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“Alone with my fears, I am facing the years that I have left behind…”


                                                                         Sword


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 



PART ONE


 


“Save me, smiling Jesus, get off that cross…”


                                                           Seether


 


 


 




 




 


 


 


 


 


 



PREPARATION




 



He didn’t sit and watch the funeral.


He parked his car close to the main entrance of the cemetery, put his seat into the recline position and turned up the volume on the CD player.


“I’ve got you under my skin, I’ve got you deep in the heart of me…”


Frank Sinatra sang and the driver of the car smiled.  


The sounds filled the vehicle and he closed his eyes, not needing to see the handful of mourners as they arrived at the necropolis.  The service would be sparsely attended.  Barely a dozen mourners.  He didn’t need to see them.  


He reached into the glove compartment of the car and pulled out a small Tupperware container.  Inside were sandwiches and a couple of chocolate bars.  He smiled to himself and tucked into the first of the sandwiches.


From the passenger seat he retrieved his newspaper and folded pages over so that he could do the crossword more comfortably.  Resting the paper on the steering wheel he filled in the first few answers.


“I try so, not to give in.  I said to myself this affair never will go so well...”


Sinatra continued and the driver turned up the volume slightly, joining in with the lyrics.


He glanced out of the side window of the car and saw that a couple more cars had parked in the wide tarmac area reserved for cemetery visitors.  He watched as an elderly couple clambered out of their light blue Hyundai and passed through the wrought iron gates of the graveyard, heading towards the small chapel just inside.


He filled in three more clues on the crossword and finished his sandwiches.


By the time he’d eaten them and devoured the chocolate biscuits too, the sky was becoming much darker outside.  It was cloudy and grey anyway but the time of year meant that the onset of dusk was much more rapid.  It was barely three thirty and, already, the evening was on the way.


The driver continued to sing along with Sinatra, working his way through all twenty songs of the Greatest Hits album.


You couldn’t beat a bit of Frank, he thought, smiling to himself.


He slid another CD into the player.  Some pop music this time.  He couldn’t even remember where he’d bought the collection of Number One Hits Of The Eighties but as the first of them filled the car he grinned broadly and eased the volume up once more.


By the time the last of the mourners left the chapel, the driver looked at his watch, glancing at them as they clambered into their cars and drove off.  He waited a moment then got out of his vehicle and walked briskly around to the boot which he opened.


There was a slim leather briefcase within, next to a black sports bag.  Nothing more.


He picked up the leather case and the sports bag, closed the boot again then headed towards the chapel.


As he reached the main door he thought he felt a spot of rain and looked up towards the grey clouds reproachfully.  


The crematorium chapel in Richmond was small, the floors carpeted by such thick floor coverings that all footsteps were muffled.  The driver headed through the empty reception area and onwards into the main chapel itself.


To his left were pews, ahead of him a low pulpit and to his right a raised platform upon which the coffins rested before being sent through a set of curtains to be incinerated along with their occupants.


There was a heavy wooden door close to the platform and it was through that the driver now continued.


Beyond it was a room normally frequented by just employees of the crematorium.  The coffin that had stood on the platform most recently was now on a metal trolley preparatory to it being placed in the furnace on the other side of the room.  


The driver crossed to the box, realizing that the lid hadn’t yet been screwed into place.


As he was looking, a man entered the room from another door off to the left.


He was a short, rotund man in an immaculately tailored black suit.


The driver held him in an unblinking gaze for a moment then placed the sports bag on a nearby work bench.


“I know what you’re here for,” said the rotund man, finding it difficult to keep eye contact with the driver.  “I want the money first,” he said, his voice cracking.


The driver nodded, watching as the undertaker removed the lid of the coffin.


For his own part, the driver flipped open the lid of the leather case, revealing what lay inside


Alongside the scalpels, bone saws and other knives, there was a thick manilla envelope.  He handed that to the undertaker.


“One hundred thousand?” the black suited man said.


“The rest of it is being paid into the account number you gave us as soon as I get back with what I came for,” the driver informed him.  “So, the quicker you get out of my way and let me do what I’m here for, the quicker you’ll get the other four hundred grand.”


The undertaker nodded and disappeared out of the room, carrying the envelope in shaking hands.


