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Dedication


As ever, my work is dedicated to my wonderful,


ever-extending family and friends without


whom there would be no purpose in life.




Preface


This book took a lot of primary research. In previous books, my imagination, the reading rooms in The Mitchell Library and the internet provided a sufficient lode to mine. The narrative of ‘A Confusion of Mandarins’ came to me over time and permitted me to scope a plan of work which involved me travelling to places such as Icelandic glaciers in the middle of winter, Spanish yachting marinas in the height of summer and dingy Glasgow bars in various weathers in order to establish the nuances that help give credibility to a story line.


I am indebted to the many people who gave some of their valuable time to assist my understanding. It really was appreciated. To my family and friends who gave their encouragement, I am indebted. Individually, each was a strength. Collectively, they have been indispensible. To those who read my earlier books and who have favoured me with their comments and feedback; many thanks. In important ways, you are the people who matter most and you have sustained me when I wondered what the hell I was doing when I stood alone at the side of a gigantic glacier in a freezing Iceland miles from anywhere with no signal on my cell phone and a punctured tyre on my car.


I confess I enjoyed writing this book. Inevitably there were times when I stared blankly at the screen willing the next sentence to appear. Often this tested me but in the end I got there and what you have in your hands or on your screen is the result. I have written the book as an entertainment and hope that readers not attuned to the Glasgow patois make it past the second chapter. For those who do, relax, it gets easier.


I hope you enjoy it.


Ron Culley




Preamble


The construction of Novonikolayevsk, Russia’s third largest city began in 1921 as a direct consequence of the new economic policies of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. Given the general absence of romance and subtlety during those revolutionary years, in 1926 the town was renamed Novosibirsk, which translated means New Siberian City. Over the years, Novosibirsk became the dynamic hub of the Russian oil industry as the nation powered its way to the top of the world oil production league.


Following the free market reforms of Presidents Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin, Russia’s petroleum output fell sharply, but rebounded in the mid-1990s after the privatisation of the industry, higher world oil prices, the use of foreign technology and the re-exploitation of old oil fields previously believed to be spent.


Earlier, in 1988, as perestroika opened up opportunities for entrepreneurs in the Soviet Union, a young street criminal from the ‘New Siberian City’ took a chance to legitimize his underworld business, buying shares in local oil companies following gang wars that saw him last man standing. Dmitriy Ivanov was now a very wealthy man. Friendly with senior politicians, he further bought his way into their affections as well as into more and more oil fields. Over only five years, he took control of the Verhne-Chonskoye Field, the Talakan Field and the North-Caucasus Basin giving him huge influence within the emerging Russia. The following five years saw him take a controlling interest in oil and gas from Kazakhstan and consolidate his grip on power as well as creating a business model that served not only to grow his profits substantially but also did this within an increasingly fortified headquarters in Novosibirsk which contained a compound that would have been the envy of NATO had they but been able to penetrate its walls.


Now, in the year of our Lord 1997, Ivanov’s company produced more oil than Libya. In consequence, he was also as rich as Croesus…but he wanted more.




CHAPTER ONE



Sir Alistair Barrington’s prostate gland was busily trying to kill him although he was unaware of this. In consequence of his condition, regular visits to the private lavatory in his office irked him as they were always frustratingly brief but yet had the advantage of returning him expeditiously to his busy desk.


Sir Alistair had been a very senior civil servant; a Mandarin, as members of the fourth estate earlier referred to him. The office provided for the job with which he was now entrusted was located deep within marble-faceted premises on London’s Embankment. Faded but deep-piled carpets on the sixth floor gave his room a certain still silence, the only intrusion being the monotonous and languid ticking of an antique William Clement long-case striking clock which sounded the time on each hour.


Most of his time on that sunny London morning had been taken up by reading various communications. Three short phone calls and one visit to his office by Miss Hetherington, whose timid knock on his door reminded him that it was ten o’clock and time for a cup of tea, proved to be the only time he’d spoken since his arrival at his desk at six-thirty that morning. As she placed the Josiah Spode bone china teacup before him on his desk, the clock struck as it always did upon the arrival of his morning cup of tea.


“Thank you, Miss Hetherington,” said Barrington without raising his gaze from the file he was reading. “That will be all at present.” He began to note some neat, handwritten comments in the margins of the front sheet of a file and said, “Oh, before you leave. I received a phone call to say that Brigadier Garrick has asked to meet with me at eleven o’clock this morning.”


“Yes, Sir Alistair. He’s actually on his way over right now. I didn’t want to disrupt your schedule, but from his phone call, I suspect he’ll be here any minute.”


Sir Alistair looked up at his secretary, trying to understand why an important member of Her Majesty’s Intelligence Services would be so anxious to arrive early in the hope of seeing him before the appointed hour.


“Must be important. Please show him in when he arrives. Can you bring another cup?”


Sir Alistair Bartholomew Barrington had been a very senior civil servant within the United Kingdom’s security services and had had a long and distinguished career. Educated at Cambridge University where he read politics and economics, he was a young recruit to the service in the late nineteen-sixties and was recruited only after a most thorough sifting process as a consequence of a number of embarrassing setbacks within MI5 when a number of senior officers were found to be Soviet agents. Matters within the security services had deteriorated so much prior to Barrington’s employ that in June 1963, the then Prime Minister Harold Macmillan tasked the Master of the Rolls, Lord Denning, with examining the operation of the security service.


Demonstrating a particular talent for his job in counter-espionage, Barrington found himself promoted frequently within the service but soon saw his primary area of expertise in Warsaw Pact countries overtaken by new challenges which emanated from Northern Ireland. Still he progressed and found himself sent to Israel, Baghdad and to Zagreb as the interests of the United Kingdom ebbed and flowed.


