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If you travel to any country in the world that has had a civil conflict over the last 50 years and find someone over the age of 70, ask them a simple question, did you ever expect your country to fall apart like it has done? The answer will always be the same, not in a million years.

This has been the experience of a great many people in countries and regions as diverse as Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, Syria, the former Yugoslavia, Yemen, and many other countries besides. It will also quite likely be the experience one day for a great many people presently living in the UK, the great majority of whom believe that the UK is a stable nation. It isn’t.

		
	
		

PART ONE

		
	
		

CHAPTER ONE

April, 1994. Anlong Veng, Cambodia

The Khmer fighter sat on his haunches, partly propped against the outside wall of the small guard block with his bare feet splayed apart and linen shirt yellowing from exposure to the tropical heat and rain. His hands remained firmly on the stock of the AK-47, held vertically in front of him with the butt in the gravel. He stared obliquely across the compound as three white men marched in from the surrounding jungle, the rain starting to beat down more heavily. The three, in their olive green shirts and broad-rimmed tropical hats, stopped just beyond the guard block and turned round to face the half-open door.

The humidity was always greatest in April, and Sergeant Declan Gale, despite nearly two months of training and acclimatisation, was sweating waterfalls. His pale, clammy skin, dark red hair, and impressive physique marked him out completely from the small, wiry Khmer fighters positioned around the compound and even from the other two British soldiers sent to mentor the Khmer Rouge unit. They were smaller, not quite so muscular, but well-bronzed after the rigorous in-country training. All three looked well-prepared for the work ahead.

As they stood waiting, the jungle seemed strangely quiet. That was something they all knew would soon change with the impending spring offensive by the Royal Cambodian Army.

‘Declan Gale,’ called a voice from inside the guard house. Gale straightened, stood to attention, marched into the hut and saluted the figure sitting behind the desk. There was no furniture in the room other than the desk and the chair the British officer was sitting on. The officer was almost completely bald and in his mid-forties. He looked up from his notes.

‘Stand easy, Gale. Glad to see you finally made it. You’ll be here six months. You have already been briefed about the training you’ll be giving to these men. One of them will show you to your quarters where you’ll find your kit. Do you have any questions for me?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Well then, it just remains for me to welcome you on board. This place will take a bit of getting used to but judging by your career so far, you can more than handle it.’


‘Thank you, sir.’

With that, Gale stood to attention, saluted, stepped back and wheeled round to his right.

‘One other thing, Gale.’

‘Sir?’

‘There’s no saluting here of any kind and I’m not a sir. Do you understand?’

‘Yes. No saluting.’

‘That’ll be all,’ the officer stated without looking up from his desk.

~~~

January, 2020. Al Hamisi TV Channel, Middle East

The man, his face shrouded by a Shemagh, spoke eloquently in a cut-glass English public school accent as if he was delivering a lecture. The only part of his face still visible was his eyes.

Life is just a collection of experiences, but life itself is about spiritual awakening. That means that all the objects we collect in life are meaningless. Material possessions have no real meaning. Only actions and reactions have meaning. That’s why so many corrupt countries around the world are about to fall apart, as they have spent so much time pursuing material existence, they have missed the bigger spiritual picture. People thought that consumerism would keep them happy, but it doesn’t. Humans have spiritual needs.

A good metaphor is the corporation that constantly tries to use hard selling techniques above all else. Eventually, it will die as a business as people naturally turn away. Human beings are not robots and never will be; they are spiritual beings and all will eventually learn this. However, while most people inevitably turn away from that way of life, many politicians never change their ways. They still think they can spread their disastrous political ideologies. They don’t understand that no one is listening any more, especially in their own countries. Their houses are built on nothing but sand and are about to collapse.

This is what’s happening right across the world. People are turning off and trying something different: civil conflict, the overthrow of corrupt political elites, and breaking the chains that hold them back. One corrupt state after another has been exposed for their lies, cowardice, and hypocrisy. Their corrupt political and legal systems have only ever functioned to protect the elite, never the mass of people within those states. And now those high-ranking and corrupt self-servers, who have been despised by generations for lining their pockets while millions of innocents have suffered and died, are being dealt the hand of justice. Soon, we will be taking our activities into the very heart of these failing states. We will destroy them. More importantly, we will create a new way of life, Inshallah.

The camera panned away revealing two similar figures, each either side of the speaker, and a hooded man on his knees in front of them with his hands tied in front of him. The speaker was holding a scimitar-shaped blade which he then drew up and pointed at the camera.

~~~

Present Day. London

As he leaned against the bar of the Holloway pub waiting to be served, Declan Gale reflected that no one really knows what they are supposed to do in life, and most of us just take an educated guess and go for it. He also pondered the notion that no one can predict the extent of resistance that life throws back at us as it attempts to blight our plans to do well in our chosen enterprises.

He then reflected that this can have one of two consequences. It can force us to change our own career paths, or it can turn us round completely, even altering our value systems. Some would call this an awakening, others failure.

Declan also knew that he had spent the last few years trying to fathom his own life and had tried his hand at all kinds of things since leaving the British Army, without yet finding his chosen path. He waited for the barman to finish pouring the second pint of beer and looked up at the TV screen above the bar. It was almost silent but carried the images of another harrowing attack by militants somewhere in the world, the sound of the other Friday evening drinkers drowning out most of the reportage.

