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CHAPTER 1


As graves go, it wasn’t much of one. Two feet wide and a little over six feet long, it was barely big enough to contain the body. It wasn’t deep, either, four feet at most, just deep enough so that the body wouldn’t be disturbed by one of the hundreds of foxes that roamed the New Forest. The soil from the grave was in a neat pile beside it with a spade stuck in to it.


There were three men standing at the side of the grave, looking down at the body. 


‘Looks like he’s sleeping,’ said one of the men. His name was Paul Dutch, a professional killer with more than a dozen contracts to his credit. He was a Geordie, though his accent had been smoothed over by a quarter of a century living in London. In the trade he was known as The Dutchman, though none of his clients ever dealt with him directly. Before he became a professional killer, he had made his living from robbing banks and post offices, and had the quiet authority that came from years of waving a sawn-off shotgun in people’s faces. He was in his late forties and his hair was greying, but he was heavyset and well-muscled from daily workouts in the gym and an hour a day in his own pool.


‘Looks dead enough to me,’ said the man standing on Dutch’s left. Jimmy ‘Razor’ Sharpe had a strong Glaswegian accent though, like Dutch, he had spent decades away from the city of his birth. He was an inch or two shorter than Dutch but weighed about the same, though the weight he carried was mainly fat, and most of it was distributed around his gut. His black hair was swept back tied into a small ponytail and he had his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his overcoat.


‘Jimmy’s right,’ said the third man. ‘You can see the three bullet holes clear enough.’ His brown hair was greying at the temples but other than that he looked a good ten years younger than his true age, with a runner’s build and an alertness to his eyes that suggested he was used to nipping problems in the bud. He was wearing a black leather jacket over a grey polo neck sweater and was holding a smartphone, busy taking a couple of pictures. ‘Everyone keep schtum while I take a video. We wouldn’t want a confession caught on tape, would we?’ He was using the name Darren Griffiths, but that was an alias. His real name was Dan Shepherd, and his friends called him Spider.


‘I’m ready for my close up, Mr DeMille,’ said Sharpe.


Shepherd pressed the button to stop recording. ‘For fuck’s sake, Jimmy, what part of “keep schtum” didn’t you understand?’


Sharpe mimed a silent apology and Shepherd took another video, just three seconds showing the grave, the body, and the pile of earth. He stopped recording and nodded at Dutch. ‘Are we good?’


Dutch took a long look around before nodding. ‘Yeah, we’re good to go.’


Shepherd put the phone into his jacket pocket and leaned over the grave. ‘All right, Ricky, you can get out now.’


The man lying in the grave opened his eyes. ‘About fucking time,’ he said. ‘It’s fucking freezing down here and something has crawled into my ear.’


Ricky Lewis got unsteadily to his feet and Sharpe helped him out of the grave. 


‘This is fucking ridiculous,’ said Lewis, using his hands to brush soil off his trousers.


‘Ridiculous or not, it’s keeping you alive, Ricky,’ said Shepherd.


‘My suit’s ruined. Are you gonna pay for a new one?’


‘Me personally, no. But I suppose the NCA might run to picking up the dry-cleaning bill.’ He looked over at Jimmy Sharpe. Sharpe had been with the National Crime Agency for more than ten years, and prior to that had worked for the Serious Organised Crime Agency’s undercover unit.


Sharpe grinned. ‘About as much chance as hell freezing over,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s get you back to the safe house.’


‘Yeah, about that. The safe house sucks. Can’t I just check into a decent hotel? I’ll pay.’


‘You need to be in a safe house, Ricky,’ said Sharpe. ‘The clue is in the name: safe. We can protect you in a safe house. Any man and his dog can walk into a hotel.’


‘There’s bed bugs in the bed.’


‘Well sleep on the bloody sofa then,’ said Sharpe. ‘Ricky, mate, if it wasn’t for us, you’d be lying in that grave for real.’


Ricky wiped his nose with the back of his hand. ‘And yet you still won’t tell me who took the contract out on me.’


‘We don’t know who it was,’ said Sharpe. 


‘I’ve got a lot of enemies,’ said Ricky.


‘Yeah, well in your line of business, that’s to be expected,’ replied Sharpe.


Ricky Lewis was a major player in the UK cocaine trade, shipping it in from Colombia and dispersing it to several criminal gangs across the south of England. There were always disputes about supplies, pricing and competition, and someone had felt aggrieved enough to put out a hundred grand contract on his life. The contract had been taken up by The Dutchman, who hadn’t realised that the NCA had bugged his phones, car and house. The NCA had pulled him in immediately and given him a choice: cooperate or face a lengthy prison sentence. Dutch had agreed, albeit reluctantly.


Sharpe put a hand on Ricky’s shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’


‘I want a steak.’


‘Through the heart?’


‘Did anyone ever tell you that you’re a very funny Scotch prick?’


‘All the time,’ said Sharpe. He ushered Lewis away from the grave. He had parked his Jaguar a hundred yards away on a track that led through the trees.


‘There goes a hundred grand,’ muttered Dutch. ‘What a waste.’


‘You’d rather spend the rest of your life behind bars?’ asked Shepherd. Shepherd was an officer with MI5, the United Kingdom’s domestic counter-intelligence and security agency. MI5 and the NCA were running a joint operation to find out who was handing out assassination contracts across the UK. The Dutchman was their way in.


‘I’m not sure that a lifetime in witness protection is going to be any better,’ said Dutch.


‘I’ve been in prison, and I can tell you that it’s no fun,’ said Shepherd. ‘You’re better off on the out.’ Shepherd pulled the spade out of the pile of soil and handed it to Dutch. Dutch held up his hands. 


‘Fuck the fuck off.’


‘We can’t leave it like this. If somebody finds out and the papers print it then The Office will know that Ricky isn’t dead.’


‘I dug the bloody hole, didn’t I?’


‘You did. And now you need to fill it in.’


Dutch took the spade from Shepherd and hefted it in both hands as if trying to decide whether to bring it crashing down on Shepherd’s head. 


‘You wouldn’t get far,’ said Shepherd.


Dutch chuckled. ‘I’d get further than you.’


Shepherd stood with his arms at his sides. If Dutch did decide to have a go, Shepherd was reasonably sure he’d be able to take the spade off him. But the last thing he wanted was to fight the man. He wanted – and needed – his cooperation. He grinned. ‘Just fill in the hole and I’ll take you for a pint,’ he said. ‘On me.’