The driver looked into the coffin and smiled.


His task took less than thirty minutes then he himself sealed the coffin, screwing the lid into place.  Sealing it forever.


He left without speaking to the undertaker again, the black sports bag now a good deal heavier with what he’d collected inside it.  The driver made his way back to the car, put the sports bag and its contents safely in the boot and then drove off.


He had two more crematoria to visit that day.


 




 


 


 


 


 


 



ONE


 


Sean Doyle could smell the stench of burned flesh.


It wasn’t the sort of stink you forgot easily and he’d been unfortunate enough to encounter it more than once before.


He looked around him as he closed the car door, walking slowly towards the wreckage that had once been a car.  Fuck knows how much explosive had been used in the bomb that had ripped it apart.  Too much by the look of it.


Doyle stepped on something hard and glanced down to see what it was.


At first he wondered if it might have been a portion of the chassis from the obliterated car, torn free when the explosion eviscerated it but, looking more closely, he saw that it wasn’t.  The whole street was littered with debris but it wasn’t a car part he’d stepped on.


He’d trodden on a nail.  It was fully four inches long.  There were many more scattered across the road and pavement like metallic confetti.  Whoever had made the bomb had been careful to push dozens of the nails into the C4 before attaching a detonator.  When the Semtex exploded, the nails would have erupted outwards in all directions like shrapnel.  Nails.  Metal shavings.  Nuts and bolts.  Whatever they could get their hands on.


Bastards.


Anyone not killed by the blast would have stood a good chance of being skewered by the nails.  That was how it worked.  That was how they built their bombs.  That was how they operated.


Fuckers.


Windows of shops and other buildings within fifty yards of the blast had been shattered, driven inwards by the concussion.  Some of the brickwork was pockmarked by nails, bolts or other shrapnel.  


Other vehicles that had been parked close to the car bomb had also been destroyed by the explosion.  One of them, a transit van, was burning, flames fluttering upwards from the bonnet and one of the front tyres.  The stink of burning rubber mingled with that all too familiar smell of charred flesh that Doyle had detected upon arrival.


The source of that stench was seated behind the wheel of the transit.


He was a man in his early forties and Doyle didn’t need to check for a pulse to know that he was dead.


Death, like the odour of burned bodies, was something he knew too well.


The poor bastard must have parked next to the car bomb.  He wouldn’t have had a chance when it went off.  Most of the windscreen had been blown in by the blast, shattered glass had struck the man in the face, neck and chest.  


His eyes were still open.  Not staring wide but just fractionally, as if he was waking from a deep sleep.  There was no expression on what remained of his features.  No shock or surprise.  The blast would have killed him instantly.  If there was any consolation that was it.  He wouldn’t have suffered.


Doyle walked around to the passenger side of the van and pulled it open.


The child’s body was slumped down in the seat.


A little girl.  About eight or nine.  


She was wearing a pair of jeans, little trainers and a white top.  Well, it had been white at one time.  Now it was soaked with her blood.


A piece of the exploded cars bonnet about six inches long and four across had sheared through the van windscreen and torn through her throat, almost severing her head.


Doyle murmured something under his breath.  An exclamation of anger, despair and something else.  Something like weariness.  


He had seen too much of this.  Too much death.


But, no matter how much he encountered, seeing dead children always hit him harder.  No one asked to be caught up in this madness that was going on but especially not kids.


Doyle slammed his fist angrily into the side of the van.


There was another body on the pavement close to the remains of the car.


A woman in her sixties.  


She was laying face down on the pavement, arms spread out on either side of her in a cruciform shape.


One of her arms was still clad with the sleeve of the black coat she’d been wearing.  The rest of the garment had been blasted from her by the force of the explosion.


As he walked among the bodies and the destruction, Doyle was beginning to wonder where the emergency services were.  Why couldn’t he hear sirens?  Where were the Police?  Why weren’t ambulances screeching to the scene?  Where were the fire engines?


And the only sounds were the crackling of flames and a low moaning that was coming from somewhere to his right.


He turned, trying to locate the source of the sound.


The woman emerged from the doorway of a furniture shop.  The large front windows had been obliterated when the car bomb went off, the glass spread everywhere across the pavement.  It crunched beneath the woman’s feet as she walked towards him.


