robbery is all about front,’ said Shepherd. ‘You go in hard but the idea is not to shoot unless you really have to. For no other reason than that a fired gun leaves forensics.’
  


  
    One by one, Button identified the three other members of the gang – Barry Wilson, Davie Black and Andy Yates. ‘They’re a tight group. They’ve known each other since they were at school. And between them they’ve not spent a day behind bars.’
  


  
    ‘That’s unusual for armed robbers,’ said Shepherd.
  


  
    ‘They’re an unusual bunch,’ said Button. ‘The Flying Squad breathed a collective sigh of relief when they left our shores and set up shop in Thailand. But their relief turned out to be a bit premature. They’re funding their life in the sun with regular visits back to the UK. Like I said, six robberies in five years with a total take of almost fifteen million. And that’s just the ones we’re sure they’re behind. There’s bound to be others.’
  


  
    ‘And never caught?’
  


  
    ‘They haven’t even come close,’ said Button. ‘Everything’s always planned to the last detail.’
  


  
    ‘And how do they manage that if they’re based in Thailand?’
  


  
    ‘Good question,’ said Button. She handed him a head-and-shoulders shot of a man in his sixties, totally bald, squinting at the camera through thick-lensed spectacles. ‘This is the brains behind the outfit. Stuart Townsend. They call him the Professor, though he left school at fifteen to work with his father who, back then, was one of London’s top safe-blowers.’
  


  
    ‘Safe-blower rather than-cracker?’
  


  
    Button nodded. ‘Townsend senior’s skill was in explosives and he taught his son everything he knew. He must have forgotten something, though, because in the late eighties Townsend Junior miscalculated the amount of explosive he was using on a safe in a Hatton Garden jeweller’s and ended up with two blown eardrums. He’s been deaf ever since. He did seven years for the botched jewellery job and his disability put paid to his safe-blowing career. That was when he moved into planning jobs for other criminals, and the Moore brothers are his best customers. They leave the planning to him, and when the ducks are in a row they fly over and do the job.’
  


  
    ‘Presumably you’ve got Townsend under surveillance?’
  


  
    ‘On and off,’ said Button. ‘The problem is his deafness. Eavesdropping and bugging don’t work because he never uses the phone. All communication is face to face or via email. And he’s a difficult guy to follow because he tends to be more aware of what’s going on around him than a hearing person.’
  


  
    Shepherd sipped his coffee. He knew what was coming next.
  


  
    ‘Have you ever been to Thailand?’ asked Button.
  


  
    ‘I had a spell in the Malaysian jungle with the SAS but I never made it to Thailand,’ said Shepherd. ‘That’s the plan, is it, to send me to Thailand to infiltrate the gang?’
  


  
    ‘Ricky Knight has a track record, and he’s on the run. Pattaya is the new Costa del Crime – it’s full of old familiar faces. There’s every reason he’d go there.’
  


  
    ‘But they’re a tight group, you said.’
  


  
    ‘We’ll let them make the approach,’ said Button. ‘They’ve got a police general on their payroll and a couple of police colonels, so we’ll send out a Europol warning on you. The cops will tip off the brothers so they’ll be looking out for you.’
  


  
    ‘But why would they be interested in me, seeing as how they’re doing so well?’ asked Shepherd.
  


  
    Button tapped one of the pictures. A black man in his twenties was standing on a diving-board. ‘They’re shorthanded,’ she said. ‘This is Terry Norris, the youngster of the crew. Ex-army, weapons expert, he was their technical man.’
  


  
    ‘Was?’
  


  
    ‘Well, still is, but he’s broken his back so he won’t be travelling. He smashed up his motorcycle and severed his spinal cord. He’s in hospital now, but when he gets out he’ll be in a wheelchair. So that leaves the Moore brothers a man short. It’s been five months since their last job so they’re due.’
  


  
    ‘If you know they did these jobs, why haven’t you pulled them in?’
  