Dutch stared at Shepherd for a couple of seconds, then he shrugged and began shovelling soil into the grave.












CHAPTER 2


The safe house was on the outskirts of Reading, a nondescript new build detached home that was one of almost fifty identical boxes. Ricky Lewis had no connection with the town, and neither did Jimmy Sharpe, so it was the perfect place to stay below the radar. Lewis hadn’t been impressed with the lodgings, claiming that it was a tenth the size of his house in Beckenham, south London. He had taken the main bedroom, which had an en-suite shower room, while Sharpe slept on the sofa in the living room. There were two other perfectly acceptable – albeit small – bedrooms upstairs, but Sharpe knew that if they did ever get visitors, it would be unlikely they’d be coming in through an upstairs window.


‘Fancy a fry-up?’ asked Sharpe, placing a mug of coffee in front of Lewis. Lewis was sitting at a small circular table overlooking a garden the size of a badminton court. Beyond it was a six-foot-high wooden fence, and beyond the fence was another house, a mirror image of the one they were in.


‘Yeah, I guess.’ He sighed. ‘Jimmy, mate, seriously, this is going to do my head in.’


‘I hear your pain, Ricky. But if anyone finds out you’re alive and kicking, the shit will well and truly hit the fan.’


‘All you’ve got to do is tell me who placed the hit on me and I’ll take care of it.’


‘We need to take out the organisation that’s carrying out the hits, not the person who’s got a hard-on for you,’ said Sharpe. ‘Once we’ve shut down the organisation, we’ll arrest anyone who’s used them and you’ll be home free.’


‘I’ll kill him, whoever it is. And it won’t be quick.’


‘Yeah, you don’t want to be telling me that, Ricky.’ He opened the fridge and took out eggs, bacon, sausages and black pudding slices.


‘What, you’d grass me up?’


‘My job here is to keep you safe, not help you take out your competition.’ He closed the fridge door and took the food over to the counter by the cooker.


‘So, it is one of my competitors? I fucking knew it.’


‘I’m not saying that, Ricky. I don’t know who placed the contract, hand on heart, that’s the truth. What I do know is that so long as everyone thinks you’re dead, you’re safe.’


‘Except no one knows I’m dead, do they? My kids will think I’ve just fucked off, my crew won’t have a clue where I am. The only people who’ll think I’m dead are the ones you sent the video to.’


Sharpe set two of the burners going and pulled two frying pans out of a cupboard. ‘Fair point.’


‘I mean my ex-wife would probably be happy enough if I was dead, but my kids will be devastated. Can’t I even get word to them?’


‘Sorry, Ricky, no.’


‘And this is costing me money, too. A lot of money. I’ve got a consignment coming in from Colombia next week, and if I’m not there to arrange the money transfer and the handover it could all turn to shit. Can’t I at least use a phone? A burner will do.’


Sharpe sighed. ‘Ricky, if you don’t stop complaining I’ll put a bullet in your head myself.’ Sharpe had a Glock 19 in an underarm holster, though he had no intention of using it on the man he was protecting. He dropped bacon into one of the frying pans, the sausages and black pudding into the other.


Lewis laughed. ‘You’ve never killed anyone, Jimmy, don’t kid a kidder.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘It’s in the eyes, Jimmy, it’s in the eyes. You’re a tough guy all right, I’ll give you that, but you’ve never taken a life.’


‘What about you, Ricky?’


‘You asking if I’ve killed a man? I’d hardly be likely to tell you if I had. But no. I haven’t. I’ve shot a few guys over the years but only in the leg or the arse to teach them a lesson. Taking a life is a big thing, Jimmy. The biggest. It’s not something you just do and forget about. It changes you.’ He sipped his coffee. ‘Those guys this morning, that Darren and the other one, now they’re killers.’


‘I suppose the grave was a clue, was it?’


Lewis shook his head. ‘Like I said, it’s in the eyes. They’ve both taken lives. It’s not that they’re trying to be hard the way that the guys on the doors pretend to be tough, all cold stares and gritted teeth. Those guys were smiling and cracking the odd joke, but when you look them in the eyes there’s something there.’ He grimaced. ‘Nah, I take that back. It’s not that there’s something there, there’s something missing. A lack of something. A coldness.’


Sharpe looked over his shoulder and grinned. ‘I didn’t realise you were such a philosopher.’


‘In my line of work, you have to be able to read people,’ said Lewis. ‘You have to know who you can trust, who’ll rip you off first chance they get, who’ll have your back when the shit hits the fan. If you can’t read people, you might as well pack it in and go and stack shelves in Tesco.’


‘And what do you get when you read me?’ Sharpe turned back to the stove and began turning the sausages.


‘You’re NCA, but even if you hadn’t told me that I’d have pegged you as a copper right away. You’re straight as an arrow, I don’t see you ever bending the rules or taking a bribe. I know I’d have a problem if you were on my case because I’d know I couldn’t pay you off.’


‘You paying off a lot of cops?’


Lewis laughed. ‘Jimmy, you don’t know the half of it.’












CHAPTER 3


Shepherd put a pint of lager on the table in front of Paul Dutch. ‘They only had Foster’s,’ he said. They were in a pub ten miles away from the gravesite. They had ended up taking it in turns to fill the hole and the spade was in the back of the Range Rover that Shepherd was using. It had been thirsty work.


‘I’m not prejudiced,’ said Dutch, taking the glass from him.


Shepherd sat down at a right angle to Dutch so that they both had their backs to the wall with a view of the bar and the entrance. Shepherd was drinking Jameson with ice and soda, heavy on the soda. ‘What normally happens now, after the video’s been sent?’ he asked.


‘The rest of the money gets transferred into my Caymans account,’ said Dutch. He frowned. ‘I get to keep the cash, right?’


‘No one’s told me otherwise,’ said Shepherd. ‘Treat it as a perk of the job.’


Dutch sipped his lager. ‘I’m still not sure I can trust you, Darren.’


‘How can you say that? You’ve seen what we have on tape, more than enough to put you away here and now. We might not know all your bank accounts but we know most of them, and with the Proceeds of Crime legislation we could have scooped up any assets you have. This way, you get to keep your ill-gotten gains and you keep your freedom. That sounds like a good deal to me.’


‘Yes, but what about when this is over, when you’ve pulled The Office apart. How do I know you won’t renege on our deal? It’s not as if we’ve got anything in writing, is it?’