While Declan was under no illusions that at nearly forty-nine years of age he had so far failed to find a decent career, he was also aware that he wasn’t actively seeking one. But he’d realised something else, something that didn’t occur to most other people, that this was probably as good as it gets. Freedom for him had come in the form of lapsed desire. And as long as abject poverty was kept at bay, then the future wouldn’t deepen any sense of personal crisis, or fear of penury for that matter. He may have gone for a low denominator in life, but it wasn’t the lowest.

That was the trick; perhaps it was just his trick. His way of turning off and tuning out, with no real career, no longer any marriage, and no stress. That meant no heart attack when he realised he could no longer pay a mortgage or provide for a family.

However, he had begun to question his own integrity. He had left Northern Ireland in 1988 and joined the British Army as an infantryman. After more than two decades’ service he got divorced for the second time and for the next few years he worked for various construction companies, having used some of his army settlement to pay for a degree course in building studies. The latest recession had put paid to new construction starts and, after getting a small redundancy package, he decided to work for his cousin Jez. He was still fit enough to work on site having kept his frame lean and well-toned. This was unlike the hirsute Jez, who spent much of his time in a site office, had bad posture, and was quite overweight. But, despite looking after himself, Declan wasn’t sure where life was taking him.

Integrity was a word that he had played games with all his life and one that he had never really understood. This attitude might have fostered a dangerous level of conceit on his part, but it had become sealed by a grudging acceptance of his own feelings of indifference. It was this indifference that had also helped him deal with some of the acts of evil he had encountered in life. That was perhaps his main defence mechanism against pain.

The barman lifted the two pints of IPA over the counter and placed them on the bar top in front of Declan, next to a bag of salted peanuts.

‘There you go. That’s eight pounds ninety in total.’

Declan handed a ten pound note over, got his change, and then lifted the pints, still with one eye on the TV screen. He turned gingerly to avoid the punters behind him and made his way to the table where his cousin, Jez, was waiting. He placed the round of drinks on the table and Jez looked up at him, raising his eyebrows enough for Declan to notice.

‘We are exceptional,’ Declan stated loudly and methodically.

‘We are what?’ replied Jez.

‘I’ll spell it out for you: E.X.C.E.P.T.I.O.N.A.L.’

‘What’s that got to do with the price of a bag of nuts, Dec?’

‘Ah, Jez, I forgot them again!’

‘I’m as sure as Istanbul has dogs.’

Declan turned back towards the bar and, as he walked away, shouted back, ‘So, does Istanbul have a dog problem then, Jez?’

On Declan’s return Jez seemed to be in a reflective mood, pointing up at the TV screen and commenting, I think what we’re talking about here Dec is the end of the good times. That’s what’s really happening; the world economy is being attacked. Jez stared at his IPA as he spoke.

He and his brother, Gavin, had left Northern Ireland not long after Declan but had taken very different paths in life, training as civil and mechanical engineers respectively and then starting their own small construction business. It had been hard, twenty-five years of trying to win tenders, gradually garnering enough contracts to pay off the initial bank loan. Jez now owned the freehold of their business premises, and he was looking at expanding. He could see Declan fitting into the business one day, but he was never very sure what his cousin actually wanted out of life. He therefore only ever offered him short contracts, mainly on the demolition side of the business. Gavin was his younger brother by six years. Their father was the slightly younger brother of Declan’s father.

Declan nodded and sipped his pint, tilting his head slightly to look at the distant TV screen. In his soldiering years Declan had seen a lot of violence, much of it whilst serving in Iraq and Afghanistan. The media was now the main source of insecurity, a visual reminder of all the bad times.

Jez stopped talking and stared into space. While Declan didn’t wish to add to the conversation, he equally didn’t want to appear rude. All he wanted was a calm, relaxing evening. But his thoughts then suddenly turned to his son, a teenager who lived in Australia with his second ex-wife, Fiona, in Adelaide.

He looked at Jez and put his pint down before stuttering a reply, ‘I think all any of this means is the end of the financial supremacy of the United States, Jez, that’s all. Their empire was probably over a long time ago, a bit like the British, but maybe they don’t see it that way.’

Jez looked up, grinning before replying, ‘You really are an intellectual, Dec. You were always trying to get one over on me when we were kids.’

‘Hah! That old chestnut,’ Declan replied, smiling.

‘It’s true. You left Belfast at the right time.’

What was true was that Jez himself had been lucky, getting the higher education that many could only dream of at that time. Declan, on the other hand, had seen the worst of both worlds with a youth disturbed by the Troubles and then a lack of opportunity in his late teens. However, while he had always slightly resented not going to college, the military had given him a decent career as well as an education. He didn’t regret anything in life.

After another hour of banter, he was suddenly aware that both of them had been drinking heavily all evening. Jez, perhaps noticing this, then changed the atmosphere in an abrupt and somewhat banal fashion, shouting out, ‘Why am I so bloody embarrassing?’

It was meant as a rhetorical question and Declan at first chose to ignore it. However, he eventually replied after a long pause, ‘It’s probably just that quite a few in our wider family are genuinely embarrassing people, Jez. Not you in particular.’ He paused and took a swig of his drink.

Declan then lowered his voice, adding, ‘Anyhow what would you rather be; boring? I mean, let’s face it, some of these people in here have the most boring accents.’

‘You’re right there, Dec,’ Jez replied with a wink.

He then turned away and looked across the bar which was now nearly full of drinkers, mostly banking types, and most of them chatting loudly. The financial world was obviously still thriving despite the increasing political turmoil just beyond its perimeter.

Jez then seemed to wake up again, adding, ‘Maybe we’re just a bunch of creatures from the black lagoon.’