In the mid-nineteen nineties, the Privy Council of her majesty’s government decided to establish a new, secret organisation that would operate at some distance from senior political control and to one side of the civil service and armed forces in order that a measure of discretion and flexibility denied the formal services could serve the narrow interests of the country. Someone was needed to head it and the powers that be turned to Barrington as someone who had proved his mettle but who was also steeped in the traditions of British security. Barrington had been a field officer but what set him apart from many of his peers and what gained him his relentless promotions through the ranks was his capacity for listening, his understanding of the human condition and its frailties. His interrogation techniques; softly spoken, gentlemanly and cerebral had consistently produced remarkable results. As he approached what would have been an opportunity for early retirement from the service, he stepped down from his role in the security services with some small internal fanfare just sufficiently subtle to signal his departure and capture the quiet attention of the wider intelligence community. Then, after a six week holiday during which he cruised his beloved Caribbean, he was given a sinecure role in a faux international trade organisation as a cover for his new duties. He was also given a not insubstantial budget and asked to use operatives who were talented but who could not be connected to MI5 or MI6.


Barrington quite understood the significance of his new role given the new ethical freedom he would possess. He was about to become the ‘go-to’ person for awkward security problems within the UK that required solutions denied the formal forces of law and order. Over the years, he anonymously and successfully took care of a substantial amount of dirty washing for the security services from behind a plate on the door of his suite of offices which declared him as Worldwide Trade’s ‘Director of International Trade and Business Relations’. Only a handful of very senior people knew of the existence and remit of ‘The Unit’.


Miss Hetherington’s trademark timid tap on the door alerted Barrington to the arrival of his visitor. The door opened and his secretary entered accompanied by the besuited, ramrod-straight figure of Brigadier Charles Garrick. The two men shook hands warmly and sat in a couple of brown, distressed leather armchairs in an area of Barrington’s office that had been set aside for more informal meetings.


“You’ll join me in a cup of tea,” said Barrington.


“Thanks for seeing me. Tea would be lovely. No milk,” he replied, redirecting his comments to Miss Hetherington.


“Well now Brigadier, I haven’t seen you since you wanted some business taken care of in Tripoli. Must be three years ago now.”


“Yes, Sir Alistair. Thanks for that. It went very well.”


“So I gather. And now you have further problems?”


“Hmmm.”


Miss Hetherington poured a cup of tea for the Brigadier who thanked her and waited until she’d left the room as silently as she’d arrived.


“As ever, Sir Alistair, this comes from the top; the very top. Our friends in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office have leaned on the Director General of MI5 to have us speak with you privately. It has been made clear to me that our conversation must not be made known to anyone and that no notes of our chat may be taken. My request for a meeting was made verbally this morning to avoid leaving any audit trail that links our two selves.”


“Of course. I understand,” acknowledged Sir Alistair.


“Your ability to deal with matters informally has been determined as crucial in a matter of some sensitivity. The FCO needs deniability.”


“Exactly why we were set up,” said Barrington.


Garrick leaned forward in his seat, elbows on thighs and prepared to tell his story.


“I’m sure you have scores of operations underway at any one time but we have urgent need of a covert mission. Sources within Russia have indicated to us that they have one or more rogue agents. Our Russian desk has confirmed that the Ruskies are at sixes and sevens over Chechnya. As you know, they’ve just signed a pretty humiliating peace deal with the Chechens. They’ve just spent two years and God knows how much money providing overwhelming manpower, much better weapons and complete air superiority to deal with a small piece of geography within their own country but they’ve not been able to bring about effective control due to lots of damaging Chechen guerrilla raids. It’s been a real shock to their system and when the Chechen guerrillas took hostages in Budyonnovsk hospital in 1995, it sent one or two of the old stagers off the page.”


“So some have gone native?”


“Yes. And just as they’re furious about the direction of travel taken by President Yeltsin, they’re equally opposed to those they see as their traditional enemies…we in the west! Chechnya is a nation at the moment ruled by warlords. Kidnapping, hostage-taking, robberies and murder are committed routinely and the Russians are fast losing patience…but not fast enough for the fundamentalists within their ranks. We think the Russians are preparing for round two but at the moment there are a lot of angry, disconsolate Russian agents involved in that theatre.”


He sipped from his cup of tea and continued.


“Up to a point, Chechnya is none of our business. But our information is that there are those who want to carry the fight to our shores…to bring back the good old days. We understand that they’ve lost one or two agents who have disappeared into the ether and we believe them to be undercover, on the loose and targeting their motherland as well as its new European allies so as to encourage familiar enmities.”


“And why might you wish this matter dealt with below the radar?”


“These rogue agents are serious people…resourceful people. They’ve re-routed some of the considerable monies that were to be deployed within Chechnya and have purchasing ability that would permit very serious attacks on our interests. We don’t want diplomatic incidents. The Soviets would be embarrassed if Russians were linked to mainland atrocities here and we do not want to test their abilities to commit those atrocities on our shores or against our interests abroad. So, somewhat surprisingly, they’re very keen to work in partnership with HMG on this one.”


Sir Alistair pondered the information he’d just been given.


“So we face the prospect of trained but disaffected agents operating on our soil…”


Garrick interrupted. “Not necessarily, Sir Alistair. We understand they want to move against our interests. That might be overseas and might also involve an attack on our allies.”


“Quite,” responded Barrington, accepting the logic of Garrick’s analysis. “Then you don’t give me much to work on.”


Garrick reached into a briefcase he’d brought with him, removed a buff folder and handed it to Sir Alistair.


“This might help. The Russians have been more than helpful. They list among their concerns, agents they have in Iceland, Berlin, Algiers, Spain and Paris. They’re obviously keen to avoid any spill-over and have assured us of every cooperation. As you’d imagine, they’ve their own agents working on this but want us kept up to speed. They’ve provided us with the names of missing, presumed defecting Russian personnel along with some fellow-travelers who are listed along with such personal information we have to hand within but remember that with the money they’ve got they could easily hire mercenaries to supplement their effort.”


“Hmmm. They’re actually asking us to scrutinize some of their field agents and report to them on our success in eliminating them and you want this dealt with so we have deniability?”