‘My bosses aren’t interested in you, Paul. But then, we haven’t looked that closely at you, have we?’ He smiled at the look of disgust that flashed across Dutch’s face. ‘And we won’t, not if you carry on helping us.’


‘Helping who, exactly?’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Shepherd.


‘Well Jimmy is NCA, I know that much. But you, you’re not a cop. And you said you’d been in prison.’


‘I was a warder.’


Dutch chuckled. ‘Like fuck you were. And you told me to tell The Office that you’d done a three-stretch for GBH. Was that true?’


Shepherd grimaced. ‘Not really.’


Dutch shook his head. ‘Look, it doesn’t matter who you are or who you work for, just as long as you keep your word.’


‘I will. I’d be a fool not to.’


Dutch took another long pull from his lager. ‘Why are you so hot for The Office? Most of the contracts they issue are for villains. It’s very rare for civilians to be involved.’


‘Yeah, well that might be changing,’ said Shepherd. ‘I asked you before how many other contractors you’ve met, and you said none. Are you sticking with that?’


‘It’s the truth. Scout’s honour.’


‘Were you ever a scout?’


‘I was a cub. Yabba-Dabba-Doo.’


Shepherd grinned. ‘That was Fred Flintstone. The cubs say “dyb, dyb, dyb”.’


‘Dyb, dyb, dyb?’


‘Do Your Best, D-Y-B.’


‘So, you were a cub?’


Shepherd smiled. No, he’d never been a cub, but his son Liam had. But there was no way he was going to share personal information with a contract killer like Dutch. He wasn’t even prepared to give the man his real name. ‘A lifetime ago,’ he said. ‘I’m especially proud of my knot-tying and fire lighting badges.’


‘But not gravedigging, right?’ Dutch laughed and had more of his drink. 


‘And when do I get to meet Kingsley?’ Neville Kingsley was Dutch’s contact at The Office, the man that he had sent the video to. Unfortunately, all that MI5 knew about the man was his name and a description that Dutch had given them. Balding, sixty-something, with a Black Country accent. Dutch had met him just once, otherwise all communication was through email drop boxes or Telegram Messenger, the cloud-based, cross-platform, encrypted instant messaging service that guaranteed anonymity.


‘That’s up to him.’


‘You’ve introduced people to him before. Twice, you said.’


‘Yeah, they’re always looking for freelancers and it’s not as if they can advertise in the Guardian, is it? It has to be word of mouth.’


‘And the previous guys, how long before they were called in for a meeting?’


‘Couple of days after I took them on a job. They want proof that the applicants can do the work.’


‘They won’t take your word for it?’


Dutch shook his head. ‘Actions speak louder than words,’ he said.


‘And you went along with the applicants?’


‘No. You’ll be on your own.’ He gulped down more lager. ‘And then I’m home free, right?’


‘We won’t need you any more. But you have to realise that when we bust them, they’ll almost certainly know that I was involved, and that you introduced me to them. You’ll be a marked man, Paul.’


Dutch shrugged. ‘I’ve got more than enough put by to disappear forever,’ he said. ‘New name, new passport, new everything. I’m told that Costa Rica is nice.’


Shepherd raised his glass. ‘I wish you luck.’


‘You think I’ll need it?’


‘I think you know what you need to do, Paul.’


‘You know they’ll be checking you out, big time?’


‘I’ve got that covered.’


‘So, you really were in the Paras?’


Shepherd smiled. ‘A lifetime ago.’ As Dan ‘Spider’ Shepherd, he had indeed served with the Paras, and the SAS, but it was his Darren Griffiths legend that The Office would be checking out. Griffiths had served with 2 Para, with distinction. During a fifteen-year Army career he had served in Macedonia and done three tours in Iraq and four in Afghanistan. He had left the Paras in 2012 after which he had worked for a number of security companies. The Darren Griffiths military record would stand up to any scrutiny, and the security companies were all in some way connected to MI5 or MI6. It was a perfect legend.


‘Kingsley thinks you did three years for GBH. What if he checks?’


‘He can check all he wants.’


‘So did you really do a three stretch?’


‘Best you don’t worry about that, Paul.’


‘You’re the one who’ll need to worry, mate. If there’s anything wrong with your CV, anything at all, The Office will find it. And it won’t be a rejection letter they’ll send you, it’ll be a bullet to the back of your head.’


‘It’ll be fine,’ said Shepherd. The backroom boys – and girls – at MI5 were experts at creating legends, backstories that would stand up to any scrutiny. He had a passport and a driving licence in the name of Darren Griffiths, he lived in a two-bedroom flat in Wapping, and he drove a black Range Rover registered in Griffiths’ name. Utility bills, rent and car payments were all taken care of by MI5 footies, whose job was to maintain the digital footprints of legends used by MI5 officers working undercover. Money went in and out of the Darren Griffiths bank accounts, his credit cards were used to pay for tickets and meals, and Amazon made regular deliveries to his flat. The Police National Computer had a record of offences that he had been charged with, and intelligence reports suggesting that he had been involved in several murders but nothing that could be proved.


‘You’re a strange one,’ said Dutch. He took another chug.


‘Why do you say that?’


‘I’ve met my fair share of villains over the years, and I’ve crossed paths with a lot of cops. But I’ve never met anyone like you.’


‘They broke the mould.’


‘Yeah, maybe they did. You’re obviously some form of cop. Or a spook, maybe. The spooks are all over organised crime these days. But you don’t look like a cop or talk like a cop. Military, yes, I’m fairly sure you’re not lying about your military background. That’s where you’ve killed people, right? In the army?’


‘That’s not something I talk about.’


‘Got any medals?’


Shepherd grinned. ‘No. No medals. Just cub badges.’ He sipped his Jameson. ‘What about you, Paul? How many contracts have you carried out for The Office?’


‘A few.’


‘A dozen?’


‘Probably more.’


‘Probably? You don’t keep count?’


Dutch’s eyes hardened. ‘I keep count, but like you, it’s not something I talk about.’


‘And how did you get into it?’


‘Friend of a friend heard that I was looking for work. I’d run about a few debts and the people I owed money to weren’t the sort to take me to the small claims court. The friend of a friend took me with him on one of his jobs and had me do the dirty, they checked me out and I had an interview with Kingsley and I was put on the payroll.’


‘And you never had any reservations?’


‘About killing people?’ He shrugged. ‘Not really.’


‘Not really?’


Dutch flashed him a tight smile. ‘You’re starting to sound like a therapist, trying to get me in touch with my inner feelings.’


‘Just curious.’


