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For all serving and retired members of the emergency services. Those first responders who, without hesitation, head toward the dangers from which we, the public, flee.


For WPC Yvonne Fletcher, killed on duty on 17th April 1984, a crime that remains the only unsolved murder of a UK police officer.


And with thanks to John Murray, whose tireless and dogged determination to see those responsible for Yvonne’s murder brought to justice continues unabated.




 





‘And maybe just remind the few, if ill of us they speak, That we are all that stands between the monsters and the weak.’


—Michael Marks






















Happy the man, and happy he alone,


He who can call today his own:


He who, secure within, can say,


Tomorrow do thy worst, for I have lived today.


Be fair or foul or rain or shine


The joys I have possessed, in spite of fate, are mine.


Not Heaven itself upon the past has power,


But what has been, has been, and I have had my hour.




 





—John Dryden (1631–1700)
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Prologue


August 2002





Alone in his car, Grady cracked the knuckles of his free hand before answering the telephone call.


‘Where the hell are you, Cathy?’ He was angry. It was already ten o’clock. If the brief was correct, their target would soon be home.


‘Sorry. You’re on your own for this one, chum,’ she answered. ‘I’m on my way to Belgium.’


‘Is Howard sending a clean-up team?’


‘Negative. Instructions are to make it clean, remove the body and await further instructions.’


‘On my own?’


‘You’re a big boy, Grady.’


He hung up. This wasn’t the first time arrangements had changed at the last minute and he also knew Cathy wouldn’t have let him down if she could have avoided it. If she had to go to Belgium there would be a reason and he knew better than to ask her why.


This job was one he’d been expecting, one he’d been told was in the offing some weeks previously. A laptop and manuscript needing to be recovered and the bearer terminated. It was just a question of where and when.


The street was quiet. Not surprising, he thought, considering the rural location. Earlier in the evening, the rain had forced him to raise the car window. The first few heavy, yet infrequent spots had lasted several minutes before giving way to a deluge that now crashed down on the car like an angry monster demanding entry. Rain and dark cloud would give him an additional edge – ensuring he wasn’t seen or heard when the time came.


The rain was bouncing off the tarmac. Trees in the small gardens and along the street groaned in the wind and leaves in their thousands gave up their tenuous grip, covering the pavements in a soggy brown carpet.


Grady scowled. Cathy was right, of course. He could cope on his own. The female target was small in stature and easily bundled into the boot of his car. He would manage, as he always did.


Any passing cars were few and far between and it had now been nearly an hour since he had seen another human being – an old man walking his dog. With the arrival of the rain, the village had become quiet, the residents safe and cosy in their homes.


As the car windscreen started to mist over, he returned the mobile phone to one jacket pocket and from another pulled a handkerchief, which he used to slowly stroke the moisture from the glass surface. He was careful to avoid any attention-drawing movement. He disliked being in so public a place, but to fully cover the approach road, it was essential.


Improved vision secured, he flexed his fists and stretched his fingers, keeping the blood flowing and hands warm. Eyes still fixed on the street, he then reached for a small leather holdall beneath the passenger seat of the car. Opening it gently he felt the cold steel of a small semi-automatic Beretta Model 70. The Model 70 was a small calibre and not normally one he would have chosen, but the instructions had been quite clear: it was to be used and then returned to the officer who had sanctioned the operation. Grady didn’t argue the point; at close range the weapon could be just as deadly as something larger.


Earlier, as he’d watched, vapour had begun to flow from the boiler exhaust in the wall of the target house: an internal thermostat must have reacted to the drop in temperature triggered by the rain. A few minutes later a light had come on in the hallway. For a fleeting moment he’d foreseen complications; it looked like someone might already be home. But no movement followed. The curtains remained open; rooms stayed dark. The hall light was on a timer, he concluded – to create the illusion someone was in.


He was looking for a BMW 5 series. The female, in her forties with blonde hair, would be smartly dressed and on her way home from some kind of event. She was the only occupier of the house and was reported to be unaccompanied.


Lights now appeared further along the street. He dropped a half-finished cigarette into the ashtray. As the car pulled up near to him he could see the rain in the headlights. He nodded as he recognised the familiar shape of a BMW.


