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CHAPTER 1


 

Irish Republican Army Ceasefire Statement 

31 August 1994

 

Recognising the potential of the current situation and in order to enhance the democratic process and underlying our definitive commitment to its success, the leadership of the IRA have decided that as of midnight, 31 August, there will be a complete cessation of military operations. All our units have been instructed accordingly.

At this crossroads the leadership of the IRA salutes and commends our volunteers, other activists, our supporters and the political prisoners who have sustained the struggle against all odds for the past 25 years. Your courage, determination and sacrifice have demonstrated that the freedom and the desire for peace based on a just and lasting settlement cannot be crushed. We remember all those who have died for Irish freedom and we reiterate our commitment to our republican objectives. Our struggle has seen many gains and advances made by nationalists and for the democratic position.

We believe that an opportunity to secure a just and lasting settlement has been created. We are therefore entering into a new situation in a spirit of determination and confidence, determined that the injustices which created this conflict will be removed and confident in the strength and justice of our struggle to achieve this.

 

 




CHAPTER 2


 

Two years later.

28 August 1996

 

There were five in the car, and between them they had killed more than a dozen men. The man in the front passenger seat was Joe McFee, the oldest of the group and the most experienced. He had killed two British soldiers, three policemen and a drug-dealer, and had slept like a baby after each murder. He had a kindly face and ruddy cheeks, like a beardless Father Christmas, and the only sign of his tension was a tendency to crack his knuckles.

The clouds had been threatening rain as the men had driven across East Belfast, and now the first flecks hit the windscreen. Willie McEvoy flipped the wipers on and they swished back and forth, leaving greasy streaks on the glass. The digital clock set into the dashboard told him it was just before eight and there were few other cars on the street. They had chosen the time carefully. Late enough to miss the rush-hour, early enough that five men driving around wouldn’t attract the wrong sort of attention. ‘Great weather for ducks,’ he mumbled.

Gerry Lynn checked the action of his semi-automatic. It was his operation. He’d researched the target and planned the hit, and he’d gone to the Army Council for permission. It had been readily granted. The target had long been a thorn in the side of the IRA and they would be happy to see the back of him. Lynn was sitting behind McFee. As leader of the group, his rightful place was in the front, but he’d wanted to show respect to McFee, who had been his mentor for more than a decade. McFee had seen him throwing rocks and petrol bombs at British Army Land Rovers, taken him to one side and told him that there were more fruitful ways of striking at the occupying power. He had taught Lynn to kill, and Lynn had been a willing pupil.

Sitting directly behind McFee was Adrian Dunne. He was in his early thirties, and all muscle. During the day he worked as a drayman, delivering beer barrels around the city, while most evenings he was in the gym, lifting weights. Dunne had been Lynn’s first choice for the operation. They had worked together several times and there had never been any problems. Dunne slid his gun out from its holster under his left armpit, ejected the magazine, then slotted it back into place.

‘Nearly there, boys,’ said McEvoy. The rain was falling faster now and he upped the pace of the windscreen wipers. It was a good sign, thought Lynn. It would cut down visibility and keep people off the streets. He took a black woollen ski mask from his pocket and pulled it over his face. Dunne did the same.

Sitting between Lynn and Dunne was Noel Kinsella, the youngest of the group, barely out of his teens. He had the looks of a young Pierce Brosnan, with jet black hair and a strong jaw. He was breathing heavily, his eyes flicking between McFee and Lynn. ‘Are you all right there, Noel?’ asked Lynn.

‘I’m grand,’ said Kinsella.

‘It’s the boy’s blooding,’ said McFee. ‘He’ll make his dad proud.’ Kinsella’s father was in the Maze prison, serving life for the murder of two Ulster Defence Force activists.

‘Put your mask on, lad,’ said Lynn, ‘and check your weapon.’

Kinsella did as he was told. McEvoy brought the Saab to a gentle halt at the roadside. They were in Casaeldona Park, a suburb with well-tended gardens and mid-range saloon cars parked in the driveways. Lynn had spent weeks watching the semi-detached house and knew that once the man who lived there arrived home he was usually in for the night. The target was careful. He always parked his car in the garage and used the internal door to enter the house. The sitting room was at the front, as was the first-floor bedroom where he and his wife slept. Their young son was at the back of the house in a room overlooking a large garden. An old couple lived in the house to the left. The husband was almost deaf and the wife was in a wheelchair. At the house on the right, the middle-aged owners had just left for a two-week holiday in Spain. No one would interfere with the men and what they had planned.

Lynn took a deep breath. His heart was pounding – with anticipation, not fear or anxiety. McFee put on his ski mask, then massaged his gloved hands. He looked at Lynn expectantly. ‘Let’s do it,’ said Lynn. ‘And remember, Carter’s a hard bastard. Don’t give him any room to manoeuvre.’

McFee got out and walked to the rear of the car. McEvoy pressed the button to unlock the boot and gunned the engine. ‘Easy, Willie,’ said Lynn. ‘This isn’t Formula One.’ McFee reached into the boot and took out a sledgehammer.

‘In we go then,’ said Lynn. ‘Let’s go get the bastard.’ He opened the passenger door and climbed out of the Saab. Kinsella followed and stood with his gun held close to his leg. Dunne got out at the other side as McFee walked down the path, cradling the sledgehammer. Lynn and Kinsella hurried after him.

Lynn looked over his shoulder and saw Dunne heading for the front door. There was a narrow strip of grass between the garage and the fence and McFee squeezed through. Lynn motioned for Kinsella to follow McFee. Kinsella’s eyes were wide and he was panting. Lynn squeezed his shoulder. ‘You’re doing fine,’ he said. Kinsella rushed after McFee. Lynn followed.

At the back of the garage a small paved yard was overlooked by a large kitchen window but the lights were off inside. A motion-sensitive security light was fixed high on the wall but McFee stopped before he stepped into its range. Kinsella and Lynn joined him. They crouched in silence. Lynn looked at his watch and counted off the seconds. On the other side of the city, a man should have been making a call from a phone box. They waited.

They stiffened as they heard the phone ring inside the house, then someone answer it. Dunne pressed the doorbell. It buzzed. He pressed it again. They heard Carter shout, ‘Get the door, will you, love?’ and Lynn pointed at McFee. He walked quickly across the yard to the kitchen door. The halogen light clicked on.

They heard Carter on the phone, asking who was calling.

McFee raised the sledgehammer and swung it. The wood round the lock splintered. He stepped aside and Lynn kicked the kitchen door wide, then rushed in, his gun arm outstretched. As he reached the door that led to the hallway he saw Carter standing with the phone to his ear, a surprised look on his face. He pointed the gun at Carter’s chest. ‘Put down the phone and put your hands behind your head.’

Carter replaced the receiver.

His wife was standing by the front door. She was a good five years younger than her husband, with long red hair framing a freckled face. She was wearing a pale green silk dressing-gown with a dragon on the back. ‘Open the door, now!’ Lynn barked at her.

She reached slowly for the lock, her hand trembling.

‘Do it!’ said Lynn, gesturing with his gun.

The woman fumbled and the door crashed open. Dunne pushed her back into the hallway, kicked the door shut behind him and pushed the muzzle of his gun under her chin. ‘Don’t move,’ he warned.

Kinsella joined Lynn and aimed his gun at Carter’s face. ‘Hands behind your head, now!’ yelled Kinsella.

Carter did as he was told.

A small boy wearing pyjamas came out of the sitting room holding a teddy bear by one leg. ‘Mummy?’ he said. His mouth fell open when he saw the men in masks. ‘Mummy!’ he cried.

The woman moved towards him but Dunne grabbed her hair. ‘Stay where you are,’ he said.

‘Let her get the boy,’ said Lynn. ‘Carter, in the kitchen.’

Dunne released the woman’s hair and she scurried over to her son, picked him up and hugged him. ‘It’s okay, Timmy,’ she said. ‘It’s okay.’