‘Yeah, well you know what curiosity did to the cat.’


‘Forget I asked.’


Both men sipped their drinks. Dutch was watching Shepherd carefully over the top of his glass. It was a look that Shepherd had seen many times over the years, he was being weighed up. Evaluated.


Dutch put down his glass. ‘Why do you want to know? Just curiosity?’


‘You’re right, Paul. It’s none of my business. Forget I asked.’


‘You killed people when you were a Para?’


‘That’s what soldiers do.’


‘And do you feel guilty? About the lives you took?’


‘That’s not the same,’ said Shepherd. ‘When you’re a soldier, you’re told who to fight. And more often than not, it’s kill or be killed. And if it’s kill or be killed, guilt doesn’t really come into it.’


Dutch nodded. ‘Yeah, I can see that. Okay, well to answer your question, yes. A bit. Sometimes. I mean, usually the contract is for an out and out crim. A guy like Ricky Lewis. He’s had people killed. Maybe not pulled the trigger himself, but he’s made the decision and people have died. If I’d killed him today for real, I wouldn’t feel in the least bit sorry.’


‘What about if it’s not a villain?’


‘I wouldn’t know. All you get is a name and a photograph and a location. Sometimes it’s a face I’d know, but if it’s not, I don’t ask questions.’


‘So you don’t need a reason?’


Dutch chuckled. ‘It doesn’t work like that. You don’t get to pick and choose with The Office. You get an envelope and that’s it.’


‘What if it was a woman? Or a child?’ 


‘Hasn’t happened so far,’ said Dutch.


‘But if it did?’


Dutch frowned. ‘I don’t know.’ His frown deepened. ‘I really don’t know. Have you ever killed a woman?’


Shepherd took a long slow breath. He had, yes, but that wasn’t information he was prepared to share with The Dutchman. ‘It’d be a tough call, wouldn’t it? Because I’m sure there’d be problems if you didn’t carry out the contract.’


Dutch chuckled again. ‘That’s for sure.’


Shepherd drained his glass and looked at his watch. ‘Do you want another before we head back to London?’


‘Are you buying?’


‘Sure.’


‘Yeah, go on then,’ said Dutch.












CHAPTER 4


There were two men on the high-powered Yamaha motorcycle, both wearing white full-face helmets with tinted visors. The driver wore black racing leathers reinforced at the knees and elbows and boots with toecaps. His gloves were black leather with steel armoured knuckles. The passenger was wearing a brown leather bomber jacket, zipped up at the front, blue jeans and Timberland boots. Like the driver, the passenger was wearing black leather gloves, but his were thin lamb’s leather that moulded to his hands like a second skin.


They had parked on a side road that overlooked the target’s home, a small white-painted terraced house a short walk from Plaistow Underground Station. The house had probably once had a small patch of grass in front of it, but the grass had long since been paved over and it was now home to wheelie bins and litter blown in from the street. The house had been converted into two flats but they shared the front door.


The target arrived home at the same time each day, give or take ten minutes, except for Fridays when he usually went for an after-work drink with his colleagues. Today was Wednesday.


‘Here he comes,’ said the driver. 


The passenger looked to his right. The target was a small portly man, Asian, with glistening black hair and a neatly-trimmed beard. He was wearing a dark blue raincoat over a tweed jacket and brown corduroy trousers. ‘You sure?’ said the passenger. ‘They all look the same to me.’


‘That’s racist.’


The passenger chuckled. ‘Why would you say that? Black, brown, yellow, white, makes no difference to me. I’m all for diversity. I’ll slot anyone if the price is right.’


‘It’s him.’


The target had a bulging brown leather briefcase in his left hand and he had a slight lean to the right as he walked, as if compensating for the weight. The target’s name was Ali Khatib, but the men on the bike knew nothing else about him other than his name and address. They had studied several photographs of the man but had no idea what he did for a living or why they were being paid £60,000 to kill him. If he had been a heart surgeon or the father of five or the world’s greatest humanitarian, it would have made no difference to them. A job was a job, and they were never going to turn down £60,000 for a few hours work.


The passenger climbed off the back of the bike. The target was forty yards from them, walking at a brisk pace. The passenger turned to face the driver, as if they were having a conversation. The driver watched the target. ‘Thirty. Twenty-five. Twenty.’ The driver was counting off the distance between the target and his house. Timing was everything. The best place to shoot the target was in front of the door. At that point he wouldn’t be seen from the street and the passenger could shoot him in the back of the head. The passenger had shot plenty of people face-to-face, and he wasn’t in the least bit worried about looking into a man’s eyes as he died, but a back of the head shot was easier and quieter.


‘Ten,’ said the driver and he nodded. ‘Now.’


The passenger turned and walked across the road. He looked left and right. The road was clear. There was a woman pushing a stroller about sixty yards to his left, and an old couple walking arm in arm to his right. Witnesses were never a problem. All they ever remembered was the crash helmet and the gun. Sometimes the clothes, but the clothes would be burning in an old oil drum within the hour.


Quickening his pace, he unzipped his jacket, slipping his gloved hand around the butt of the Smith & Wesson J-Frame that nestled in its nylon underarm holster. It was a 340 PD model, chambered for five .357 Magnum cartridges. It weighed less than twelve ounces and was just over six inches long, making it the perfect concealed weapon. The gun retailed for about eleven hundred dollars in the United States, but the passenger had paid his regular Brixton supplier three times that figure.


A Glock would hold more than twice as many cartridges, and revolvers couldn’t be suppressed, but in the passenger’s line of work two shots were all that was needed and silence wasn’t a prerequisite. Two loud bangs and he was gone. And unlike a semi-automatic, the 340 PD didn’t spew cartridges all over the place, they stayed in the cylinder. The J-Frame wasn’t a gun for amateurs. It had a heavy double-action-only trigger with a long pull and it needed firm handling. But it was always the passenger’s gun of choice for close-up hits.


The target reached his front door and fumbled in his pocket for his keys. He heard the rapid footfall of the Timberland boots but before he could turn, the first round smacked into the back of his head and blood and brain matter splattered across the door. The target’s legs buckled and as he fell, a second round hit him in the base of the neck.


The passenger turned and walked away from the house. The bike pulled up at the side of the road and the passenger climbed on the back. The driver twisted the throttle and the bike roared away.