The car pulled up outside the house and began to reverse into a parking space. He couldn’t make out the driver but, from the number of attempts being made to get into the space, it appeared they were clearly struggling with the difficulty the rain was causing.


Finally, the car was parallel to the verge. The engine stopped and a few moments later, a folded umbrella edged over the top of the driver’s door. It sprung open as a figure emerged. He saw dark clothes, trousers, a raincoat flapping in the wind, and then a briefcase. The head and upper body were obscured by the umbrella. It was impossible to be certain if the figure was female but it looked probable. Watching as the door to the car closed, he silently stepped out into the darkness.


The figure walked quickly across the footway and up the short path to the door of the house. He was now just a few yards behind. As the umbrella was placed carefully to one side, he could now see it was a woman, petite with fairly long blonde hair. It was the target. She seemed to be searching through her pockets for her door keys.


He approached, moving silently along the path behind her. Swapping the Beretta into his right hand, he pulled a small silencer from his left pocket and quickly attached it to the barrel. There was an almost inaudible click as it snapped into place. Rain trickled down the back of his neck. It was cold and uncomfortable, but it hid the sound of his feet on the path. He raised the gun.


The woman was distracted. He knew why. She couldn’t get her key into the door lock. He had superglued it before settling down in the car to wait. Delayed entry to the house; long enough to make the kill.


A small key fell from the woman’s wet hand. As it dropped to the ground, she bent over, seemingly desperate to retrieve it quickly.


Just as Grady fired.


The .22 calibre round ricocheted off the stone door surround at one side of the target’s head, sparks flying off into the darkness. He cursed. The woman turned and looked up towards him, their eyes meeting as she saw the gun. She looked petrified; raised her empty hand towards him, the fingertips trembling. As he pulled the trigger for the second time she mouthed a word. He didn’t hear it, the rain masked the sound, and this time he didn’t miss. Two bullets struck home, just above her left eye. She crumpled and rolled heavily against the door.


He stood astride her for a moment. She lay on her side, eyes now closed, body curled up as if asleep, a trickle of blood running from her nose onto the wet porch area. Even though she displayed no sign of life, he aimed at her temple and squeezed the trigger again. Her head jerked slightly as the bullet entered her skull.


Before picking up the briefcase, he checked the path and street. All quiet. Satisfied he was safe, he scanned the ground carefully and recovered the spent cases ejected by the Beretta.


The lights of another car appeared further long the lane. He paused, staying still, gun in one hand, briefcase in the other, as he waited for it to pass by. But it looked like the driver was slowing down.
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‘Come on … come on.’ Grady breathed heavily from the exertion as he waited impatiently for the call to connect.


‘What is it?’ Howard was abrupt and angry, even though he would know Grady calling on a secure line could only mean something important.


‘I hit a problem.’


‘The target didn’t turn up?’


‘Oh, she turned up alright. Trouble was, just as I was about to put her in the boot of my car, she had a visitor.’


‘What happened?’


‘I had to take him out. No choice. Young bloke – not her type I wouldn’t have thought – came up the drive.’


‘You sure you had no choice?’ Howard asked, anxiously.


‘He clocked me. These things can happen when you don’t have a look-out to work with.’


‘OK, OK, point made. Where are you? Can you clean up the scene?’


‘Don’t worry, that’s all taken care of. I’m well away from there now. I’ve done the best I can. I slung him back in his car and dumped it a couple of miles up the road in a lay-by.’


‘A couple of miles away? How did you get back?’


‘A long, wet run. Nothing I haven’t done before.’


‘So, this lad who saw you will be found there, eventually?’


‘That’s the plan. He had a baseball bat in his car so I laid him out as if he’d been in a fight and come off worse.’


‘Good … good.’ Howard seemed to be thinking as he spoke, weighing up options, making decisions. ‘And what about the target?’ he asked.


‘I’ve got her. I’ll bury her where you said.’


‘Long drive, Grady. You’d best be on your way.’


‘Roger that. You didn’t want me for Belgium then?’


‘Cathy can take care of it.’


‘Without an oppo?’


‘Drop it, Grady. You’ve made your point. I accept I should have sent both of you on this job.’