‘Don’t worry, Timmy,’ said Carter.

‘Kitchen – now,’ said Lynn, brandishing his gun.

Carter backed into the kitchen and McFree closed the door. He stood in front of it, still holding the sledgehammer.

‘Get out, you bastards!’ screeched Carter’s wife. ‘Get the fuck out of my house!’

The child began to cry.

‘You’re upsetting the boy,’ said Dunne, pushing her against the wall.

‘Don’t you touch me!’ she said.

‘Keep your mouth shut or I’ll shut it for you,’ said Dunne, raising his gun.

‘Elaine, leave it be,’ said Carter. ‘Don’t antagonise them.’

‘Do as your man says.’ Lynn kept his gun aimed at Carter’s chest. Carter had his hands up but his eyes were darting from side to side, looking for something, anything, to use as a weapon. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Lynn. ‘Start anything and your wife and the boy will get hurt.’

‘You scum,’ said Carter.

‘Pot calling the kettle black, is it?’ said Lynn.

‘Robbie, tell them to go, please,’ said Elaine.

‘I warned you,’ said Dunne. He raised his hand to slap her and she flinched. ‘One more word.’

‘Turn around, Carter,’ said Lynn, gesturing with his gun. ‘And lie down on the floor.’

‘Not in front of my wife and child, lads,’ said Carter. ‘For God’s sake, have a heart.’

‘Turn around,’ Lynn repeated. Carter did as he was told. Lynn pointed his gun at the back of Carter’s left leg and pulled the trigger. Carter’s kneecap shattered and blood splattered across the kitchen floor.

‘No!’ yelled Carter’s wife. She buried the child’s face in her neck before he could scream. ‘You bastards!’ she shrieked. The teddy bear fell out of the child’s grasp to the floor.

Carter’s left leg collapsed and he grabbed at the back of a chair in an attempt to keep his balance.

‘I told yez, down on the floor,’ said Lynn. ‘Now do as yer feckin’ well told.’

Elaine glared at Lynn, her upper lip curled in a snarl. ‘Four of you against one man,’ she said. ‘That’s the way you fight, is it? You cowards.’

The gun barked again and Carter’s right knee buckled as blood soaked through his trouser leg. He pitched forward, face down, and slammed into the tiled floor.

His wife screamed again, an animal howl from deep within her. Lynn pointed his gun at her face. ‘Shut the hell up or I’ll do you too, you bitch,’ he said.

‘Elaine, no!’ said Carter. He tried to push himself up as blood ran down his legs.

‘Robbie!’ she gasped.

‘It’s okay,’ said Carter. ‘Just leave them be.’ He fell forward and lay face down, panting. ‘Leave her be, lads. This is between you and me.’

Dunne stepped forward and pushed his pistol against the back of Carter’s head. ‘Shut the fuck up,’ he yelled.

‘Leave him alone!’ said his wife. ‘He hasn’t done anything.’

‘Elaine, please, don’t talk to them,’ said Carter. ‘Don’t give them the satisfaction.’ Blood was pooling round his shattered knees.

Dunne stood up and looked at Lynn. Lynn patted Kinsella on the shoulder. ‘Okay, lad,’ he said.

Kinsella was trembling. He aimed his gun at the back of Carter’s head. His breathing was coming in short, sharp gasps. The gun wavered and he used his left hand to steady it.

‘Get a feckin’ move on,’ said Dunne.

‘I can’t,’ said Kinsella.

‘You have to,’ whispered Lynn.

‘Jesus wept,’ said Dunne. ‘Get on with it.’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Kinsella, his voice shaking. His finger tightened on the trigger.

‘Take a deep breath,’ said Lynn.

Kinsella inhaled. His legs were quivering, and Lynn could hear his metal watchstrap rattling on his wrist. ‘Now do it,’ ordered Lynn.

Kinsella pulled the trigger. The gun jerked in his hand and the bullet thwacked into the floor by Carter’s shoulder, then ricocheted into the cabinet under the sink. Carter’s wife screamed.

‘Again. Fire again,’ said Lynn. ‘Come on, just pull the bloody trigger.’

Kinsella took aim at Carter’s head but then his chest heaved and vomit sprayed across the tiles. He staggered against the fridge and threw up again. He fell to his knees as vomit trickled down the front of his jacket.

‘Jesus wept,’ said Dunne. He stepped towards Carter and fired. The back of Carter’s head exploded.

Lynn grabbed Kinsella’s collar and yanked him to his feet.

Dunne pointed his gun at Carter’s wife. She was sobbing into her son’s neck. ‘Say anything to anyone and we’ll be back to do you and the kid.’

McFee headed for the front door, still holding the sledgehammer. Lynn pushed Kinsella after him. ‘Come on,’ he said to Dunne, who was staring down at Carter’s body.

‘Let’s shoot the bitch as well,’ said Dunne. He took aim at her face but she didn’t flinch.

‘We’ve done what we came to do,’ said Lynn.

‘She called us cowards,’ said Dunne. ‘I’m no feckin’ coward.’

‘Sticks and stones,’ said Lynn. ‘You’ve killed her man. You’ve done enough.’

Dunne’s lips tightened, but he followed McFee and Kinsella down the hallway. The little boy was crying and the woman rubbed the back of his head and nuzzled his ear.

Lynn slid his gun back into its holster. A thick, treacly halo of blood had formed round Carter’s head. He felt no sympathy for the dead man, and no remorse for what he’d done. He was at war, and Carter had been the enemy.

‘I swear before God Almighty, I will find you,’ said the woman, through clenched teeth. ‘I will find you and I will kill you.’

Lynn turned to her. She was glaring at him with a fierce intensity, still clutching the child to her neck. Tears were running down her face and he could see a vein pulsing in her temple. Lynn opened his mouth to speak, then hurried out of the room.

They left through the front door and got back into the car. ‘How did it go?’ asked McEvoy, putting the car into gear and pulling away from the kerb.

‘How it always goes,’ said Lynn. ‘Bang, bang, he’s dead. Now get us the hell out of here.’

McEvoy stamped on the accelerator and the Saab leapt forward.

Lynn took off his ski mask as McEvoy drove down the hill to the dual carriageway that led to the safety of the Republican Falls Road area of West Belfast. ‘Well done, boys,’ he said. ‘You done me proud.’

Kinsella had his head down and was wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered.

‘It’s okay, Noel. The first time is always hard, no matter what anyone says.’

‘I fucked up, I’m sorry.’

‘You pulled the trigger, lad, and there’s a lot can’t even do that.’

Kinsella was trembling and put his head into his hands. McFee opened the glove compartment and handed a bottle of Bushmills whiskey to Dunne. ‘Give the boy a wee dram,’ he said.

Dunne unscrewed the top and tapped it against Kinsella’s shoulder. ‘Here, lad, this’ll help.’

‘I’m sorry, Adrian. I let you down.’

Dunne put an arm round his shoulders. ‘Like Gerry says, the first time’s the worst. You’ve been blooded now, that’s all that matters. The next time will be easier, trust me.’

Kinsella nodded gratefully and took the bottle of whiskey. He drank deeply, then coughed as the alcohol burnt into his stomach. ‘I’ll do better next time, lads, I promise,’ he said.

‘That’s for sure.’ Lynn laughed.

 

 




CHAPTER 3


 

Present day

 

The barmaid put a pint of John Smith’s and a vodka and tonic in front of the two men and smiled professionally. ‘Can I get you anything else, gents?’ she asked. She was Australian, in her mid-twenties, with a sprinkle of freckles across her upturned nose, and breasts that rippled under her black T-shirt.

The younger of the two men raised his beer and winked. ‘Your phone number?’

The barmaid’s eyes hardened, but the smile stayed in place. ‘My boyfriend doesn’t let me give it out,’ she said.

The older man laughed and slapped the other on the back. ‘She’s got you there, Vince.’

