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DIRECT ACTION

Across Britain, violent criminals are walking free - cases derailed by sharp-suited defence lawyers and soft-touch judges - and public fury is reaching breaking point.

Into that anger step the New Crusaders, a shadowy group that hunts down offenders who have slipped through the net and delivers their own brand of punishment live across social media to millions of cheering followers. To some, they’re heroes. To the government, they’re terrorists.

Dan "Spider" Shepherd of MI5 is tasked with bringing them down. But as Shepherd digs deeper, he uncovers a far more dangerous truth: the New Crusaders aren’t driven by justice. They’re being steered by hidden forces with an agenda that has nothing to do with punishment - and everything to do with tearing the country apart.

If Shepherd fails, it won’t just be the rule of law that collapses.

It will be the country itself.
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The room smelled of cold concrete and antiseptic. Not a sound could escape its walls, the soundproofing so thorough it could have swallowed a gunshot without a whisper. Abdul Wahid was suspended on the wooden X-shaped cross, his orange jumpsuit tight and smudged, arms stretched wide, wrists bound with thick leather straps that bit into his skin. The coarse wood pressed against his back.

There were eight figures standing in front of Wahid. He had no way of knowing if they were men or women because they were all wearing latex masks and long, flowing white robes with the red Cross of St George stitched onto the chest. The masks were a mixed bunch and Wahid only recognised three of them - Elvis Presley, Queen Elizabeth II, and Freddie Mercury. The other five - Voldemort. Princess Diana, Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher and William Shakespeare - meant nothing to him. He couldn’t read in English and even if he could the Harry Potter novels would have held no attraction, and he had no interest at all in British history. Wahid had gone to a lot of time and trouble and paid a lot of money to get into the UK, but the country’s rich historical background meant nothing to him. 

William Shakespeare and Winston Churchill were setting up two smartphones on adjustable stands, pointing their screens at Wahid. Everything that was about to be done was to be filmed, broadcast live on Facebook and Instagram. Later, after it was all over, edited videos would be downloaded to Tik Tok, X and Snapchat. It was a social media blitz that would reap them millions of views.

‘Who are you?’ said Wahid. ‘What are you doing?’

The figures ignored him. Eventually Shakespeare and Churchill finished setting up the phones and moved to the side.

‘Are you ready?’ Margaret Thatcher asked them, the voice muffled by the mask. It was a man’s voice, which caught Wahid by surprise. It was a man behind the mask.

Shakespeare and Churchill nodded. Thatcher stepped forward to stand in front of the two phones. The others formed a silent semicircle, their masks reflecting the harsh overhead light.

‘This is Abdul Wahid,’ said Thatcher, slowly and clearly. ‘He should not be in this country. He came here illegally. His request for asylum was refused but he was not deported. He claims to be from Afghanistan but it is thought that he is from Pakistan. Abdul Wahid is almost certainly not his real name but the British Government has seen fit to give him a driving licence and other paperwork in that name. Three years ago he sexually assaulted two ten-year-old girls, Aisha and Leila, in Bradford. He denied the offences but despite an expensive barrister paid for from our taxes, the jury saw through his lies and he was sentenced to five years. He served two. Just two years for taking the innocence of young girls.’

‘I served my time,’ shouted Wahid, but Thatcher ignored him.

‘What is interesting is that Wahid insisted on a taxpayer-funded interpreter throughout his trial, though it is clear that he has no problems understanding me here.’ Thatcher turned to look at the bound man. ‘You understand every word, don’t you? In the same way that you understand our laws but don’t think that they apply to you.’

Wahid spat at Thatcher but the spittle fell short and splattered across the poured concrete floor.

Thatcher turned back to the phones. ‘One of the girls, Aisha, killed herself when she heard that Wahid was being released. She hanged herself in her bedroom. Her mother found her body, stiff and cold.’ Thatcher went quiet for a few seconds, and then continued to address the phones. ‘The courts failed Aisha. The so-called Border Force failed Aisha. The Home Office failed Aisha. But we stand with Aisha. We are the New Crusaders and we are taking back the justice system. People like Abdul Wahid will no longer be permitted to escape justice. We will see to that.’

Thatcher turned to face Wahid. ‘Do you have anything to say?’

‘You can’t do this,’ said Wahid, his face contorted with anger. ‘I have rights. Human rights.’

‘You have no rights in this room,’ said Thatcher. ‘You entered this country illegally. You broke our laws. You showed no remorse.’

‘I served my sentence.’

‘You served two paltry years for ruining the lives of two young children. But you were never sentenced for the death of young Aisha. Our justice system decided that you could not be held responsible. The Crown Prosecution Service is no longer fit for purpose. But the New Crusaders are here to administer justice. And justice is what you are about to receive.’

Wahid struggled against his bonds but they held fast. His face was bathed in sweat now and there were wet patches on the armpits of his jumpsuit.

Thatcher waved at the other New Crusaders. Elvis and Churchill went over to the wall and picked up two blue plastic buckets filled with fist-sized rocks. They grunted as they carried the buckets to the centre of the room.

Thatcher bent down and picked up a rock. ‘Stones. The ancient way. Simple. Efficient. Brutal. Like your crimes. Like your punishment should be.’ Thatcher nodded at the other New Crusaders and one by one they selected a rock each then stood in a semicircle facing Wahid.

Wahid’s breathing became shallow, like a panting dog. His gaze fixed on the nearest bucket, the rounded stones reflecting the fluorescent light, each one a promise of impact. He struggled against his bindings, but the straps bit deeper. The wood dug into his spine and shoulders. Sweat ran down his face but his muscles couldn’t budge. The X-shaped cross was designed to immobilise, to make him utterly powerless, and it was working. Every movement was agony, every breath a reminder that escape was impossible. ‘Don’t do this,’ he sobbed. ‘I have money. I can pay.’

Winston Churchill jutted his chin, the latex mask expressionless. ‘Money cannot undo what you’ve done,’ he said. ‘Blood money might work in your culture, but not in ours. This is beyond negotiation. This is retribution.’