She moved robotically, both her arms by her sides.  She was covered from head to foot in blood.  How much of it was hers, Doyle could only guess.


She was whimpering like a beaten dog.


It was the only sound she could make with most of her bottom jaw blown off.


She continued to walk towards him, her eyes bulging wide.


Doyle took a step backwards knowing he could do nothing for her.  She needed an ambulance, she needed urgent medical treatment.


Where the fuck were they?


More people were coming towards him now.  Some barely able to stand on limbs that had been broken or destroyed by the bomb blast.  One was holding his severed leg in both hands as he hopped from the ruins of a pub.


A man with his face burned off by blazing petrol crawled across the pavement.


A woman with long blonde hair but no top of her head hobbled towards Doyle.


They were all coming towards him.


Angrily.  Accusingly.  Painfully.  Helplessly.


He couldn’t help all of them.  


He backed away, shaking his head.


A woman pushed a pram towards him, one of the wheels bent and twisted, squeaking loudly as it rolled.  The woman’s chest had been torn open in the blast.  Part of her ribcage showed through the bleeding mess her torso had been reduced to.


She reached into the pram and lifted out a baby.


Doyle couldn’t tell if it was a boy or girl, partly because most of the head was missing.  A large lump of metal had spun off from the chassis of the obliterated car, torn through the pram and struck the child.


Again he shook his head and backed away.


The others were closing around him now, reaching out towards him, trying to grab him, trying to pull him into their blood soaked mass.  Into their procession of pain.


Doyle screamed.




 


 


 


 


 


 



TWO


 


Amanda Webber poured herself a glass of red wine and padded across the huge sitting room towards the French windows that looked out over the massive garden beyond.


The wind that had been blowing all night was now at its strongest and she looked out to see the many small trees flanking the wide expanse of lawn now bending and bowing as the powerful gusts battered them.


Beyond the trees at the bottom of the garden the land sloped away gently towards the banks of the Thames as if meandered slowly through the countryside.  Amanda often walked down to the water on bright sunny days and gazed out across the sparkling surface.  It always made her feel very tranquil.


She hadn’t been able to do that for quite a while.  The weather recently hadn’t allowed her such a luxury.  She liked to walk the dogs down by the river when the mood took her but, during the latest spell of rain and blustery winds, she’d left that chore to one of the household staff.


Sipping more of her wine, Amanda continued to look out of the window.  Behind her, the only light in the large sitting room came from a couple of lamps near to the wooden doors that led into the room.  The shadows were long in the corners of the sitting room.


She slid one hand into the pocket of her silk dressing gown and pulled out her phone, scrolling through the most recent numbers that had called her.


Finally she found the one she wanted and looked it.


Her heart beat a little faster as she did.


Outside, the wind screamed more loudly around the house.  Several tree branches had been torn free and lay scattered across the lawn and the patio area beyond the French doors.  Work for the gardeners tomorrow she thought, walking slowly back towards the well-stocked bar on the other side of the room.  Once there she re-filled her glass and returned to her vigil at the window, apparently mesmerised by the volatile weather conditions beyond.  She shivered involuntarily, a little frightened by the growing storm.  


It was another three or four hours before dawn.


She was still considering that fact when her phone vibrated in her hand.


Amanda hesitated a moment then accepted the call.


“Don’t call me here,” she said, flatly, her voice low, barely more than a whisper.  “I’ve told you that before.”


The voice at the other end of the line was apologetic.


“I mean it,” Amanda went on.  “I’ll call you tomorrow.  I told you that.”


Again apologies on the other end of the line.


Amanda turned and glanced apprehensively at the doors leading into the sitting room as if fearing someone was going to walk in.


She brushed a hand through her long blonde hair, a little surprised that hand was shaking as she pressed the phone more tightly to her ear.


“Tomorrow, right,” she said.  “I’ll call you.”


She terminated the call and slipped the phone back into the pocket of her robe, taking another sip of her wine.


Her hand was still shaking when she set the glass back down on the bar top.


 


 


 




 


 


 


 


 


 



THREE


 


Doyle was still screaming when he woke from the nightmare.


For long seconds he sat bolt upright in bed, his breath coming in short gasps.