Vince Clarke took a long pull on his pint and scowled at his drinking companion as the barmaid walked away. ‘Probably a lesbian,’ he said. Clarke’s head was shaved and a pair of Ray-Bans was pushed high on his skull. He was wearing a long black leather coat over a black suit and a thick gold chain hung round his bull neck.

‘Yeah, the boyfriend was the clue.’ Dave Hickey sipped his vodka and tonic and chuckled. ‘You never stop trying, do you?’ His hair was close-cropped and, like his companion, he had a pair of expensive sunglasses perched on his head. He wore a sovereign ring on his left hand and a bulky signet ring on the right.

‘It’s playing the odds,’ said Clarke. ‘If you ask often enough, you’ll get lucky.’

‘Yeah? How often do you get lucky?’

‘One in five,’ said Clarke. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

‘Seriously?’

‘Thereabouts. What about you? You’re not married, are you?’

‘Who’d have me?’

‘Girlfriend?’

‘No one special.’ He looked at his watch, a gold Breitling with several dials. ‘Where is he, then?’

‘He’ll be here when he’s here,’ said Clarke.

‘How long have you worked with him?’

‘Long enough to know that he’ll be here when he’s here,’ said Clarke. He drained his glass and waved at the barmaid to refill it. ‘You’re a slow drinker, aren’t you, Dave?’

‘I’m on spirits,’ said Hickey. ‘If I kept up with you I’d be flat on my back and no use to anyone.’

‘All right, lads,’ said a voice from behind them. The two men twisted on their bar stools to face a broad-shouldered man in his mid-thirties. He had a long face with a hooked nose and hair that was receding at the front but grown long at the back and pulled into a ponytail. Peter Paxton was wearing a grey leather jacket over a black polo-neck and blue jeans. ‘You ready for the off?’

‘Where are we heading, boss?’ asked Hickey.

‘Need to know, Dave,’ said Paxton. He gestured at the door. ‘Come on, the engine’s running.’

‘What about this?’ said the barmaid, holding up Clarke’s pint.

‘Put it back in the pump, love,’ said Paxton.

Hickey and Clarke slid off their stools and followed Paxton out of the pub. Clarke tossed the barmaid a twenty-pound note and winked at her. ‘Catch you later, baby,’ he said.

A Jaguar was waiting at the kerb. Paxton climbed into the front seat while Hickey and Clarke got into the back. Paxton nodded at the driver, a big man with a boxer’s nose. ‘Nice and steady, Eddie,’ he said.

Eddie Jarvis grunted and eased the Jaguar forward. Paxton said, ‘Nice and steady, Eddie’ to him at least a dozen times a day and had done every day for the two years or so that Jarvis had worked for him. He seemed to find it as funny now as he had the first time he’d said it.

‘What’s the story, boss?’ asked Hickey.

Paxton turned in his seat. ‘You writing a book, Dave?’ 

‘I don’t like riding into the dark, that’s all.’

‘We’re going to check that an investment of mine is paying off. Why? You’re not late for an appointment, are you?’

‘No rush here,’ said Hickey, settling back in the leather seat.

‘Glad to hear it,’ said Paxton.

They drove across the city, and after half an hour Hickey saw a sign for Stratford, the site of the 2012 Olympics. There were cranes everywhere, and trucks full of building materials packed the roads. Billions of pounds were being poured into the area in anticipation of the sporting event – new buildings were going up, existing houses were being gentrified and restaurants were opening.

‘You should all buy places here,’ said Paxton. ‘Prices are going through the roof. I bought six flats as soon as they announced the Olympics were coming here.’

‘Where am I going to get that sort of money?’ said Clarke.

‘Stop playing the horses for a start,’ said Paxton. ‘Gambling’s a mug’s game.’

‘I win more than I lose,’ said Clarke.

‘That’s what every punter says. The only people who make money out of gambling are the bookies. Put your money in property instead.’ Paxton pointed at a set of traffic-lights ahead. ‘Hang a left, Eddie. Then pull in, yeah?’ Eddie made the turn, parked the Jaguar at the side of the road and switched off the engine. ‘Right, lads, pin back your ears,’ said Paxton. ‘The guys we’re paying a call on are Algerians, two brothers, Ben and Ali. They’re the key to getting heroin right into London. Problem is, the delivery they were supposed to make didn’t happen and I want to know why.’

‘What are they, boss? Algerian Mafia?’ asked Clarke.

‘They work at the Eurostar depot at Temple Mills on the edge of the Olympic Park.’

‘They’re bringing heroin in on the Eurostar?’ asked Hickey.

‘They’re cleaners,’ said Paxton, ‘and part of their job is emptying the toilet holding tanks. They’ve got family at the French end where security’s lax. Their relatives put the gear in the tanks in France and Ben and Ali are supposed to get it out at Temple Mills. Except so far they haven’t done what they’re supposed to do.’

‘You want us to get heavy with them?’ asked Hickey.

‘You’ve got it in one, Einstein,’ said Paxton. ‘I had the North Pole sewn up for years, so I want to make sure no one gets the jump on me at Temple Mills.’

‘I thought Santa Claus had the North Pole sewn up,’ said Hickey.

Paxton glared at him. ‘The North Pole is the old Eurostar depot near Paddington. We were bringing in dozens of kilos a month and then they decided to move to Stratford. My guys at the North Pole weren’t moved to the new depot but they introduced me to Ben and Ali. What we’ve got here are just teething problems, and we’re the dentists.’

Paxton climbed out of the Jaguar and went to the boot. Eddie popped it open. Paxton moved aside a tatty sheepskin jacket to reveal a nylon holdall. He unzipped it, then glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching and pulled out a sawn-off shotgun. He passed it to Clarke, who hid it under his coat.

‘Shooters?’ asked Hickey.

‘You are on the ball tonight, aren’t you?’ said Paxton. He took a revolver from the bag and gave it to Hickey. ‘Not a problem, is it?’

Hickey looked down the barrel of the gun, checked the sights, then flipped out the cylinder. It was fully loaded. ‘No problem here, boss. It’s just that I’m more comfortable with automatics.’

‘Automatics jam and they spew cartridges all over the place,’ said Paxton, dismissively. He zipped the bag and closed the boot.

Hickey slid the gun into the pocket of his jacket. ‘You’re not carrying, boss?’

‘There’s no point in having a couple of dogs and barking myself, is there?’ said Paxton. ‘Right, stick with me. I’ll do the talking, you look mean, and only pull the shooters out if I say so.’ He walked down the pavement. Hickey and Clarke hurried after him.

The Algerians were living in a row of terraced houses, several of which had for-sale signs by the front doors. It was early evening and the street-lamps came on as they headed along the pavement. Three Asian boys with gelled hair and earrings walked towards them, stepping into the road to get past. ‘Bloody suicide-bombers,’ Paxton muttered. ‘Should ship ’em all back to Paki Land.’

‘They were probably born here, boss,’ said Clarke.

‘Yeah, well, just because a dog’s born in a stable it doesn’t make it a horse,’ said Paxton. He jerked his head at the door they were approaching. The black paint was peeling and the wood was rotting at the bottom. The window frames were also in a bad state, and one of the panes on the upper floor had been broken and patched with a sheet of hardboard. ‘This is it,’ he said. He jabbed at the doorbell, then kept his gloved finger on it until the door opened. They caught a glimpse of a man in his early twenties with a goatee, then the door started to close. Paxton forced it open and the man inside swore. ‘Slam the door on me, would you, you bastard?’ yelled Paxton. He used both hands to push it wide, then Clarke and Hickey followed him into the hallway. The Algerian scrambled for the kitchen but Paxton grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. ‘Where the fuck do you think you’re going, Ben?’ He slammed the man against the wall.

Hickey closed the door and stood with his back to it. ‘Where’s my fucking drugs, Ben?’ said Paxton. He put his hand round the man’s throat.