‘And what about the two cops?’


Howard hesitated before replying. ‘Leave it with me. Circumstances have changed, I need to give the issue some more thought.’


With the call ended, Grady flicked the windscreen wipers back on, lit a cigarette and pulled out onto the road. Like Howard said, it was going to be a long drive.

















Chapter 1


London, late 2002





‘Chasing suspect…’


I moved as quickly as I could. It was definitely Nina’s voice on the radio, and it sounded like she was after our target.


The house had appeared empty. The SO19 firearms officers had declared it clear and we had moved in to start a more thorough search. We were looking for paperwork, documents – anything that might lead us further into the world of the trafficking gang we were investigating.


I was in the kitchen and had just unearthed some interesting passport-sized photographs of young women. Nina’s voice was shrill, excited.


She was on the first floor checking the bedrooms so I headed that way. Just as I turned towards the hallway and stairs, I caught a sudden movement out of the corner of my eye. A figure falling from the flat roof extension into the rear garden: dark clothing, moving quickly.


‘Garden … garden. Male … dark jacket.’ It was Nina’s voice again.


I reached the door to the back garden in time to see one of the German Shepherd dogs from the firearms support team launch headlong towards a man desperately trying to climb a fence. I heard screams of pain and guessed what had happened even before I saw it with my own eyes.


As I jogged across the garden I found the dog firmly locked onto the left calf muscle of Nina’s fleeing suspect, who was trying to shake himself free of the animal’s grip. His efforts were pointless and time was against him. On both sides of the fence I could see armour-clad cops closing in.


Nina appeared behind me. ‘They got him?’ she panted.


‘Looks like it … at least the dog has. The Ninjas will have him cuffed in a tick.’


‘Excellent. Good job we decided to use them. Bastard dropped out of the loft hatch and climbed through the window.’


Nina moved to push past me further into the garden.


‘I wouldn’t,’ I said. ‘Wait till they’ve got the dog back on its lead.’


‘Ah … OK. Can I leave it with you? I left Matt upstairs on his own.’


I nodded, and Nina headed back to the first floor.


I watched her go. She moved smoothly, like an athlete. I had no doubt that, even with a head start, she would probably have caught our suspect without any help. I’d now known Nina Brasov for nearly a year. We were no longer Sergeant and Inspector, any conscious reference to rank was long since jettisoned. Matt was a Detective Inspector, a DI, the same as me. But to Nina, we were just Matt and Finlay. Two parts of the ‘Three Degrees’, as she called our team.


One of the SO19 lads – the Ninjas – gave me a thumbs-up as they lifted the injured suspect from the fence, checked the bite wound to his leg and slipped a set of ridged cuffs over his wrists. Satisfied the coast was clear, I walked over to them. The man Nina had described raised his head and turned towards me.


‘Hello, Costas,’ I said, smiling.


Costas Ioannidis curled his lip and snarled.


I ignored him and turned to the two dog handlers. ‘Good effort, lads.’


Then, as our prisoner was led from the garden, I heard Nina call from an open window behind me.


‘Was it him?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ I shouted. ‘In the flesh.’


‘Come upstairs, Finlay. We all need a good laugh, and you’ll never believe what Matt has found.’


The first thing to hit me as I climbed the stairs was the smell. Stale ammonia. I was still puzzling as to the cause when I heard a squawk from behind one of the bedroom doors.


For a moment, I wondered what on earth they had discovered. Then, as I walked in, it became clear. The room was full of cages. Wall to wall parrots. African greys, to be exact.


Matt had counted them. There were eleven, he announced.


Nina produced a can of Easy-Start spray and shoved it towards my face. ‘Have a sniff, Finlay.’ She laughed at my puzzled expression. ‘It contains ether. The junkies go into pet shops; one distracts the owner while another sprays the bird. Poor mister parrot keels over, which makes it easy to nick.’


‘Seriously?’ I asked.


‘Damn right. These fetch over a grand a piece. Costas is the fence, he deals in stolen birds.’


It was my turn to laugh. ‘So, what are we going to do with them?’


