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‘If you have to kill a snake, kill it once and for all.’

–– Japanese proverb





Prologue

 

They drove a Mercedes.

Nothing flash: a 30-year-old W123 that had once served as a minicab and which still had marks on the roof where the sign had been. Nobody was likely to stop and search an old Merc, carefully driven through the pouring rain.

The driver’s name was Jamal. He wore plain brown trousers and a neatly pressed checked shirt, open at the collar. He was cleanshaven, and his hair had been cut just two days ago. He had a pair of Ray-Bans aviator shades hooked over the top of his shirt. He kept glancing at himself in the rear-view mirror, as though he was still a curiosity to himself. There were beads of sweat on his forehead. They had the heating on full.

‘Sarim,’ Jamal said finally. ‘Stop doing that. You making me nervous, innit?’

Sarim looked down. There was a paper wallet on his lap with the words ‘National Rail’ printed on the front. He had been slapping it against his left palm. Now he stopped. ‘Turn left up here,’ he said.

‘I know, I know. Been here enough times before.’ Jamal indicated left and checked his rear-view mirror, then swung the Mercedes into a street lined with terraced houses. The street sign said Heath Road. And, in smaller letters, London Borough of Sutton.

Heath Road was a dump. At least a quarter of the houses looked like they’d been condemned. Steel sheets boarded up their windows and doors in an attempt to deter squatters. But the squatters had moved in anyway. The signs were there – a door slightly ajar, smoke emerging from the occasional chimney.

The house they stopped outside, however, was not condemned or boarded up. Just messy. The bins were overflowing and the small, scrubby front garden hadn’t been tended for months. 

Jamal killed the engine and turned to Sarim. Rain hammered against the car, so heavy that they couldn’t see out. ‘You go get him,’ he said. ‘He likes you best. Make sure he’s packed his bag, yeah?’

‘What am I?’ Sarim said as he opened the passenger door. ‘Stupid?’

He didn’t wait for the answer. As he stepped out of the car, he caught sight of himself in the side mirror. He wore an Abercrombie and Fitch hooded top – now he pulled it up to protect his head from the driving rain – and there were two nicks on his chin where he had cut himself shaving. He wasn’t used to shaving. He stepped out into the road, ran to the pavement and up to the front door. He knew the bell didn’t work, so he knocked.

The door opened almost immediately.

The face of the young man who appeared in the doorway was like sunshine. It glowed with an excitement that was apparent even though he had the characteristic features of Down’s syndrome. Or maybe, Sarim thought to himself, it was because he had Down’s syndrome that he looked so excited. A child’s excitement, on the face of a man.

Sarim grinned. ‘Alfie!’ he said. ‘Mate!’

Alfie grinned back. A strand of greasy black hair fell across his face, which was podgy through lack of exercise. He blew it upwards, then giggled.

‘You going to invite me in, buddy?’ Sarim asked. ‘I’m getting wet here!’

Alfie’s grin grew broader as he stepped to one side. ‘Come on in,’ he said, his voice sounding slightly clumsy, as it always did.

Sarim squeezed past. He knew to expect the musty smell of unwashed clothes and neglected rubbish bins, and managed to stop his distaste registering on his face. He walked down the dark hallway and into the bedsit beyond. To his left-hand side, a small kitchenette. To his right, a bedroom area with an unmade double bed, a two-seater Ikea sofa and a TV in one corner. A suitcase was open on the bed, but it was empty. Piles of half-folded clothes littered the room.

‘Packing,’ Alfie said as he walked over to the bed. He bent down awkwardly, picked up a pile of clothes seemingly at random, and crammed them into the suitcase.

Sarim wandered over to the kitchen area. The floor tiles were stained with drops of tea, and one of the units was open, revealing the waste bin. Sarim glanced inside. It was brimful of empty crisp wrappers. Blue. Walkers cheese and onion. Sarim had the impression that Alfie seldom ate anything else.

‘We need to hurry, mate,’ he said. ‘Train won’t wait for us, you know.’

He looked over at Alfie. He had bent down again but this time, instead of picking up a pile of clothes, he retrieved a rolled-up poster from the floor and started cramming it into the suitcase.

‘What’s that, mate?’ Sarim asked lightly.

Alfie looked up at him and gave Sarim one of his innocent, trusting grins. He unrolled the poster to reveal a picture of Miley Cyrus, not wearing much at all and with her hair draped coquettishly round her neck. ‘I’m going to marry her,’ Alfie said, quite sincerely.

Sarim nodded. ‘Course you are, mate. Come on. I’ll help you finish packing. We’re going to be late.’

Two minutes later, the suitcase was full, the poster of Miley Cyrus neatly smoothed out on the top. Sarim did up the zips and lifted it off the bed.

‘Wait!’ Alfie said.

Sarim took a deep, calm breath.

‘I need my cagoul.’

‘Go get it then, mate.’

A minute later, Alfie had put on his navy blue waterproof and tied the hood tightly around his face. He and Alfie left the flat. It took the young man a full minute to lock the door, while Sarim stood patiently in the rain. Alfie turned to face the road, then stopped.

‘Wait!’ he said. A terrible frown creasing his forehead. He was a young man who couldn’t help every emotion showing on his face. ‘I can’t go!’ he shouted over the rain.

Sarim closed his eyes. ‘Why not, Alfie?’ he asked, his voice quiet but steady.

‘My social worker’s coming to see me on Monday.’

‘You’ll be back home by Monday, mate. We talked about it, remember? We agreed you weren’t going to tell him anything about this, so he wouldn’t stop you coming. You’ll see him on Monday and it’ll all be fine.’

‘Oh. Okay.’ Alfie shrugged and the frown fell away. He followed Sarim to the Mercedes. Sarim opened the boot. There were two smaller suitcases in here, both identical, each with a small padlock holding the zippers together. Alfie clumsily started to lift his own suitcase into the boot, but Sarim stopped him. ‘I’ll do that, mate. No problems.’ He was rewarded with another trusting smile from Alfie. Sarim carefully lifted the larger suitcase and slotted it in next to the others. He shut the boot, then turned back to Alfie, who had rain dripping down his face but looked no less excited for that.