Thatcher nodded in agreement. ‘Begin.’ 

Wahid’s eyes darted from one masked face to the next. Elvis threw the first rock. It thumped into Wahid’s chest and the man screamed and struggled against the straps, but the X-shaped cross held firm.

Shakespeare threw the second stone. It smashed into Wahid’s face, breaking his teeth. Blood sprayed down the front of his jumpsuit. Shakespeare picked up another rock and weighed it in his hand.

The rocks came thick and fast, thrown with deadly precision. 

Wahid’s screams echoed, bouncing off the soundproof walls, a tortured symphony of terror and agony. His vision blurred, his body weakened with each impact. It would be a slow death and a painful one, every second transmitted across the internet.

Freddie Mercury threw a rock that connected with Wahid’s left knee, and he howled. Churchill followed, targeting the torso, and Voldemort threw two rocks in quick succession, breaking ribs. Wahid’s world narrowed, focused entirely on pain, shock, and the inevitability of death.

The onslaught continued, and soon there were dozens of rocks, many of them smeared with blood, lying on the floor below the X-shaped cross.

Wahid coughed, a wet, choking sound as blood filled his mouth. The jumpsuit, once bright orange, was now streaked with crimson. Sweat and blood glistened together, the smell acrid and metallic. The X-shaped cross groaned with the pressure of his convulsing body, the wood creaking but holding.

Princess Diana delivered the next strike to Wahid’s groin, sending him into a violent shudder. His body arched, head thrown back, eyes wide with disbelief. The weight of the rocks, the force of each blow, the inevitability of his punishment - he could feel every fracture, every shattering impact.

The rocks were hitting Wahid at a faster pace now as the New Crusaders found their rhythm. Wahid’s screams began to fade, replaced by gurgles and sharp intakes of breath. His vision blurred. Blood ran down his face, pooling in his hairline, dripping onto the floor beneath the X-shaped cross. He tried to twist, to escape, but the straps held him tight.

Thatcher struck again, targeting his legs, shattering the right femur. Wahid’s body convulsed violently, hips and shoulders jerking against the restraints. The sound was sickening, a combination of splintering wood, cracking bone, and human agony. His body was barely recognisable as a human form. Wahid’s breathing grew shallow, ragged, each inhale a struggle, each exhale a shuddering gasp. Muscles spasmed uncontrollably as the rocks continued to hit their target.

Then came the final phase. The New Crusaders synchronised their strikes, a seamless choreography. Small, controlled rocks aimed precisely at the head, chest, and abdomen. With each impact, Wahid’s body stilled slightly more. His screams became indistinct gurgles. Blood sprayed, coating the walls, the floor, the X-shaped cross itself. Eventually he went still, the straps taking all of his weight.

‘Enough,’ said Thatcher. ‘It is done.’

Silence filled the room, punctuated only by the distant drip of congealing blood onto the concrete floor.

Elvis stepped forward, took off his right glove and expertly felt for a pulse in Wahid’s neck. After a few seconds he nodded and took his hand away.

Thatcher turned to face the phones again. ‘We take no pleasure in taking this direct action. But we have no choice. This is justice. New Crusader justice. And we will continue to take action until the justice system steps up and does what it is supposed to do. If you want change, if you want people to obey the rule of law and respect the rights of fellow citizens, then you need to make your feelings known. Change will come if that is what you want.’

Shakespeare and Churchill went back to their phones and stopped filming.

Freddie Mercury, Voldemort, and Queen Elizabeth began gathering up the fallen rocks and placing them back in their buckets. They would be steam-cleaned to remove any evidence and reused next time there was a stoning.

Elvis and Thatcher began undoing the wrist straps. Princess Diana retrieved a six-foot wide roll of polythene and a roll of duct tape that had been left by the door. She unrolled the polythene on the floor. The body would be removed from the building and taken to an incinerator to be disposed of. 

Thatcher watched as the New Crusaders went about their business. It wasn’t the first time they had killed, and it wouldn’t be the last.
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Dan ‘Spider’ Shepherd’s lungs were starting to burn but he ignored the pain and concentrated on keeping up the pace. He was on his second lap of Battersea Park. He skirted the lake where ducks and swans glided through the reflections of the willows and as he headed back to Battersea Bridge Road he caught a breeze, blowing from the River Thames. He heard the rumble of traffic in the distance and he scanned his surroundings as he ran. He saw dog-walkers, cyclists and mothers with prams and strollers and the occasional suited businessman.

He tensed when he spotted the lone man sitting on a bench, looking in his direction. A big man with wide shoulders, grey hair that was starting to thin, a square jaw and a nose that had been broken at least once. The man was wearing a black raincoat with the collar turned up. He raised a hand in greeting and Shepherd slowed to a jog.

The man stood up as Shepherd approached. He was in his early sixties but clearly fit and well and able to take anything that was thrown at him. He grinned. ‘I see you finally ditched the rucksack of bricks,’ he said.

‘I’m happy enough just to be able to run under my own steam, Major,’ said Shepherd.

The two men hugged each other. It had been almost five years since Shepherd had last met Major Allan Gannon, and that had been at the SAS’s Stirling Lines base near Hereford. The fact that the Major had been waiting for Shepherd in the park meant that there was a problem somewhere, but for the moment Shepherd was glad to see his old comrade and mentor. 

The Major waved at the bench. ‘Are you okay to sit for a quick chat?’

‘Of course,’ said Shepherd.

The two men dropped down onto the bench, both scanning the area for possible threats. Old habits died hard. ‘I’ll get right to the point as this clearly isn’t a social visit,’ said the Major. ‘Do you remember The Hammer and The Sickle, back in The Stan?’ The Major grinned. ‘Of course you do, your trick memory means that you never forget anything.’

Shepherd grimaced. He wouldn’t have needed an eidetic memory to recall the al-Qaeda fighter known as The Sickle and his equally deadly sidekick, The Hammer. The aftermath of The Hammer and The Sickle’s acts of terror were burned into the memories of anyone who had come across them. ‘They’re dead, right?’