  
    ‘Knowing and proving, as you’re aware, are two different things. They’re pros, Spider. No forensics, no useful witnesses, and they’re experts at laundering and hiding their money. They’ve stolen bearer bonds, jewellery, art, bullion and cash. Every job is different. There’s nothing predictable about them so we’ve no idea where they’ll strike next.’
  


  
    ‘What about red-flagging them at the airports and following them when they come back?’
  


  
    ‘The Flying Squad tried that two years ago but they keep coming in under the radar. You know yourself how porous our borders are. Last time they flew from Bangkok to Paris, Paris to Dublin, and then we lost them. Presumably they either drove over on the ferry or went up to Belfast and flew from there.’
  


  
    ‘Because Belfast is in the UK so no passport control?’
  


  
    ‘Exactly. Hindsight is a wonderful thing. After a big job has gone down, we can find out what flights they were on. But the fact that they left Thailand when the robberies were committed isn’t evidence that they carried them out.’
  


  
    Shepherd knew there was nothing to be gained from trying to second-guess Button, but the questions helped to put his thoughts in order. ‘Will the Thais know I’m there under cover?’
  


  
    ‘We can’t take the risk of making it official. If the wrong cop finds out, you’ll be dead.’
  


  
    ‘That’s reassuring,’ said Shepherd.
  


  
    ‘There won’t be any arrests made on Thai soil,’ said Button. ‘We’ll wait until they’re back in the UK and hopefully we’ll catch them in the act.’
  


  
    ‘And what were you planning in the way of back-up?’
  


  
    ‘Ricky Knight’s on the run from the cops, so legend-wise you’ll be on your own,’ said Button.
  


  
    ‘You won’t be there?’
  


  
    Button smiled thinly. ‘A Western woman in Pattaya isn’t exactly going to blend in, though I’m told there are quite a few Russian hookers plying their trade there now.’
  


  
    ‘Charlie, with the best will in the world you can’t send me to another country without some sort of back-up. If the shit hits the fan I’ll need to be able to call on someone local to pull my nuts out of the fire.’
  


  
    ‘Leaving aside the mixed metaphors, I take your point,’ said Button. ‘Who would you suggest?’
  


  
    Shepherd gestured at the surveillance photographs. ‘Who took those?’
  


  
    ‘Bob Oswald, but he’s surveillance. He wouldn’t be any good as back-up and anyway we need him for a job in London. He can brief you when you get to Pattaya but then I’ll need him back here.’
  


  
    ‘Jimmy Sharpe, then,’ said Shepherd. ‘He could go over as a tourist and keep away from the bad guys, but be around if I need him.’
  


  
    ‘Agreed,’ said Button.
  


  
    Shepherd studied the photographs. The Moore brothers looked like a couple of easy-going working-class blokes, the type who, if they’d made different choices, might have ended up in the army or the police. They were both well muscled, with thick gold chains hanging around their necks and chunky Rolex watches on their wrists. He’d seen their type in nightclubs and gyms all over the country. He could guess the sort of cars they drove and the houses they lived in and the girls they slept with. Over the course of his undercover career, first with the police and then with SOCA, Shepherd had befriended dozens of men like them. Befriended them and ultimately betrayed them. That was his job, and he was good at it.
  


  
    ‘I realise it’s on the other side of the world, Spider, and I know you don’t like being away from your son. But with Terry Norris out of commission, we’ve got a window of opportunity that I’d hate to miss.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll do it,’ said Shepherd. ‘I’m guessing the sooner the better, right?’
  


  
    ‘Saturday will be soon enough,’ said Button. ‘I’ve booked you on a flight from Heathrow at nine thirty in the evening. That’ll give you a couple of days with your boy at least.’
  


  
    ‘I’m already booked on?’
  


  
    ‘I figured you’d want the assignment, Spider. It’s right up your street.’ She reached into her briefcase and took out a bulky padded envelope. ‘Here’s a passport with your picture in the name of John Westlake and a ticket to go with it. There’s no legend so you can wing it, whatever you feel comfortable with. The brothers will know you’re Knight and that you’re using fake ID. Keep the Knight credit cards and use them in Pattaya.’ She hefted the envelope. ‘There’s cash as well. Five thousand pounds. I’ll arrange to send you more by Western Union if you need it and I’ll see about setting up a bank account for you.’
  