‘Ready to go on holiday?’ he asked.

 

Jamal was much chattier now that Alfie was in the car. As he weaved his way through the stop-start traffic of south London, he and Sarim kept the young man talking. ‘You like the beach, mate?’

Yes, Alfie liked the beach.

‘You like ice creams, mate?’

Alfie loved ice creams.

‘We’re going to get some buckets and spades, innit?’

Alfie was quite sure his sandcastles would be much bigger than those of his two friends. He drew a picture of them on his steamed-up window.

And so the journey to Paddington station passed in pleasant conversation. By 11.30 they were driving along the Westway, and at 11.40 Jamal drove the Mercedes into an NCP car park just off the Edgware Road. They parked up. Sarim opened the boot again, removed Alfie’s suitcase, and handed it to him. He and Jamal took one of the remaining suitcases each, then locked the car.

Sarim checked his watch. 11.43. ‘Train leaves in 25 minutes,’ he said, casting a sidelong glance at Jamal, who nodded. ‘Come on, Alfie, mate. Let’s get moving.’

It took five minutes to reach the station. Sarim checked the departure board. ‘Platform seven,’ he told the others, and they walked towards it, trundling their suitcases behind them.

There were ticket barriers at the platform, but they were lodged permanently open so a friendly man in a British Rail uniform stopped them to check their tickets. ‘Off somewhere nice, fellas?’ he asked them.

‘Haverfordwest,’ Sarim said immediately. ‘A short holiday.’

‘Hope the weather improves.’ The guard looked at Alfie and winked. ‘You have a good time, sunshine.’ Alfie was busy watching the pigeons high in the station roof, so the guard turned back to Sarim and Jamal. ‘The wife’s sister has a Down’s syndrome boy. Lovely little lad. Very trusting, if you know what I mean. Shame really. But good on you for looking after him, fellas. Good on you.’

Sarim gave a sincere look as he took back the tickets. ‘Community, mate. It’s what it’s all about, innit?’

‘That’s your train,’ said the guard, pointing down the platform. ‘Unreserved seating, Coach G. You want to book a seat next time, mate. Don’t cost nothing.’

‘Yeah,’ Sarim said quietly. He pulled his hood up over his head. ‘Next time.’

The platform was busy. A hundred people, maybe more. As they dragged their suitcases alongside the train, it felt as though Alfie was saying hello to every single one of them in turn. When they arrived at Coach G, however, he stopped and pointed at it. Sarim wondered if Alfie had ever actually been on a train. He seemed excited by the whole prospect.

They stopped five metres from the carriage door. ‘Give me a minute, guys,’ Jamal said. He looked meaningfully back towards the station concourse. ‘I need to go take a slash.’

Alfie looked confused. ‘What’s a slash?’

‘Need the toilet, mate. Can’t stand going on the train. All stinky. Won’t be long, innit?’

‘We’ll wait here,’ Sarim said.

Alfie looked alarmed. ‘What if the train goes?’

‘Plenty of time, mate,’ he said. And when Alfie continued to look worried, he added: ‘We have to wait for Jamal, Alfie. That’s what friends do for each other.’

Alfie nodded. He looked disappointed in himself. ‘We’ll wait here,’ he agreed.

Jamal walked away. Sarim checked his watch. 11.55. He turned to Alfie.

‘Why don’t I go and get some snacks for the journey?’ he said.

Alfie looked alarmed again. He glanced at the train, then back at Sarim. ‘It’s getting full,’ he said.

‘You hungry?’ Sarim persisted.

Alfie shook his head.

‘Long journey though, mate. What’s your favourite?’ His eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Cheese and onion crisps? The blue ones? I’ll get a big bag, shall I?’

Alfie’s face was a picture of indecision, but after a few seconds he nodded. Sarim put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. ‘I’ll only be a couple of minutes,’ he said. He stepped away from Alfie and the little cluster of suitcases. ‘Don’t go wandering off, will you?’ he added. ‘We’ll be in trouble if we leave our bags unattended. They’ll tell us off.’

The thought of being told off made Alfie look even more anxious. He stepped closer to the suitcases and clutched the handles of two of them.

Sarim winked at him, just as the platform guard had done, then strode quickly back towards the concourse. As he left the platform, he looked back over his shoulder. He only just caught a glimpse of Alfie through the crowds, his face still tightly framed by the hood of his cagoul.

It was enough to tell him that the young man was guarding the suitcases diligently.

 

Sarim and Jamal met at their prearranged spot outside WHSmith at 11.59. Only when they were out on the street and walking swiftly through the torrential rain away from Paddington did Jamal speak. ‘Fucking hate that geezer,’ he spat. ‘Looks all weird. Gives me the creeps, innit?’

They turned into a little cobbled mews where there were no pedestrians, but a couple of flash cars – an Aston Martin and a BMW – parked up.

‘Have you got it?’ Sarim asked. He had to speak loudly over the rain.

Jamal put one wet hand in his pocket and pulled out a mobile phone.

‘Speed dial one!’ Sarim shouted. ‘That’s what he told us. It’ll do them both.’

Jamal licked his lips nervously. ‘You trust him?’

Sarim nodded. ‘With my life,’ he said. ‘Not that I’m afraid to lose it.’

‘How can he be so sure we won’t be caught?’ Jamal asked. ‘There were cameras everywhere in that station. I know we look different to usual, but …’

A pause.

‘You scared to do it, Jamal?’ Sarim asked. There was an edge to his voice. ‘You not what we thought you were?’

Jamal looked uncertain. He didn’t reply.

Sarim grabbed his upper arm. With his free hand, he pointed up into the sky. ‘Look,’ he shouted. ‘Look up there. Tell me what you see.’

With a perplexed expression, Jamal looked up. He blinked as the rain fell directly on to his face.

‘What do you see?’ Sarim insisted.

‘I … I don’t know,’ Jamal said. ‘Nothing … rain … and clouds.’

Sarim nodded fiercely. ‘Clouds,’ he said. ‘That’s right. Do you like clouds? You like it when it’s cloudy?’