The Major shook his head. ‘The Sickle’s dead, you know that for sure. But The Hammer is very much alive. And he’s on his way to the UK.’

‘That’s impossible,’ said Shepherd.

‘You’d think so, wouldn't you? He actually applied to relocate to the UK under the ARAP scheme initially. Under his own name. Rahim Nurzai.’

‘Are you serious?’ said Shepherd. ‘The man’s an al-Qaeda mass murderer.’

The Afghan Relocations and Assistance Policy was set up in April 2021 to relocate Afghan nationals who had worked with the UK Government - especially security staff, interpreters and anyone who had supported British military or diplomatic missions.

‘True. But back in the day he worked as a translator with the Paras when they were on Operation Enduring Freedom.’ He smiled thinly. ‘Ironic name considering the way things worked out. Anyway, he was one of the first translators they had, but got the boot after six months. They could never prove it but they were fairly sure he was giving intel to the opposition. Patrols were getting attacked but never the patrols he was on. Then from late 2002 onwards he was openly with al-Qaeda.’

‘I never knew the background,’ said Shepherd. ‘Only that he was a murderous psychopathic bastard. So how does he end up in the UK?’

‘He was rejected from the ARAP scheme after the Regiment gave its view. We didn’t go into too much detail because of what happened with The Sickle, but we put a block on Nurzai.. We assumed that would be the end of it but somehow he reached out to investigators at the Independent Inquiry Relating To Afghanistan saying that he had evidence of atrocities carried out by the SAS. They sent investigators to talk to him in Pakistan.’

‘The guy who beat dozens of men, women and children to death with a hammer? Are they crazy?’

‘I’m not sure that they know too much about him,’ said the Major. ‘He’ll be coming in on the Afghan Citizens Resettlement Scheme and they use a different database.’

Shepherd nodded. The ACRS was set up in 2021 after the Taliban had taken over the country. The idea was to offer sanctuary for Afghans who were most at risk under Taliban rule, but that definitely didn’t apply to The Hammer. Almost 15,000 Afghans were evacuated during Operation Pitting in August 2021 when the British and US forces had pulled out of Afghanistan and almost all were given new lives in the UK. The scheme was still bringing in thousands of Afghans a year, but it didn’t make any sense at all that The Hammer had been accepted onto the programme.

‘But they know now, surely?’

‘Of course. But as things stand he is under the protection of the IIR. They are more interested in what he has to say about possible SAS war crimes than they are about what he did.’

‘So they’re looking to charge us with murder, is that what this is about?’

‘The inquiry can’t charge anyone, it’s not a criminal court or a prosecuting body,’ said the Major. ‘The investigators aren’t cops, they’re made up of Judges, barristers, solicitors, and civil servants. They can’t charge people but they can gather evidence and refer it to the relevant criminal courts or prosecuting bodies.’

‘Evidence? Or just hearsay from someone who wants to live in the UK.’

‘They say there’s a video.’

‘A video of what, exactly?’

The Major shrugged. ‘My contact doesn’t know the details, just that there is talk of a video.’

‘A video? This was 2002, Major. Phones barely had cameras. They weren’t geared up for video. Phones didn’t start taking video until 2005.’

‘I’m just telling you what I was told, Spider.’

Shepherd sighed. ‘And where is Nurzai now?’

‘Pakistan. He’s waiting for the tribunal to move him to the UK.’

‘Do you know where specifically?’

The Major shook his head. ‘All the intel I’m getting is second hand.’

‘This is a joke, Major. The man is a psychopathic killer. There’s no way they can grant him asylum here.’

‘It’s happening, Spider. That’s all I can tell you.’

‘And why are you telling me?’

‘This conversation never happened, right?’

‘That’s taken as read.’

‘There is a window of opportunity right now. Nurzai is still in Pakistan while the inquiry investigators are reviewing the evidence. There won’t be any charges until the evidence is presented to the Service Police or more likely the Service Prosecuting Authority. But once that happens they will relocate him to the UK. And his family.’’

Shepherd nodded. The SPA could prosecute offences such as murder, manslaughter and war crimes under the Armed Forces Act 2006 and the International Criminal Court Act of 2001.

‘It’s been brought to my attention that at least two former members of the Regiment are planning to take matters into their own hands to stop that happening.’

Shepherd frowned. ‘So they know that charges are being prepared?’’

The Major nodded. ‘That’s what I’m told.’

‘How do they know that?’

‘I’m not sure. They must have their own sources. But my understanding is that they are preparing to go out to Pakistan and resolve the matter themselves.’

‘You mean they’re planning to assassinate Nurzai?’

‘I can’t say that. But you can draw your own inference.’

‘Well Jordan Shore was blown up by an IED two days after The Sickle was killed, and Geordie Mitchell was killed by a sniper in 2007. That only leaves Jock McIntyre and Billy Armstrong.’

‘And yourself, of course. You were the sergeant in charge of the mission.’

‘Are you saying that I might be charged with a war crime?’

‘It’s too early to say either way, Spider.’

Shepherd shook his head in disbelief. ‘This is ridiculous,’ he said. 

‘There’s more,’ said the Major. ‘There was another British soldier present when The Sickle was killed. A para on attachment to your unit.’

Realisation dawned and Shepherd leaned back and stared up at the leaden sky. ‘Lex Harper,’ he said quietly.

‘The one and only.’
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Shepherd let himself into the flat. ‘It’s me!’ he called as he headed down the hall to the kitchen.

‘Of course it’s you,’ answered Liam from the sitting room. ‘If it was the SAS they’d have kicked down the door and thrown in flashbangs.’

Shepherd’s son was mid-way through a three-day visit and had spent most of his time watching football on the big-screen TV.

‘Are you going to say that every time I come into the flat?’ shouted Shepherd as he opened the fridge and took out a bottle of water. He drank from it as he walked through to the sitting room.

‘Probably,’ said Liam. ‘It’s my go-to response to you telling me it’s you when it obviously is.’ He was sprawled on one of the sofas, his feet up on the coffee table, holding a bottle of lager on his stomach. He was wearing grey shorts and a white Army Air Corps T-shirt, which Shepherd was fairly sure he’d slept in. 