CHAPTER 5


Giles Pritchard was on a conference call and Shepherd had to spend the best part of half an hour sitting in the outer office with the man’s secretary making small talk. Amy Miller was in her sixties, a former MI6 officer who had been active in Berlin before and after the wall came down. Pritchard had brought her out of retirement in Surrey where she had been a keen beekeeper, selling her honey at farmers’ markets across the county; her hives produced some of the best honey that Shepherd had ever tasted. Shepherd would have loved to have heard her war stories, but all she would talk about was the weather and her bees. Eventually, Pritchard came off his call and Amy ushered him in.


The MI5 director was sitting behind his desk, his shirt sleeves rolled up and his club tie loose around his neck. He looked flustered and waved Shepherd to one of the two wooden chairs facing his desk as he picked up a bottle of Fiji water. 


‘Is everything okay?’ asked Shepherd, sitting down.


‘I just hate dealing with Americans sometimes,’ said Pritchard. He gulped water from the bottle. ‘They want access to our intel on a daily basis, but they don’t seem to have heard of quid pro quo.’


‘I don’t think they speak Latin, do they?’


Pritchard grinned. ‘Probably not, but I think they’re aware of “share and share alike”. But it’s a one-way street with them. It’s the same with extraditions. They expect us to hand over Brits to face trial in the US, but getting them to extradite an American to the UK is like getting blood out of a stone.’ He took off his metal-framed spectacles and polished them with a blue handkerchief. ‘So, how did it go with The Dutchman?’


‘All good. Ricky Lewis is tucked away in an NCA safe house and Dutch has sent the video to Neville Kingsley.’


‘We still don’t have anything on this Kingsley character,’ said Pritchard. ‘I’m pretty sure it’s a fake name. We’ve had GCHQ on the email drop boxes and the Telegram accounts but they’ve got nowhere. And they’ve had no luck following the money trail.’


‘An organisation like The Office couldn’t survive without secrecy,’ said Shepherd. ‘They’ve had a lot of experience of operating below the radar.’


‘Which is why your meeting with Kingsley, when it happens, is so important,’ said Pritchard. ‘All the signs are that we’ll only get the one bite at the cherry.’


Shepherd nodded. ‘I’m here to pick up the tracking gear from Amar Singh, and Donna will be on the case.’ Donna Walsh headed up MI5’s London surveillance operations and she had been tasked with following Shepherd to and from the meeting with Kingsley, when it eventually took place. She had already put surveillance in place on Paul Dutch, just in case he decided to make a run for it.


‘The clock is ticking on this, Dan. We had another killing today. A lecturer at the School of Oriental and African Studies who had been very critical of the Iranian Islamic regime. He ran a blog that has attracted attention because it highlights anti-Islamic behaviour of some well-known mullahs in Tehran. He was shot arriving back at his house. The killer was waiting for him and put two bullets in his head before leaving on the back of a stolen motorcycle. The bike was abandoned and set on fire, the shooter and the driver wore full-face helmets with tinted visors. Lots of CCTV of them fleeing the scene but nothing that helps us identify them.’


‘Pros, obviously.’


‘Obviously. But an MO that’s used by hitmen around the country. We’re looking at the usual suspects but I’m not holding my breath.’


‘Is it possible it was a contract through The Office?’


Pritchard grimaced. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. If not The Office then it’ll be another agency. But we’re sure that the Iranians aren’t dealing directly with criminal gangs, there’s too great a risk of exposure.’


‘How many of these agencies do we think there are?’


‘There’s no way of knowing. There are between six and seven hundred murders a year in the UK, a hundred or so of them in London. Most are domestics, and probably 90 per cent are solved. That’s still sixty or seventy unsolved murders a year, plus there’ll be other cases where the bodies aren’t found. Our best guess – and it is a guess – is that there are close to a hundred contract killings a year. There’s no way of knowing how many of those killings are booked directly with the killer and how many are done through agencies like The Office. But I think there must be several agencies, three or four. Five, maybe. It’s all about economics. A gangland killing costs between ten and twenty thousand pounds. Cash in hand. But we know from Dutch that the minimum price of a hit brokered through The Office is fifty thousand, twenty to the agency and thirty to the operative. The average seems to be a hundred, with the agency taking forty. It wouldn’t make financial sense if an agency only brokered a few killings a year. They’d need a dozen or so to get any sort of decent cash flow.’


Shepherd nodded. ‘He does an average of four jobs a year for them, and he knows of at least two others that he helped recruit. So, if they all work at the same rate as Dutch, that’ll be a dozen killings a year, minimum.’


‘Hopefully we’ll have a better idea of how things stand once you’ve met the elusive Kingsley.’ 


Pritchard looked at his watch, a not-so subtle hint that the meeting had come to an end. Shepherd got to his feet. 


‘I’ll keep you posted,’ he said, and headed for the door.












CHAPTER 6


Shepherd took the lift to the office of Amar Singh, one of MI5’s top technical experts. When Shepherd eventually went for his interview with The Office he’d be very much on his own, so it was vital that he had some way of letting the rest of the team know where he was and what was happening. Singh was a wizard when it came to surveillance equipment and tracking beacons and he had been on the case for more than a week. Not long after joining MI5, Singh had gone through a phase of trying to get people to refer to him as Q – after the quartermaster character in the James Bond films – but the name hadn’t stuck.


Singh’s office was packed with equipment, most of it in cardboard or plastic boxes packed onto metal racks, though his more sensitive material was locked away in wooden cupboards. The really top-secret gear was kept in a six-foot tall safe against one wall, complete with a retinal scanner. 


As Shepherd knocked and entered, Singh was bent over a soldering iron, wearing a white coat and protective goggles as he worked on some sort of circuit board. The smell of solder almost masked the scent of his favourite Dior Sauvage aftershave. Almost, but not quite. Singh was a big fan of aftershave, and expensive suits and footwear. Under the lab coat he was wearing a pale blue Hugo Boss suit and he had gleaming black Bally loafers on his feet.


He waved the soldering iron at a chair. ‘Grab a pew, Spider, I won’t be long.’


Shepherd slid onto a high-backed stool as Singh finished whatever he was doing. Eventually Singh put the soldering iron into its holder and shrugged off his white coat, hanging it on the back of the door. 