Jamal shook his head.

‘You prefer the sun, yes?’

‘Of course.’

Sarim made a soft hissing sound. ‘In your country – in Pakistan, your country – they pray for clouds. They pray for them. Do you know why?’

Once more, Jamal shook his head.

‘Because when there are clouds, the drones do not come.’

A moment of silence.

‘They think they are our judge, our jury and our executioner, these British and Americans.’ Sarim was loud now, but his voice was almost drowned out by the downpour. ‘They think they can kill our innocent women and children, and that we will be too weak to fight back. Well, are you, Jamal? Are you too weak to fight back?’

Jamal drew a deep breath. ‘I’m not weak,’ he said. ‘Innit?’ His sopping wet face frowned, and the hand that held the phone trembled.

‘Then do it!’ Sarim shouted. ‘Now. The idiot won’t wait forever, and if the bags are unattended someone will raise the alarm.’

Jamal gritted his teeth. His finger hovered above the ‘1’ button on the phone.

‘Do it!’

Jamal pressed his thumb on to the button, and held it down.

 

Alfie knew nothing of the explosion.

He didn’t hear the noise, like thunder, that echoed in the vaults of Paddington station, and which was audible in the West End, and Shepherd’s Bush, and at the top of Primose Hill, and anywhere else within a two-mile radius.

He didn’t hear the shattering of the train windows, or the metallic drilling of shrapnel peppering its chassis.

Or the sound of Coach G crunching in on itself from the violent shock wave, turning into a hot, twisted coffin that crushed everybody inside.

Or the buckling of a second train that was pulling into the opposite platform at the moment of the explosion.

He didn’t hear the strange, ghostly silence that lasted for only a few seconds.

Or the screams that followed. 

Some were screams of pain. Some were screams of horror. The horror that only someone who has witnessed such atrocities can know. The horror of men and women forced to look upon those parts of the human body that nobody should ever see. The horror of mothers cradling their dead children.

And Alfie, of course, didn’t see these atrocities. He didn’t see the body parts, grotesquely separated and mutilated, that flew to the concourse, and as high as the roof, and up the stairs at the far end of one platform that led to the tube station. He didn’t see the blood that coagulated with hot dust and sprayed like thick paint over concrete and iron and mangled human bodies. He didn’t see the corpses, some of them a full hundred metres away, that had been killed by shock waves if not by debris. He didn’t see the faces, their skin burned away to reveal damaged networks of capillaries. Or the shower of dead birds that rained down from their roosting places in the ceiling and spattered as they hit solid ground. Or the rain that leaked in from the devastated ceiling, creating pools of watery, pink-red blood all over the platforms.

Alfie saw none of this. At the moment of the explosion, he had been waiting patiently for his friends, who had promised him such a lovely weekend away, and whom he had trusted implicitly, just as he trusted anybody who showed him the slightest kindness. Like good friends should, he had been clutching their suitcases, quite unaware that each one contained twenty-five kilos of military-grade explosive, and plastic bags filled to bursting with hard, anodised five-inch nails.

And as he was at the very centre of the explosion, he had of course been the first to die.





Part One

Hammerstone





One

 

South London. Monday. 23.00hrs

‘What the fuck do they think we are?’ Spud Glover muttered. ‘Twenty-four-hour locksmiths?’

Danny Black grunted, then looked left and right up Horseferry Mews. The name made this little side street – a hundred metres end to end and lined with railway arches – sound a lot posher than it actually was. Some of the arches were cavernous, full of litter, plastered with fat, colourful graffiti, and stinking of piss. Others had been turned into lock-ups and mechanics’ workshops. Danny and Spud were standing alongside the central arch. The frontage was painted grey, with a red roll-top grate for vehicles to get in and out, and a steel door to one side. Both locked. The adjacent arches were empty, with no frontage. Over the sound of the hammering rain, Danny could hear larger drops echoing as they fell from the top of the arch on the right to the concrete floor. Between the two arches was a corroded metal downpipe reaching all the way to the ground from the railway above. The torrential rain was too much for it. Water sluiced down its sides, and belched up from the grate at its mouth.

Danny was as soaked as the drainpipe, and pissed off. Ordinarily, theirs was a life of aircraft carriers, forward operating bases and active missions behind enemy lines. But this? This was donkey work. He and Spud had been entrusted with nothing else since they got back from Syria six months previously.

Their two Regiment mates, Ripley and Barker, were at either end of the street. Danny could just make out the glowing end of Ripley’s cigarette as his mate leaned against the ten-foot-high wall, topped with razor wire, that faced the railway arches. If you saw Ripley round Hereford, he’d probably be wearing a leather biker’s jacket. Motorbikes were his obsession. He owned, what, six or seven of them? But his biker’s jacket would be no good for tonight. It couldn’t conceal a rifle. Neither Ripley nor Barker showed any sign of the HK416s secreted under their Barbours and attached to their shoulders by means of a short length of bungee rope. But they only needed to open up their coats and extend their right arms to be as heavily armed as anyone in London – and in the wake of the Paddington bomb that was saying something. 

Spud and Danny were less heavily armed. Their jeans and North Face jackets covered the Sigs holstered at their waist. Spud wore night-vision goggles propped up on his forehead. No body armour for either of them, though. They’d discussed it back in Hereford, and agreed that it wasn’t necessary. This was Lewisham, not Lagos. Nobody expected a job like this to go noisy, and there wasn’t a single self-respecting member of the Regiment who actively chose to strap on plate hangers if they didn’t have to.

‘I said, who do they think we are?’ Spud repeated. ‘Twenty-four …’

‘They’re just a bunch of geeks,’ Danny interrupted. ‘Open the frickin’ door and we can get out of here.’

Between Danny and Ripley, about thirty-five metres from Danny’s own position, was an old grey Bedford van with a dent on the nearside wing. It was parked up on the other side of the road opposite the arches. All lights off, nobody behind the wheel. But in the back, hidden from view, was a police tech unit. As soon as Spud had broken into the lock-up and given them the all-clear, the tech unit would swarm in and take detailed photos of everything inside. Then they’d go away and make a replica of something – a lamp, an old oil can, whatever they could find – doctored with surveillance equipment. Which meant it was odds on they’d all be doing this again in a couple of nights’ time, when the police could replace the chosen object with their specially altered one.