Liam had spent a few years in the Army Air Corps, flying Wildcats with 659 Squadron, based in Somerset. Then he’d retrained on the Chinook and was now assigned to the Joint Special Forces Aviation Wing, based in Hampshire. Shepherd had been as proud as punch when his son had joined the JSFAW. Its pilots were the best in the military and were tasked with ferrying the SAS and SBS into trouble spots around the world. Liam was now a strapping six-footer with an easy, athletic build and the quiet confidence of someone used to responsibility rather than trying to impress. Yet Shepherd still felt as protective of him as he had when Liam was a toddler, struggling to come to terms with his mother’s sudden death in a senseless traffic accident caused by a truck running a red light.

Shepherd dropped down onto the other sofa. ‘Do you have any plans for today?’ he asked.

‘Just chilling,’ said Liam. ‘I might hit the gym later. Do you want to join me?’

‘Running is my exercise of choice and I’ve done my bit for the day,’ he said.

Liam was watching a football match. Shepherd looked at the screen but his mind was racing and he barely registered the game. He couldn’t focus, his mind was caught in a storm of thoughts that made every pass and goal feel irrelevant.

‘Dad, are you okay?’

Shepherd flinched as if he’d been stung. He looked over at Liam who was frowning with concern. ‘Sure. Yes. Fine. Why?’

‘You were breathing heavily and your knuckles had gone white, like you were wrestling with something.’

Shepherd forced a smile. ‘I’m okay. It’s a work thing.’

‘You were fine before you went for a run. Did something happen?’

Shepherd tilted his head to the side, impressed at his boy’s empathy and observational skills. ‘I was given some not-great news. By a face from the past.’

‘Anyone I know?’

‘Major Gannon. My old SAS boss. I hadn’t seen him for donkey’s and it wasn’t a social call.’

Liam swung his feet off the coffee table and sat up ramrod straight, the game forgotten. ‘So what’s the problem? Can I help?’

‘I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to have to deal with this.’

‘Deal with what?’

Shepherd grimaced. ‘I can’t tell you. It’s operational.’

‘You mean you can tell me, but then you’d have to kill me?’

Shepherd laughed. ‘Yeah, that sounds about right.’

‘Dad, I’ve signed the Official Secrets Act. I’ve been on more than my fair share of top secret operations.’

Shepherd knew that Liam was right. If anyone could be trusted, it was his son. Shepherd sipped his water. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Maybe talking about it will help me clear my thoughts. It was in Afghanistan, 2002, a year after the Twin Towers had been destroyed and the US was out for revenge. I was part of an SAS group on a hunt and kill mission to take out an al-Qaeda hit squad which had been spreading terror in villages across the country. The hit squad was commanded by an al-Qaeda fighter nicknamed The Sickle because that was his tool of choice for hacking off the heads of his victims. His number two was a psychopath they called The Hammer. His weapon of choice was a heavy claw hammer.’

‘So The Hammer and The Sickle?’

‘I know, crazy, right? But there was no Russian connection. Both men were teenagers when the Russians had pulled out of Afghanistan in 1989, and like most of the population they hated the occupiers. . This is how it worked. They would call at the house of anyone they suspected of helping the Allied forces, usually just before dawn. They would drag out the man and his family and The Sickle would have his men rape any wives the man had, before using his sickle with a vengeance. The children were next, raped and butchered. Only then would the man be killed, with The Sickle disembowelling his victim to make the pain and anguish last longer. The Hammer preferred to take his time. He would smash their feet so they couldn’t walk, then their knees so that they couldn’t crawl. Then he’d crush their hands and their elbows to accentuate the agony before finally administering the killing blows to their head.’

Liam winced. ‘That’s awful.’

‘They killed hundreds of people, Liam. Men, women and children. And they did it to intimidate and threaten innocent civilians. It was a reign of terror and they were feared right across the country. They wanted to put the fear of God into the population so that they wouldn’t cooperate with the Americans and the Brits. And it pretty much worked.’

He took another swig of water before continuing. ‘The two of them were doing so much damage, they were identified as priority targets. We’d been tracking them both for weeks but The Hammer had gone off to visit family and we’d lost eyes on him. We tracked The Sickle to a small flat-roofed house in a village called Karam Khēl in Kapisa Province, forty miles outside the capital, Kabul. His real name was Tariq Azmar but everyone knew him as The Sickle. We breached the house at night, and the firefight was brief and one sided because we had the element of surprise. The Sickle hadn’t died in the initial assault, but had taken a round in the leg and dropped his weapon while running out of the building. I was at the front of the house and by the time I reached him, one of our guys was standing over him. Now, this was a kill mission, no doubt about that, and what should have happened is that The Sickle should have been dispatched with a quick double tap. The guy standing over him was Jordan Shore, we called him Sandy. A Geordie with slab-like teeth and receding ginger hair. As I came out of the building, Sandy fired once, shooting The Sickle in the groin. The Sickle roared in pain. Sandy grinned and fired again, this time putting a round in the man’s left knee. I asked him what he was doing and he said that he deserved it. Then he blasted a round into The Sickle’s right knee.’ Shepherd shuddered and he took another drink of water. ‘The Sickle was screaming in Pashto, a torrent of obscenities. Sandy was grinning down at the man, revelling in his pain. He aimed his carbine at The Sickle’s left arm and put a bullet in his elbow. Lex Harper was there and he was screaming at Sandy to pack it in.’

‘Lex was a Para back then, right?’

Shepherd nodded. ‘He was on attachment to the SAS. We always thought he’d end up joining the Regiment but it never happened. Anyway Sandy ignored Lex and took aim at The Sickle’s right elbow. Before he could pull the trigger Lex stepped forward and double-tapped The Sickle in the face. Bang Bang. You’re dead.’

‘Lex killed him?’

‘He put the man out of his misery. We had a medic on the team, a guy called Geordie Mitchell, but The Sickle was beyond help. And anyway we weren’t there to help him. This was a shoot to kill operation, remember? The mission was to kill him. End of. Anyway, Sandy was pissed off at Lex for spoiling his fun and pointed his gun at him. Lex wouldn’t back down and I had to stand in between them. It was a shit show. Eventually Sandy got a grip on himself and we headed out.’