  
    Shepherd smiled. ‘So I’m Dan Shepherd pretending to be Ricky Knight pretending to be John Westlake? It’s a wonder I’m not schizophrenic.’
  


  
    Button pointed at the steel Cartier watch he was wearing. ‘I’ll need that back,’ she said.
  


  
    Shepherd held out his arm. ‘It’s a perfectly okay watch for a villain.’
  


  
    Button reached into her briefcase again and took out a gold one. ‘The Moores are watch fanatics,’ she said. ‘This’ll give you something to talk about.’
  


  
    Shepherd took off the Cartier and put it on the table, then slipped on the other and clicked the strap shut.
  


  
    ‘It’s a Breitling Emergency,’ said Button. ‘It cost ten thousand pounds, so do, please, take care of it.’
  


  
    It had a rotating bezel marked in degrees, analogue hands and two small digital screens, one in the top half of the face and the other lower down. Below the face there was a cylinder almost an inch long with a screw at the end. ‘I’ve heard about these,’ said Shepherd. ‘It’s got a transmitter inside, right, and if I unscrew it, it broadcasts on the aircraft emergency frequency?’
  


  
    ‘Exactly,’ said Button. ‘In theory every aircraft within a hundred miles will triangulate your position and the coastguard will send a helicopter to pick you up.’
  


  
    ‘Nice bit of kit.’
  


  
    ‘And we’ll be wanting it back when the job’s over,’ said Button, putting the Cartier into her briefcase. She took out an envelope and poured the contents into his hand – a sovereign ring, a gold money clip and a thick gold chain bracelet. ‘The Moores are a bit flash with their jewellery, so this will help you blend,’ she said. ‘You can stick with the Ricky Knight clothing and personal effects you’ve already got.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t need anything for the Westlake legend?’
  


  
    ‘Just the passport. We want the Moores to see through it straight away.’ She glanced at her own watch, a slim gold Chopard. ‘I’ve booked you a briefing with an intelligence officer at Scotland Yard,’ she said. ‘You should take Razor with you. You’ll be told who you might run into while you’re in Pattaya. Do you want to give Razor the good news or shall I?’
  


  
    Shepherd grinned. ‘Let me.’
  


   


  
    Jimmy Sharpe cursed and sounded his horn at the bus that had just pulled out without indicating. ‘Thailand?’ he said. They were in Sharpe’s own car, a year-old Lexus he’d bought at a bargain price from a Customs and Excise auction. It had been used to bring forty kilos of cocaine on the ferry from Calais and, other than a bit of damage to the rear seats, it was in near-new condition.
  


  
    Shepherd checked that his seatbelt was fastened. ‘She wanted me to go solo but I said I needed back-up.’
  


  
    ‘Business class?’
  


  
    ‘Hell, Razor, I don’t know.’
  


  
    ‘I can’t sit for twelve hours in economy. What’s the job?’ He jammed on his brakes as the traffic-lights ahead turned red.
  


  
    ‘A team of blaggers holing up there. They pop back now and again to replenish their coffers.’
  


  
    ‘Land of Smiles,’ said Sharpe. ‘That’s what they call Thailand. Maybe it’ll put a smile on your face. When was the last time you got laid?’
  


  
    ‘None of your bloody business,’ said Shepherd. Actually, he knew pretty much to the day when he’d last had sex. It had been with a woman in Belfast whom he’d suspected was a serial killer, and the relationship had been doomed from the start. Before that, his last experience had been with a South African contractor in Baghdad and it had been very much a one-night stand. Carol Bosch had made no attempt to contact him after he’d returned to the UK and he’d decided that as she was working in Iraq there was no point in pursuing a relationship. All in all, Shepherd’s sex life had been unsatisfying to say the least, but it wasn’t a subject he was prepared to discuss with Sharpe.
  


  
    ‘I’m just saying, from what I hear, anyone can get laid in Thailand,’ Sharp continued, not perturbed in the slightest by Shepherd’s unease.
  