‘Leave him alone!’ shouted a voice from upstairs.

A second Algerian was at the top of the stairs, a big man with forearms that bulged in his sweatshirt. He wore a thick gold chain round his neck and a bulky watch.

Paxton kept his fingers tight round Ben’s throat. ‘Get the hell down here, Ali, and fetch me my drugs or I’ll snap this little shit’s neck.’

‘We haven’t got your drugs,’ said Ali. ‘They didn’t arrive.’

‘Yeah, well, I heard different,’ said Paxton. He pulled Ben away from the wall, then shoved him backwards down the hallway towards the kitchen. ‘So come down here and we can get things straightened out.’ Ben’s feet scrabbled along the threadbare carpet as Paxton kept him off balance. He tried to speak but, with Paxton’s grip on his neck, could only grunt. Paxton forced him into the kitchen. ‘Check the rest of the house, lads. Make sure there’s no surprises.’

‘Will do, boss,’ said Clarke. He kept the sawn-off shotgun pressed to his side as he opened the door to the living room.

Hickey looked up the stairs at Ali. ‘You’d better do as he says and get down here,’ he said. Ali glared at him. ‘Don’t make me come up there and get you,’ warned Hickey.

As Clarke stepped into the living room, a third Algerian appeared from behind the door and stabbed at him with a flick-knife. Clarke yelped and staggered back into the hallway, clutching his left arm. The shotgun clattered to the floor. ‘He stabbed me,’ said Clarke, in disbelief. ‘The bastard stabbed me.’

Hickey ran down the hallway. The Algerian with the flick-knife bent down, reaching for the shotgun with his free hand. Hickey kicked out, his foot catching the man in the chest. The Algerian roared as he fell backwards, arms flailing.

Clarke slid down the wall, his face ashen. ‘He stabbed me,’ he whispered, his hand pressed to the injury. ‘I can feel the blood,’ he whined. ‘I can feel it running down my arm.’

The Algerian in the sitting room got to his feet and went into a crouch, the knife darting back and forth. Hickey heard Ali rush down the stairs behind him.

‘What the hell’s happening?’ shouted Paxton.

The Algerian with the knife lunged at Hickey, who stepped back, hands up. Ali reached the bottom of the stairs and charged down the hallway. Hickey fumbled for his revolver but couldn’t get it out of his pocket before Ali slammed into him, shoulder first. Hickey stumbled over Clarke’s legs and staggered against the wall, trying to regain his balance.

Ali picked up the shotgun. Hickey threw himself towards the man and clamped his right hand over the weapon’s hammer. Ali tried to force his index finger into the trigger guard but Hickey twisted the gun down.

Again the Algerian with the knife slashed at Hickey, who twisted the shotgun so that Ali was between him and the knife-man. Ali tried to pull the gun away from him, but Hickey tightened his grip round the hammer. So long as he kept his hand on it, the weapon couldn’t be fired.

Paxton let go of Ben and rushed to the kitchen door. ‘What the hell’s going on?’ he roared.

Hickey pushed Ali towards the Algerian with the knife, then twisted the shotgun free.

A scraping sound made Paxton turn – in time to see Ben snatching a breadknife from a wooden block. Before he could react Ben thrust it to his neck. Paxton stood still, the serrated blade against his flesh. ‘Don’t do anything stupid, Ben,’ he said.

In the hallway, Hickey levelled the shotgun at Ali’s stomach. ‘Stay where you are or I’ll blow a hole in your gut,’ he said.

Ali sneered at him. ‘You don’t scare me,’ he said.

‘Then you’re as stupid as you look,’ said Hickey. ‘Put your hands on your head.’

‘I’m bleeding to death here,’ whimpered Clarke, on the floor.

‘You’re fine,’ said Hickey, his eyes locked on Ali’s. ‘If he’d hit an artery you’d be dead already. Just keep pressure on the wound and you’ll be okay.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ said Clarke. ‘You’re not the one who’s been stabbed.’

‘Hands on your head, Ali,’ said Hickey, slowly. His finger tightened on the trigger. Ali started to lift his hands but as they got to shoulder height, the Algerian behind him shoved him in the small of the back and Ali staggered forward.

Ali’s eyes widened in horror as Hickey raised the shotgun. He opened his mouth but before he could say anything Hickey took a step back, reversed the shotgun, and slapped the butt against the side of his head. Ali slumped to the ground. Hickey reversed the shotgun again and levelled the shortened barrel at the Algerian’s groin. ‘Drop the knife or I’ll blow your balls off.’ The knife clattered on the floor and the Algerian raised his hands. ‘Turn around slowly,’ said Hickey. The Algerian did as he was told. As he turned, Hickey hit him on the back of the head with the shotgun and the Algerian fell without a sound.

‘I need an ambulance,’ said Clarke.

‘If you don’t stop whining, I’ll shoot you myself,’ said Hickey, striding towards the kitchen door.

Ben had dragged Paxton to the sink, the breadknife pressed to his neck.

‘Shoot the prick, why don’t you?’ said Paxton.

‘Well, first of all, if I pull the trigger on this, the neighbours are all going to start dialling three nines and there’ll be an armed-response vehicle outside before you can say, “life sentence”. And, second of all, the shot from this will rip you both apart.’ Hickey put the shotgun on top of the fridge and took the revolver out of his pocket.

‘Just get this prick off me!’ said Paxton.

‘That’s the plan,’ said Hickey. He weighed the gun in his hand as he stared at Ben. The Algerian’s face was bathed in sweat and a pulse was throbbing in his forehead.

‘I’ll kill him,’ said Ben, but his voice was trembling.

‘The thing is, Peter, if I shoot him and he doesn’t die right away, he can still slit your throat.’ Hickey pointed the gun at Ben. ‘Drop the knife,’ he said.

‘You shoot me and I can still cut him,’ said the Algerian. ‘I’ll slit his throat.’

‘Which affects me how exactly?’ said Hickey.

‘What?’

‘Listen to yourself,’ said Hickey. ‘I shoot you and you stab him. Where does that leave me?’

Ben frowned.

‘I’ll tell you where it leaves me,’ said Hickey. ‘Standing here with a shit-eating grin on my face while you bleed to death on the floor. So stop being an arsehole and drop the knife.’

‘I’ll cut him,’ said the Algerian again, but with less conviction now.

‘That’s no skin off my nose, is it?’

‘He’s your boss.’

‘I’ll get another,’ said Hickey. ‘Bosses are easy to find.’

‘Hickey, you are starting to piss me off in a big way,’ said Paxton. ‘Shoot him in the leg.’

‘Peter, best thing you can do right now is to keep quiet. If I shoot him in the leg he’ll cut you. If I shoot, I’ll have to shoot to kill, which means blowing his brains out.’

The Algerian pressed the knife harder against Paxton’s neck. ‘He’s going to cut me,’ said Paxton.

‘No, he’s not,’ said Hickey. ‘He’s stupid, but he’s not that stupid.’ Hickey walked slowly across the kitchen, his eyes locked on Ben’s.

Ben had backed up against the sink so there was nowhere he could go. ‘Stay away!’ he shouted.

‘Stay calm, Ben,’ said Hickey. ‘I just want to talk.’ 

‘Stop moving!’

Hickey raised the gun and pointed the barrel at the man’s face. ‘I’m just talking, Ben. Just chewing the fat.’

‘If you’re going to shoot him, just shoot him,’ said Paxton.

Hickey ignored him. He continued to hold Ben’s eyes as he moved slowly across the kitchen floor. ‘Listen to me, Ben. Listen to me carefully. We can still stop this without anyone getting really hurt. Vince there will need a couple of stitches but he’ll be okay. Your two friends will wake up with sore heads but they’ll be fine. But if you cut my boss there, everything changes.’

‘I want you out of the house, now.’