‘Did you report him?’

Shepherd looked pained and he drank more water. ‘If I’d reported him, he’d have been RTU’d. Or maybe even thrown out of the Army.’

RTU – returned to unit – meant the end of a soldier’s time with the SAS. It was possibly the worst thing that could happen to a trooper, short of taking a bullet.

‘Sandy was clearly a sadistic psychopath, but I didn’t want to be the grass who ended the man’s career. The decision was taken out of my hands just two days later, when an IED took out the vehicle that Sandy was driving, a remote control detonation that killed him instantly.’

Shepherd took another drink. Shore’s death was marked with a plaque at the base of the clocktower in the SAS’s Stirling Lines barracks, but there was no mention of his psychopathic tendencies. That should have been the end of it, but now it appeared that the past had come back to haunt Shepherd.

‘So what’s the problem?’ asked Liam. ‘It was a shoot to kill operation, as you say. The Sickle was shot and killed.’

‘The problem is that it wasn’t a straightforward kill. Sandy tortured the man. And he would have carried on torturing him if Lex hadn’t double-tapped him. That’s a war crime.’

‘But the war crime was committed by Sandy, and he’s dead.’

‘There’s a thing called group responsibility,’ said Shepherd. ‘Plus we didn’t report him which could look like a cover-up.’ 

‘So what happens next?’ 

‘Do you know about Operation Northmoor?’ Shepherd asked. Liam shook his head. 

‘It was set up to investigate so-called Special Forces Night Raids during 2010 to 2013. Long after I’d left, of course. Families and witnesses had been claiming that unarmed civilians had been executed in their own homes by British forces. There were claims that weapons had been dropped to make it look like self-defence. In all Operation Northmoor looked at some six hundred cases.’

‘Six hundred?’ repeated Liam. ‘That’s a lot.’

‘It was easy enough to make allegations,’ said Shepherd. ‘Especially when there was a good chance of compensation and possible relocation to the UK.’

‘So people lied?’

Shepherd smiled thinly. ‘It happens. Anyway, it was the UK military police who ran Operation Northmoor and they uncovered evidence that senior officers had expressed concern over a series of killings of what they referred to as “surrendered men”. And they found an email from a high-ranking officer that there was a deliberate policy of execution of males of fighting age. The investigation was shut down by the Ministry of Defence in 2017, citing insufficient evidence.’

‘Six hundred cases and there was no evidence? That sounds like a whitewash.’

Shepherd nodded. ‘That’s what the families claimed. They had the backing of a number of UK law firms and they brought several cases to the High Court. Eventually the High Court agreed that the original investigations weren’t independent or adequate and ordered a full inquiry. Which is where we are now. The official public inquiry started in 2024. Witnesses are still being called and I’ve been told it’s likely that The Hammer will be one of those witnesses. UK judges have already said that there is credible evidence of unlawful killings that could lead to criminal prosecutions of individuals and potentially commanders. And this time they’re not restricted to 2010 to 2013. All bets are off.’

‘Well that’s not good.’

‘It’s terrible,’ said Shepherd. ‘A lot of the guys are worried.’

‘Could this hurt you, dad?’

Shepherd grimaced. He didn’t want to worry his son, but he didn’t want to lie to him either. ‘I was there. I was in charge. If I’d had a tighter grip on the operation maybe Sandy wouldn’t have gone off the rails.’

‘Will you have to speak to the inquiry?’

‘That’s a possibility, yes.’

‘Even though you work for MI5 now?’

Shepherd shrugged. ‘I don’t think that will carry any weight, unfortunately.’

‘Why has this come to a head now?’

‘The Hammer is in Pakistan and he’s reached out to tribunal investigators. He claims to have a video, presumably of the killing of The Sickle.’

‘You said that The Hammer was al-Qaeda?’

‘Right.’

‘But the Taliban are in bed with al-Qaeda and they now run Afghanistan. Why did he leave, why does he want to come to the UK? They won, didn’t they?’

‘They did, no question. We ran away with our tails between our legs.’

‘This is a nightmare, dad.’

Shepherd nodded. ‘It’s heading that way, yes.’

‘What are you going to do?’

Shepherd sipped his water. It was a good question, and one that he couldn’t answer just then.
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Shepherd tapped out Lex Harper’s phone number from memory. There were many advantages to having near-perfect recall, and never having to store phone numbers in his handset was just one. The number was in Thailand, where Lex Harper had made the seaside resort of Pattaya his home. The number rang for about ten seconds, then Harper answered. ‘Hi Spider, what do you need?’ he asked. He had a strong Liverpool accent, even though it had been more than two decades since he had lived in the city.

‘Why do you think I need anything, Lex?’

‘Because I only ever hear from you when you need something.’

Shepherd grimaced. Harper was right. Much as he liked the guy, he never called him for a chat or to ask how he was, there was always a pressing problem that needed his special skills to be resolved. ‘Fair point,’ said Shepherd. ‘I promise to call you on your birthday.’

‘Do you even know when my birthday is, Spider?’

‘You’ll know when I call you,’ said Shepherd. ‘Where are you, Lex?’

‘Where do you think I am?’

Spider chuckled dryly. ‘I’m just hoping that you’re not in Pakistan.’

There was a silence lasting for a few seconds as Harper processed what he’d heard and the implications of it. ‘Obviously we need to talk,’ he said eventually.

‘I think so,’ said Shepherd.

‘Shall I pop around to your flat?’

That answered at least one of Shepherd’s questions. Harper was in London. ‘I think we’d better make it somewhere public,’ he said.

‘That’s fine,’ said Harper. ‘Can’t go wrong with Hyde Park. The Lido Cafe? They do a great Americano.’

‘That works. Can you get there in two hours?’

‘Sure.’

‘Are you planning on bringing Jock and Billy with you?’