“Yes. It would be embarrassing for both us and the Russians if they were fingered as having agents who could crow about striking against British interests. They’d have to be macho, we’d have to be indignant. There would have to be expulsions… counter-expulsions. It could set us back years. Not to mention the political, economic and human costs if there was some sort of major incident.”


“So if it ends up in court or in the press you’d want the ability to point the finger elsewhere?”


“Indeed so. But we’d also be relieved if they were neutralised without a lot of fuss and didn’t get anywhere near either the courts or the media.”


“Then we’ll work on that basis. As ever, this conversation didn’t take place. We’ll move on the matter directly.”


After Brigadier Garrick left, Barrington asked Miss Hetherington for another cup of tea. He always did his best thinking sipping a cup of tea. Dressed immaculately in his navy pin-stripe suit, crisp white shirt, club tie and highly polished black shoes, he stood, looking out onto the River Thames, cup in hand, mulling over the import of what Garrick had told him.


He decided a phone call was needed but first his bladder protested that evacuation was necessary. Barrington paid another visit to his private bathroom to relieve himself and, as ever, was depressed at the few milliliters he expressed. Scrupulous as ever, he washed his hands thoroughly and returned to his desk where, on his secure line, he placed a call to a man called Brand, ostensibly a flower-shop owner in Oxford but who was, in fact, a most effective comrade-in-arms. A man who had killed many times for his country.




CHAPTER TWO



Outside the Thistle Bar in Glasgow’s docklands, dogs barked distantly in the murk. A fine, still Scottish mist of rain soaked anyone walking the dark, forbidding streets.


Inside the bar, Andy McCutcheon slowly lifted his glass and contemplated its amber contents before raising it to his lips and emptying it. Placing the now empty glass on the bar-top with his right hand, his left ponderously deepened his jacket pocket and carefully removed the substantial amounts of small change he’d assembled over the evening. A boozer’s pocket. Clumsily placing the coins on the bar, he spread them flat in order to calculate his ability to buy one more drink. Satisfied, he slowly slid his empty whisky glass towards the elderly lady who stood behind the bar, shaking her head at his appetite.


“Get me another wee Grouse, Elsie. Ah’m just wantin’ wan fur the road.” He began to isolate the higher denominations from the spread with his nicotine stained forefinger.


“Jus’ goin’ home presen’ly. See ma wife ‘f she’s up.”


“Andy, you’ve had enough whisky. You’re pished. Away home now before…”


“Ah says a Grouse.”


“Keep yer hair oan. Ah’ll get ye yer bloody whisky.” She lifted his squat glass to a position beneath a whisky bottle on the gantry. “Jeeesus, Andy. When you’re drunk you’re a right crabbit pain in the arse. Away up the road an’ see Jessie like a good boy.”


“Elsie, do ah huv tae c’mplain to wee Tam ‘bout the way you talk to long servin’ cus’mers ‘n this place? Coz ah can see it comin’ if you don’t buck yer ideas up here, by the way. Now give us that Grouse. Is ma money…?”


The sharp crash of the door splintering and smashing against the interior wall of the pub startled Elsie and the six remaining regulars other than Andy whose befuddled brain registered the event only an instant before a baseball bat knocked him from his already precarious position on the bar stool, breaking his right clavicle in the process.


The larger of the two besuited men handed the now redundant bat to his colleague and rolled the wailing drunk over onto his back on the bar-room floor. He spoke directly to his contorted face.


“Ah’ve tae make sure ye know that this wee message is comin’ direct frae Arthur Hanlon, pal. Just in case ye think this is you just bein’ unlucky like, an’ gettin’ beat up by a couple of bad men just for the hell of it.”


While the spectators stood gawping at the attack, silently being dared to move by the other suit who blocked the doorway, Andy was lifted screaming onto a wooden chair.


“Ah want ye tae know this gives me nae pleasure at a’ ma man. It’s just a wee bit o’ business. Frankly, ah’d rather be hame daein’ the inside of the windaes.”


On one knee now, the assailant reached behind him and drew a heavy, round-head hammer from the waistband underneath his jacket. Swinging it upwards in a powerful arc, he brought the flattened head upwards against Andy’s chin, fracturing his jaw and sending him reeling backwards in the chair.


“Ah never really liked this next bit, but it’s kinda becomin’ ma trade mark,” said Benjy Reid, Arthur Hanlon’s number one enforcer, to a now only semi-conscious Andy.


“It’s ma signature tune if ye like. So’s people know it wis me that popped in tae say hello.”


He looked over his shoulder at the onlookers. “Sorry tae bother ye’s a’. Ah’ll no’ be long an’ then we’ll get away so ye’s can a’ get on wi’ yer drinkin’.”


With no resistance forthcoming from his victim, Reid had little difficulty unbuckling Andy’s belt, unzipping his trousers and pulling them down below his knees. He addressed his victim directly while clearly aware of the others in the vicinity. “See, yer mammy was right, pal. Ye should always wear clean underwear in case ye get hit wi’ a bus or a big man gies ye a kickin’ and shows them aff tae the entire pub.” He shook his head at the grubby pants, which still covered Andy’s genitals and, hamming it up for his audience, held his nose in mock disgust before returning to the job in hand.


“Down we go,” said Reid, tugging the undergarments lower. “See, this is the tricky bit so if ye’ll just sit still a minute ah’ll try tae dae this so’s ye don’t get hurt, coz this kinda’ thing could get ye a right sore yin.” So saying, Reid produced a six-inch nail and with another hammy look to Elsie, who was now frozen in silent tears, positioned it over Kyle’s scrotum.


“Now then, pal. Mister Hanlon would like me to remind ye that ye owe him three hundred an’ forty quid and he’s gettin’ a bit pissed aff that you’ve no been in touch. So anyway, here we go.”


He smiled a wide grin at Elsie. “Ah need the aid of ma beautiful assistant for this bit.”