‘I don’t even know what you’re talking about but you’re right. And we have to leave, right now, Jez, before we fall off our stools.’

They drained their glasses, Jez picking up his jacket with his other hand. He then put his glass down on the table and pulled on his jacket.

Through a beery snort he announced, ‘You’ve got a point though, Dec, as it’s the end of an empire really. The morons in power don’t know what’s hitting them, as they’ve always been so bloody arrogant. But the likes of you have seen a lot more than most, what with the military and all that.’

Declan looked straight at the TV screen nearest them, clips of police vans littering a barren landscape. He recognised that type of scene from various places he had served, and it made him shudder. But this was mainland Britain. They walked out of the bar.

~~~

Ches and Becker were sitting in a café on Camden Road. Ches stared at the TV monitor mounted high on the wall and poked at his breakfast disinterestedly. To an observer, it was obvious that he didn’t care what was on the news.

Ches was in his early forties, nearly six feet tall, stocky, and with a face pitted by a tough upbringing in Hackney. He had done much in life, including soldiering, divorce and college, as well as a reasonable time in sales until the financial crisis of recent years. A red dragon tattoo crept up to his neck from his torso. However, for all his outward appearance, he was a placid enough man to those who knew him.

He still had some cash left over, but he needed more. Unlike most of his mates he didn’t have kids and wasn’t therefore paying any maintenance. But his desire to acquire as much money as possible had led him to the edge of a world of low-level crime and he was now concerned about the future.

He had known Becker for over five years, since they had both attended a vocational college in North London, for adult training. From the age of nineteen Ches had spent fourteen years in the British Army, although he never liked to admit it. He now ran his own joinery business, and the three years spent doing an NVQ had been time well spent after leaving the military. On occasion he would give Becker a job when he needed help.

Becker was quite the opposite. Ten years younger, wiry, and with a street persona that had earned him a slightly undesirable reputation around Waltham Forest. He had given up on education and generally ran errands for local crime lords. He had no visible tattoos.

Becker looked up from his bacon and eggs and snorted, You know Ches, please tell me I’ve been stupid. I mean this lot I’ve been working for recently; they’re hanging me out to dry man. All they’ve done is stand back, while the rest of us do the hard work.

Ches, in a disinterested and lowered tone of voice, replied, ‘The guy in charge of all these scores; what’s his name again?’

‘I don’t know the main man. No one will tell us his name.’ Becker replied quietly, taking the hint and keeping his voice low.

‘Well, that guy. He sounds like a right lump of meat, the sort who screws up everyones else’s life and makes money out of it.’ Ches paused, ate some toast, and then continued, ‘But you wanted to do this job. It’s an earner, you said.’ Ches didn’t really want anything to do with Becker’s nocturnal activities, but he also knew that Becker was happiest when he was talking about them. For Ches, most people only resorted to armed robbery when they were dealt the worst hand in life. That could be down to a total lack of opportunity, or even some upheaval in their personal lives. This, the latest criminal to walk into Becker’s life, sounded like he suffered from both.

Becker responded almost too quietly, Yeah, it’s an earner. But after these ones are over I’m going to lie low for while and stick to my own business. He had only been running errands, driving vehicles, and making deliveries for the gang. But it was still enough to get him a long stretch in prison, and both he and Ches knew it.

‘No probs pal,’ Ches replied softly. ‘But why don’t you give me a hand with the shop work? Only if you want to, and cash of course.’

‘Much appreciated, Ches. Let me know when.’

~~~

‘That Kenny’s a dickhead, a total nutter,’ the Glaswegian shouted at the TV screen that was showing a midweek football match, Glasgow Celtic versus Galatasaray. The Islington bar was packed and the man continued to shout, regardless of those around him. ‘I mean, why’s he even on the pitch anyway?’

Declan Gale and his two cousins, Gavin and Jez, were standing a few feet from the bar. They stared at the shouting man momentarily before carrying on with their conversation. The screen suddenly changed, and a newscaster came on with a news bulletin reporting a British warship that was under attack in the Arabian Gulf, with a number of militants storming the vessel. There had been casualties.

‘Oh man, who cares?’ Gavin stated loudly. ‘Get the game back on.’


Declan and Jez both shot ugly glances at Gavin.

‘I suppose you’re right there, Gav,’ Declan replied sarcastically. ‘I mean, who really gives a monkeys about people dying? The game’s more important. Am I right or am I right?’

‘You’re so right, Dec,’ Jez exclaimed. He stood up and went to get another round of drinks. Declan looked at the screen and then back at Gavin.

Gavin returned Declan’s stare, and smiled, before replying, ‘Apologies, Dec. I didn’t mean any disrespect.’

‘None taken.’

Declan slouched back into the seat as the football came back on the screen. He reflected that all three of them had been small boys growing up in Belfast with big attitudes. His was mainly because he had been bullied on account of his father being an alcoholic. He had spent his early teens bullying others to get his own back until ten days after his seventeenth birthday when his father had died. The disgusted looks of his father’s two brothers, who couldn’t bear to see the sight of their renegade nephew at the funeral, made him realise that he was going nowhere very quickly. He had changed his attitude almost overnight, but then quickly decided that he had to get away from the province. However, he hadn’t forgotten how his uncles had blanked him at his own father’s funeral.