“Jesus Christ,” he panted, the last vestiges of the nightmare still burned onto his retina as if he’d been branded.


He put a hand to his face, his breathing gradually slowing.


Doyle reached for the glass of water on his bedside table and swallowed the contents.


With his free hand he snapped on the bedside light, wanting to banish the darkness.  There was too much in darkness that he feared.


Why wouldn’t the memories fade?  It had been so long ago.  He’d been young then.  A thousand years ago.  It felt like that.  


He’d seen psychiatrists.  He’d taken tablets but nothing helped.  The memories he’d accumulated from his earliest days in the Counter Terrorist Unit persisted seemingly with as much ferocity as when they were first fostered.


The one he’d just relived in his nightmare had happened in Londonderry in the 80’s.  The height of “The Troubles.”  The IRA and other Republican splinter organisations had been setting off bombs at an average of eight or nine a week both in Northern Ireland and the mainland itself.  It had been his task to track down those who caused such devastation.


But that had been years ago.  More than forty years.  


He exhaled.  Christ, a lot had happened in that time, not much of it good.


Doyle got to his feet, wincing when he felt a stiffness in the small of his back.


You didn’t have that shit to contend with when you were young did you?


He carried his glass through to the kitchen of the flat and re-filled it from the tap.


It was deathly silent inside the building.  There were six apartments in the small block but, apart from Doyle and a woman in her thirties on the ground floor, the others didn’t seem to be occupied.  He was grateful for that.  He liked the solitude.   What he liked most though was the fact that the apartment was paid for by the CTU.  When he’d gone back to work for them they had told him that a pension was out of the question due to his broken service but, they would pay for his accommodation.


Doyle had agreed.  Years before he’d never thought about things like pensions because he’d never thought he’d live long enough to reap the benefits of one.  His role in the CTU had exposed him to so much violence and, on many occasions, had threatened to end his life.  He had numerous scars to show for that.  Physical and emotional.


The ones that covered his body were easier to cope with.


He didn’t look on the scars as badges of honour or anything as cliched as that.  To Doyle’s mind they were simply reminders of how many times some cunt had tried to kill him.  He smiled to himself.


Doyle drank more water and looked around the flat.


It was small but it was comfortable and he hadn’t got many belongings to fill it with.  Not much to show for a life if he was honest but he had the memories.  Even if he didn’t want some of them.


He glanced at his watch and saw that it was approaching 3.15 a.m.


Doyle sighed.  He probably wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep now anyway.  His alarm was due to go off in three hours’ time then he’d get ready for work and make the daily commute into the office in Mayfair.


The commute.


Doyle shook his head.  Thirty years ago he would never have imagined himself as just another rat on the treadmill of regular work.  But times changed.


Everything fucking changed.


Doyle crossed to the sofa and sat down on it, gazing towards the large TV, seeing his reflection in the blank screen.


Sometimes he barely recognised the face that stared back at him.


He didn’t like the thought of ageing but it was preferable to the alternative, he mused.  Doyle thought about making himself a cup of tea.  He’d do that then watch a bit of TV until he had to get ready for work.  


He didn’t want to go back to bed.  He didn’t want to sleep.  Because he knew that if he did, the nightmares would come again and he didn’t want that.


They seemed to come in waves.  For weeks, sometimes months, at a time he’d be free of them but then they’d return.  He didn’t know why but if he could avoid them he would and the only fool proof way of avoiding them was to stay awake.


The one of the bomb victims was a recurring one.  If Doyle was grateful for one thing it was that the dream hadn’t featured Georgie.


He swallowed hard.


Georgina Willis.  Even saying her name sent a shiver down his spine.


The only woman he’d ever really loved.  He’d seen her die more than thirty years ago and the images were still clearer than he wanted.


Thirty years.  Five years?  He could still see every feature of her face.  Every contour of her body.


“Fuck it,” Doyle hissed, refusing to indulge his need to think of her.  There was no salvation in thoughts like that.  Why dwell on something that would never be?


He made his tea and flicked on the TV.  There was something on one of the history channels about the Second World War.  Doyle sipped his tea and settled down to watch it.  More death.  More pain.  More suffering.


He knew them well.