He signaled to his partner by gesturing with his chin. “Jimmy, would ye haud this gentleman nice an’ safe here?”


Jimmy Foy held Andy back in the chair while Reid re-positioned the nail and began to hammer.


Rhythmic blows drove the large nail in to the seat of the chair via his victim’s scrotum, each blow accompanied by a scream, particularly when Reid laid in to the final blows with significantly more vigour.


“Well, ah think that’s a job well done,” said Reid getting to his feet and brushing the dust from his knees. He turned to Elsie. “Wan guy jist widn’y keep still wance. He made me miss an ah went an’ hit him right on his ba’s. It jist ruined his whole evenin’, so it did.”


Reid grimaced a smile in the direction of the others. “Now listen everybody, ah don’t imagine that Mister Kyle here’ll want tae make a song an’ dance about oor wee discussion. But jist in case, let me help us a’ by explainin’ where we staun’. You willn’y say anythin’ aboot his tae nobody…no’ even yer best pals. No’ even yer wifes. Nobody!” He looked at them all evenly. “Or ah’ll be back.” He gestured with his hammer. “An’ ah’ll bring ma carpentry set. So let’s no’ get silly nur nuthin’. Eh no’?” He smiled a repeat of his stage grin at the nearest drinker and brought his face to within inches of the slack-jawed innocent in front of him inviting acknowledgment of his proposition. “Eh?”


His accomplice gathered up the baseball bat and took the hammer from Reid who caught his glance and, eyebrows raised in silent quiz, asked himself the question he presumed was resting, unasked, in Foy’s mind. Huv we time for a quick wan ‘fore we go?


A tremulous voice spoke behind him, hesitating between each syllable. “His… name’s… McCutcheon.”


Reid’s brows furrowed in a light, unconcerned frown at the audacity of an interruption.


“Whit?”


“His name’s…Andy McCutcheon.”


His look darkened as the posed question registered.


“Whitd’ye mean, his name’s Andy McCutcheon?”


“That’s his name so it is. Eh, Elsie?”


Elsie let out the wail she’d been suppressing since Reid and Foy had entered the bar.


“Whit huv ye’s done tae tha’ poor aul’ man?”


“How? Is he no’ Angus Kyle?”


Bravado overtook Elsie.


“Naw, ya choob. He’s Andy McCutcheon.” She pointed to a figure sitting alone at a table near a blanked out window. “That’s Angus Kyle!”


Reid and Foy turned, slow and curious…as if choreographed, to focus upon a figure, arms folded across his chest, sitting in a gloomy alcove staring fixedly into his half-empty pint tumbler. They mirrored a synchronised look at each other. Reid spoke to Foy slowly, between gritted teeth.


“You told me he wid be wearin’ a black jaikit an’ a bunnet.”


“Ah know. But that’s whit he was wearin’!”


“But he’s no’ the right guy!”


“Maybe no’. But he wis wearin’ the right stuff.”


Reid nodded his acceptance of Foy’s logic and scanned the bar-room, slowly registering the attitudes of its occupants before fixing on the muffled agonies of McCutcheon.


“Christ, ah’m helly a sorry there pal. Seems ah’ve made a wee mistake.”


If Andy McCutcheon acknowledged the apology, he wasn’t able to communicate it to his tormentor. A thought occurred to Foy.


“Here Benji, ah only brought the one nail.”


Reid’s irritation with himself found expression in his heightening contempt of Foy.


“Naw, right enough. Ah suppose ye’d imagine we’d manage tae hammer the right set of ba’s intae a chair withoot the need fur another nail. Wouldn’t ye?”


“So whit we gonny dae Benji? Yer hammer husn’y got wan of they heads that gets nails oot.”


Reid pursed his lips as he considered his next move. He slowly levered himself off the bar and stepped over to the seated, slumped, moaning pain of McCutcheon. Scanning the bar-room again for any sign of trouble or derision, he lifted McCutcheon gently upright and inspected his handiwork. He looked at Elsie, apologetically and felt a need to explain his discomfiture.


“Ah’m no usually aroon tae dae anythin’ aboot this bit. Ah suppose ah’ve never really wunnered how they got the nails oot,” he mused. He addressed Foy thoughtfully. “Maybe ye wid need a claw hammer.”


“Don’t be daft Benji. Ye wid hurt him even more and he’s no’ even the guy ye were meant tae hurt.” They fell silent for a second until Foy spoke again. “Maybe ye could hit it oot from underneath.”


“Ah canny really….it’s a’ wee spars of wood beneath the chair. Ah couldn’y get a right swing at it.”


“Maybe no’….but ye could mibes hit at it a wee bit at a time.”


“Ah’ve no’ got the time. An’ ah’ve goat ma reputation tae think of as well.”


“Some reputation. Ye’ve jist went an’ gave the wrang guy a doin’.”


“Jist shut it, Foy or you’ll be the next wan that gets the doin’.”


“Don’t I know you?”


Reid and Foy broke off from their deliberations and turned to face their questioner.


“Are you no’ that guy Kyle?” asked Reid.


“Aye. And if ah’m no’ mistaken, you’re Plooky Reid.”


Reid’s gaze narrowed, focusing upon this stranger who called him by a name now almost forgotten.


“How’re ye callin’ me that?” quizzed Reid, still confused.


“Coz that was yer name when we were pals.”


“Who the fu…Christ, Gus….Gus Kyle.” Reid stepped back slightly and looked Kyle up and down. “Jesus, so it is…” His face lit up. “Christ, Jimmy, it’s Gus Kyle. Man, ah’ve no’ seen ye since we left school.”


“Aye, since you left more like. Ah got to stay. They put you in the Kibble Approved School for all those break-ins and settin’ fire tae the gymnasium.”


“Christ, you did more than me as ah recall. Ah jist got caught.”


“True enough. I worked out early that if you got caught and went to court, you were just putting yourself in the hands of fifteen people who weren’t even smart enough get out of jury duty. It was easier just not gettin’ caught.”