‘That’s fine,’ said Hickey. ‘That’s what I want.’ He took two steps towards Ben and placed the barrel of the gun against the man’s forehead. Ben tried to move his head away but Hickey kept the gun pressed to it. ‘Stay calm, Ben,’ he said quietly. ‘Just chill and listen to me.’

‘For fuck’s sake, what are you playing at?’ hissed Paxton.

‘This can go one of three ways, Ben,’ said Hickey. ‘I can pull the trigger and blow your brains over the sink and we’ll all live happily ever after. Except you, of course, because you’ll be dead. Or you can cut my boss’s throat with that knife, he bleeds to death, I pull the trigger and blow your brains over the sink.’

‘Hickey . . .’ warned Paxton.

‘Now, there’s a third way, Ben. You put down the knife, I take a step back, and we do what we came here to do, which is have a chat.’

‘You came here with guns,’ said Ben.

‘Your mate attacked us with a knife,’ said Hickey. ‘He stabbed Vince there. We just came to talk.’

‘You came here with guns,’ repeated Ben, pressing the knife harder to Paxton’s throat.

‘And if we hadn’t, we’d all be sitting in the hallway bleeding,’ said Hickey. ‘Now, drop the knife. I don’t want to do anything melodramatic like counting to three, but trust me, Ben, I will put a bullet in your face.’

Sweat was pouring down Ben’s face and he licked his lips. ‘Maybe I let him go and you still shoot me?’

‘Why?’ said Hickey. ‘I’ve nothing against you. My boss here still wants to talk about his drugs. So drop the knife and we can all go home.’

Ben was breathing shallowly, his chest rising and falling as his mind raced. Hickey waited, his eyes never leaving the man’s face. Eventually the Algerian took the knife away from Paxton’s throat. He held it to the side and dropped it on to the work surface. Paxton staggered across the kitchen, cursing.

Hickey slammed the gun against the side of Ben’s head and grinned as the Algerian slumped to the floor. ‘Twat,’ he said.

 

 




CHAPTER 4


 

Charlotte Button put down her cup of tea. ‘You hit him?’ she said. ‘He did what you wanted and you still hit him?’

Dan Shepherd shrugged. ‘I’m David Hickey, bouncer turned enforcer. It’s what I do. If I hadn’t hit him, I wouldn’t have been in character.’

Button sighed. ‘Spider, even an undercover SOCA agent has to follow some rules. You really can’t go around hitting people willy-nilly.’

Shepherd grinned. ‘Willy-nilly?’

‘You know what I mean. I’m your boss, remember? I’m supposed to ensure that you at least come close to following approved procedure.’

‘I just clipped him,’ said Shepherd. ‘I know what I’m doing.’ He leant back in his chair and stretched. They were sitting in a third-floor office in Soho, one of several where Button met the undercover operatives who worked for the Serious Organised Crime Agency. Spring sunshine streamed in though the two skylights. One wall, to the left of the door, was covered with surveillance photographs of Peter Paxton and his crew. Shepherd featured in several, never far from Paxton’s side.

‘So what happened?’

Shepherd ran a hand over the stubble on his head. He didn’t like cutting his hair so short, but it was part of Hickey’s character. He’d be glad to get rid of the garish jewellery, too. ‘Paxton had us haul them into the kitchen and tie them up. Then he found an iron and switched it on.’

‘Spider, please, don’t tell me you tortured them.’

‘It didn’t come to that,’ said Shepherd. ‘The one called Ben started to cry as soon as the little light went on. The drugs were in the loft. Twelve kilos of Afghan heroin. It was a trial run and it had gone exactly as planned, except they’d decided that as it was so easy they might as well cut out the middle man.’

‘Where’s the heroin now?’

‘Still in the house,’ said Shepherd. He glanced at his watch. ‘Probably being picked up as we speak. Paxton didn’t want to risk driving around with twelve kilos of smack in the Jag so he’s sending some of his boys around to pick it up.’

‘And the Algerians are still tied up in the kitchen?’

‘No, we killed them and buried them in the New Forest.’ Shepherd laughed when he saw the horror on Button’s face. ‘I’m joking, Charlie,’ he said. ‘Paxton’s hard but he’s not a psycho. So far as I know he’s never killed anyone. He just explained how things were going to be and the Algerians agreed to it.’

‘Encouraged by the red-hot iron, I suppose?’

‘They were trying it on. Once Paxton showed them he meant business, they buckled. It won’t happen again.’

‘And Clarke?’

‘Nothing serious,’ said Shepherd. ‘I took him to a tame doctor that works for Paxton and he put a few stitches in the wound and gave him an anti-tetanus shot. I think the injection hurt him more than the stabbing.’ He picked up his cup of Starbucks coffee and sipped.

‘Any idea when the next delivery will be coming over?’

‘Paxton does everything on a need-to-know basis,’ said Shepherd. ‘Last night was the first time he mentioned the Eurostar. Seems that the Algerians in France have one of their guys working security and when he’s on the night shift they can get the heroin into the toilet holding tanks. Getting the gear out of the Temple Mills depot is a piece of cake. All the security is going in. No one expects them to be bringing stuff out. It’s the French end that’s the key. They do their rotas at the end of each month so they have to wait until their man’s working nights before they can arrange a delivery. The twelve kilos was a trial and I figure that the next shipments are going to be much bigger.’

‘If I run the cleaning staff personnel records by you, can you pick out the three guys you roughed up?’ She grinned. ‘Of course you can, you and your total recall. I tell you, Spider, it would make my life so much easier if everyone on my team had a photographic memory.’

‘Sure,’ said Shepherd. ‘And Paxton said they had family at the French end. That could be with Eurostar or the cleaning company, but cross-checking with their personnel records should net everyone.’

‘Job well done,’ said Button.

‘When are you going to move against Paxton?’ asked Shepherd.

‘We’ll give it a month or so,’ said Button. ‘We’ll let you get clear and beef up the surveillance. I’ll liaise with the French so that we can mop up their end, too. Win some Brownie points with Europol.’

‘So I’m done?’

‘Just come up with a good reason to part company with Paxton and we’ll call it a day,’ said Button. She nodded at the gold Breitling. ‘Don’t forget to return the watch,’ she said, ‘and the jewellery.’

‘It’s all a bit flash for me, anyway,’ he said. ‘So, now we’ve got Paxton sewn up, have you anything else lined up for me?’

‘There’s a few possibilities,’ said Button.

‘Something close to home would be good,’ said Shepherd. ‘It’s been a while since I’ve spent time with Liam.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Button, ‘but I don’t think Hereford’s a hotbed of crime.’

‘Sheep rustlers?’

Button arched an eyebrow. ‘You know as well as I do that SOCA’s charged with targeting the country’s major drug dealers, people traffickers and hardcore criminals. And I don’t think any villain worth his salt is going to base himself in the town that’s home to the Special Air Service, do you?’

Shepherd grinned and raised his paper cup to her. ‘It’s always worth a try,’ he said.

‘On the subject of SOCA, we’ve a little housekeeping to do,’ she said. ‘To date you’ve effectively been on secondment. Over the next week or so we have to make the switch irrevocable.’

‘Are you telling me I’ve been on probation?’

Button waved a hand dismissively. ‘Virtually everyone who was involved in setting up SOCA was initially brought in on a temporary basis. We weren’t sure whose faces would fit and who would want to stay. Now we’re in the process of solidifying things.’

‘Which means what?’

‘Basically there’s one more set of papers to sign and you become a fully fledged civil servant.’

‘Lovely,’ said Shepherd.

‘The job remains the same but you will no longer be a police officer.’

‘So what am I?’

‘As I said, a civil servant.’

‘So as I run after the bad guys waving my SIG-Sauer, I shout, ‘Stop in the name of the civil service!, do I?’

‘When was the last time you actually arrested someone, Spider?’ she asked. ‘That’s not what you do. You work under cover, you gather evidence.’