‘I’ve rigged up an iPhone 16 Pro Max for you, special order,’ he said. Singh went over to a wooden cupboard, pulled open a drawer and took out the iPhone. ‘From what you’ve told me the guys you are up against are professionals so they will almost certainly take the phone off you. But if they don’t and all they do is ask you to switch it off, or even if they remove the SIM card, the phone will still broadcast your location to us. Switching off the phone or removing the SIM card will automatically activate the phone’s recorder and recordings will be sent to us via the Cloud every fifteen minutes. Even if they were to break the phone open they wouldn’t spot the modifications we made.’ He grinned. ‘I’m quite proud of this. I’d love to do a scientific paper on the work but obviously we have to keep it to ourselves. Do you want me to set it up for you?’


‘Sure. Thanks.’


Shepherd handed over his own phone and Singh took out the SIM card and inserted it into the new phone. He tapped on the screen for a few seconds, then gave both phones back to Shepherd. ‘You’ll need to set up facial recognition,’ he said.


As Shepherd set up facial recognition while Singh took a black Apple Watch from the cupboard. ‘This watch is linked to the phone, but it has its own GPS and listening function. The battery is obviously smaller than in the phone so it’s set up to activate the GPS and the microphone when you activate the Heart Rate app.’


Shepherd finished setting up the phone, slid it into his pocket, and held out his hand for the Apple Watch. It had a black rubber strap and an analogue face. ‘It has all the features of a regular Apple Watch so you can choose whatever face you like. And all the other apps will work just fine. The difference is that the GPS and tracking work independently of the phone.’


‘If they’re smart, they’ll take the watch, too.’


‘We have a GPS tracker wired into your car.’


‘You do, but they’ll probably pick me up in their own vehicle. So, let’s assume they do, and let’s assume they make me remove my phone and the watch, and just to add to the pressure, let’s assume they run a metal detector over me or make me strip off all my clothes, what are my options then?’


‘You’re determined to make it difficult, aren’t you?’ said Singh. ‘To be honest, if they strip off all your gear and make you wear clothes they provide, there are no options. I mean, we could give you a subcutaneous transmitter but it’d need a decent battery which means it would be at least a centimetre across and if they did strip you naked they’d see the incision.’


‘That would be game over,’ said Shepherd.


‘I’m sure it would be,’ said Singh. ‘We could build something into your footwear, something they wouldn’t find unless they took it apart. But if they do make you dump all your clothes then that wouldn’t work. We do have a transmitter in what looks like a regular fifty pence piece but if they take your stuff, you’d lose it.’


‘Might be worth trying,’ said Shepherd. ‘I could always swallow it.’


‘Well I definitely wouldn’t recommend that,’ said Singh. ‘I’ve no idea what the stomach acid would do to it. How dangerous are these guys, Dan?’


‘On a scale of one to ten, probably twelve. They’re in the contract killing business, they wouldn’t think twice about slotting me if they realised I was a threat to them. If all goes to plan I’ll be picked up for an interview and if I pass then I’ll have the inside track.’


‘And if you fail?’


‘I’m trying really hard not to consider that possibility, Amar.’


Singh went over to his desk and slid out a drawer. He reached in and took out a small plastic bag containing several fifty pence pieces. He fished out one of the coins and put the bag back in the drawer before sitting down and tapping on his computer keyboard. He placed the coin on a white circular disc, peered at his computer and tapped on the keyboard again. Eventually, he picked up the coin, tossed it into the air and caught it. ‘Heads or tails?’ he asked.


‘Heads,’ said Shepherd.


Singh slapped the coin down on the back of his hand, looked at it, and grinned. ‘Heads it is. That has to be a good sign.’ He gave the coin to Shepherd.


Shepherd examined it. There was nothing at all unusual about it, it appeared to be a regular coin.


‘You activate it by squeezing the two faces with your finger and thumb. You’ll feel a click but probably won’t hear anything. For about forty-eight hours it will transmit your GPS position. There’s no microphone so we usually use it as a distress beacon, only to be activated when there’s a problem. But you can work out whatever strategy you want with Donna. I’d recommend keeping it separate from any other change you’re carrying. They’re impossible to tell from the real thing and it can be a real pain recovering them if they’re spent by mistake.’


‘You’re a star, Amar, thanks.’


‘Good luck,’ said Singh. ‘Or is it like the theatre, am I supposed to tell you to break a leg?’


‘Good luck works for me.’ 












CHAPTER 7


Donna Walsh was sitting at her desk scrutinising three screens when Shepherd walked into her office. She removed her dark framed spectacles and flashed him a beaming smile. ‘How’s it going, Spider?’


‘All good, Donna. I was just in to see Amar and thought I’d swing by to say hello.’


‘Always a pleasure to see you.’ She was wearing a dark blue dress and had clipped her brown hair away from her face. ‘I gather that you’re ready to move.’


Shepherd nodded. ‘I’ve jumped the first hurdle, so I could get the call at any moment. That’s why I was in with Amar.’ He held up his left hand so she could see the Apple Watch on his wrist.


‘When do you want the full monty?’ she asked.


‘That’s a good question. In theory it could happen at any time. A car could pull up next to me and they could tell me to get in. Refusal wouldn’t go down well.’


‘Do you want us to start the surveillance now?’


‘Hopefully they don’t know I’m in Thames House. If they do, then it’s game over before it even starts. I’ll Uber it back to the flat and plan to spend most of the next few days there.’


‘We have a place ready in the block opposite yours. And we’ll have two bikes – a courier and a Deliveroo – and a black cab stationed nearby.’


‘The Apple Watch has a GPS tracker, as does the phone, so if they let me keep one or both, you’ll be able to hang back.’ He reached into his pocket and took out the fifty pence coin. ‘Have you seen one of these before?’


Walsh grinned. ‘Amar’s pride and joy,’ she said. 


‘Do they work?’


‘They work just fine.’


‘The plan is that if they take the phone and the watch then I have this to fall back on. Amar says they’re usually used as distress beacons but the GPS function means you’ll be able to follow it. I figure that if I can’t use the phone or watch I can activate the coin and you can follow that.’


‘We can get set up for that, sure. But what if they take everything from you? Do you want us to follow you line of sight?’


Shepherd scratched his chin. He would have preferred the safety net of an MI5 surveillance team but if they were made, then it would all be over. Plus, if he wasn’t in radio contact he’d have no way of summoning help anyway. 


A lot depended on where they took him for the interview. If it was somewhere in London, a black cab and motorbikes would be able to follow him without too much difficulty, but if they drove out of the city it wouldn’t be long before they’d be spotted. But would they take him outside the city? The only reason he could see for taking him out of London would be if they wanted to take him to an out of the way place and put a bullet in his head, though they’d only do that if they found out who he was. And if they realised that he was working undercover, they had plenty of hitmen who’d happily take care of him without the necessity of an out of town ride. He sighed. ‘I’m probably overthinking it, Donna,’ he said. ‘Any meeting is almost certainly going to be local, and if my cover is blown I don’t think they’ll bother taking me for a drive. In fact, safest thing would be for them to just cut all contact with me.’