He laughed in recollection. Kyle and Reid smiled at one another, warm in their memories of an uproarious adolescence. Kyle broke the silence.


“So this is you now, then.”


“Aye, this is me.”


“An’ they said ye’d never make anythin’ of yourself,” said Kyle, comfortable in his mocking.


“It’s a livin’.”


Kyle smiled, nodding at McCutcheon. “Well, I was most impressed. Very professional. Except it was the wrong guy. Ah’m almost inclined tae pay Hanlon his money.”


“Well, it would save me nailin’ yer ba’s tae the floor,” said Reid with the slightest edge to his smiled retort.


Kyle laughed out loud. “Aye, but ah could aye kick yer heid in when we were boys.”


“That wis more than thirty year ago. An’ anyway, ah’ve got a pal an’ a baseball bat.”


“Even so, even so.”


Kyle paused. “Your boss Hanlon’s an arse. Ah borrowed fifty quid off him when I was drunk a couple of months back an’ he jacks it up tae more than three hundred notes. That’s no’ right Plooky. Ah’ve already given him a hundred an’ that seems no’ a bad return on his investment.”


“Business is business, Gus.”


“Aye, right enough.” They eyed one another. “Tell ye what, Plooky. How’d ye no’ go back tae Hanlon an’ tell him you’ve nailed me to the cross an’ we’ll have a pint an’ a blether an’ both of us’ll walk away from this. For auld time’s sake.”


“Canny dae that, Gus.”


“How no’?”


Reid repeated the words he’d used in many a bar-room, knowing that they would not be received by his old school pal in quite the same way. He shifted self-consciously.


“Cos ah’m a professional.”


Kyle’s laugh exploded into Reid’s consciousness.


“Gie’s peace. A professional?” he ridiculed. “Let me guess. You’re on the dole. You get backhanders from Hanlon an’ maybe one or two others. You live in a council house somewhere when you’re no’ in the pub. Maybe even stayin’ wi yer mammy still….?”


“That’s a’ shite. Ah’m married an’ ah happen tae have stayed in Edinburgh for a year.”


“Well done. No’ bad Plooky. But ah’ll bet the rest’s true.”


“Aye, well ah happen tae have chose tae stay in a council estate, by the way. It’s a’ gettin’ modernised an’ everythin’. An ah’m only stayin’ wi’ the mother in the meantime cause ma marriage is goin’ through a wee bad patch.”


“Sorry tae hear tha’ Plooky….”


Reid shifted uncomfortably. “Gaunny call me Benji. That’s the name ah go under noo. Plooky wis ma name jist when ah wis wee.”


Kyle laughed again. “Is this your stage name then? Your professional name?”


“Look Gus. Stoap windin’ me up or ah’ll forget we was friends wanst.”


“An’ dae what Benji? Beat me up like that auld guy over there?”


Reid decided that it might be wise to remind Kyle of the proximity of his assistant. “Jimmy, haud me back. This guy’s gettin’ right oan ma tits.”


Kyle understood bar-room Glasgow as did Reid. There was no way back now other than benevolent or overpowering intervention. Both knew they’d trade insults. Rituals would be observed. But shortly, one of them would be rendered senseless – urgently, bloodily and violently.


“So ah’m gettin’ on your tits? Mind you, it widny be difficult. You’ve got a fine pair there, Plooky. Ah bet they’re bigger than yer wife’s.”


“Heh, jist you leave ma Senga oot o’ this.” Reid’s sense of honour was offended, however artificially, as part of the choreography of the bar-room rammy.


“Senga? snorted Kyle. “No’ wee Senga Snotters? Ye married her?”


Reid affected injury. “She grew up beautiful, by the way. Wance she’d goat her adenoids oot she turned intae a right princess. An’ noo she’s Senga Reid. An’ naebudy slags aff ma wife.”


“Oh, ah’ll grant ye she’ll have turned into a looker, Plooky. She wis bonny right enough. Ah well remember her looks a’ right. An’ ah take it a’ back. Ye huvn’y got bigger tits than her.”


“How? Whit are you insinuatin’, eh? Are you sayin’ sumthin’ Kyle? If you’re sayin’ ma wife’s a slag, ya basturd…”


Reid launched a swing at Kyle, clutching an empty beer glass in his right hand. It met with no resistance, Kyle having leaned back to avoid the blow he’d provoked and had therefore anticipated. A survivor of too many brawls, Kyle went directly to Reid’s knee with his boot, crunching bone and cartilage, causing the immediate immobilisation of his opponent. Reid’s defeat became inevitable when his thinning hair was grasped firmly, tugging his face upward to meet Kyle’s forehead descending at speed. With vicious ferocity, both collided and Reid fell back, his nose burst like a ripe tomato. Blood splattered out, covering his shirt like a red bib.


Kyle turned to Foy who stood, catatonic; frozen in fright. He gestured at his own baseball bat as if he’d just realised he was holding it. “No problems here big man… will ah just put this bat down on the floor, like?”


“Not unless you cover the shaft in grease!”


“Grease? Why would ah…?”


“That way it won’t be as painful when I shove it up your arse if you make one stupid move!”


“No need, Mister.” Carefully, Foy placed both the bat and hammer on the floor and stepped back.


Kyle evaluated the situation and decided that Foy was no threat. He turned again to the fallen Reid and, having assessed that his injuries had disabled him quite completely, stamped sharply on his right hand, breaking two fingers and thereby ensuring that he wouldn’t be able to contemplate retaliation for quite some time.


“For auld times. Eh, Plooky?”


Smoothing back his hair, he turned to Elsie and nodded in the direction of the quiet moaning of McCutcheon.


“You’d better get somebody to look at that old guy over there. Probably better phone an ambulance. He looks in a bad way.”


Reid was still conscious and was attempting painfully to wipe some of the blood from his face with the back of his hand. Kyle knelt beside him and spoke quietly into a newly crimsoned ear.