‘But I lose my rank, is that what you’re saying? I’ll no longer be a detective sergeant?’

‘That’s right. But your pay scale remains the same. You’ll get more holiday entitlement, as it happens, and your pension will improve. It’s no big deal. And you’ve got to have another psychological assessment but you were due one anyway.’

‘Who’ll be running through the canyons of my mind this time?’ 

‘It’s still Caroline Stockmann.’

Shepherd liked Stockmann and knew the interview wouldn’t be a problem.

‘How’s your son?’ asked Button.

‘He’s fine. Hereford’s working out really well for him. We’re just down the road from his grandparents and he’s settled in at school. The only downside is me being away from home such a lot, but I wasn’t there much when we lived in Ealing. At least now if I’m away his grandparents can keep an eye on him.’

‘And the au pair’s still there?’

‘Katra? Yeah, three years now. She’s practically family.’

Button looked amused and Shepherd pointed a warning finger at her. ‘Don’t go there.’

‘Still nothing on the romance front, then?’

‘Certainly not with Katra.’ Shepherd laughed. ‘Don’t worry about me on that score.’

‘I just like to make sure my people are happy.’ ‘I’m happy,’ said Shepherd.

Button smiled. ‘Then if you’re happy, I’m happy.’

 

 




CHAPTER 5


 

‘Would you like more champagne, sir?’ asked the stewardess, with a gleaming smile that was as cold as the bottle she was holding. She was a dyed blonde with too much makeup. British Airways selected its staff for the long-haul first-class cabin on seniority rather than sex appeal.

‘Please,’ said Noel Kinsella, holding up his glass.

Elizabeth put a hand on her husband’s arm. ‘Honey, do you think it’s a good idea to arrive smelling of drink?’

‘It’s champagne,’ said Kinsella, ‘and it’s only my third glass.’ He gave her a peck on the cheek. ‘One for the road,’ he added.

Elizabeth sighed with annoyance. She was a teetotaller in a family where alcohol was either embraced at every opportunity as a long-lost friend or hated as much as a political opponent. There were no half measures with the Kennedys, and Elizabeth was firmly in the camp that believed alcohol was a vice with no redeeming qualities. She had hoped she’d be able to convince her husband to cut down his alcohol intake after they had married but she had been as successful at that as he had been at stopping her smoking.

She looked out of the window. There was nothing but thick cloud below them. Elizabeth wanted a cigarette, badly. She had brought nicotine chewing-gum with her but it had done little to stifle her craving for a little white tube between her fingers and a lungful of cool, fragrant smoke. She had often thought of starting an airline that offered only smoking flights. Non-smokers would be banned, and all the flight crew would smoke. She was sure she could fill every seat.

Elizabeth would have preferred to fly on an American airline, but the British police officers accompanying her husband had already booked tickets on the British flag-carrier. He had paid for upgrades for the cops and they were sitting at the rear of the first-class cabin. They were dressed in reasonable suits and their shoes were shined, but they clearly didn’t belong in first class, so the dyed-blonde stewardess and her gay male colleague had virtually ignored them throughout the flight.

‘Not long now,’ said Kinsella. Two lawyers were sitting on the other side of the cabin, one a partner in the Boston firm that handled much of the legal work for the Kennedy family, the other a partner in a top London firm of criminal lawyers. They had brokered the deal that was bringing Kinsella back to the United Kingdom. As part of the deal, he would not be handcuffed and there would be no physical contact between him and the officers as they left the plane.

Officially, Kinsella was not flying back of his own accord, he had simply stopped fighting the extradition order that had been filed against him. It was a fine detail, but it had given him an edge when he was negotiating his return. It meant that he could fly first class to London where he would be arrested, but instead of being taken into custody he would be allowed to spend two nights in a five-star hotel before flying on to Belfast. He would be officially charged in Northern Ireland but would be immediately granted bail until his trial, which the British Government had agreed to fast-track. The two lawyers would ensure that the authorities stuck to their side of the deal.

The plane landed smoothly and taxied to its stand. The Kinsellas waited patiently for the steward to open the door and hand the passenger manifest to the ground staff. Then he smiled at the couple and waved for them to leave.

‘Thank you for taking such good care of us,’ said Elizabeth, with a smile. They stepped through the door, closely followed by the two policemen.

Two men in suits were standing in the gangway. ‘Noel Marcus Kinsella?’ said one. He had a Belfast accent, as did the two policemen who had flown over with them. The Northern Ireland police had no intention of allowing their English counterparts to steal their glory.

‘Present and correct,’ said Kinsella, brightly. He reached for Elizabeth’s hand.

‘Noel Marcus Kinsella,’ said the man, ‘I am charging you with the murder of Robert Carter on the twenty-eighth of August nineteen ninety-six. You do not have to say anything unless you wish to do so, but I must warn you that if you fail to mention any fact which you rely on in your defence in court, your failure to take this opportunity to mention it may be treated in court as supporting any relevant evidence against you. If you do wish to say anything, what you say may be given in evidence.’

‘Heard and understood,’ said Kinsella. ‘Now, can we get to our hotel, please? I need a shower.’

 

The old man inhaled the steamy fragrance of the mint tea, then sipped. It was the first Monday of the month and, as he always did on the first Monday of the month, he was sitting on a large silk cushion in a palatial tent in the desert some twenty miles from Riyadh. He had driven there in a convoy of four-wheel-drive SUVs. When he had been younger he had made the journey on a camel, as befitting his Bedouin roots, but now he was in his eighties and had a swollen prostate so he had no choice other than to travel by car.

The old man was Othman bin Mahmuud al-Ahmed, and he was worth a little more than four hundred million pounds. By most standards Othman was rich, but he was a pauper compared with the men he served. The princes who ruled the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia measured their wealth in billions, and Othman had made his money by carrying out the tasks they regarded as beneath them. He was a facilitator, a middle man who helped to sell the oil that lay far beneath the dunes, and to acquire the weapons that kept the Kingdom’s enemies at bay. He had bought some of the most expensive homes in the world for his royal clients, ordered jumbo jets with circular beds and Jacuzzis with gold-plated taps. Othman was semi-retired now, though one could never fully retire from the service of the Saudi royals. When they called, Othman would answer. It would be that way until he died.

Othman was a wealthy man, and he believed in helping those less fortunate. That was why, once a month, he journeyed into the desert, sat in a tent and made himself available to any citizen who wanted to speak to him. It was the Bedouin way.

Othman placed the glass on a gold-plated saucer and nodded at his manservant, Masood, at the tent’s entrance. Masood was in his late sixties and had served Othman for a little more than forty years. Othman trusted him like no other. He was his assistant, his butler, his food-taster, though never his confidant. Othman trusted no man with his innermost thoughts. Masood pulled back the silk curtain and ushered in the next visitor. It was just before midday and Othman had spoken to twenty-six men already. Women were not permitted to address him directly, but it was permissible for a man to make a request on behalf of a woman, providing he was a blood relative. Othman would remain in the desert until he had seen every man who wanted an audience. Some wanted advice, some an introduction to further their business interests, some wanted money, some simply to pay their respects. Whatever they wanted, Othman would listen and, wherever possible, grant their requests.

Masood ushered in a dark-skinned man wearing a grubby dishdasha, his head swathed in a black and white checked shumag scarf. He looked at Othman, then averted his eyes. Masood nudged him and he walked over the rugs to the centre of the tent. ‘Greetings, sir,’ he mumbled. He rubbed his nose with the back of a wrist, then put his hands behind his back and stood awkwardly, like a schoolboy waiting to be punished.

‘Sit, please,’ said Othman, waving at a row of embroidered cushions.

The man sat cross-legged and put his hands on his knees, still reluctant to meet Othman’s gaze.

Masood hovered at the man’s shoulder and asked him if he wanted tea or water. The man shook his head. Masood went back to the tent’s entrance.