‘Unless they want to interrogate you,’ said Walsh. She smiled when Shepherd grimaced. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘just a thought.’


‘No, it’s a fair point. The problem is, if I don’t have any transmitting devices then I won’t be able to call for backup. You’ll know where I am but you won’t know if I need help or not.’


‘We’d find your body quicker.’


‘Well, yes, there is that, I suppose,’ said Shepherd. ‘How about this? We assume that they let me keep the Apple Watch, which means you can keep well away because you’ll have sound and GPS. If they take the watch, I’ll try to activate the fifty pence coin and again, you can keep well back. At least you’ll know where they’re taking me. And if for whatever reason I can’t activate the coin, just use your best judgement as to how close your guys get. I know they’re pros, but the people we’re up against are professionals, too.’


‘If we do have sound, what’s your get-me-out phrase?’


‘How about, “This isn’t going the way I thought it would go”? That sounds banal enough.’


‘Works for me,’ said Walsh. If they heard Shepherd use the phrase it would mean that he was in trouble and needed to be extracted without delay.


‘And if that doesn’t work, I’ll throw something heavy through a window.’


Walsh grinned. ‘That’s always a workable fall-back position.’












CHAPTER 8


Boris Reznikov wasn’t a fan of Dubai. It wasn’t just the heat, though that was definitely a good enough reason to dislike the place. It was more the fact that Dubai had no soul, no heart. There were glitzy hotels, huge shopping malls packed with anything a person could want to buy, and close to twenty Michelin star restaurants. But the city state was cold and soulless, depending on migrants to survive, with Pakistani and Bangladeshi construction workers, Filipino shop staff, French chefs, Indian nurses, American IT specialists, and British estate agents. It always seemed that no one was there because they actually wanted to be there, it was all about the money and the tax-free status.


Reznikov knew that many Russians felt differently, and since Vladimir Putin had invaded Ukraine more than seven hundred thousand of them had applied for residency in the United Arab Emirates. But they weren’t there for the lifestyle, they were there to avoid conscription and a violent death in Ukraine. Reznikov had no fears about being given a rifle and being sent to the killing fields of Ukraine, he served Putin in other ways and was too valuable a resource to be squandered.


Reznikov hadn’t booked himself a hotel. He’d flown in on one of the last flights of the day from London and would be on the first flight back. He would be able to sleep on the plane: the Emirates First Class cabins were renowned for their comfort and luxury. The man he was meeting had to be dealt with face-to-face. Emails could be read, telephone conversations could be overheard, but two men talking in lowered voices in a busy bar could say what they wanted to with no fear of repercussions.


Reznikov was contemptuous of Dubai, but even more so of the man he was there to meet. Jafar Hosseini was an Iranian, a terrorism financier if not exactly a terrorist, a man who claimed to be a devout Muslim when in Iran but who happily paid for high-end hookers and expensive champagne while in Dubai. He had tried to entice Reznikov to play his little games, but while Reznikov was happy enough to drink, he had no time for hookers – especially Russian hookers – which is what Hosseini craved, usually in pairs.


Reznikov spotted the Iranian sitting on a sofa at the far end of the bar and he gritted his teeth when he saw that he already had two women with him. Most of the Russian hookers who worked in Dubai spoke reasonable English, but Hosseini would insist on using Reznikov to explain some of the kinky things he wanted the girls to do to him when they got back to his suite. 


Hosseini was in his sixties, with three wives in Tehran. He was an ugly little man with beady eyes either side of a beaked nose, a straggly grey beard and thin, bloodless lips. Reznikov was sure that no woman had ever gone with Hosseini for any reason other than cold hard cash, though it was possible that he had acquired his wives from families who wanted to avail themselves of the man’s undoubted political power. When he was in Iran, Hosseini always wore traditional Muslim dress, a long dark tunic over baggy trousers and a kufi – a small round cap – on his head. But in Dubai he favoured Hugo Boss suits and handmade loafers and wore a diamond-studded Rolex on his left wrist. 


Hosseini noticed Reznikov and waved him over. Reznikov smiled and approached. Hosseini was a cockroach but Reznikov had a part to play and he played it well. His smile appeared warm and genuine as he sat down on the sofa next to one of the hookers. 


‘As-salamu Alaykum,’ he said. Peace be upon you.


The Iranian grinned, showing two gold teeth in his lower jaw. ‘Wa-Alaykum As-salaam,’ he said. And peace be upon you.


An Indian waiter took the bottle of champagne from ice bucket, but the Iranian wagged a finger at him. ‘No, my friend will drink brandy. Remy Martin XO. A double.’


‘On the rocks?’ asked the waiter. 


‘Are you stupid?’ snapped Hosseini. ‘Only an animal would put ice in Remy Martin.’ He waved the waiter away dismissively. ‘I am sorry, my friend,’ he said to Reznikov. ‘The girls here are wonderful but the staff …’ He shrugged.


‘No problem,’ said Reznikov. 


‘Are you hungry?’


‘I ate on the plane,’ said Reznikov. ‘You have something for me?’


‘I do.’ The Iranian reached inside his jacket pocket. 


Reznikov raised a hand to stop him. ‘Ladies, you would do me a great service if you would pop to the lavatory for a few minutes,’ he said in Russian. He slid them each a hundred-dollar bill and they giggled and hurried away, tottering on impossibly high heels. Reznikov smiled and nodded at the Iranian, letting him know he could proceed. Hosseini took a thick envelope from his jacket pocket and slid it along the sofa to Reznikov. Reznikov opened it. There was a thick wad of bills, and two photographs of a young woman. One of the pictures was a head and shoulders shot. She was in her twenties with smooth honey brown skin and large eyes with pupils of such a dark brown that they were almost black. In the second picture, she was jogging, her hair tied back. She was pretty. He turned the photograph over. On the back were the woman’s details: her name, date of birth, home and office address. Everything they needed. At the bottom was a website address.


‘This woman is a thorn in our side,’ said the Iranian.


Reznikov smiled thinly. She looked more like a girl than a woman. He wanted to ask how such a young girl could possibly be a threat to the Islamic Republic of Iran, but that wasn’t his business. 