“You know Benji, you’re in wi’ a right twisted lot, so ye are. Your pal Hanlon’s a real bad man. But ah’m goin’ to give ye a bit of advice for auld time’s sake, eh? Ah dare say you’ll earn a livin’ beatin’ up auld men when you’ve got the element of surprise, a pal and a baseball bat. But the first time you come up against anybody decent, they’re goin’ to kill you, so maybe you want to chuck it now.”


Kyle stood up and surveyed the carnage. He nodded to Elsie. “Ah’ll be off then. Sorry about the mess, Misses.”


Reid lay back on the bloody bar-room floor helplessly eyeing his assailant as he bid his farewells. Gus Kyle caught his glance. He shook his head ruefully as he grimaced a farewell to Reid and Foy.


“Don’t you guys come back here. Tell Hanlon we’re square and if he stays away from me no one’ll get hurt.” He lifted the remainder of his unfinished pint and swallowed it in one gulp. Placing the glass gently on the bar and collecting his cap, he left the premises.




CHAPTER THREE



“Ladies and Gentlemen, the President of the United States of America”.


A grim looking Bill Clinton stepped up onto a portico and placed his hands on a lectern on which some notes had earlier been placed.


“Thank you, General Hess. Let me begin by thanking everyone who is a part of the Grand Forks Air Force Base for what you do for our national security and especially for what you have done to support the people of the Grand Forks communities in these last few days following the floods caused by the Red River. I’m very proud of you. Thank you.”


As he spoke, the crosshairs of the telescopic lens of a powerful Barrett M82 Sniper Rifle fell across his chest.


“As I think all of you know, I have just come from touring the devastation of the floods as well as a very moving community meeting, presided over by Mayor Owens, attended by Mayor Stauss and other mayors, the entire congressional delegation from North Dakota and from South Dakota, Senator Grams and Senator Wellstone from Minnesota, Congressman Collin Peterson from Minnesota, and the Governors from North Dakota and Minnesota….”


The crosshairs moved up slowly to rest on his forehead.


“We know that this rebuilding is going to be a long-term prospect, and we also know that there are some very immediate and pressing human needs that many people have. Before I left this morning…….”


“Baaaang…” a whispered voice mimicked the shooting of a rifle.


A commentator’s voice on the ageing television set was saying something about how more would be heard from the President after the break following which an advertisement appeared in which a talking head was smiling and reassuring viewers of the merits of a new hair colourant for males.


The crosshairs centred on the bridge of the hirsute actor’s nose…


“Baaaang…you’re dead!” whispered a drunken Jack Bryson before he gently placed the rifle at his side taking care to protect the telescopic sights located above the trigger. He lifted a whisky glass to his lips.


“Baaaang,” he murmured to no one in particular as he swallowed the contents of the glass of Macallan 18 year old malt whisky. Impoverished he might have been, but compromising on his whisky wasn’t in prospect.


“Another round please. No pun intended,” he slurred to no one, pleased at his wit and smiling at his companion whisky glass.


Footsteps on the tenement stairs outside preceded a key being turned in the lock in Bryson’s front door admitting a drenched Angus Kyle who entered the rather shabby living room in which sat the armchair rifleman. He looked at the rifle beside the armchair.


“Jesus, Jack! I thought we agreed that you’d keep that hidden beneath the floorboards. I might have brought home a woman friend or someone!” Kyle removed his wet overcoat and threw it over a chair by the window.


“Aye, fat chance Gus,” smiled Bryson. “I was just playing soldiers. No harm done.”


“Gimme a drop of that whisky. My quiet pint in the Thistle Bar was interrupted,” said Kyle.


Bryson placed his glass on a nearby table on which stood his half empty bottle of Macallan and six dead bottles of beer. He looked up slowly.


“What happened? Were you being pestered by all your women friends?”


“Nah. I was being tapped for the money that that loan shark Hanlon figures he’s owed but the two eejits he sent beat up the wrong guy. An auld fellah. They nailed his fuckin’ balls to a chair. I sent them packin’ but I dare say that Hanlon won’t let it rest. I suppose I’ll need to see him face to face and invite him to stand back. He’s had his money back with interest.”


“They nailed his ba’s tae a what? Christ, is that what passes for gangsterism in Glasgow these days?” He paused to pour two glasses of whisky three fingers deep and handed one over to the now seated Kyle. “Anyway, who cares about Hanlon?” Bryson asked rhetorically. “Say the word and the two of us’ll wander over to his HQ and sort him out. His type would take us about four minutes of our sinful lives to deal with.”


“Ach, we’re due to leave Glasgow soon enough. He can keep.”


Kyle sipped at his glass and nodded at the rifle.


“Can we not put that back under the floor? Just in case someone gets lost and wanders in looking for the cocktail bar.”


“Aye, sure,” said Bryson resignedly as he lifted the powerful, twenty-eight pound armament as if it were a small plastic toy and walked into the bedroom where floorboards had been removed to provide for a place of concealment. It would be found immediately by any professional search but would remain out of harm’s way should anyone be sufficiently unwise or unlucky to breach the front door of the flat Bryson and Kyle were using as a temporary home base.


“No phone call yet from the Colonel?”


Kyle shook his head. “Nothing yet but I wish he’d get in touch. We could be doing with the money and much as I enjoy little more than sitting here in this dump watching you drink both of us to death, I can’t wait to have Brand’s small commission explained to us. The one he gave us in Palestine was fun…although for the life of me, I can’t see what use he has for our talents here in Glasgow.”


“Drinkin’ ourselves to death has its attractions, said Bryson morosely.


“I mean, who’d miss us except your daughter Rachael and you’ve already given her all of your hard earned money so she’s now well set up.”


“Aye. But better she benefited than your bookies did,” responded Kyle, repeating a rebuke he’d made on many occasions to his friend. “The day you pass, the bookmaking fraternity will line the streets in solemn sadness at your inability to share your ill-gotten gains with them anymore.”