Othman was used to people being uncomfortable in his presence. He was rich and powerful in a country where the rich and powerful held the power of life or death over lesser mortals. ‘What do you need from me?’ he asked quietly.

The man swallowed nervously. ‘I bring you a message, sir, from your son.’

‘I have many sons,’ said Othman.

‘From Abdal Jabbaar,’ said the man.

Othman’s breath caught in his throat. ‘Abdal Jabbaar is dead,’ he muttered.

‘Yes, sir, I know. I spoke to him before he died.’ 

‘Where?’

‘I was in Guantánamo Bay. I was held by the Americans, as was your son.’

The man was mumbling and Othman strained to hear him. ‘The Americans let you go?’ he asked.

‘After four years. They decided I was not a threat.’ 

‘And are you a threat to them?’

The man looked up and smiled cruelly. ‘I was not when they took me to Cuba, but I am now,’ he said. ‘I hate the infidels and I will do whatever I can to eradicate them from the face of the earth. But first your son said I was to speak with you, and to tell you what they did to him.’

Othman studied the man in front of him with unblinking eyes. The other lowered his own, reluctant to meet Othman’s baleful stare.

‘What is your name?’ asked Othman.

‘I am Khalid Wazir.’

‘Would you like a drink?’ asked Othman, picking up the silver teapot. This time the man nodded. Othman poured mint tea into a glass and handed it to him. ‘So, Khalid Wazir, I am listening. Do not be nervous, my friend. You have done me a great service in coming here. Tell me what my son said.’

‘He was tortured by the Americans,’ Wazir whispered. He sipped his tea, then placed the glass on a small wooden table inlaid with ivory.

‘I assumed that,’ said Othman. ‘They said my son took his own life, but I know that he would never have done such a thing.’

‘They tortured us all,’ said Wazir. ‘They are animals. They have no honour.’ He sighed mournfully. ‘Sir, I do not know how to tell you what I must.’

‘My son is already dead. What else can you tell me that would be worse?’ said Othman quietly.

Khalid Wazir took a deep breath, then laid a hand over his heart. ‘Sir, your son wanted me to tell you that they killed his younger brother, your son Abdal Rahmaan.’

The old man frowned. ‘Abdal Rahmaan died in a car crash,’ he said.

Khalid Wazir shook his head. ‘He was burnt alive by the Americans,’ he said. ‘Tortured and killed to put pressure on Abdal Jabbaar.’

The old man sat back in his seat. Abdal Rahmaan had been found in the burnt-out wreckage of his SUV in Qatar after the car had careered off the highway and slammed into an electricity pylon. That was what the police had told Othman and he had had no reason to doubt them. Until now. ‘You are sure of this?’

‘I can only tell you what your son told me,’ said Khalid Wazir. He took a deep breath. ‘There is more.’

‘Tell me,’ snapped Othman. His patience was wearing thin.

‘Your daughter,’ said Khalid Wazir. ‘The infidels tortured your daughter, Kamilah.’

‘That cannot be so,’ said Othman, coldly.

‘They assaulted her. They threatened to rape her when she was pregnant with your grandchild. They did this and showed Abdal Jabbaar what they were doing. They wanted information from Abdal Jabbaar so they killed Abdal Rahmaan and assaulted Kamilah. Your son wanted you to know this.’

‘Did he tell you who did this to him? Did he give you their names?’

Khalid Wazir nodded. ‘An American called Richard Yokely. And an English woman, Charlotte Button.’

Othman sat with his back ramrod straight. He forced himself to stay impassive though his instinct was to scream, curse and swear vengeance on those who had abused his family.

‘I am sorry to bring you such news,’ said Khalid Wazir.

Othman acknowledged the man’s apology with a wave of his liver-spotted hand but said nothing. He had come to terms with the death of his two sons, and even accepted that Abdal Jabbaar had killed himself while in the custody of the Americans, but what Wazir had told him had shocked him to the core. The police in Qatar had shown him photographs of Abdal Rahmaan’s burnt-out car and told him that no other vehicle had been involved, that it had been a simple accident, that Abdal Rahmaan had probably fallen asleep at the wheel. But that had been a lie. A deliberate lie. More than a lie – there had been a conspiracy. And if Abdal Rahmaan had been murdered, then perhaps Abdal Jabbaar had not killed himself. Perhaps he, too, had been murdered by the Americans.

He had not seen Kamilah for three months. She was living with her husband in Nice, in the South of France. Othman had held his granddaughter soon after she was born, and had never suspected that anything was wrong. He understood why. Kamilah’s husband was a good man but he was a devout Muslim and would be unable to live with a wife who had been defiled by unbelievers. No matter how much he loved his wife, Kamilah’s husband would shun her for ever. Othman’s daughter had known this so had said nothing, preferring to hide her shame and suffer in silence.

Khalid Wazir was watching Othman nervously and Othman forced himself to smile. No doubt the man feared for his safety, that Othman would lash out at the bringer of bad news. But Othman bore him no ill will. It had taken courage to tell a father that two of his sons had been murdered, and Othman would reward him handsomely. What Khalid Wazir had told him was heart-breaking, but at least now Othman could take his revenge on those responsible. Othman made a small beckoning motion with his right hand. Masood padded over and bent down so that his ear was level with Othman’s mouth. Othman whispered that he should give Khalid Wazir fifty thousand dollars from the ornate silver casket that stood on a low table to the left of the tent’s entrance. Masood bowed and went to it as Othman continued to scrutinise Khalid Wazir. ‘They tortured you, the Americans?’ Othman asked.

‘It was nothing compared to what they did to your sons.’ 

‘They beat you?’

‘In my case the abuse was mental more than physical. They would not let me sleep. I had to kneel with my hands on my head for hours at a time. They said they would keep me for ever unless I told them everything I knew about al-Qaeda.’

‘And what do you know about the Base?’ asked Othman. ‘The Base’ was the meaning of al-Qaeda, though the term was rarely used in the Western media. ‘The Base’ sounded too normal, too non-threatening, so they preferred to use the more sinister Arabic name.

‘Nothing.’ Wazir smiled bitterly. ‘I was a mechanic, working in Philadelphia. My boss was Iraqi, an old friend of my father’s, and he took me on when I arrived in the country. He worked me hard and paid me little, but I was there illegally so I could not complain. I was not political. I just wanted to make money to send back to my family. But my boss hated the Americans, even though he had lived there for twenty years. He was helping a group of fundamentalists who were planning an anthrax attack in New York, and he had me work on one of their vehicles. The group were arrested and they found my fingerprints on the truck. Men from Homeland Security came to my apartment in the middle of the night and three days later I was in Guantánamo Bay. They kept me there for four years. It was where I met your son.’

‘And what will you do now?’

‘I was deported to Iraq. I swore to your son that I would come to see you, but then I will return to my country and fight the infidel. I have many skills that will be useful.’

‘My manservant will give you money,’ said Othman. ‘And you have my gratitude for ever. If there is anything you need in the future, you have only to ask.’

‘I did not do this for money, sir,’ said Wazir, but Othman silenced him with a languid wave. Wazir realised that to argue would cause offence, so he lowered his eyes and mumbled his thanks. He stood up, and as he left the tent, Masood handed him a bulky package containing brand new hundred-dollar bills.

Othman put a hand to his forehead. A headache was building. Masood was at his shoulder. ‘Can I get you anything, sir?’ he asked. He had obviously heard everything Wazir had said, but knew better than to admit as much to his employer.

Othman shook his head. ‘How many are still waiting?’ he asked. 

‘A dozen at most, sir,’ said Masood. ‘I shall send them away.’ 

‘No,’ said Othman. ‘I shall see them.’

‘Very well, sir,’ said Masood, and padded over the rugs to the entrance.

Othman took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He had to be strong. He could not afford to show weakness in front of the men who wanted an audience with him. With wealth and power came responsibility. It was the Bedouin way.