‘I don’t care if they’ve got Stephen fucking Hawking hiding back there,’ Spud said. ‘I’m missing a piss-up at Karen Macshane’s place thanks to a bunch of plods scared of their own shadows.’

‘Shame,’ Danny said distractedly.

Spud turned to look at him. ‘Shame?’ he asked. ‘Shame? She sent me a selfie the other day. With her tits out! She’s gagging for it …’

Danny looked meaningfully at the implement in Spud’s right hand – a snap gun, about the size of an old-fashioned kids’ potato gun, with a narrow, pointed blade protruding. Fit a tension wrench in the lock, then insert the snap gun and squeeze the handle – one of those should get a lock like this open in about thirty seconds, if you knew how to use it, which Spud did. ‘You going to get started, mate? Get this done quickly, you’ll be back in time to give Karen Macshane a night to remember.’

Spud gave him a dark look, but turned his attention back to the lock.

There was a voice in Danny’s covert earpiece – one of the armed police guys keeping a 200-metre cordon. ‘We’ve got a blue Passat heading towards the north end of Horseferry Mews. Two drivers, one male, one female.’

Ripley’s voice: ‘Roger that.’

And five seconds later, the glare of headlamps shining through rain as the vehicle passed the end of the street, then disappeared.

Danny looked back at Spud. The lock should have been open by now, but the snap gun was still inside it, and Spud was swearing under his breath. Danny raised an eyebrow. Spud scowled back. ‘It’s fucking wet, okay?’

Danny smiled. ‘You’d have got it open by now if it had hair on it,’ he said.

Spud grinned. ‘True that,’ he said. No false modesty there. Spud Glover was short, squat and broad-shouldered, with a face like a young Phil Collins. But he still pulled more regularly than anyone Danny had ever met. He started pumping the snap gun again. Ten seconds later, the lock clicked. Spud removed the snap gun, handed it to Danny, and pulled down his NV goggles.

Danny pressed a button on the radio fixed to his belt and spoke into the mike fitted to his collar. ‘We’re in,’ he said.

‘Roger that.’ The same voice that had announced the arrival of the Passat. ‘Red Mini Cooper heading south.’

Danny looked at Spud and nodded. Spud drew his Sig, opened the door just enough to step inside, and entered the lock-up.

For thirty seconds there was no sound except the hammering of rain on to the cobblestones and the drip-dripping inside the empty arches. Danny kept alert, looking up and down the street, acutely aware of Barker and Ripley’s positions and of the old Bedford holding the tech team. Those lads were nervous. Fired up, too. There had been reports of suspicious activity in this lock-up over the past few days, and in the wake of the Paddington bomb, Danny could tell the techies were getting a hard-on at the thought of uncovering something – anything – that might give the security services a lead. And more power to them, Danny couldn’t help feeling. Whoever had orchestrated that strike was a sick bastard and deserved everything that was coming to him.

‘Okay, lads.’ Spud’s voice over the comms. ‘I’ll give you the good news first. No infrared sensors, no pressure pads – as far as surveillance devices go, the joint looks clean. Now the bad news – there’s fuck-all for you to photograph. There’s a pallet of some kind against the far wall but you’ll never make a replica. I’m going to check it out, but if this is a bomb-making stash, you can butter my arse and call me a biscuit.’

A second voice over the radio. ‘Black cab heading north.’

Danny frowned. It was typical – you get dragged all the way from Hereford to London and the whole op’s a dud. He wiped some rain off his forehead with his sleeve, and started walking towards the tech unit’s van. They’d still want to see the inside of the lock-up for themselves, and they’d need Danny accompanying them. But the job was a washout in more ways than one.

He had only walked ten metres when he stopped. Spud’s voice had burst over the radio. ‘Well, fuck me sideways …’

‘What is it?’ Danny demanded, suddenly tense.

‘That crate I mentioned? As high as my knee in packets of powder. I’m guessing it’s not Persil.’

Almost immediately, Danny heard the second voice again. ‘Another black cab, heading south.’

He froze, then looked up and down the street.

Black cabs?

What the hell were two black cabs doing headed for a line of deserted lock-ups and empty railway arches where there were no fares to drop off or pick up?

The penny dropped. It wasn’t just the security services who used black cabs to get around London unobserved.

He ran back to the lock-up Spud was investigating and called in through the crack in the door. ‘Mate, you sure you haven’t triggered any surveillance devices?’

‘Clean as a whistle,’ Spud’s voice called back, echoing slightly from inside the lock-up. ‘We’re going to be out of here quicker than you can …’

‘Spud,’ Danny interrupted. ‘Tell me you checked the door seals when you entered.’

Silence.

And then Spud muttered, almost under his breath: ‘Shit.’

Danny didn’t hesitate. He pulled a pencil-thin Maglite from inside his jacket pocket and strode into the lock-up. He directed the fierce white beam at the crack where the door was hinged. He saw it instantly: a silver strip – tin foil, maybe – reflecting the light of the torch, with a fine wire leading from the foil up towards the dark ceiling of the lock-up.

‘You can forget about Karen Macshane,’ Danny said, his voice unnaturally calm. ‘Whoever owns that stash is on their way.’ He loosened his Sig from its holster and cocked it, then activated his radio. ‘Barker, Ripley, we’re about to have company. Two black cabs. Expect them to be armed. Everyone else, stay out of it. Repeat, stay …’

Before he had even finished, he heard the screeching of tyres.

‘Spud!’ he shouted. But Spud was just a couple of metres away, running towards him from the back of the lock-up, NV goggles raised, Sig cocked. They pressed their backs against the wall, nodded at each other, then swung round into the cobbled street.