Matt interrupted as he brushed past me, heading towards the stairs. ‘Nothing. Leave ’em where they are. I’ve already called the local CID. They’ve got loads to put to Mr Ioannidis. They knew someone was at it locally … it looks like we’ve found out who.’
















Chapter 2





An hour later, with the arrest paperwork complete, we had handed Costas over to the local CID and were heading back to our office at New Scotland Yard. We’d wanted to talk to him about his alleged involvement with prostitution, but the evidence of his dealing in stolen goods had now taken priority. Our questions would have to wait.


I had the result of an important interview to think about, although Nina and Matt seemed more interested in talking about their discovery in Costas’s upstairs bedroom. We’d been travelling for several miles before Nina noticed I wasn’t joining in the conversation.


‘Have you absolutely no idea if you passed the selection board, Finlay?’ she asked as she swung the car into the offside lane and raced towards the junction. The traffic signal was just changing to amber and, as was typical of her style of driving, Nina was determined to beat the lights. We made it, just.


‘None at all,’ I said, as I started to breathe again. ‘I even had a sneaky look through the boss’s correspondence tray yesterday. There was nothing; no clue.’


Matt leaned over my shoulder from the back seat. ‘It went well though, I heard. And it can’t have done you any harm that you just completed the Hostage Negotiator course. Most people who do that training are earmarked for promotion.’


‘True enough, but there aren’t many spots for Chief Inspectors this year, and my time at Combat Stress won’t have helped. So, to be honest, I’m not too hopeful.’


‘It was a shame they held the board so close to you coming back to work,’ said Nina. ‘If there’d been a decent gap…’


‘What’s done is done,’ I snapped, instantly regretting my lack of patience. Nina was being sympathetic, and I wasn’t showing much appreciation.


‘So, will they let you stay in the department as a DCI, or will you have to go back to being a wooden-top?’ she asked calmly, having either not noticed or politely chosen to ignore my rudeness.


‘I don’t know that, either.’


‘Jenny will be pleased … if you pass, I mean. Especially now you’ve an extra mouth to feed.’


I shrugged. Nina was right. The extra pay would help, especially as there was no chance Jenny would be going back to work any time soon. She was enjoying being a new mother again, and our daughter Becky loved having a little sister.


Nina interrupted my thoughts. ‘Well, you’ve done your courses now. So, technically speaking you’re a proper DI. And, if you don’t mind me saying, you’re not a bad one, either. I’ve worked with a lot worse, believe me.’ She jabbed a thumb towards the rear seat and laughed.


‘Bugger off, Nina,’ said Matt, feigning anger. ‘Fancy a job writing parking tickets do you?’


I didn’t respond, but I appreciated Nina’s words. It had been a tough year; one that I was glad was behind me. For now, all my thoughts were concerned with the result of the promotion board and what the implications would be if I had managed to scrape through.


I was certainly the oldest and, possibly, the least apprehensive of the applicants who assembled in the foyer of the interview rooms on the day of the selection board. The thought even crossed my mind that I’d been nominated so the Met couldn’t be accused of excluding older officers. I saw a lot of female candidates, at least as many as the men, which didn’t come as too much of a surprise given the effort the Met was making to put right its poor record on equal opportunities. We were all in best bib ‘n’ tucker – smart suits or full uniform, depending upon our current role. I’d felt quietly confident at that point, even as I’d walked through the door to the final interview room.


But now that I was due to see our new Superintendent to hear the result, I didn’t really share Matt and Nina’s faith in me. My lack of operational experience as an Inspector had generated quite a few questions from the three senior officers on the selection board. And I was asked the inevitable question – a tough one to answer: Did I think that spending several years guarding the Royal Family and just one year as a Detective Inspector was sufficient to prepare me for the demanding role of a Chief Inspector?


I had given as good an answer as I could, but it was clear to me that the question was posed to expose my Achilles heel. I’d done well on my CID courses, but I knew as well as the board did that I’d only been fast-tracked onto them due to my unusual situation. My interviewers didn’t mention the six-week absence I’d taken to be treated for stress. But they knew about it – it was on my file – and I wasn’t so naive as to think it wouldn’t figure in their deliberations.