 

 




CHAPTER 6


 

Shepherd stopped his black BMW X3 in the road and switched off the engine. His other car, a Honda CRV, was parked in the driveway. Katra would have picked up Liam from school by now. Shepherd had been away from his son for just over a fortnight, and although he had tried to phone home every evening he hadn’t always managed it. Being under cover meant working unsociable hours and as David Hickey didn’t have children he could only use his personal phone when no one was within earshot.

He climbed out of the SUV and walked up the driveway to the cottage. Liam’s bike was lying on the front lawn and Shepherd wheeled it to the back door. Liam was sitting at the kitchen table reading a football magazine and yelped when he heard the door open. ‘Dad!’ he yelled.

‘Who were you expecting? Father Christmas?’ Liam rushed over to him and hugged him. ‘Have you got bigger while I was away?’

‘It was only two weeks,’ said Liam. He released his father and squinted up at his head. ‘What happened to your hair?’

‘I had to cut it,’ said Shepherd.

‘You look like a skinhead.’

‘It’ll grow,’ said Shepherd.

Katra appeared from the kitchen in a blue tracksuit, her hair tied back in a ponytail. ‘I was about to play football with Liam,’ she said.

‘I’ll have a kick-about with him,’ said Shepherd.

‘Great, it’ll give me time to make mavzlji.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Dad, don’t you know anything? Mavzlji are meatballs. Made from pigs’ brains.’

Katra grinned. ‘My grandmother used pigs’ brains,’ she said to Shepherd, ‘but I use minced pork.’ Her Slovenian accent had all but disappeared during the three years she had worked for Shepherd, but the hours she spent watching daytime soap operas meant she had picked up the Australian habit of ending every sentence as if it was a question.

‘Glad to hear it,’ said Shepherd, and ruffled his son’s hair. ‘Come on, let’s see if you can get any past me.’

They went out into the garden and Liam picked up a muddy football. He dropped it at his feet then kicked it to Shepherd, who dribbled it across the lawn. The grass needed cutting. He hadn’t mown it since they’d moved in. He kicked the ball back to his son. ‘The garden’s a mess, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘Because Mum isn’t here,’ said Liam. ‘She always looked after the garden.’

‘Hey, I did a lot of digging in the old one, remember?’

‘Only because Mum told you what to do,’ said Liam. ‘She decided where to plant things.’ He kicked the ball hard and it sailed past Shepherd. He turned and jogged after it, retrieving it from an overgrown vegetable patch. Liam was right. Sue had designed their old garden in Ealing, and although he’d done the spadework and helped her carry bedding plants and fertiliser from the garden centre, it had been her vision. ‘So how about you and me get to work here?’ he asked.

‘Do you know how?’

‘How hard can it be? Anyway, we need a big lawn to play football on, right? And the trees are fine as they are. We just need plants and bushes and stuff. Maybe a rockery or two.’

Liam grinned. ‘A rockery?’

‘Your mum liked rockeries. Don’t ask me why.’ Shepherd kicked the ball back so Liam, who caught it on his chest, let it fall to the ground and trapped it with his right foot. ‘You’ve been practising,’ called Shepherd.

‘I’m on the school team now,’ said Liam. He flicked the ball into the air, headed it three times, then let it drop on to his right foot. There was a strip of plaster just below his knee.

‘What happened?’ asked Shepherd, pointing at it.

‘I tripped,’ said Liam. ‘It’s just a graze.’ He kicked the ball, which whizzed past Shepherd and banged against the shed.

‘Why didn’t Katra call me?’

‘I told her not to. Are we going to play?’

Shepherd went to Liam and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Why did you tell her not to phone me?’

‘I didn’t want you to worry, Dad. It’s only a graze. It’s not like I needed stitches or anything.’

‘I’m your dad, it’s my job to worry,’ said Shepherd.

‘Yeah, but what could you have done? Would you have come home?’

Shepherd screwed up his face. His son had the knack of asking disconcerting questions. ‘If you’d needed me, sure.’ Shepherd could hear the lack of conviction in his voice and it was clear from Liam’s face that he’d heard it too. ‘But you’re a big boy, right? You’ll be eleven soon.’

‘That’s what I thought you’d say,’ said Liam. ‘That’s why I told Katra not to call you.’

‘I’m your dad, Liam. I care about you more than anyone else in the world.’

‘I know.’ He seemed unwilling to meet Shepherd’s eye.

‘Just because I’m away, it doesn’t mean I’m not worried about you or that I’m not thinking about you.’

‘Are you going away again?’ asked Liam.

‘Hopefully not for a while,’ said Shepherd.

‘You always say that,’ said Liam, ruefully.

‘And I always mean it,’ said Shepherd. ‘But sometimes there’s work that needs doing and I have to do it.’

‘Why can’t someone else do it?’

‘It’s my job.’

‘But you could get another job, couldn’t you?’ 

Shepherd laughed. ‘Like what?’

‘You could work in a bank, like Granddad.’

‘Liam, I was a soldier. Now I’m a policeman. Well, sort of a policeman. Anyway, guys like me, we can’t work in an office.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’d be bored,’ Shepherd said. It was the best answer he could come up with.

‘So you do it because it’s exciting, not because it’s your job?’

‘Everyone has to work,’ said Shepherd. ‘Everyone has to do something.’

‘I just wish you weren’t away such a lot,’ said Liam.

‘If I was a salesman I’d be away all the time. People have to travel for all sorts of jobs. Look at airline pilots. If I was a pilot, I’d never be here, would I?’

‘At least people don’t shoot at pilots,’ said Liam, flatly.

‘What?’ said Shepherd.

‘Nothing.’

‘Who says I’m being shot at?’ asked Shepherd. ‘Have Gran and Granddad said something?’

‘I just heard them talking, that’s all, last time I was at their house.’ 

‘And what did they say?’

‘Nothing,’ said Liam. ‘Really, nothing.’

‘They said I was shot at?’

Liam shrugged. ‘That’s what Mum used to say, too.’

Shepherd flopped down on to the grass. ‘Sit,’ he said. Slowly Liam sank down next to him, but turned his back. ‘I help to catch criminals,’ said Shepherd, ‘but it’s not like on the TV – the bad guys don’t go around shooting the men who are trying to catch them. They honestly don’t. They know that if they shoot someone, they’ll go to prison for a long, long time.’

‘Sometimes policemen get killed.’

‘Not very often, Liam, and if I do my job properly, which I do, no one’s going to get the chance to hurt me. I have partners, I have a boss, I have a whole lot of people watching out for me.’

‘But you have a gun, right?’

Shepherd sighed. Yes, he had a gun. It was in the house, locked in a drawer in his wardrobe. A SIG-Sauer, his favourite weapon. It had always been a bone of contention with Sue, but Shepherd had argued that it was just a tool he needed to carry out his job effectively. She had always insisted that it be hidden from Liam, but when the boy was ten Shepherd had decided he was old enough to know about firearms. Most firearm accidents involving children arose from ignorance so he had shown the gun to Liam and explained how it worked, how dangerous it was, and that it was never, ever, to be taken from the locked drawer. ‘I have a gun, yes.’

‘Because you shoot people, right?’

‘Liam, I don’t go around shooting people.’

‘Granddad says you do.’

‘He said what?’

‘He said you’ve shot people. Is that true, Dad? Have you shot people?’

‘What did Granddad say to you?’

‘Nothing. I was upstairs and he was talking to Gran.’

‘And what did he say?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I just want to know what he was saying, Liam. You’re not in any trouble. And neither is your granddad.’

Liam sighed. ‘Gran said she wished you had a job that wasn’t so dangerous because I’d already lost one parent and it was stupid of you to take risks when you were all I had left. Granddad said you were a hero and that you only shot people to save lives.’

Shepherd smiled ruefully. ‘They’re both right.’

Now Liam turned to him. ‘So you have shot people, right?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But it’s not something I want to talk about now. Maybe when you’re older.’
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