The rain was as bad as ever. It badly hindered Danny’s visibility. From his position by the door he looked north, while Spud covered the southerly direction. He could only just make out the shaky outline of a black cab, its headlamps dazzlingly bright through the rain. Distance: 50 metres. He searched for Ripley. No sign of him, but that was probably because the mixture of headlamps and rain was blinding him. Danny swung his head to one side, forcing himself to use his peripheral vision, more effective in the dark. Now he could just make out Ripley’s silhouette. He had moved in front of the Bedford van – Danny’s end of it – which put him 35 metres from Danny’s position, out of sight of the black cab. Now he was opening his Barbour jacket. Raising his HK416. 

From the corner of his vision, Danny saw a second cab pull up at the south end of Horseferry Mews, 50 metres in the opposite direction. The Regiment guys and the police tech unit were blocked off at either end. Danny saw figures emerging from the first cab to the north.

Four guys. Drug dealers, he figured, aware that someone had just uncovered their stash. From Spud’s description, that stash would be worth millions. These fuckers would be armed. No question.

The cabs headlamps shone across the 50 metres of open ground towards him. They were compromising his visibility. He needed to blow them out. In any case, maybe a couple of shots would put the shits up them. If Danny and his mates could get them on the ground and disarm them, the police could take them in. A good night’s work all round.

He was too exposed here in front of the lock-up. He quickly ran to the cavernous open arch to the left and sensed Spud moving to the one on the right. He stepped three metres in, where he would be shadowed inside the arch but would have full view of the cab, which was now between 40 and 45 metres away. He crouched down in the firing position, raised his Sig, aimed carefully and fired two shots in quick succession. The suppressed weapon made two dull knocks, camouflaged by the noise of the rain. Result. The newcomers would be unable to work out his exact location.

The headlamps shattered and went dark.

From the arch on the other side of the lock-up, he heard two more shots. Spud had used his Sig to do exactly the same thing to disable the headlamps of the cab to the south.

Danny could see the sillhouettes of the four guys to the north. They had opened the doors of their cab and were standing behind them, two on either side, for protection.

‘Get on the ground!’ he shouted aggressively above the rain. ‘Hands on the back of your heads! NOW!’ He sounded fierce, but his breathing was shallow. His pulse slow. He was calm.

One of the newcomers shouted something in a language Danny didn’t recognise.

Then, suddenly, there was a sharp burst of gunfire: the rough bark of an AK-47 switched to automatic, and maybe a couple of shots from a MAC-10. He heard the distinctive sound of rounds drilling against metal.

Shit.

Rounds had punctured the side of the Bedford van where the tech unit were hiding out. There were perhaps eight entry holes in a neat horizontal line just a couple of inches from the roof. Narrow beams of interior light streamed out from each of the holes. It would be clear to anyone with half a brain that the back of the van was occupied.

Danny made radio contact: ‘Tech unit, are you hit?’

A horrible silence. Then a panicked, breathless voice over Danny’s earpiece. ‘No…’ it whispered. ‘No … we’re okay … Oh my God, what are we …’

‘Crouch on the floor of the van, as low as you can, now! Spud, options?’

‘They know the tech unit are there,’ said Spud firmly. ‘They’re armed and they’ve fired on us. I say we give it to them.’

Danny gave it a fraction of a second’s thought. Spud was right. There were five guys in that tech unit and their lives were in danger. 

‘I’ve got eyes on four guys to the north,’ Danny said. ‘Spud, what have you got?’

‘Three guys to the south.’

‘Barker, Ripley, have they seen you?’

‘Negative,’ from both men.

Suddenly a voice shouted from the direction of the cab to the north. In English this time, but accented. ‘Put the guns down, or we fire on your friends in the van!’

Silence. Movement by the cab. Three figures stepped forward. A fourth remained behind the open passenger door. He had a rifle, and it was trained on the Bedford van.

Danny raised his Sig. He aimed it, his hand perfectly steady, on the head of the guy behind the passenger door. The other three stepped forward. They had that swagger common to every amateur carrying a gun. Like their weapons could protect them from anything. But they couldn’t see Ripley, crouching in front of the Bedford van.

The figures were five metres from the cab now, ten from the Bedford van. They walked abreast, though one of them, broader than the others, was perhaps a couple of paces ahead. He let loose a random burst of automatic fire, but it was just a warning shot: the rounds sparked against the cobbles.

‘Show yourselves!’ the leader shouted.

No response from the Regiment.

The men swaggered forward again.

They were alongside the tech unit’s vehicle now. Danny still had his Sig aimed at the shooter behind the cab, ready to fire.

‘What’s happening with your guys, Spud?’ Danny breathed into the radio.

‘Still behind their vehicle. We can’t get a shot.’

The three figures were still moving forward. They were alongside the Bedford van. The beams of light from the bullet holes dotted their faces and bodies. Danny could tell from the bulky frames that they were wearing body armour.

A terrified voice in his earpiece. The tech unit. ‘What’s happening?’

Danny didn’t answer. He just kept all his attention on the shooter behind the cab. It would be a difficult shot. Fifty metres through the dark and the rain. He had to keep sharp.

The three men had passed the Bedford. They were five metres beyond Ripley, who had silently turned and had his weapon pointing at the back of their heads. Danny double-checked that his own weapon was properly on target, before issuing the instruction.

‘Take the shots.’

There was no hesitation. Like Danny and Spud’s handguns, Ripley’s HK416 was suppressed, so with the noise of the rain it was barely audible. Danny could only just hear the three head shots, like someone rapping sharply on a wooden door. The three figures crumpled to the ground, one after the other, like a line of dominoes.

A millisecond later, Danny fired. A single shot. It hit his target square in the head. He crumpled to the ground behind the open passenger door.

‘What’s happening?’ A voice from the tech unit.

‘Stay down!’ Danny hissed.

Four targets down to the north, but it wasn’t over yet. There were still three guys hiding behind the cab to the south, almost certainly armed.

Aware, from the corner of his eye, that Ripley had thrown himself to the ground in order to present less of a target to the remaining three shooters, Danny spun round in the opposite direction, semi-protected by the corner of the arch. Now all four soldiers were facing south. They had a few seconds before the three remaining guys realised their mates were down. When that happened, they’d do one of two things: shoot, or run. 

They decided to shoot.