Our new Superintendent, Ron Cutts, was waiting as we arrived back at the office. He waved me over and, as I stepped into his office, he shut the door behind me and invited me to sit. My stomach felt hollow. Long in the tooth and with a long history of selection systems and examinations behind me, yet I still felt nervous.


He got straight to the point. ‘How do you think the board went?’


I shrugged and screwed up my face a little. I was about to speak when he raised a hand to silence me.


‘Sorry … not a lot of point in beating about the bush. That was a pointless question.’


‘Not good news, then?’ I asked.


‘Not for you, no. I’ll admit to some relief you’ll be staying with us for a while longer, though.’


‘Can’t say I’m too surprised. I was the oldest by far and my CV kind of let me down.’


Cutts flicked through a file on his desk, appearing to re-read what had been said about me. ‘Feedback was good: says if there had been more places you’d have been in with a shout. It suggests a posting where you can act up in the rank and then have another go.’


‘I bet they say that to everyone who dips out. What do you think?’


He took a deep breath. ‘If I’m honest, I think it’s not just your age and length of service that work against you.’


‘Something else?’


‘Your history. Before I took command of this team, Mr Grahamslaw filled me in on what happened to you last year and how you ended up here.’


‘You think that influenced the board?’


He closed the file and placed it in a drawer. ‘I think you’re a damn good cop, Finlay, and it’s clear our Commander has your back. But, let’s just say there are people in the job who thought you should have been prosecuted.’


There was little more to be said. I extended my thanks and headed back to the main office.


Nina and Matt were in the corridor grabbing coffee and a cake from the tea-lady’s trolley.


Nina looked at me, expectantly. I guess my face told it all. ‘No good, eh?’ she asked.


‘Better luck next time, I guess.’ I did my best to look upbeat.


‘Not a chance. I had to sleep with all three of the board to get them to turn you down!’


I laughed. Matt laughed. Even the tea-lady laughed.


‘Well, at least you can enjoy the weekend,’ said Matt. ‘I’ve just had the DCI from Kilburn on the phone. They’ve been trying to catch up with Costas Ioannidis for months. Well pleased, he was, and he’s agreed to take over the enquiry. We’ve got a weekend off to enjoy some down time.’
















Chapter 3





Jenny’s reception to my phone call came as something of a relief. She took the disappointing news well and was honest enough to admit that she hadn’t really expected me to be successful. And, perhaps to soften the blow she’d anticipated, she’d arranged for us to have a drink that evening with my old friend Kevin Jones and his girlfriend, Sandi, so I had something to cheer me up.


Ron Cutts was right, of course, especially regarding the legality of some of the things Kevin and I had been involved in. The preceding year had been amongst the most difficult I’d ever known. Everything had changed the day I’d been at home with Jenny and had answered a telephone call from Nial Monaghan, my former CO at 22 SAS. I hadn’t heard from Monaghan in many years and what he said to me that evening threw my life up in the air. And my family, having discovered I wasn’t the ordinary former soldier they’d thought, had been drawn into a fight for survival so dangerous that I came very close to losing them.


And then, just when I’d thought the threat was at an end, I’d gone with Kevin to visit the widow of a former colleague murdered by the terrorists who’d been targeting us. On the face of it, we were simply helping her dispose of a trophy weapon, a pistol her husband had retained after leaving the army. But we’d been handed a document – the ‘Al Anfal’ report – which turned out to be so sensitive, so secret, that even knowledge of it placed a person at risk of being silenced by the Security Services. The report had been discovered by an ex-military team called Increment, who had been working in Afghanistan during the war with Russia. They had forwarded it to their MI6 controller but, before doing so, they’d photocopied it. Somehow, one or more of them must have realised its potential value and had tried to hawk it to the press. That decision had cost them their lives and our attempts to discover the significance of the document had very nearly resulted in us suffering a similar fate.


Our MI5 family liaison officer, Toni Fellowes, had uncovered the truth. Monaghan had been given the job of clearing up the leak and had set about it in the way he knew best. He’d then used the ruse of an official MI6 black op as an excuse to target Kevin and me in the mistaken belief we were both guilty of having had affairs with his late wife. It was a mistake that cost him his life.
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As was my habit, I picked up an evening paper and, on the underground journey up to Cockfosters, read it from cover to cover. I still found that crowded trains were a cause of some discomfort. The combination of noise, heat and the crush of people was an anxiety trigger I knew was best to avoid. Reading the paper was a coping strategy I’d learned. By immersing myself in newspaper articles, I could ignore my surroundings.