There was another pause, shorter this time. ‘Way to tell me that you know what’s going on without actually telling me you know what’s going on. Yes, okay, table for four it is. Be there or be square.’

Harper ended the call and Shepherd stared at his phone. The fact that Armstrong and McIntyre were also in London was good news, bad news. The good news was that they hadn’t left for Pakistan, the bad news was that the signs were that they were planning to.
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There were eleven of them sitting around the circular table, in a small room above an East End pub called The George, commonly referred to as the G Spot by the locals. The landlord was sympathetic to the group’s aims and ideals, and while he never attended any of the group’s meetings he let them use the room for free. There was a single window overlooking the street, but it was covered with thick black curtains. They were wearing a selection of latex masks but their regular clothes.

There was a blue plastic bucket in the middle of the table and one by one the men switched off their mobile phones and placed them inside. There were female members of the New Crusaders but that night the council was composed solely of men. Once they had all given up their phones, Queen Elizabeth carried the bucket over to a large safe next to the window. The landlord used the safe to store cash on the rare occasions that he had cash to store, but generally it was open and unlocked. Queen Elizabeth put the bucket in the safe, closed the door, and sat down again at the table.

‘We have a busy schedule this evening so I’ll get right into it,’ said Voldemort. He flicked open a brown leather document file to reveal a sheath of printed sheets.

‘Ready when you are,’ said Tony Blair. He clicked his biro, poised over an opened notepad.

Prince William cursed. ‘My damn pen’s out of ink,’ he muttered.

Tony Blair reached inside his jacket pocket and took out a pen. He handed it to Prince William who nodded his thanks.

The door flew open and they all jumped, but relaxed when they recognised the latecomer. ‘Sorry, some twat threw himself under a train at Tottenham Court Road.’

‘Mask!’ shouted Voldemort.

‘Sorry,’ said the man, quickly pulling the door shut.

‘Twat,’ said Voldemort.

The men in the room all knew each other but the latex masks were a necessary security precaution in case they were ever filmed or recorded. The room was swept for bugs before and after every meeting but the security services were always coming up with weird and wonderful surveillance equipment and they had to plan for the worst possible scenario which was that they might be recorded. The masks would make it difficult to prove who said what, as the masks were chosen at random at each meeting.

The door opened again and the man came back in, now wearing a Freddie Mercury mask. ‘Sorry about that,’ he said and dropped onto an empty chair. He took a pen and notepad from his jacket and placed them on the table in front of him. ‘Did I miss anything?’

‘Phone,’ said Tony Blair.

Freddie Mercury cursed under his breath, stood up and pulled an iPhone from his pocket. He switched it off then walked over to the metal safe, opened it and dropped his iPhone into the bucket. He sat down again, mumbling yet another apology.

‘We’d just started,’ said Voldemort. ‘We have a dozen possibles to get through so let’s dive straight in.’ He took one of the sheets of paper and placed it in the middle of the table. It was a dark-skinned South Asian man with pockmarked cheeks and a receding hairline. ‘Allow me to introduce you to Adil Rauf, a Pakistani who was jailed for leading a gang of Asian men who over ten years sexually assaulted almost a hundred girls in Leeds, some as young as thirteen. After his release from prison, the British Government tried to deport him but Rauf tore up his Pakistani passport and declared himself stateless. As a result a judge decided that he could not be deported. We have received reports that he is offending again, back in Leeds. As deportation is not an issue, I would recommend castration. All those in favour?’ Voldemort raised his hand and the eleven others raised theirs. ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Castration it is.’

He pushed a second sheet of paper into the centre of the table. ‘My next submission concerns four young men from Wolverhampton. British born, they all started their criminal careers at a young age. They are brothers. Ali Malik is the oldest, at 26, and his siblings are Asif, 22, Usman, 20, and Imran, 18. The police finally caught them and they all admitted conspiring to steal motor vehicles earlier this year. High end cars that were shipped out of the country days after being stolen. The sentences they received were laughable - Ali was jailed for four years and served two, Asif and Usman were given two-year suspended sentences and Imran was handed a twenty-four-month Youth Supervision Order. This for the theft of more than a hundred vehicles with a value of more than four million pounds. The police said there were no assets to be seized, but the four brothers are already back on social media showing off their ill-gotten gains and boasting of stealing cars again. As I said, they are British born so deportation is not a possibility. Do we have any thoughts on a suitable punishment?’

John Lennon raised a hand. ‘Amputation,’ he said. ‘Give them a taste of Sharia law.’

Several of the New Crusaders grunted and nodded.

One, Shakespeare, raised his hand. ‘I’m in favour but there are practicalities in doing four amputations at the same time. It’s not an easy procedure and as I’ll probably be the one carrying them out, I have to point out the difficulties.’

‘Do you have a suggestion?’ asked Voldemort.

‘They stole a hundred cars. How about a hundred lashes each? It’s a nice round number.’

Voldemort nodded his approval. ‘All those in favour?’ Twelve hands were raised. ‘Excellent,’ he said.

He pushed another sheet forward. ‘Michal Nowak, Polish national, but has lived in the UK for twenty years. Four years ago he killed a woman and her two children. He was driving a truck and he rear-ended the woman’s car when she was stopped at a red light. He ploughed into the back of them. He was watching pornography on his phone when he crashed, admitted as much to the police, but there was a technical issue with the phone data and he ended up pleading guilty to careless driving and served less than two years. His blood alcohol level was just below the legal limit but there was a bottle of vodka in his cab. This is a man who should have spent the rest of his life behind bars, but he is still driving, still drinking and probably still watching porn while he’s at the wheel. Only last week he clipped another car on the motorway as his truck drifted over the white line. He told the police he was just tired. The leopard has not changed his spots. Two years for killing a mother and two children. I would suggest that a life sentence would be appropriate, but of course that is not within our gift. I therefore suggest we apply the death sentence.’ He looked around the room and was faced with nodding heads. ‘All in favour?’ Twelve hands went up. ‘Excellent,’ said Voldemort.