 


 


 


 


 


 



FOUR


 


The Beauty Palace was just off Tottenham Court Road.


It had once been a three storey town house but had been converted to a beauty salon and sun bed emporium ten years ago.  Such had been the quality of the services it offered that it now boasted not only a very large roster of clients but many who would be thought of as celebrities.  At least four TV and news presenters were counted among its clients, a number of actresses and many more who had the resources to afford the Palace’s offered treatments.


Amanda Webber sat back in the luxurious black chair and sipped at her coffee as two white uniformed women attended to her.


One was applying a selection of face creams to her flawless skin while a second girl completed a pedicure.


There was only one other customer in the salon, or at least on this floor.  The first storey of the building was a hair dressing area, the basement was where the sunbeds were housed.


Seated where she was, Amanda could see out through the large windows of the salon into the street beyond.


The black Audi which had brought her here was parked directly outside, the driver and one of her bodyguards seated inside the vehicle.


A third man was standing outside the door of the salon, occasionally walking up and down when he had a cigarette but never letting his gaze leave the main entrance of the building and whoever entered or left.


“Where are you off to tonight?”


The words came from the girl doing her pedicure.


Amanda glanced down at her, watching as she gently filed her toenails.


“We’re having dinner then going to the theatre,” she said.


“Where are you eating?” the girl working on her face enquired.


“I don’t know yet, my husband said he wanted to surprise me but it won’t be a surprise,” Amanda chuckled.  “It’s always either The Savoy Grill or the Ritz.  He’s not very original.”


She laughed.


“I bet the food is lovely,” the girl working on her feet offered.


“It is and my husband knows the chefs at both places,” Amanda told them.


“I think I’m having a takeaway pizza from Dominos,” the girl attending to her face said, wearily.  


Amanda smiled.


“Get your boyfriend to treat you,” she said.


“No boyfriend,” the girl told her with an equally weary sigh.


Amanda took another sip of her coffee, relaxing into the sumptuous leather seat as the girl continued with her pedicure.  


It was another hour before she left the salon.


The bodyguard at the door walked her to the Audi and stood sentinel as she climbed in.


The next stop was Selfridges for some shopping and a bite of lunch.


She chatted happily with the bodyguards as they drove.


None of them noticed the car that was following them.


 


 


 




 


 


 


 


 


 



FIVE      


 


There was something curiously calming about Berkely Square, Doyle thought as he leaned on the metal railings that surrounded the patch of green in the centre of the square.  


Despite the noise of passing traffic and the constant coming and going of commuters, residents and tourists, the square still retained an air of solitude.  For Doyle at any rate.  It was like an oasis of calm amid the bedlam of central London.


It was cold but that didn’t seem to bother him.  He didn’t feel it or if he did he refused to acknowledge it.  His breath clouded before him when he exhaled, looking across the frost encrusted grass.


In a doorway opposite him there was a homeless person, wrapped in blankets and a sleeping bag in a desperate attempt to keep out the cold. Doyle shook his head.  No one should have to live like that.


He turned as he heard loud voices behind him, noticing two men emerging from the doorway of a casino that overlooked the square.  They were laughing and joking and one of them was holding a mobile phone to his ear.  They both staggered drunkenly, suddenly joined by a slender dark haired woman who came and stood between them.  One of the men dropped a five pound note as he shoved more cash into his pocket but he made no attempt to retrieve it.  


A Rolls Royce pulled into view and halted at the kerb close to them and Doyle watched as they clambered in, the vehicle whisking them away.


Doyle waited a moment then crossed to the front of the casino, smiling to himself.  The five pound note was still lying in the gutter where the first of the men had dropped it.  Doyle picked it up and strode across the road to the nearest of the homeless figures.


The man looked up as Doyle approached him, the look on his face a combination of exhaustion and surprise.


Doyle handed him the five pound note then turned on his heel and walked away.


The man smiled and called something after him.  Doyle raised a thumb by way of acknowledgement.


He headed back across the square and up Hill Street towards the building he sought.


The former town house of John Paul Getty, the building was a brick edifice that had been the Headquarters of the Counter Terrorist Unit when Doyle first joined the organisation back in the eighties.  The main building was now on the banks of the Thames but the one in Hill Street had been re-instituted three years earlier and was used to cope with specific tasks within the organisation.  One of these was cold cases and that was one of the directives in Doyle’s province.  He went back over terrorist incidents as far back as 1978, making detailed reports on each.