‘What a beauty, man,’ the loudmouth at the bar shouted in appreciation of a Celtic goal. He fell back off his chair, narrowly avoiding Jez who was walking away and clutching three pints of lager.

~~~

Hackney.

The tall, attractive, mousy-haired blonde woman stood proudly, as she got ready to address a crowd totalling a few hundred on a cold, grey afternoon in Victoria Park. Next to her stood a shorter, grey-bearded man with thinning hair, about fifty years of age, who stared sideways at her. To an observer he appeared slightly jealous of her thirty years and good looks. Somewhat incongruously, he wore a tropical shirt with black jeans.

The man, Brandon Sinclair, was a political activist and veteran of many grassroots campaigns against alleged political corruption in the higher echelons of society. Now, as opposition to the mainstream politicians was growing, he had made it clear that he wanted more than ever for the younger generation to take over the mantle of responsibility for militant opposition while he organised his own clandestine political activities. He was stepping aside, or so he claimed.


The woman stepped forward as a chill wind swept through the crowd, whistling up into the barren trees. She then exclaimed clearly, ‘Hello, everyone. My name’s Jay Saxby, in case you don’t know me. We’re here to talk about what we’re going to do to take the fight to the politicians, as well as against police violence and the corruption that’s taken over our country. Indeed, we are tethered here by the Met police today. So go on, wave at the nice police. After all, they’re only there to protect the paedophiles and war criminals within the ruling class, including the champagne socialists.’ At this there was a general murmuring of agreement within the crowd.

Saxby continued, ‘Unfortunately, too many of those in power, supported by their media friends, have got away with criminal activities of all kinds, including massive financial fraud, genocidal warfare, as well as selling weapons systems to fascist regimes around the world. And such powerful people will always get away with crimes if everyone else does nothing, and that’s you and me, folks.

‘However, all of us here do have one thing in common. We know that the mainstream politicians only actually represent one small group of people, the overprivileged. They’ve ignored what’s been happening here for too long, as have the media, who consistently tell us that we all have to be good poor people and show everyone just how hard working we are. The likes write every day in their columns for the daily papers and then go scuttling back to their ivory towers in the suburbs away from the realities of this world. The reality is that this country is now a disaster zone as a result of the failed policies of the gangs of crooks that have bled this country, destroying its present and its future.’

She paused momentarily, looking around at the gathered people before continuing. ‘Make no mistake, it’s brave people who stop wars. They don’t start them. Brave people stand up to corrupt leaders, brave people prevent conflict, and brave people stop the slaughter of innocents. We’re not brave. Why? Because we haven’t done anything to prevent the terrible wars perpetrated by our so-called leaders against foreign peoples over the last fifty years and we’re all now paying for these bloody mistakes. So far, we haven’t done anything about them, but the time has come to get together and deal with them.’

At that, there was a loud cheer from the crowd that soon became a chant, drowning everything else out. There were violent gestures towards a group of around twenty police stationed thirty metres away and seconds later, a small group had broken away from the crowd and attacked the police line. Two policemen became separated from the main group and were thrown to the ground, their assailants punching and kicking them until other police officers managed to wade in to rescue their colleagues.


However, more then joined the breakaway group, attacking the police cordon, some screaming, Murderers! One man surged forward, shouting, go back to your political masters, you corrupt filth.

As the man lifted his arm, he was struck with a baton round fired from the police line. He went down and his friends swiftly pulled him away.

The crowds grew through the afternoon, the police retreating. By early evening, the mob had grown until several thousand strong. The police set up roadblocks, but other groups got behind them and bombarded the vehicles with petrol bombs. Eventually, the police made a swift exit in whatever vehicles were left.

Brandon Sinclair had watched all this from a distance, making sure that he and his circle of followers could slip away undetected. He was happy at what he had witnessed, particularly the large numbers of people turning up to attack the police. He could see that his own opposition movement, along with various others, had now attracted many more members to the ranks in recent months, and in fact far more people than the mainstream media had ever expected.

By late evening, buildings were ablaze on routes heading into the City of London, and the crowds of militants started to splinter into smaller groups as they edged towards the West End. They attacked only premises associated with the rich, including outlets for performance cars, bespoke tailors, banks and souvenir shops. Throughout the night, as news spread of the violence, various outer areas around London became targets.

By early the following morning, the streets were lashed by rain and the winds had picked up. They drowned out the shouts of the remaining rioters to the extent that many residents thought it was just the high spirits of drunken people they could hear making their way home after a night out in London’s clubs. In total, around fifty buildings were burned out, mostly on the eastern fringes of the City of London, but none of the turmoil made the national news due to reporting restrictions by the government.

~~~

Harrow, London.

‘You must have fooled around a bit in the past,’ Annie purred as Tactical Support Commander Chris Kane of the Metropolitan Police ran his hand over the smooth curves of her back.

He sat behind her, staring at her backside, and replied, ‘I may have got around a bit in the past, but I think I’ve now arrived where I want to be.’

He stroked her perfect, pale, arching back. She lent on her crooked left arm and bent her head back towards him with a contented look on her freckled face, her luscious dark red hair falling across the bedspread.


‘So who is it this time, more terrorists?’

‘Can’t tell you baby. But they’re going to get it whoever they are.’

He shuffled closer and pressed behind her, pushing his erection against her contoured behind.

‘You know,’ he stated casually. ‘There’s really only one thing that appeals to me right now, but it might involve your consent.’

‘I might give you it baby but only when you come back safely to me after your shift.’

She wiggled ever so slightly and moved away. He looked at his watch on the sideboard. He had thirty minutes to get to the briefing.

Kane peeled himself away from his girlfriend’s prostrate form and turned onto his back, staring at the ceiling. He was the highest ranking black tactical police commander in the Met, but it made no real difference to him. He felt like a cog in the machine and a very small cog at that.