‘We shall remove the thorn for you,’ said Reznikov, slipping the photographs back into the envelope.


‘She has a website, a website that prints lies about our government,’ said Hosseini. ‘We would like the website deleted. You can do that, right?’


‘Of course,’ said Reznikov.


‘I have doubled your fee for this.’


Reznikov put the envelope into his inside pocket. He made a point of never counting the money that the Iranian gave to him. ‘We will take care of this for you.’


‘Soon?’


‘As soon as I get back to London.’


Hosseini grinned and gulped down some champagne. The hookers were tottering back to their table and the Iranian’s right foot was tapping on the tiled floor like a metronome. Reznikov looked at his watch. It was five hours before he could check in for his return flight. The Remy Martin XO would help dull some of the pain. He took no pleasure in working with Hosseini. The man was repulsive, a hypocrite who pretended to be a good Muslim when it suited him, but who showed his true colours when away from the Republic. The man was a whoremonger and a drunk who thought nothing of ordering the killing of girls for no other reason than that she was critical of his masters. And his masters were, if anything, worse. The Iranian mullahs were cowards, using terror groups to fight proxy wars against their enemies, pouring millions of dollars into the likes of Hamas and Hezbollah, backing the Houthis in Yemen and countless militias in Iraq, including the Islamic State. They were unwilling to face their enemies directly, but used their money to get others to fight their battles, and were the first to complain whenever they faced retribution.


Reznikov had nothing but contempt for the Iranian and his masters back in Tehran. But he was under orders to make sure that everything that Hosseini wanted, Hosseini got.












CHAPTER 9


Home for Darren Griffiths was a two-bedroom flat in Wapping, a warehouse conversion with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the River Thames. According to the lease, Griffiths had been a tenant for the best part of three years. He had Sky TV and an Amazon Prime account and in the block’s underground car park was a black Range Rover. It wouldn’t have been Shepherd’s car of choice, he much preferred his own BMW X5 SUV, but the Range Rover was more in keeping with his hard man legend. Griffiths had owned the Range Rover for two years and had run up a number of speeding and parking fines over that period, and had three points on his licence.


The clothes hanging in the wardrobes were definitely not Shepherd’s fashion choices, they had been chosen for him. Versace jeans, Armani suits, Gucci shoes. Shepherd never felt comfortable in the designer gear but it was camouflage, it allowed him to blend in. It was all about appearances. He had to look the part. And that meant eating in expensive restaurants and drinking Cristal champagne by the bottle when he was out with Dutch and Dutch’s friends and associates.


There were half a dozen bottles of Cristal in the fridge, but Shepherd was sipping a bottle of lager as he looked out through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Far below a red rib boat was racing down the river, carrying tourists east to Canary Wharf and the Thames Barrier near Woolwich, rock music pounding from onboard speakers.


It had been three days since they had carried out the mock execution in the New Forest. Shepherd wasn’t sure why it was taking so long for Kingsley to take it to the next level. It could be that The Office was carrying out more enquiries, or that Kingsley was busy on another contract. There was no way of knowing. 


Shepherd had stayed in the flat most of the time, leaving only to get food from his local Waitrose and twice daily visits to the block’s well-equipped gym. Donna Walsh’s team were in the nearby building, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.


His phone rang. He kept only one phone in the flat, his others stayed in his own flat in Battersea. It was Paul Dutch. ‘It’s on,’ said Dutch. ‘Kingsley is ready to see you.’


‘Excellent,’ said Shepherd. ‘Where and when?’


‘Someone will collect you at your place later today.’


‘And what about you?’


‘What about me? You’re flying solo on this. I’m off to Costa Rica.’


‘Not now you’re not,’ said Shepherd. ‘If you disappear they’ll know something is up. You have to carry on as if everything is normal until we’re ready to move in.’


‘But what if you blow the interview? They’ll know for sure that I betrayed them.’


‘That won’t happen,’ said Shepherd. ‘But whatever happens, Paul, you’re safe. They can’t get near you.’


‘You can’t say that. You’ve no idea what they’re capable of. They’ll put a contract out on me and I’ll be gone.’


‘Relax, Paul. You’ve been under surveillance from the moment the NCA started looking at you. Just because you agreed to cooperate doesn’t mean we called off the dogs.’


‘I’m under surveillance? You’re watching me?’


‘Not me personally. But there’s a team monitoring you twenty-four seven, and they will be until this is over. The good news is that no one can get near you, the bad news, so far as you’re concerned, is that even if you so much as look as if you’re about to do a runner, you’ll be arrested and charged with multiple murders.’


There was a silence that stretched out for several seconds.


‘When you say monitoring, what do you mean, exactly?’ said Dutch eventually.


‘I’m not going to go into specifics, Paul, but trust me, you’re being watched.’


‘Inside the house?’


‘Everywhere. If someone breaks into your house, we need to know it before you do.’


‘So you’re watching me shit?’


‘No, we’re not watching you shit, Paul. I don’t know for sure where the cameras are but they won’t be in the bathroom or bedrooms. In the hallway probably, and covering points of entry. And there’ll be cameras covering the front and back of the house.’ They had also bugged Dutch’s phone and car, but Shepherd didn’t want him to know that. ‘You should be grateful, Paul. It shows that we’ve got your best interests at heart.’


‘This is out of order,’ shouted Dutch. ‘Bang out of order.’


‘Paul, mate, you’re looking at this the wrong way. You doing a runner doesn’t help anyone, in fact it makes it more likely that Kingsley will realise you’ve set him up. Best bet is to stay put and ride it out. If we can put him away and shut down his operation, you’re off the hook.’


‘Until someone finds out that I’m a grass.’


‘Mate, no one is going to put your name in the frame.’


‘But I’m the one who introduced you to The Office. When they know you were undercover they’ll know that I set them up.’


‘They won’t know I was undercover, I won’t be giving evidence, Paul. That’s the last thing I want. The day I appear in court is the day that my career is over. My bosses will do whatever’s necessary to keep me out of it, and if my role stays secret then you’re in the clear.’


Dutch said nothing, and Shepherd figured he was thinking things through. 


‘All you need to do is to sit tight,’ said Shepherd. ‘I’ll take the meeting, I’ll see what Kingsley has to say, and then we can put a case together to shut him and his organisation down. If at any point I even suspect it might go tits up, I’ll warn you, I promise. And if it’s necessary, you’ll be offered witness protection and you’ll get a way better deal than Costa Rica.’
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