It was a sudden, intense burst of fire which lasted about five seconds. Rounds sparked on the cobbles. A couple smashed into the front window of the Bedford van – far too close to the tech unit for Danny’s liking but even closer to Ripley, who was pinned down on the ground.

‘Open up,’ he ordered.

The barrage of fire from the unit’s weapons was much quieter than the shooters’. These were not noisy rounds fired at random to assert anyone’s authority. They were precisely aimed shots from four suppressed weapons. They shattered the windows of the parked-up cab fifty metres from Danny’s position, and flew through the chassis. Danny clearly saw one body slump back from the car, but Barker’s voice in his earpiece clearly told him that he hadn’t seen it all. ‘I’ve got two targets down. No sign of the third.’

‘Hold your fire,’ Danny instructed.

The gunshots fell silent.

No movement from the cab to the south.

Rain.

Then, suddenly, like a frightened animal scampering away from a predator, a third figure broke from behind the black cab. He started sprinting away, firing a handgun randomly backwards from above his head towards Danny and the others.

Barker’s voice: ‘I’ve got him.’

Danny couldn’t see Barker – he had to be taking cover in one of the arches to the south of the mews – but he heard the single round popping from his rifle and he could tell from the way the target fell that the round had entered the gunman’s right shoulder. The force of its impact gave him a little extra momentum: it looked like he was diving as he fell forward and collapsed on the cobblestones.

Silence.

Then Spud, over the radio: ‘Goons.’

‘Ripley,’ Danny ordered, ‘see that the tech unit’s okay. Spud, check Ripley’s three are dead.’

‘He shot them in the head, mucker. Normally does the trick.’

‘Just do it, Spud.’ Danny was already running south, towards Barker’s position. Barker was standing easy, his HK416 lowered. Distance between them, 20 metres. Close enough for Danny to see the adrenaline-fuelled grin on his face.

It didn’t last long.

‘GET DOWN!’ Danny barked.

The final shooter – the one Barker had downed with a single shot of his rifle – had moved. He was on his back, 15 metres from Barker’s position, and the shot that he fired from his handgun was unaimed. But it found its mark. Danny saw a flash of blood spark from Barker’s right arm, and his SAS mate hit the floor.

It was like the flick of a switch. Until that moment, Danny had been calm. Collected. His breathing had been easy, his pulse slow. But suddenly something changed. The red mist. Anger burned through him. He ran up to the bastard, to see that he was bleeding from the groin and torso. But he still had his gun in one hand, and the fingers were clenched round the pistol. He waved it aimlessly. Danny sensed that his target’s vision was going.

It was as if something else was controlling Danny. Some other force. He bent down and forced the gunman’s hand, gun and all, until the barrel was pointing between his lips and into his throat. He squeezed the trigger. Once. Twice. Three times. The body thudded with each shot. Blood spread immediately from the back of the man’s head, and foamed between his lips. Spatter covered Danny’s hand.

And then, like the switch had been flicked once more, Danny was himself again. Leaving the bleeding, brutalised corpse at his feet, he stood up and spun round. Barker was still on the ground, but moving. Danny sprinted over to him to find his mate writhing on the wet cobblestones.

‘The cunt!’ he shouted. ‘The fucking cunt got me in the arm!’

He was clutching his upper right arm with his left hand. He’d be fine, though Danny could see that the rain was washing significant amounts of blood away from the wound and over the cobblestones.

‘Stay there,’ he told Barker. ‘We’ll get you to a hospital.’

‘Did you put the dickhead down?’ Barker demanded through gritted teeth.

Danny looked back at the recumbent body, then at the stubborn bloodstains on his right hand. For an unpleasant moment it was as though he saw himself from above, forcing his victim’s gun into his mouth, taking the shots. He looked like some sort of animal, crouching in the rain.

Danny put a reassuring hand on the shoulder of his wounded mate.

‘Yeah,’ he said quietly. ‘Yeah, I put him down.’





Two

 

23.47hrs

Tessa Gorman, Her Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department, stood at the open door of Number 10 and looked out on to Downing Street to see that it was still raining.

Not that it made much difference to her. As Home Secretary, she had the benefit of a chauffeur who even now was trotting up the steps with a black umbrella. He ushered her to the ministerial car. She was still quite dry when she slipped into the back. Her driver had turned the seat-heaters on, so the soft leather was rather comforting.

If only the same could be said for the meeting she’d just left. They’d all been there: the PM; Michael Mears, her opposite number at the Foreign Office; Tim Atkins, the PM’s head of communications, whose bald head and hairy eyebrows made him look more like a clown than the power behind the throne. Three men, each of them greasily shifting responsibility for the decision they had all just made on to the one woman in the room. She had a reputation for taking a hard line in matters of national security, and those three bastards had just hoist her with her own petard. Mears especially. He’d been feeling the heat ever since the Syrian situation had escalated. The Russians seemed to have one over him in every negotiation. He was clearly glad for the spotlight to fall on someone else for once.

‘Home, Secretary of State?’ her driver asked as he settled behind the wheel.

She shook her head. ‘Thames House, please, Robert. I’m afraid it’s going to be a late one.’

The drenched officers at the entrance to Downing Street – her husband would insist on calling them ‘the plebs’, like it was the funniest joke in the world – nodded respectfully to the Home Secretary as they let her out. Their numbers had been bolstered by four soldiers who carried their weapons overtly and stood with grim, expressionless faces in the rain. Bloody good job you could rely on your armed forces at a time like this, she thought to herself. She was on the verge of rolling down her window to offer them a few words of encouragement, but she shivered at the thought of the rain sluicing in and decided not to.

As the car crawled through Whitehall, Gorman flicked through the front pages of the following day’s first editions that were piled next to her. The usual fodder. More photos of the devastation at Paddington on the broadsheets, while the tabloids had run with pictures of the nation’s current favourite hate figure, the radical cleric Abu Ra’id, one finger raised as he preached outside the Holy Shrine mosque in north-west London. She shared the PM’s frustration that every time they tried to deport this awful man, the courts got in their way. And all the while his dreadful wife – the papers liked to call her the White Witch – was living on benefits in a large three-bedroom house in Ealing …

Ten minutes later, they were pulling up outside the archway that formed the entrance to Thames House. Robert parked the car and opened her door. The Home Secretary stepped out to find an efficient-looking young woman in a well-cut trouser suit waiting for her. 