However, he had come a long way from his humble beginnings and at thirty-three years of age he didn’t want to look back. It had been a hard upbringing in a small house in Hounslow, with two older sisters near the Heathrow flight path. They had all done well, mainly due to the tough Christian values of their parents. Dad still worked for a security company and had worked his way to the top. Mum was a senior geography teacher at a secondary school in nearby Uxbridge. His two sisters were both married to successful bankers.

Despite the hardships of being a Met Police Tactical Support Unit commander, he enjoyed his work. He just hated the paperwork, as well as the politics that invariably went along with it. However, with the political climate now changing for the worse, and his relationship with Annie growing ever stronger, he was anxious about the increasingly violent situation in many urban areas across the country. Senior officers had warned him about how difficult it was to balance the needs of work with a normal home life and the fact was that, so far, his career had caused several relationships to fall apart. He didn’t want this one to go the same way.

He got dressed and headed over to the Tactical Support Unit HQ in North London. It was going to be a long day now that he had lost his partner Jake Hughes to the internal investigation. He had known him for just over two years, and he trusted Jake’s judgement in everything except the man’s ability to keep his mouth shut and accept orders, especially when they didn’t seem to make sense.

Twenty minutes later he arrived on his Triumph Tiger motorbike at a dour, grey, industrial-looking building near Ealing. He got to the interview room where Jake, still a serving TSU officer, was being disciplined for the alleged assault against a fellow officer.


Chris could see that he was late as Jake was already flanked by two members of the Met’s Internal Investigations Unit. After Chris had been briefed separately by the two, a skinny hairless man and an angry-looking woman, he was allowed to hear Jake respond to the accusation that he had assaulted a fellow male officer.

‘We all knew he had been bullying a younger officer,’ Jake exclaimed. ‘He had been getting away with it for too long and was getting cocky. Maybe we all have skeletons in our cupboards but sometimes they’re just that, skeletons. And sometimes claims of harrassment are just that, claims. The guy isn’t telling the truth and it was really just a push and a single punch by me, that’s all.’

The attending male officer interjected, ‘Just calm down, Jake. We only want to hear your side of this story so please just tell us what happened in as much detail as possible.’

Jake explained the circumstances of how he came to hit the officer, whose nickname was Dizzy Davis, a character of ten years service who thought he could get away with harassing female recruits and embarrassing young male recruits in front of senior ranks. He had done so until Jake had punched him in the face two weeks before in front of a senior officer for bullying a recent addition to the unit.

Chris had known Jake long enough to be aware that the well-built ex-soldier had a short fuse. During that time he had himself been tested on occasion by Jake’s hostile behaviour and he felt that this was probably the last chance for him in the TSU.

Once he had finished telling his side of the story Jake sat back in the chair and stared at Chris. The investigating officers got Chris to sign a statement and then walked out. In the canteen afterwards Chris bought coffee for both of them and then made sure they were located far away from any overly attentive ears.

Chris opened up, You need to calm down a bit mate.

‘Why should I calm down, Chris? Commander Aley wants to wreck my career and you’re telling me to calm down.’

‘I’ll tell you why, because they’re looking at all the evidence pal, every minor altercation you ever had. They have to. And if you want this one to stick then keep going the way you are. What happened the other night is ABH and needs to be investigated. Don’t mess with this; you’re either in or out. It’s your decision.’

Jake’s eyes rolled upwards. His face had turned the colour of ash. Chris sat in silence, tapping the side of his cup.

~~~


An elongated white transit van pulled up outside the gates to the military compound in the Midlands, half-filled with men dressed in standard army combat clothing. The guard stared through the narrow opening in the gate but couldn’t see their faces as they seemed to be turned outwards. The driver, also dressed in combats, was carrying a patrol sack over his shoulder as he approached the gate. He showed his ID card through the small aperture and the guard pulled the gate open. The van drove in.

The ten men stepped down from the van and the guard noticed that they were all carrying small rucksacks. From within the group one man burst forward killing the guard with rapid fire from a silenced automatic pistol. Another sprinted forward into the hut pouring rounds into the second guard.

The bulk of the group then carried on towards the central control station inside the camp, three men remaining to secure the perimeter gate they had just overpowered. Meanwhile another van pulled up at the second perimeter gate one kilometre away on the outer road. The eight men demounted quickly and overpowered the guards shooting each of them through the head. As soon as the two teams had converged on the control building, breaking through an inner set of gates, demolition charges were then placed on the intelligence facility.

Once the charges were set all the men returned, in their original formations, to the two outer gates, got back in the vehicles and sped off to a point overlooking the site, a couple of miles away. The firing devices had already had channels allocated and all that remained was for the operator to locate the correct channels for each of the two charges, one for each wing of the building.

Several seconds elapsed between each explosion which created shockwaves going up the hillside. Human nature would prevent anyone in the vicinity from venturing out for a few minutes. That gave the two vans time to speed off towards a parking area eight miles away where the men then transferred to other vehicles.

~~~

Ches and Becker were in a small café just off Camden Road staring at a TV monitor mounted high on the wall and showing a news channel and were just starting their cooked breakfasts.

Becker shook his head, stating quietly, ‘I did another one last night Ches. Wish I hadn’t.’

‘Who was it with this time mate?’ Ches replied half-heartedly. He had heard all these hard luck stories before and had little sympathy.

‘Jay. Jay Saxby. It’s she by the way.’


‘You did an armed robbery with a woman?’ Ches paused before adding, ‘You need to get the hell out of it pal or you’ll get the heat.’