He pushed another sheet forward. ‘Moving on to Faisal Rahman, a 46-year-old Pakistani national with indefinite leave to remain. Three years ago he raped a fourteen-year-old girl in Hastings. He used a condom so there was no DNA in the girl, but the condom was recovered by a forensics technician. Unfortunately the technician was relatively new to the job and mishandled the evidence, effectively contaminating it. As a result the CPS offered a plea deal to a lesser charge of sexual assault instead of rape and Rahman was sentenced to two years and was out in twelve months. He is still in Hastings and is often seen hanging around the seafront, eyeing up schoolgirls. I propose castration and if he doesn’t voluntarily repatriate back to Pakistan we follow it up with a stoning.’ Twelve hands went up immediately.

Voldemort nodded his approval and pushed another sheet into the middle of the table. ‘This is Rami Darwish, a Syrian national who came to the UK as an asylum seeker and who now has British citizenship. He was working as a delivery driver when he was charged with the murder of his employer, who was found stabbed in a North London warehouse. CCTV placed Darwish near the scene, and his fingerprints were found on a bloodstained knife at his flat. Unfortunately it later emerged that officers had entered the flat without a valid warrant. They claimed “exigent circumstances” - that they feared evidence might be destroyed - but the defence argued there was no immediate threat justifying the entry. The knife and a bloodstained jacket were both recovered during that unlawful search. When the case reached trial, the judge ruled that this evidence was inadmissible under Section 78 of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act. Without the key exhibits, the prosecution’s case collapsed and the jury was directed to return a not guilty verdict. Darwish effectively got away with murder. His only punishment was the eight months he served on remand. The detective in charge was disciplined, and the case became a training example for every CID unit in the country. I suggest that Darwish is punished by the rules of Sharia law and we stone him to death.’

‘Definitely,’ said Freddie Mercury.

Twelve hands went up.

Voldemort put a further six cases up for discussion and vote, and the meeting ended almost three hours after it had started. One by one the men collected their phones and left the room, leaving their latex masks in a black nylon holdall. They left at one minute intervals until only Voldemort and Donald Trump remained. They both removed their masks.

The man who had been wearing the Donald Trump mask nodded grimly. ‘This is getting bigger than I ever imagined,’ he said. He spoke with a Black Country accent, the vowels pulled wide and consonants clipped hard at the edges. His name was Lawrence Bracknell and he was a retired solicitor. He was in his sixties and had a similar build to the American President, six feet three inches tall and overweight, but unlike Donald Trump had dealt with his thinning hair by shaving it all off.

‘It was only ever going to get bigger, because we have right on our side and the bigger it gets, the more people will join us,’ said the other man. His name was Julian Sloane. He was just over six feet tall, with a shock of jet black hair that kept falling over his eyes. He was in his late thirties and looked as if he spent a lot of time in the gym, with wide shoulders, a trim waist and bulging calves visible through his Versace jeans. He was a fireman, based in London’s Soho station. 

‘The contractors are almost finished with our third location,’ said Bracknell.

‘Birmingham?’

‘Outside Birmingham, on an industrial estate. You should come and see it when it’s done.’

‘We’ll need more people.’

‘We already have four New Crusaders from Brum and two from Coventry. And it’s two, two and a half hours from London by car. But yes, we need more members. There are twenty-nine of us as of today and we need to increase that to at least thirty-six once the new premises are up and running.’

‘But that’s a problem, isn't it? We’re a tight group now. We know each other. We trust each other. If we expand the organisation we’ll be bringing in new people, people we don’t know.’

‘I can run checks. I’ve got cops on board, you know that.’

‘But what if the spooks try to infiltrate us? They have to be on our case by now. I mean, sure, the cops have been after us from day one, but we’ve been so successful the security services will be piling in. They’ll have undercover people trying to get into the New Crusaders as we speak.’

‘You’re right, of course,’ said Bracknell. ‘But anyone who wants to join us, they’ll be tested.’

Sloane frowned. ‘Test them, how?’

‘Simple. Anyone who wants to join us has to cross a line.’

‘What sort of line?’

Bracknell grinned. ‘Use your imagination. But whatever line we choose, only someone committed to our cause will cross it.’ He patted Sloane on the shoulder. ‘We have to grow, we have to expand, and we have to keep expanding until we can take back our country. We are patriots, and we have right on our side.’ His blue eyes blazed with an inner fire.

Sloane nodded in agreement. ‘Our time will come.’

Bracknell shook his head. ‘No, our time is here. Here and now.’
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Shepherd got to Hyde Park just ten minutes before the time he had arranged to meet Harper. If he’d been working he’d have given it an hour so that he could check out the area and make sure that there were no unpleasant surprises, but Harper was an old friend and Shepherd didn’t want to look as if he didn’t trust him. The park had a damp London smell - wet grass and cold earth, with diesel from the road drifting in on the breeze. The Serpentine looked flat and dull, a smear of pewter stretching out towards the bridge. A couple of swans walked unsteadily along the bank like drinkers on a pub crawl.

Runners were out in force, pounding past with headphones on, breath steaming. Dog walkers too, with small yappy dogs in coats and bigger ones dragging their owners towards the trees. Shepherd turned up the collar of his leather bomber jacket and kept his hands in the pockets.

The Lido Café sat on the edge of the lake, a long low building with big glass windows and a terrace of metal tables overlooking the water. In summer it was packed with tourists and cyclists. In October, with the cold drifting in off the Serpentine, it was quieter. He picked a spot outside at the far end of the terrace, half-shaded by a tree. From there he could see the path from both directions, as well as the entrance to the café and the steps leading down to the water. Good angles. Good exits. He sat down and rested his forearms on the cold table, but his eyes were already working. He clocked everything. A woman pushing a pram. A man in Lycra stretching his calves against the railing. Two teenagers taking selfies with the lake behind them. All harmless. Then the possibles. A man in a dark coat leaning on the fence too long, watching the birds. Or at least pretending to. Another sitting on a bench, newspaper up, but his shoes were polished and his posture was military straight. A third walking past the café, not looking at it but paying too much attention to who was sitting outside. None of them obvious threats but all of them worth watching.