Today, one article in particular drew my attention. It was about a missing literary agent – Maggie Price, who I knew represented an author by the name of Chas Collins. About a year before, Collins had brought out a book called Cyclone. The book had caused a bit of a storm, especially when the author’s claims about his work in the SAS Regiment had been exposed as lies. He’d since dropped out of circulation, but rumour had it he was working on a follow-up book.


Maggie Price had recently disappeared, and, when superglue had been discovered in the lock to the front door of her home, the papers had been full of the story, with some incredible conspiracy theories being aired. All kinds of ‘experts’ had come out of the woodwork, from former detectives through to supposed friends of both the agent and her author. All had different theories, from a random stalker to a hit by an assassin hired by an underworld crime syndicate. The truth was, nobody knew what had happened.


Maggie Price lived in rural Essex, so the Met had only been involved in a support role, helping to interview her friends and associates. With no ransom demand received and stumped as to how best to proceed, the Senior Investigating Officer had made an appeal on the BBC Crimewatch programme the previous night. I hadn’t watched it, but several people at work had been talking about the case. The connection to the Collins book had been mentioned, as had the story that the author had gone into hiding in Belgium, fearing for his life. The SIO had made a public appeal for him to get in touch.


I had my own opinion on how successful that appeal was likely to be. Those of us who knew Collins of old also knew that if he didn’t want to be found then he wouldn’t be. Despite the false claims in his book, he’d still been a good soldier and would know how to look after himself.


The newspaper article, written by the reporter Max Tranter, and following up on the publicity caused by the Crimewatch appeal, was a good one. Tranter had been doing some digging of his own and had made a connection between the Price case and a murder that happened about two miles away from her home, the day before she was reported missing. A young man had been found shot dead on a quiet, country lane and Essex police were working on the premise that the killing was drugs related, the victim having possible connections to east London drug dealers. Max Tranter, however, had an alternative theory. He argued that it was too much of a coincidence that two major crimes could occur so close together without there being some kind of connection.


I wondered if he might be right. Maggie Price certainly had some shady connections. I’d met her the previous year at a wedding; the same event at which I’d last seen Chas Collins. The bride on that day was Marica Cristea, a young woman I’d met on holiday, and who’d been kind enough to invite Jenny and me to the ceremony. In different circumstances those facts might have been irrelevant, but in the weeks that followed I came to learn that the Cristea family were part of a gang of Eastern European criminals whose expertise extended from slave trafficking through to gun-running. That they could have been behind Maggie Price’s disappearance was a distinct possibility.


What I’d learned about the Cristeas had helped me play a part in breaking up their sex-slave operation in the UK – one reason I wasn’t likely to be on the family Christmas card list. In fact, I’d surmised a long time ago that I would be wise to avoid any further contact with them. They suspected I had attended the wedding as a police spy. And while they were wrong, my guess was that, if we ever met again, they were unlikely to listen to my explanation with much sympathy.


That said, the solution was simple. Make sure it never happened.
















Chapter 4





Howard scanned the notes on his desk.


If there was one very important thing he had learned in his life with the Security Service, it was to be thorough. Be it the creation of a cover story, a fake identity, the logistics supporting an operation, even an answer to a parliamentary question; all warranted appropriate diligence.


And yet, he was troubled. The job was done, complete, and what had at first appeared to be a situation likely to threaten both the national and his own personal security had been averted. The irritant that was Chas Collins had been removed, his manuscript recovered and both he and his literary agent had been taken care of. But things hadn’t gone as smoothly as they ought to have done. Grady had very nearly been compromised and the Belgium side of the clean-up had experienced unexpected delays when Collins had proved hard to locate. And now there was yet another problem.


As Howard sat back in his chair and arched his back in an attempt to ease the discomfort that had settled there during the last hour, the grey telephone on the desk rang twice and then stopped abruptly, interrupting his train of thought.