Exactly why he was detailed to do that he had no idea except that he had lived through a fair amount of the damned things himself after joining the CTU.  The other cases had been left open because no concrete conclusion had ever been reached.  No bombers ever found.  No motives ever established.  No one caught.


In addition, it was his task now to find out which CTU agents had been assigned to those cases and to check on their status for whatever reason.  Most were dead now.  It wasn’t a job that fostered long serving and old aged operatives.  Most CTU men were dead before their fortieth birthdays.  Doyle was one of the few who had made to his present age.  The same could be said of the terrorists themselves.  Most had been killed or died well before their time.  Doyle understood why some of them did it but it didn’t stop him despising them for the misery they caused.


There were other jobs they called on him to do as well.  Occasionally he’d be asked to instruct new agents in the use of firearms although he was being constantly reminded that the days of standing a few feet away from a terrorist and shooting him were over.  His expertise with weapons was still respected and that was something he was grateful for.  


He sat down, glancing out of the large window behind him, looking back down Hill Street towards Berkely Square again.  At lunch time he usually wandered down there to eat his sandwiches.  It was a ritual he liked to maintain.


He checked some e-mails then prepared to start work on some more files.


There was a light knock on his office door.


“Yeah, come in,” Doyle called.


A smile spread across his face as he saw the newcomer.


Jake Lawler was a couple of years younger than Doyle but looked about ten years older.


He walked with a slight limp, legacy of an IRA bullet that had shattered most of his right kneecap in the Nineties.


Doyle smiled, rose from his chair and shook the man’s offered hand.


“Last day?” he said.


“You bet,” Lawler said, also smiling.


“And you got nothing better to do that come in here and disturb me?” Doyle quipped.


Lawler nodded.


“I’m nipping over the pub for a drink after work,” he said.  “A sort of goodbye.  I wanted to make sure you were going to be there.”


“It’s taken you thirty odd years to buy me a fucking drink,” Doyle chuckled.  “I’ll be there.”


The two men laughed.


“When do you start the new job?” Doyle wanted to know.


“End of this week,” Lawler told him.


“Didn’t you want a bit of a break first?”


“For what they’re paying me, I’d have started tomorrow,” Lawler grinned.


“What was wrong with finishing your career here?” Doyle enquired.


“And then just take their pittance of a pension?  No.  I can earn more in a month working for Paul Webber than I can working for five years here.”


Doyle nodded.


“He always wants bodyguards, you know,” Lawler went on.  “Want me to put in a word for you?”


“The reason he always wants bodyguards is because his are always getting killed,” Doyle said, smiling.  “He collects enemies like other people collect fucking stamps.”


“There’s a lot of competition in big business.”


“He’s got fingers in more pies than that and you know it.  Most of his income is dodgy.”


“He’s a respectable business man,” Lawler chided.


Doyle smiled.


“Yeah and, as my old dad would have said, my arsehole’s a kipper.”


Lawler laughed loudly.


“Well, I’m going to be guarding his wife, Amanda,” he announced.


“Good for you.”


“Have you seen her?  She’s fucking gorgeous.”


“She used to be a porn star didn’t she?”


“Adult actress.”


Both men laughed.


“Isn’t she about half his age?” Doyle asked.


“She’s thirty-three now,” Lawler informed him.  “Webber’s coming up for sixty.”  He grinned.  “Nice work if you can get it.”


“You keep your hands to yourself,” Doyle said.  “Or they’ll need another bodyguard to replace you.  I hear she puts it about if she gets the chance.”


“She had a fling with a footballer about five years ago.  He used to play for West Ham I think.  Webber found out.  A couple of his guys snatched the player, sawed through both his hamstrings then dumped him back at his flat.  He never kicked a ball again.”


“What else do you know about her?” Doyle wanted to know.


“Not much but they’re paying me to guard her, not be her best mate,” Lawler smiled.  Then the smile faded more rapidly than perhaps it should have.  “To be honest,” he murmured.  “I don’t know much about her because I couldn’t find out much about her.”
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