And so the evening passed, mostly in quiet contemplation. Initially the TV would present a moment which inspired an inebriated comment. Disinterestedly, Kyle would glance occasionally at a self improvement book on English grammar he was reading but gradually their eyes closed and tiredness brought on by a gross surfeit of alcohol saw each of them fall asleep in the chairs in which they’d sat for six days now whilst awaiting further contact from a man they knew only as Colonel Brand.


Gus Kyle and Jack Bryson had been boyhood friends in Glasgow – Bryson a year younger than Kyle’s forty years and in consequence reduced to the subordinate in the relationship unless they were on active duty when their lives depended equally upon the other. Career soldiers, they had each excelled and both were accepted into the SAS in their late twenties. Tours of duty in Northern Ireland and Bosnia had seen their reputations soar: real hard men who could be expected to deliver the results asked of them – even when these seemed to be outrageously unrealistic. Both had mastered all of the arts of warfare but Kyle was accepted by Bryson as the brains of the operation who specialised in surveillance and he himself basked in the glory of his armed forces’ nickname of OSOK Bryson…One Shot, One Kill Bryson…due to his unparalleled mastery of the sniper’s Barrett M82 .50-caliber long-range rifle.


Many times he had engaged targets over one mile away with precision. Bryson’s gun fired one of the most powerful rounds in the world, the .50 Browning machine gun cartridge and he was known as being routinely capable of hitting a five inch target at a distance of two kilometers. But the most impressive characteristic of this monster of a rifle was its fear factor. The bullet, traveling faster than the speed of sound provided for a silent and effective kill. Typically, the target would drop dead a few moments before the actual sound of the shot was heard. The bullet, which was the size of a decent Havana cigar, could also puncture a foot thick block of concrete, or over one inch of armour plating without causing much rifle recoil. Bryson had also mastered the ability of firing off all ten rounds in the magazine in less than ten seconds without losing accuracy, thereby rendering small groups of combatants dead almost before they heard the shots.


He left the SAS because he had been found drunk just once too often, in which condition, he couldn’t hit a barn door with a banjo. Kyle left along with him out of his sense of loyalty… as well as being found culpable of punching out the four Military Policemen who had arrested Bryson.


Amongst Kyle’s many abilities was his capacity as a natural born thief. In his younger days in Glasgow, his agility and bravery had seen him access windows and rooftops that defeated other men. In the army, he became known as the Quartermaster, so adept was he at acquiring anything his men sought – either as a supplement to their field weaponry or as a supplement to their leisure hours. Booze, videos, cigarettes, even once a billiard table, would be supplied on request.


It took a little more ingenuity and planning but Bryson’s Barrett rifle and one hundred rounds of ammunition were not only stolen but transported back home to Glasgow by Kyle without too much difficulty…although the discovery of its loss back in a nearby American base in Tuzla in Bosnia and Herzegovina caused merry hell.


Both men had a fearsome reputation, even within the SAS, as the most brutally effective street fighters in the company. No one was particularly keen to engage them in training due to their athleticism and their comprehensive mastery of most martial arts. They were fighting machines par excellence.


Kyle’s phone rang, awaking him from the intoxicated sleep into which he’d fallen. Still clad in yesterday’s clothing, he glowered at the time on the face of his phone while trying to determine who was phoning him at 3.30 in the morning. Bryson was also awake now and seated bolt upright.


“Yes?”


“Mr. Kyle? I do hope that I haven’t awakened you?”


“Colonel Brand? It’s yourself. No, I was just finishing the Times’ crossword puzzle.”


“What a disciplined life you must lead. Are you in the company of Mr. Bryson?”


“Aye. He’s reading the Beano”.


Brand ignored Kyle’s banter.


“Let me cut to the chase, Kyle. I have need of your services again. Can you and your colleague meet me tomorrow, or rather today at nine o’clock, six hours from now?”


“We can if you’re in Scotland, Colonel. Just say where and we’ll be there. Should we bring anything?”


“You will need the same equipment you used in Palestine. You’ll be travelling and will require your passport. Clothes necessary for a two week holiday in the sun. One kit bag each should suffice.”


Kyle laughed and directed his response to Bryson, singing the first line of Cliff Richard’s hit song. “Hey Jack,‘We’re all goin’ on our summer holidaaayzzz. No more workin’ for a week or two’….“


Brand grimaced at the other end of the phone. “As you might imagine Mr. Kyle, there may be some activity required of each of you. I’ll explain when we meet. Be ready to travel immediately our meeting concludes. The Copthorne Hotel, George Square. Suite 104. Name of McLeod if asked. Don’t go to reception. Come straight up.”


“Yes sir.”


Kyle ended the call and placed the phone on the arm of his chair. “Sounds interesting. Two weeks’ work, bring our weaponry, sunshine all the way and it looks like we get to meet the Colonel.”


“Hate to point this out Gus but the sun shone bright in Bosnia and you were never finished bitchin’ about the heat.”


“True enough,” he replied, accepting the point. “Maybe we should get started. Bring the weapons out and we’ll dismantle and oil them.”


Bryson made his way through to a bedroom and removed five floorboards beneath which were placed his beloved Barrett rifle, two Heckler and Koch HK P7 rifles, three hunting knives, two IMI Uzi semi automatic machine pistols, a box of M84 stun grenades as well as boxes of the appropriate rounds needed to ensure their lethality. Grunting, he removed everything to the settee in the living room where only minutes before he’d been slumbering and patted his pockets for the oil cloth he’d stuffed there earlier.


Unfortunately for Joe Hanlon and the three thugs he’d brought with him to avenge the injury done to Benji Reid, it took him three kicks to unhinge the rather flimsy wooden door of Kyle’s flat. More than sufficient warning.


The four men bundled into the flat, each carrying a baseball bat. Two each also held a knife.


As they barged their way through the door, they faced both Kyle and Bryson standing together, each holding an Uzi machine pistol in one hand and a rifle in the other. Each pointed menacingly at the four visitors.