‘This way, Home Secretary,’ she said. The young woman ushered her into the building and towards an open lift. Once inside, she pressed a button for the third floor and they silently ascended. As the doors hissed open, the greeter stepped into the corridor. ‘May I fetch you a coffee, Home Secretary?’

Gorman shook her head briskly. ‘No thank you. I need to see Victoria Atkinson right away.’

The young woman inclined her head and led her down the corridors of the third floor without another word. She stopped outside a door and knocked.

‘Do come in,’ said a male voice.

‘I’ll take it from here,’ said the Home Secretary. She opened the door and stepped inside.

The room was very ordinary. As a student of history, she had always imagined that important decisions were taken in important rooms, with chandeliers and frescoes. Now she lived in the real world, she knew the opposite was true. Life-and-death decisions got made in bland, corporate rooms like this one in MI5 headquarters. A man was sitting behind a desk. He was extremely handsome – the spitting image of Hugh Grant, Gorman couldn’t help thinking – and he had a friendly, open smile.

‘Where’s Victoria Atkinson?’ she asked.

‘Unavoidably called away,’ the man said. ‘A family crisis. Something to do with her youngest …’ He smiled. ‘I’m afraid kids are no respecters of national security. I’m Buckingham. Hugo Buckingham, on secondment from MI6.’

‘You’re one of the Hammerstone team?’

Buckingham nodded gently. ‘I am, Home Secretary.’

Gorman nodded, then took a seat opposite him. ‘Buckingham?’ she said, as though trying to place the name. ‘Sounds familiar. Weren’t you our man in Syria for a while?’

‘In a manner of speaking, Home Secretary, yes. A lively place.’

‘So I hear.’ She looked around. ‘The room is secure?’

‘It is.’

‘Right then. I’ve just come straight from Number 10. The PM’s been informed you have a lead on the perpetrators of the Paddington bombing. We made the decision not to convene a meeting of COBRA. Too many loose tongues, if you understand my meaning.’

‘I understand entirely, Home Secretary.’

Gorman found herself warming to this young man. He seemed sincere. A safe pair of hands.

‘The PM feels that the public no longer have the stomach for more terrorists abusing the legal process. We’re a laughing stock as it is. The Hammerstone team gave the PM a second option …’

‘The pre-emptive option, Home Secretary?’

‘Call it what you will. Obviously there is no way he can officially condone such action, and we don’t need to know the identity of the individuals involved. But I’m here to tell you that if the pre-emptive option were taken, Her Majesty’s Government would not investigate the matter too closely. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Perfectly clear,’ said Buckingham. ‘I shall inform my three Hammerstone colleagues of the gist of this conversation immediately.’

‘Obviously …’ Gorman started to say.

‘… this conversation never happened.’

The politician and the spook locked gazes. A silent acknowledgement passed between them. Tessa Gorman stood up and outstretched her hand. Buckingham did the same.

‘Family crisis, you say?’ The Home Secretary was unimpressed.

‘So I understand. Something to do with … chickenpox?’

‘Hard to do this job well if you’re running off to mop little Johnny’s fevered brow every five minutes, I’d have thought.’

‘Not for me to comment, Home Secretary.’

The door suddenly opened. Gorman and Buckingham looked across the office to see a short, slightly plump woman bustle in. She wore a flowery blouse and sensible trousers that didn’t flatter her figure. Her mousy hair was wet and bedraggled. She carried a sopping raincoat over the crook of her arm. Her cheeks were red and she was out of breath.

‘Sorry … late …’ she gasped, then tapped her chest several times in quick suggestion. ‘Something going on in Lewisham … police everywhere …’ She blinked at the other two. ‘Have you started?’ 

‘Actually, Victoria,’ said the Home Secretary, ‘we’ve just finished. I’m sure Mr Buckingham will fill you in. ’

Victoria flushed, and she drew herself up to her full height, which wasn’t very high at all. ‘He certainly will fill me in,’ she said, her voice suddenly more prickly and authoritative. ‘My son …’

‘Plenty of brownie points,’ Gorman interrupted her, ‘if you bring this business to a successful conclusion.’ She directed her words towards Buckingham rather than Victoria. ‘I can promise you that. Plenty of brownie points.’ She scraped back her chair and walked towards the door. Then she stopped and looked back at Buckingham. ‘I’m obliged to leave the details up to you,’ she said. ‘I trust you have somebody in mind capable of carrying out an operation like this?’

‘Yes,’ Buckingham replied coolly. ‘As a matter of fact, a couple of names do spring to mind. If Victoria approves, of course.’

‘Hereford Regiment?’

‘Yes, Home Secretary. Hereford Regiment. But as you say, probably best to leave the details down to us.’

 

00.02hrs

There was flashing blue neon at either end of the street. Two members of the police armed response unit had arrived to get Barker on his feet and away to the nearest hospital. He hadn’t let them help him, and insisted on walking unaided to the unmarked squad car parked just outside the lock-up. The five guys in the tech unit were a gibbering mess after their ordeal in the Bedford van, but they were alive and unharmed.

Danny’s earpiece was a torrent of voices. The Met’s command room had been patched in, and so had Hereford. The instructions were clear. The Regiment boys were to make themselves scarce. SCO19 would mop all this up, and no doubt claim the credit for seven dead dealers, a sizeable seizure of cocaine, and none of their guys down. And that was fine by Danny and the boys. For them, anonymity was the name of the game.

They stood together by the cab at the south end of the street.

‘He going to be all right?’ Ripley asked, pointing at Barker’s receding silhouette.

‘Flesh wound,’ Danny told him. ‘Might have to use his left hand to spank the monkey for a while, that’s all.’

Spud looked meaningfully over at the corpse of the man Danny had wasted. ‘You gave that fella’s mouth a good rinse out with his nine-milli,’ he said. ‘What was all that about?’

For an uncomfortable moment, Danny remembered the rage that had taken him over. 