Ches didn’t really want anything more to do with the situation, but he was happy to talk to Becker about it. He had never actually been on the wrong side of the law and wanted his life to stay that way. He pondered the facts as he pushed a piece of toast into the scrambled egg. Not least that some people must have had such a poor deal in life that they were trapped inside a continual cycle of violence. In many ways it made little difference as Becker didn’t really fall into that category and had only ever been a bit-part player, mostly for London gangs north of the river. Only recently had he been branching out with other groups. Ches had no idea who they were. All he knew was that they paid those stupid enough to run with them, regardless of what was involved.

‘I’m going to lie low for while,’ Becker replied. He was lying. There was another robbery planned for that weekend.

‘You can give me a hand with the joinery work if you want; and it’ll be cash of course.’

Becker smiled and nodded, replying, ‘This time I will Ches.’

‘Cool!’ Ches nodded back at Becker.

The opportunity for something better in life would always be there for Becker as far as Ches was concerned.

~~~

‘You know Jake there’s a lot of talented people in this country but none of them are in politics.’ Chris spoke as he held a cup of coffee and stared at a parliamentary debate being shown on a TV screen in the Tactical Support Unit briefing room. Jake had been allowed to resume his duties after their boss, Commander Bob Aley, had insisted the team should be brought up to strength due to manpower shortages.

‘Politicians have always been failures. I wish things were different, but that’s how it will always be,’ Jake replied.

‘To be honest, I don’t really care,’ Chris retorted. ‘I just do my job. Who cares about politics anyway? Do you see anyone buying newspapers these days?’

‘That’s the point; most people have switched off. That means the extremists are gaining ground because people don’t want the mainstream. This is a dangerous time.’

Chris smiled. ‘Just watch it. The fact is you’ll be a team leader yourself, if you don’t screw up again, so show some responsibility. From what I’ve seen we don’t actually know what we’re dealing with these days. A few years ago we thought it was just disillusioned students or a few psychos with rucksacks on transport systems. But it’s not anymore. We don’t know how, or where, they’ll strike. There are networks everywhere and they’re shifting. The politicians are looking dead on their feet and we’re probably the last line in the sand.’

Chris stared into space. It felt like they were on their own much of the time, but at the same time he still respected the judgement of the senior commanders. However, he had noticed Aley’s more politicised comments in recent weeks and was concerned that his boss now seemed more animated by things going on at a higher level than what was actually happening on the ground.

Chris continued, ‘We’ve had many briefings, Jake. We’re watching loads of people, admittedly, but it’s nothing we can’t handle. Let’s stop worrying ourselves.’

Jake nodded and replied nonchalantly, I know but I think we’ll have to be more careful with how we deal with things.

Chris replied, lowering his voice slightly. ‘Some of these outfits are probably watching us.’

‘I’ve come across that before.’

‘Where was that?’

‘They’re probably learning our methods and how to get round them, maybe in order to hit us harder. It’s what happens in urban warfare. It’s what we were taught in the military, that’s all.’

Chris sipped his coffee and raised an eyebrow at Jake.

~~~

Becker was sitting in the back of the rusting van waiting for the latest update on what they were doing. It was just past midnight and all he knew was that the Oxfordshire mansion they were supposed to be robbing belonged to a senior banker. It was about a mile from where they were parked by the side of woodland. According to the driver there was nothing to stop them getting into the property and taking what they wanted as the family was away. It would be simple enough.

Becker yawned and stared at the walls of the van, lit only by the light from a small camping lantern. He knew he should never have got involved again but the lure of easy money was too much for him.

He exchanged nods in the dim interior with another man opposite and then exclaimed, ‘I hope this all goes OK.’ He recalled the last time he had been involved with the same gang and guessed that the others also knew about the failed attempt to rob the farm, resulting in the shooting dead of three guard dogs.

‘Yeah, so do I pal,’ the man replied in a scouse accent.


At that point the driver shouted from the front of the van, ‘Listen up you lot we’re trying to work OK? Let’s concentrate on the job.’

Next to the driver sat Jay Saxby. She had a UHF radio in her lap, listening to the regular updates from the men checking the area around the mansion. Another man walked up to the van and put his head through Saxby’s window.

‘So do we have a detailed plan with maps and info yet?’ asked Saxby without looking up.

‘Not exactly boss.’ The man replied.

‘Why? I thought we agreed on this. We should have confirmation of the layout, security system, locks and the egress routes by now. What’s the problem?’

‘Well, we’ve had a few problems. We had to revise the plan of action. Theres more security than we’d expected. That’s caused a delay.’

Saxby went a different shade of red, before replying, ‘How long a delay?’

‘It could be another six hours.’

She rolled her eyes towards the ceiling of the van. She wanted to hit the place while it was still empty and calculated that they had a window period of no more than two days as everyone was away for the weekend. The police were generally more pre-occupied with the rioting due to the economic crisis rather than increasing local crime rates. However, Saxby knew that if they flooded the country with Tactical Support Units there could be less freedom to move around in the coming weeks, so this was the ideal window period to stage some high-level robberies.

Brandon Sinclair was sitting fifty miles away in another van. He was being updated of the logistical problems by Saxby on her mobile phone.

‘You know you need to sort this out,’ Sinclair stated without emotion.

‘I know Brandon; we’ll see what we can do,’ Saxby replied.

She got out of the vehicle, gathered the men around, and said quietly, ‘This isn’t going anywhere guys, and we need a proper plan. We need to get this sorted.’ The men looked at each other.