Arthur Hanlon’s attack roar stuck in his throat as he spread his arms to hold back the initial rush of his three assistants, his face contorted. His surprised eyebrows fled somewhere near his receding hairline.


“Holy Mother of God,” he exclaimed, immediately recognising the weakness of his position. He took a breath. “Jesus Christ….Gus…..this is all one big misunderstanding.”


Bryson took the lead. “You want me to shoot them all in the head, Gus?”


“Let’s wait to hear what they want, Jack. Maybe they come in peace.”


“We do, Gus, we do,” pleaded Hanlon now with his hands clasped together as if in prayer, his baseball bat cast urgently on the carpet. “We just wanted to let you know that the loan is now paid in full as far as I’m concerned. Everything’s squared away. We’re fine you and me.” He threw his arms wide. “I just came to tell you.”


Kyle pursed his lips. “You ok, Benji?” he asked of his adolescent friend, now sporting a series of bandages and plasters which held his nose together.


“Fide add daddy, Guz,” said Reid, enunciating his words as well as his broken and bloody nose would permit.


Kyle raised his pistol and pointed it at Hanlon’s head. “And we won’t hear from you again regarding the money?”


“A big misunderstanding, just like ah say, Gus.” He straightened his tie and attempted to regain some composure. “It would probably be wise if we just went on our way if you’re okay with that.”


“I still think I should shoot them all in the head, Gus.” Bryson nodded towards a bag on the settee. “I’ve a silencer in there. Nobody would hear anything and nobody would miss this bunch of clowns.”


“Please Gus. Let bygones be bygones,” pleaded Hanlon.


Kyle lowered his pistol. “Put a hundred pounds behind the bar in the Stag’s Head for the regulars, another hundred to fix the door and put a grand in the pocket of that old man you beat up tonight. Leave these bats and knives on the floor and don‘t speak of this again.”


Hanlon nodded several times as if this was a wise solution to a delicate problem and one to which he’d been giving positive consideration all evening.


“Okay, beat it…and I’ll be checking that money is paid over today. If it’s not, we’ll pay you a visit.”


The four men stumbled down the stairs, their weapons lying where they dropped them in the apartment.


“We should have nailed that eejit’s balls to a chair just to teach him a lesson,” grouched Bryson. “An eye for an eye, a testicle for a testicle.”


Kyle shrugged. “Trust me. I know Arthur Hanlon and he’ll be much more upset at losing money. Anyway we want to get away from Glasgow with the least possible background noise.”


The anonymous flatted dwelling house used temporarily by Bryson and Kyle was located down near the docks in Glasgow; in the Govan area to be precise. It wasn’t the most salubrious area of a Glasgow which had experienced a remarkable renaissance in the previous decade but which had still left some small pockets as sumps inhabited largely by junkies, drunks and thieves. Kyle knew the area well and knew also that no one would be reporting a noisy altercation to the police. Still, their door was smashed beyond economical repair and they were due to leave for ever in a few hours. No sense in taking chances. Kyle thought quickly.


“Let’s get packed quickly and move off, Jack. We can sleep when we’re on our holidays.”


They packed two kit bags for their trip….but were aware that, given the arsenal they had just secreted within them, they would be in rather more trouble than having an unannounced extra bottle of malt whisky in their briefcase were they to be taken aside by Border Control. Colonel Brand had better be making some pretty impressive arrangements if they were not to be spending the next few years in a prison cell somewhere.




CHAPTER FOUR



In his compound on the banks of the River Ob, Dmitriy Ivanov waited impatiently for his visitor to be admitted to his luxurious personal apartment. The double doors opened simultaneously and his butler, before retiring gracefully from the room, announced the arrival of Anatoly Borovsky, the head of Russia’s new Federal Security Services.


“Comrade Borovsky! You are most welcome. I hope your journey from Moscow was not too tiresome.”


“Any travel outside Moscow is tiresome. I come here because I have to not because I want to.” He accepted the glass of vodka offered him by Ivanov. “I am most interested in why you felt it necessary to call me down here for a confidential chat. You must know that complete confidentiality in Russia means you can tell only one other person…and he is then free to share or sell that secret over vodka!”


“If your journey to Novosibirsk was as much of a trial as you present it, let me get straight to the point.” Both men sipped at their glass and sat down facing each other on Ivanov’s comfortable sofas.


“Very well, Comrade Borovsky, I have need of your services…or rather, the Motherland would benefit were you to feel it possible to assist my proposition.”


“I am sure that each is indistinguishable, one from the other,” Borovsky said sarcastically. “So just tell me… what might that be that proposition, Comrade Ivanov?”


“Mother Russia now produces more oil than any other nation on earth. I personally produce more oil that some members of OPEC.”


“This much is known to me.”


“Despite our dominance of the world in terms of market share, Comrade Borovsky, oil prices are still set by OPEC and western oil…essentially America and Saudi Arabia. Hardly our friends. Our economy is not as developed as Europe or the USA and so we depend more on our raw materials…like oil. Presently our oil is sufficient to meet the needs of the motherland and we export the rest in order to afford the military adventures we so enjoy in places like Chechnya…even if these are not exactly what we would seek in terms of success.”


“Do not toy with me comrade. Please do me the favour of coming to the proposition you want to make. I am impatient to return to Moscow.”


“Very well. Some weeks ago, I made arrangements to strike at the heart of OPEC and western oil interests. I want to see their infrastructure damaged, I want to see oil prices rise substantially at a point when the only market that can respond to demand is Russia. I would like to do this in such a way that would instill mistrust between the west and OPEC…and I would like to see results soon.”


“You are aware, of course, that we are on a new path…one of glasnost, of openness with our friends in the west?”


“Of course, comrade…but business is business. The Russian economy would benefit dramatically if we were able to deliver these results. As would I, I concede.”


“Perhaps you underestimate the ability of the west to see beyond the initial act and to establish blame. It could set us back years.”
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