  
    ‘Razor, the last thing I want at the moment is another job that takes me away from Liam.’ He saw his eleven-year-old son infrequently at the best of times, but at least when he was in the country he could always drive back to Hereford if there was a problem. If he was under cover in Thailand, getting on a plane to the UK to see his son wouldn’t be an option. ‘Plus the team I’ll be infiltrating are hard bastards. It won’t be a holiday – not for me, anyway.’
  


  
    ‘And all I have to do is watch your back?’
  


  
    ‘That’s the plan.’
  


  
    ‘Excellent,’ said Sharpe. He tapped his steering-wheel impatiently as the traffic-lights remained stuck on red. ‘I might have to pull a flanker on the wife,’ he said. ‘Tell her I’m off to Spain or something. Not sure she’ll be happy about me going to Thailand.’ A cycle courier in a black Lycra jacket and tight black trousers rested his arm on the roof of their car. His blond hair was tied back in a ponytail. Sharpe glared at him and he moved away. ‘Bloody traffic,’ said Sharpe. ‘You know what it is? It’s those bloody bombs near Soho Square. Forensic teams are still there so the traffic’s being diverted. I don’t know what those Paki bastards are thinking. How do bombs outside nightclubs help their cause?’
  


  
    ‘Razor, please.’ Shepherd groaned.
  


  
    ‘What?’
  


  
    ‘You know what,’ said Shepherd. ‘The racial-awareness course – remember?’
  


  
    ‘What? You don’t think they’re mad Paki bastards?’
  


  
    ‘No one knows who they were, and the chances are they’ll be British-born, same as the Tube bombers.’
  


  
    ‘Two words, Spider. Dog. Stable.’
  


  
    ‘What the hell are you talking about now?’
  


  
    ‘What I’m saying is that just because a dog’s born in a stable it doesn’t make it a horse. Those guys who went down the Tube with bombs in their backpacks might have had British passports but they sure as hell weren’t the same as you and me. We haven’t been through al-Qaeda training camps on the Pakistani border for a start.’
  


  
    Shepherd was bewildered by Sharpe’s flawed logic. ‘Blaming the Asian community for what’s happening is like blaming all the Irish for what the IRA did,’ he said. ‘There’s three million Asians in the UK, and a few hundred at most are terrorists or potential terrorists.’
  


  
    ‘A few thousand, according to the spooks.’ Sharpe grinned. ‘And by spooks I mean MI5 before you accuse me of being racist again.’
  


  
    ‘It’s a small percentage of bad apples in a very large barrel,’ said Shepherd.
  


  
    ‘Let’s say it’s three thousand potential terrorists,’ said Sharpe. ‘You don’t think that’s something that should concern us? Three thousand Muslims planning mayhem and destruction?’
  


  
    ‘I’m not saying it shouldn’t concern us, I’m saying we can’t go around slagging off the whole Muslim community.’
  


  
    ‘Not all Muslims are terrorists, fair enough, but it’s a plain fact that, the way things are at the moment, all the terrorists operating in the UK are Muslims. And most of the really bad ones are Pakis.’
  


  
    ‘I give up,’ said Shepherd. ‘Sometimes there’s no arguing with you.’
  


  
    ‘Because you know I’m right.’
  


  
    ‘Just drive, Razor. Drive and let me get some rest.’
  


  
    ‘Sometimes you’re no fun,’ said Sharpe. He turned on the radio and tapped on the steering-wheel in time to the music.
  


  
    They parked the Lexus in a multi-storey car park close to New Scotland Yard but took a circuitous route to the building. They walked into the reception area under the watchful eye of two police officers in bullet-proof vests cradling MP5 carbines. They showed their ID cards to the bored sergeant on duty. ‘Home Office,’ said Sharpe. ‘Here to see Kenneth Mansfield. Intelligence.’
  


  
    The sergeant tapped on his computer keyboard, then handed over two visitor badges. While Sharpe and Shepherd clipped them to their jackets he made a phone call. ‘He’ll be right down,’ said the sergeant. ‘If you’re carrying firearms you’ll have to check them in here.’
  