She continued, ‘With all due respect we’re not here to drink decaf cappuccinos and as usual when it all hits the fan you people are never ready. Most of you think everything will turn out rosy in the end if you just give your usual level of support but it doesn’t work like that in real life.’

She paused and straightened her body to its full height and stared into the darkness before continuing, ‘Well it won’t do and you’re all going to have to wake up. In other words, we have to be good enough to sort this out otherwise it will all be for nothing, a total waste of time. That means that if you don’t want to be part of this then you have to get off right now. If you don’t want it then there’s the exit. It’s your choice. Make it happen now.’

Five minutes later Becker slipped out the back of the vehicle and walked off at speed into the darkness, stating that he was going for a piss to the men in the back of the van. He didn’t return.

~~~

Jake and Chris were observing a building from inside an unmarked patrol car. Jake had survived the assault claim by the skin of his teeth and had been re-appointed as Chris’s driver and number two. He was back where he wanted to be, in the middle of the team at the centre of surveillance work.

Chris looked aimlessly out of the vehicle. They were outside a gaming centre in Brockley and had been there for over two hours. He was getting concerned that locals would start noticing them.

He turned to Jake, stating, ‘We’ll have to go mate; we can’t stay here any longer. Those dickheads will be in there all day.’ He motioned for Jake to drive away.

Jake turned the engine on and eased the black BMW out into the traffic. They were now at the start of rush hour and Jake went on the radio.

‘3 Tango. We’re moving from location.’

A crackle came over the net, Control. Confirmed.

‘I bet there’s absolutely nothing happening with those boys,’ Jake stated as he drove off.

Chris was thinking of Annie and bed. It was her birthday, and she had promised him a special evening. Not that an evening with her wasn’t special. She could coax him out of slumber any time but tonight he wouldn’t be tired, despite the fact he hadn’t slept properly for the last two nights. He really didn’t want anything to get in the way of his journey home.

‘So, Chris is your lady at home waiting for you?’ Jake asked. He smirked very slightly, both at his ability to read Chris’s mind, as well as his own lack of tact.

‘Mate, if only. I’m lucky if I get it twice in a month pal, especially now we’ve started living together.’

‘Welcome to reality. Mine’s up the duff. I don’t know how that’ll go down in the department now that my card’s marked.’

‘Well done mate. I’ll buy you a beer, but maybe not tonight.’

‘Cheers, I won’t forget.’

~~~


‘You know, Dec, why is it some people manage to be routinely annoying in everything they do?’ Jez lamented as he sat next to Gavin and Declan in a Farringdon bar.

Jez was explaining the latest twist in his relationship with his wife at home. However, Declan and Gavin were more interested in the news on the TV screen above the bar.

‘My teenage girl’s just like her mother, just the same.’ Jez added before glancing up at the screen. He took the hint, continuing, ‘So have they made any arrests yet?’

The news story was about an attack on a government facility, but the reporters wouldn’t disclose exactly where it was.

‘No,’ Declan replied. ‘They just said some buildings got blown up and some guards got shot in the crossfire. All the attackers got away.’

‘Oh well, too bad!’ Jez replied, almost feigning interest.

‘Do you know what’s a bit odd about this?’ Declan replied quickly. ‘They said they took some 40mm grenades, but most of these groups wouldn’t bother to get hold of that kind of thing. We had 40mm UGL in the infantry. That’s underslung grenade launchers. You need the right weapons to launch them from.’

‘Maybe they have,’ Gavin replied.

To Jez it all sounded like a foreign language, and he just nodded at Declan. As they were watching the screen a well-known female political commentator came on and was talking about the recent upsurge in political violence across Europe. Jez sighed and got up to go and buy another round of drinks at the bar.

Declan looked up at the scenes of rioting and violence across Europe, and exclaimed, ‘It seems to me like everywhere’s going up in smoke.’

After a couple of minutes Jez returned and put the drinks down on the table. In an attempt to lighten the mood, he asked, ‘Anyway Dec, I haven’t seen you with anyone since the divorce. How’s life treating you in that department?’

Declan knew what was coming but he refused to engage as he didn’t want to get too embroiled in explaining his personal life. He turned his head slowly, before replying, ‘I’ve always put friendships before relationships Jez, even when I was married. You know that.’ He swallowed a quarter of his pint before continuing. ‘That was probably why things didn’t last to be fair. Anyway, I’m fine at the moment. What about this latest work you got for me? Cash you said.’

Jez looked at Declan and thought hard for a moment. ‘Yeah, there’s some work for you, but give me a week or two.’

He then took a drink and observed, ‘You know if being married has ever taught me anything it’s that it’s not being married that makes you happy. It’s all the other friendships and relationships around it. That’s what keeps us human Dec.’

Declan, who had never been one for drunken philosophizing, squinted at Jez as he replied, ‘Jeez Jez! Have you been reading that Bertrand Russell again?’

Gavin laughed, interrupting, ‘Now, who the hell is this Bertrand Russell?’

Both Declan and Jez laughed. Before Declan had a chance to reply Jez interjected, ‘No one Gav. I’m reading a book at the moment about how we’re all motivated in different ways. It’s about what makes us all tick. You know about that, Dec?’

‘I have no idea Jez; no idea whatsoever.’ Declan had a glazed look on his face.