A waitress came over to his table. Pretty, mid-twenties with her chestnut hair tied back in a ponytail. She gave him a quick smile. ‘Can I get you anything?’ she asked.

‘Just a black coffee.’ She nodded and disappeared inside. Shepherd leaned back and let the park breathe around him. The soft slap of water against the wall. The distant whine of a police siren somewhere near Marble Arch. Leaves rustling overhead. Dogs barking in the distance.

He looked at the Breitling Emergency watch on his wrist. It didn’t just keep the time, it contained a built-in distress beacon tuned to military frequencies. If he pulled out the twin antenna caps the watch would broadcast to satellites overhead and, according to the Breitling sales pitch, a helicopter would be despatched to pick him up. He doubted that he’d be needing a helicopter, though. He was only planning on having a chat with Harper. And with Jock McIntyre and Billy Armstrong, if they turned up.

The birdwatcher had been joined by a young girl wearing a school uniform with a large backpack and he held her hand as they walked towards Bayswater Road. The man on the bench was talking into his mobile phone. The man who had walked past the café had gone inside and was sitting next to a woman who was caressing his leg. None of them seemed the least bit interested in Shepherd, which was how it should be. He wasn’t expecting trouble.

Harper appeared at the Bayswater Road entrance wearing a dark blue Adidas tracksuit and Nike trainers. Shepherd smiled. Jogging was the perfect cover because if things went wrong you were all geared up for running like the wind. Harper jogged past the man and his daughter, sticking to the path.

The waitress returned with Shepherd’s coffee. He thanked her and as she walked away he looked over his shoulder. Billy Armstrong was walking diagonally across the grass towards him, his black raincoat flapping behind him like the wings of a distressed crow. He was wearing impenetrable sunglasses that Shepherd knew were almost certainly Oakleys. Armstrong waved a hand in greeting, letting Shepherd know that he had no ulterior motive in coming up behind him.

Shepherd turned away and sipped his coffee. He smiled when he spotted Jock McIntyre hiding behind a tree a hundred yards off to the left. McIntyre had put on weight since he had left the Regiment, and he clearly assumed that the tree he was standing behind was bigger than it actually was. From where he was sitting Shepherd could see part of the man’s coat and his foot. When he eventually stepped out from behind the tree he realised Shepherd was looking directly at him and he grinned shame-facedly. Shepherd smiled and raised his coffee mug in salute.

Harper reached the café first and Shepherd stood up, shook the man’s hand and hugged him. ‘Are you putting on weight?’ asked Harper, patting Shepherd on the stomach.

‘A couple of pounds,’ said Shepherd. He squinted at Harper’s hairline. ‘Is your hair receding?’

‘The march of time, Spider,’ said Harper with a grin, dropping down onto the chair opposite Shepherd. He was tanned and his sandy hair was flecked with highlights.

Shepherd looked down at his trainers. They were Nikes with thick white soles, slightly curved. The uppers were black engineered mesh with a subtle grainy texture, and there were metallic gold and grey swooshes on the sides. They weren’t fashion trainers, they were running shoes, serious ones. ‘They look the business,’ said Shepherd, nodding at them.

Harper grinned. ‘Yeah, they’re Nike ZoomX Vaporflys. Three hundred quid a pair, if you can find them. I won them in a poker game in Pattaya. Guy was a high roller but ran out of cash so I had him put the trainers and his socks in the pot, more to see him walk home barefoot then anything. Turned out we had the same size feet and they’re as comfortable as fuck. They have a thick ZoomX foam midsole paired with a full-length carbon fibre plate which they say gives you a strong energy return and a springy ride. Perfect if you need to be gone fast.’

‘I’ve never been a fan of hi-tech trainers,’ said Shepherd.

‘That’s right, you did all your running in Army boots, didn’t you?’

‘The thing is when you’re in trouble and you need to run, you don’t have time to go home and change into your trainers, you have to run in what you’re wearing at the time. So it makes sense to train hard.’

‘Train hard, fight easy,’ said Harper. ‘Isn’t that what the SAS say?’

‘It was Alexander Suvorov, an 18th-century Russian general, who is supposed to have said it first. Train hard, fight easy. Train easy, fight hard.’

‘You and your internal hard drive,’ said Harper. He grinned. ‘Makes you sound like a real know-it-all sometimes.’

McIntyre was the next to arrive, In his SAS days he had been whippet-thin and had a shock of black hair that was forever falling over his eyes. The hair was greyer now and shorter, and the man was probably a good fifty kilograms heavier, about the weight of a fully-packed SAS Bergen. He was wearing a black leather jacket over a dark green polo neck sweater and there was a chunky steel Rolex on his left wrist. Londoners tended not to wear brand name watches out in public following a spate of high-profile muggings, but it would be a brave mugger who tried to take anything off Jock McIntyre. Shepherd stood up and the two men hugged. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes, Spider,’ said McIntyre, patting him on the back.

‘Long time, no see,’ Jock,’ said Shepherd. The two men sat down. ‘What are you doing with yourself these days?’ asked Shepherd.

‘Security consultancy, mainly,’ said McIntyre. ‘And that’s not a euphemism for dirty tricks. I’ve been out in Ukraine most of the time, whipping their foreign mercenaries into shape. I don’t get involved in any of the fighting, it’s more about making sure that the guys they have know what they’re doing.’

‘Good money?’

McIntyre grinned. ‘Hell, yeah.’

Shepherd stood up again as Billy Armstrong reached the terrace. He was the oldest in the group, almost touching sixty, but he was still as hard as nails and only a few kilograms heavier than when he’d been in the SAS. Like Harper, Armstrong was tanned, but Shepherd doubted that he’d been in Thailand. Armstrong was near fluent in Kurdish and Arabic and the last Shepherd had heard he’d been working for Triple Canopy in Iraq. Triple Canopy was a subsidiary of the Constellis Group, the primary protective security arm for the US Department of Defense, the US State Department and internal organisations doing business in trouble spots. It operated almost as a private army, providing armed guards at U.S. embassies, running convoy protection, training host-nation security forces and operating crisis response and evacuation systems.
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