He waited. Five seconds later, the phone rang again. He picked up the receiver.


‘Sir,’ he began, having already guessed the identity of the caller.


‘Do you have it?’


‘We do. Both targets are black-bagged. And it was as we’d thought: Collins was trying to be clever by avoiding electronic back-ups. He and Mrs Price had the only hard copies and we have them both.’


‘Very good. Your usual efficiency, Howard.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ If only he knew, Howard thought.


‘Have you had a chance to look through the draft?’


‘I have. Your decision proved correct, the book would have exposed a crucial aspect of our Islamic intelligence-gathering operation.’


‘We can count ourselves lucky.’


‘Indeed.’ Howard took a deep breath. There was no time like the present; and it appeared the Director was in a good enough mood to handle the news. ‘There is a new problem, however.’


‘A related problem?’


‘I’m not certain at this stage, but quite possibly,’ Howard said, and heard a deep sigh at the other end of the line.


‘Presumably, your mentioning it means it’s something I need to know about?’


‘I think it’s best you do, yes,’ Howard answered.


‘Let’s hear it then.’


‘Very well. Someone has Googled the name. I had a notification from GCHQ a couple of days ago.’


‘That’s unfortunate. Do we have a source?’


‘Not as yet. But I’m working on it.’


‘I predicted this, you will recall. There really were too many potential leaks.’


‘And I’ve always argued we needed to be proactive. Ask any decent surgeon – sometimes it’s necessary to destroy good tissue to ensure the whole tumour is removed.’


‘You’re referring to the two policemen?’ said the Director.


‘Amongst others – all represent potential exposure risks.’


‘We’ve had this debate before, Howard, I don’t intend to repeat myself.’


‘I understand. I’ll keep you posted with regards to the Google search.’


The Director ended the call. Howard replaced the telephone receiver and then flicked through the scattered papers in front of him until he found what he was looking for. It was a photograph of a group of heavily armed soldiers in desert fatigues – some standing, some crouched – posing at the rear of a C-130 transport aircraft. He studied the photograph for a moment, mentally ticking off the names as he scanned the faces.


Finally, his gaze came to rest on one man. He half smiled as he muttered quietly to himself. ‘Soon, old friend,’ he promised. ‘Very soon.’
















Chapter 5





Arriving at the pub I looked in through a window and saw Kevin and his girlfriend, Sandi, talking to Jenny. My daughter Becky was perched on his left hip, her tiny arms on his shoulder as she looked up at him with her puppy-dog eyes.


As I walked in Becky dropped to the floor, ran to me and, as I bent down, did her usual trick of squeezing my neck so tight that I struggled to breathe. I swept her up and nibbled her ear.


‘Urgh, Daddy. Stop that, it’s disgusting,’ she said, her tiny hand wiping away the evidence of my misdemeanour. I then sneaked a quick look into the crib sat on a table next to where I was standing. Our new daughter was sleeping soundly. Despite my promotion disappointment, I couldn’t help but count myself a fortunate man.
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An hour later, I was outside enjoying a breath of fresh air when Kevin found me.


‘Gutted at failing the board, boss?’ he asked.


‘Not really. It’s the way it goes. And it’s been great catching up with you and Sandi, by the way. I’m glad you could make it at such short notice.’


‘Jenny can be very persuasive … There’s another reason I came, though.’


‘Oh?’


‘We need to talk.’ Kevin’s face turned suddenly serious. There was an urgency in his words that immediately troubled me.


‘Something up?’ I asked. ‘I noticed Sandi seems a bit distracted.’


From his jacket pocket, he removed what looked like a plastic button with a couple of wires hanging from it. He held it up in front of me. ‘Know what this is?’


‘I know what it looks like.’


‘Sandi found it in a faulty plug socket, hard-wired into the mains. It’s a listening device. Finding it has really shaken her up.’


‘You’re living together now?’ I floundered a little, buying some thinking time as I grappled with the implications of what Kevin was saying.


‘Not yet, but it’s on the cards. What about this, though? It’s a bug – someone has been keeping tabs on me.’