  
    Sharpe patted his jacket. ‘Do we look like we’re armed?’
  


  
    ‘We get all sorts of Home Office types in here,’ said the sergeant. ‘We have to ask everybody. If you are, best to say now before the metal detector starts buzzing.’
  


  
    ‘It’s just a social call,’ said Sharpe. ‘We’re not planning to shoot anyone – we leave that up to you guys.’
  


  
    The lift doors opened and a man in his late twenties stepped out, tall and thin with a slight stoop and wrists that projected several inches beyond the sleeves of his cheap chain-store suit. ‘You the SOCA guys?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘We’re supposed to say Home Office,’ said Sharpe. ‘Low profile.’
  


  
    ‘I’m Kenny,’ said the man. He smiled, showing uneven yellowed teeth, and shook hands with them. His fingernails were bitten to the quick. In his left hand he had a pack of Rothmans and a disposable lighter. ‘Don’t suppose you guys are smokers?’ he asked.
  


  
    Shepherd and Sharpe shook their heads.
  


  
    ‘I’m gasping,’ said Mansfield. ‘Do you mind if we start the briefing outside while I have a cigarette?’
  


  
    Shepherd could hardly believe what he’d heard. ‘Yeah, we do mind,’ he said. ‘It might have escaped your attention but we’re SOCA undercover agents. The only reason we’ve agreed to come here for a briefing is because your boss insists that the information you have is too classified to leave the building. What we’re not prepared to do is stand on the pavement in central London being briefed while God-knows-who walks by.’
  


  
    ‘Right,’ said Mansfield, his face reddening. ‘Sorry.’
  


  
    ‘Patches,’ said Sharpe.
  


  
    ‘What?’ said Mansfield.
  


  
    ‘Nicotine patches,’ said Sharpe. ‘Slap a couple on your arse. You’ll be fine.’
  


  
    ‘Right,’ said Mansfield, slipping his cigarettes and lighter into his pocket. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I’m a sixty-a-day man and they won’t let us smoke anywhere in the building. I work twelve hours a day, I get phoned at home in the middle of the night and my wife says if I don’t get a job with regular hours she’ll divorce me. I’m trying to sell my house because we’ve a kid on the way and I’ve been gazumped twice. I’m a bit stressed out and this briefing was dumped on me at short notice. I just wanted a cigarette, that’s all.’ He shrugged apologetically.
  


  
    ‘Bloody hell, Razor, I thought we had stressful lives.’ Shepherd patted Mansfield’s shoulder. ‘Okay, Razor and I can have a coffee in the canteen while you go and suck on a coffin nail.’
  


  
    ‘Are you sure?’ asked Mansfield.
  


  
    ‘They’re your lungs,’ said Shepherd. He gestured at Sharpe. ‘And if he doesn’t get his caffeine he won’t be able to concentrate. We’ll see you up there. The canteen’s still on the fourth floor, right?’
  


  
    ‘I’ll have to come with you,’ said Mansfield. ‘Visitors have to be escorted at all times.’
  


  
    Shepherd and Sharpe put their mobile phones, keys and coins into a grey plastic tray and Mansfield walked them through the metal detector. He took them to a lift and up to the fourth floor. It had been three years since Shepherd had last been in the Met canteen and it still had the same drab orange walls and chipped plates. He and Sharpe sat at a table by the blast-proof windows that looked over Victoria station. Mansfield got mugs of coffee for them, then hurried out for his smoke.
  


  
    ‘The new face of policing,’ said Sharpe.
  


  
    ‘He’s okay,’ said Shepherd, sipping his coffee and pulling a face. It hadn’t improved since his last visit.
  


  
    ‘A puff of wind and he’d blow away,’ said Sharpe, dismissively. ‘Can you imagine him at an Old Firm game, trying to keep Rangers fans and Celtic fans from killing each other?’
  

OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
mrem){ Clarkson with a gun’ BAC Radio 5 Live

'STEPHEN

I.EATHER

THE REAL TERROR 1S YET T0 COME