The bar was now busy, and just over half-full, which was, Declan thought, something that was made worse when someone like Jez was around. If a place was full, then people couldn’t easily hear what others would be saying above the background noise. If it was empty, then it didn’t matter. But if it was half-occupied it meant a significant number of people could hear someone’s views especially when they had to talk louder than their drinking partner in order to get heard. These were things Declan had learned while serving as a surveillance and intelligence officer with the British Army and they had stuck with him over the years.

The subject of conversation soon moved on to politics.

‘All we’re talking about here is that the state is being attacked,’ Jez stated categorically. He lifted his pint of beer to his mouth, took a sip and then grinned. ‘But it’s actually quite normal in historical terms and the English especially are used to it, as it’s been happening down the ages. People just don’t realise that political and social upheaval are just normal states for humans.’

‘I think it’s the end of an era,’ Gavin replied. ‘But a lot of people in power believe they’re untouchable; that they’re still powerful even when they’re not.’

‘You’re such a bloody intellectual Gav,’ Jez replied. ‘I, on the other hand, didn’t do so well at school. The teachers were shocking.’ Jez laughed loudly. The barman looked over at them.

Declan was conscious that the three of them had been drinking heavily all evening. He felt jaded with the conversation.

‘Why do we always behave like this? It’s embarrassing, isn’t it?’ asked Gavin rhetorically. He continued, ‘It’s not just that we’re all generally just total pissheads, but we really do all talk a load of crap don’t we?’

‘You’re right there Gav,’ Declan stated, slightly indignantly, and turned away to look across the bar which was now full of office workers, chatting loudly. Two very attractive young female city workers shot a look back at Declan. London’s financial centre certainly seemed to be thriving.


‘We’re the trogs living in caves as far as everyone else is concerned,’ Jez added.

‘I don’t even know what you’re talking about but you’re right mate,’ Declan replied. ‘But in fact, you two are so right that we have to leave. Right now, before we get into trouble with the bouncers.’

There was a pause as they drained their glasses. Jez then picked up his jacket, stating loudly, ‘You’ve got a point though Gav. It’s the end of an era really. Those eejits in power don’t know what’s hitting them, as they’ve always been too arrogant. They started all these wars but couldn’t finish them because they’re too weak. But someone like you Dec; well, you’ve seen a lot more than those cheating bastards ever will.’

Declan looked straight up at the TV screen above the bar. The woman had gone and there were clips of police vans on fire littered across a barren landscape. Declan recognised that type of scene from his years in the British Army and it made him shudder.

He looked at his cousins. Declan had grown sick of all the lies of his generation including how they had been safeguarding peace by going to war in Iraq and Afghanistan. He had been in both and had never felt the world was any safer as a result. Some politicians still claimed that the world had been saved from a greater calamity, but it now seemed that the world was in an even more parlous state.

For Declan survival was his only thing, not just his survival but that of his friends and family. However, it was his ability to avoid confrontation that had carried him through life. He knew that he could defuse any situation, as it was his natural skill. And his two cousins respected that quality in him.

Declan looked straight at Jez, whose eyes looked blacker than normal, probably due to the stress of running a small company and looking after a family, and stated, ‘Don’t worry Jez. Everything’s a total mess and always has been. But we’ll all survive.’

~~~

‘You know Chris there seems to be an unhealthy situation out there on the streets right now and it seems to be getting worse.’ Annie finished speaking and stared at Chris as he sat on the edge of the bed and put his shirt on.

‘You’ve been watching TV again, haven’t you love? It’s bad for your health you know.’ Chris knew he sounded patronizing, but he couldn’t help it.

‘It’s true Chris. I’m worried about what’s happening and about you.’

‘Don’t worry about me Annie – all I care about is that you’re OK.’

He turned and winked at her as he slipped on his trousers and black TSU jacket.


‘Can we at least agree on something for once?’ It sounded more like pleading than anger as she slid over and hugged him.

Chris felt odd being in her bedroom. It had never bothered him before, but he was now surrounded by her objects, her way of life. Times were changing and the rules governing his life were changing. He realised that he might have to start taking care of himself, not for his own peace of mind but for hers.

While he knew that he could at least rely on his tactical team to watch his own back, events on the streets were now definitely turning a corner with attacks by militants expected on government facilities and the security services. He also knew that more casualties would soon follow. Ports, train stations, government complexes, power stations were being patrolled by armed personnel and many reservists had been called up under a civil contingency plan. The government was taking the situation seriously. He also started to wonder about some of the groups who were supposed to be under surveillance. They had gone quiet, of late.

‘Go back to sleep love and I’ll call later.’ He put on his shoes, stood up, picked up his wallet and car keys, blew her a kiss, and walked out.

~~~

There were about twenty militant commanders from Brandon Sinclair’s National Action Group gathered in the Harrow flat, amongst them Jay Saxby. She spoke first.

‘Let’s face it we haven’t hit a single, high-profile target yet. If we really think that politicians are the enemy, shouldn’t we have dealt with a few of them by now? These people are sitting targets. They’ve made careers out of killing innocent people and lining their pockets so it’s now time to hit them even harder. Robbing rich bastards isn’t enough.’

She stopped herself for a second just to look up and see the expressions on the faces around her before continuing. ‘Millions of innocents across the Middle East and beyond have died over the last twenty years as a direct result of what British politicians have done. They have quite literally walked away from their crimes. It’s time for them to pay and that’s our job. The reason we’re here is because a lot of people see this country’s establishment as corrupt, and they’re right about that. But nothing is being done. I don’t know about you, but I can’t wait to get at the politicians as well as their media allies. We simply haven’t been striking hard enough and that’s why we need to improve our game. We have enough money now to buy some serious equipment.’
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