I glanced back into the pub. Jenny was back near the bar, chatting with Sandi, who I noticed was glancing nervously out towards us. ‘Do you want me to check on it?’ I asked. ‘The tech lads up at the Yard will know exactly what it is.’


‘I know what it fuckin’ is, boss,’ Kevin said, impatiently. ‘What I want to know is what it was doing in my house and who was at the listening end.’


‘Have you checked the rest of the house?’


‘Not yet. I thought I’d ask you first. And maybe Toni Fellowes could have MI5 do a sweep.’


I thought about the idea. Toni was still, technically, our MI5 liaison officer, despite the enquiry into the attacks on Kevin and me having been wound down. In normal circumstances she would have been a good first call. But things were a little different now – Toni had moved on, been promoted to departmental head and was now based at the MI5 headquarters, Thames House.


‘We’re assuming, of course, that Toni Fellowes didn’t plant it?’ I suggested.


‘I don’t buy that,’ he answered. ‘A few weeks ago I came home and had this weird feeling someone had been in the house. One of the chairs in my dining room looked out of place – not where I thought it had been when I left. At the time, I kind of dismissed it, but now I’m wondering.’


‘Careless if someone was planting surveillance kit, wasn’t it?’


‘Back in the day, we even photographed the insides of the target home to make sure everything went back as it was before we got there. If our Security Services were behind it, they were unusually sloppy.’


‘Which is why you don’t think it was Toni?’ I asked.


‘Correct. I was hoping we could ask her. If you’re not happy with that, I’ll ask her myself. Maybe you should get your place checked as well?’


‘It was swept when we moved in as part of their routine checks, but I’ll ask, yes. Can you leave it with me for now?’


Kevin nodded, his jaw tight. ‘I’d prefer that, to be honest,’ he said, quietly. ‘You’re better with words than me and I’d most likely go off on one, because I’m telling you now, I’m not going to be a sitting target this time, waiting around for whoever it is to do what they’ve got planned.’


‘Are they likely to have heard anything we’d prefer them not to have done?’ I said, trying to ease the tension.


He grinned, confusing me as he did so. ‘What’s so funny?’ I asked.


‘Well, if it’s anything about the kit stashed under my allotment shed then, no. I don’t talk to Sandi about that. But, well … let’s just say that if someone was listening in they might have had an education in bedroom Olympics—’


‘Enough!’ I stopped Kevin in full flow. He’d hinted previously at the unusual games Sandi liked to play and I needed no details. ‘One of these days one of her sons will catch you two and then you’ll be sorry.’


I took the bug from Kevin’s open palm and slipped it into my trouser pocket. ‘Leave it with me. It’ll have to wait until Monday, but I’ll ask one of the geeks from the Technical Support Unit if they can give us any background on it. In the meantime, you could ask Hereford to do a sweep for you.’


Jenny appeared in the doorway. ‘You two having a secret meeting?’ she asked.


I turned to her and smiled. ‘Surprising how much we had to catch up on. Kevin was telling me that Sandi and the boys are to move in with him soon.’


‘Oh, that’s lovely, Kevin.’ Jenny put her free arm around his neck and kissed his cheek. ‘I am sooo pleased for you.’ Her left hand held a wine glass, now nearly empty. It was one of several that had passed her lips. Kevin raised an eyebrow as he turned back to me. If I read his thoughts correctly he was thinking we were lucky not to have been overheard and it was a good job I was the one driving home.


As we returned to the pub, it was clear it was time to leave. Becky looked tired, and I imagined that, along with the baby, both she and Jenny would be fast asleep as soon as their heads touched their pillows.


I was right. But, for me, it was nearly an hour after arriving home before I also felt able to turn in. What Kevin had said, and his idea about the listening device, were preying on my mind. Thinking a nightcap might help, I opened a bottle of whisky that Matt Miller had given me. It was one of his ‘specials’, a Welsh brand called Penderyn that hadn’t yet gone into commercial production. He always kept a bottle in his bottom drawer and it had become something of an office favourite.


This time, the alcohol didn’t soothe my busy mind though, and as I lay down, my head was still spinning with confused thoughts. A listening device in Kevin’s house? Were MI5 secretly monitoring him? Were they also listening to me? And if so, why?


Too many questions.
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