‘Bad breath,’ he muttered. ‘Got a thing about it.’

Spud raised an eyebrow at the insufficient response, then nodded towards the arm of Danny’s North Face jacket. ‘You’ve still got a piece of the bastard’s brains on your sleeve,’ he said, as if he were pointing out a ketchup stain to a kid.

Danny shrugged. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘The headshed want us out of here. Let’s go.’

They put their heads down, and walked silently away from the flashing lights and the scene of devastation they’d created. Their own vehicle was an unmarked white Transit van parked up two blocks away. Three minutes later they were climbing into the back, their coats dripping rainwater over the metal floor. They each had a holdall with a change of clothes, so they stripped out of their wet gear and pulled on dry jeans and T-shirts, leaving the wet, bloody garments sprawled over the vehicle’s floor.

Ripley took the wheel. Spud sat next to him in the middle seat, with Danny by the passenger window. They eased slowly away. After a couple of minutes they came to the police cordon, but the armed officer recognised their vehicle and waved them through. A minute later, they were driving down Lewisham High Street. Danny wiped the condensation away from the inside of his window and stared out.

The pavements were empty, but it wasn’t just because of the driving rain. There was unease on the streets. He’d been in London after 7/7, and there’d been a similar feeling then. If anything, it was worse in the wake of the Paddington bomb. The death count had been higher – last thing Danny heard, the number of fatalities had exceeded a hundred – and people were scared. Everyone knew someone who knew somone who’d been affected. Barker had a good mate in A Squadron, young bloke called Hancock, whose brother had been on the train and hadn’t made it. Hancock had been offered compassionate leave but had turned it down. Wanted to be around to do his bit as and when the time came. As they passed Lewisham station, Danny saw a group of four armed police guarding the entrance. The sight was supposed to put the public at their ease. Danny wondered if it didn’t have the opposite effect.

Spud switched the radio on. ‘Bat out of Hell’ by Meatloaf blasted out of the speakers. Spud turned it up even louder. ‘I fucking love this one!’ he shouted over the music, and he started singing along tunelessly. If there was tension on the streets, the inside of the Transit was a little cocoon of released adrenaline. It didn’t matter how many times you found yourself in a firefight, the heady mixture of relief and exhilaration when it was over never got old.

Meatloaf’s final chords died away. There was a chirpy Radio 2 jingle that grated on Danny’s ears, then a news bulletin. ‘The number of fatalities from the bombing at Paddington station last Friday has reached 107. Buckingham Palace have today confirmed that Orlando Whitby, fiancé of Princess Katrina, is among the dead …’

Spud switched the radio off again. ‘Fucking sick of hearing about it,’ he said.

Ripley indicated right. ‘Still,’ he said. ‘That’s one for the Princess Di nutjobs to get their teeth into.’

‘Hey,’ Spud said. ‘Enough of the nutjob.’

Danny smiled. It sometimes seemed to him that there wasn’t a single member of the British public who didn’t think the SAS had killed Diana using some fiendishly elaborate plot cooked up by the establishment and sanctioned by the royal family. And there were even some guys in the Regiment itself who thought that way. Spud included. Where there was a conspiracy theory to believe in, Spud was always first on the bandwagon. Not Danny though. Those Diana rumours were entertaining, but in his opinion the world didn’t work that way. If somebody had wanted Diana dead, they’d have made the hit in a far more practical or covert way. Car chases under the Seine? Packs of paparazzi? Blinding flashes of light? No. There were too many variables. Too many things that could go wrong. Diana’s death was an accident, nothing more. And the same went for Orlando Whitby, whoever the hell he was: just one of the unlucky sods who found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time.

‘Put your foot down, mucker,’ Spud said to Ripley. ‘Too late for the headshed to call a debrief tonight. Floor it down the M4, I might get to Karen Macshane’s gaff before she opens up her muff for some other little turd.’

‘Thought you were seeing that bird from Warham.’

‘Nah, she dumped me. Said I was always exaggerating.’

‘What, you?’ Ripley said with a grin.

‘I know – I was so surprised I nearly tripped over my dick.’ Spud started whistling ‘Bat out of Hell’ again, then stopped suddenly and turned to Danny. ‘Want to come, mucker? Reckon you could use a few jars – you know, chillax. You went a bit OTT with that dumb-ass back there.’

Danny stared out of the window again. ‘Don’t want to cramp your style, mate.’ He glanced sideways at Spud, who was giving him a piercing look. ‘Clara’s staying,’ he said. ‘Day off. I’d better …’

‘… get your rocks off with your posh bird. Yeah, yeah, ’nuff said, fella.’

Danny had two phones. One for work, one personal, and at the moment he was only carrying the work one. It rang. He looked at the screen: number withheld. This was an encrypted phone, and nobody had the number – so far as Danny knew – except the ops room back at base. ‘This could be interesting,’ he said. He accepted the call and put the handset to his ear.

Danny didn’t have the chance to say hello. The Regiment’s ops officer Ray Hammond was already barking down the phone at him. ‘Nice one, fellas. I send you down to the smoke to pick a lock, I end up with seven dead Cypriots, the worst case of suicide I’ve ever seen and half the fucking journalists in London trying to get past the police cordon.’

‘It went noisy,’ Danny said calmly.

‘You’re fucking telling me it went noisy!’ Hammond screamed so loudly that Danny had to move the handset a few inches from his ear. ‘The CO wants you and Spud in his office the second you get back.’

Spud, who had clearly heard the conversation as he was sitting so close to Danny’s phone, started mouthing swear words silently next to Danny, who tried to block it out and keep his concentration.

‘What does the boss want?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ the ops officer said. ‘Perhaps he wants to know how one of your targets managed to accidentally shoot himself three times in the mouth. Get a fucking move on. You’re expected here in three hours.’ 

The phone line went dead. Danny stared at the handset, then turned to Spud. ‘Sorry mate,’ he said. ‘Looks like I’m your date for the night. CO’s called us in.’

Spud gave him a sick look. ‘You know what?’ he asked. ‘I’ve got millions of nerves in my body. How come that fucker Hammond manages to get on every single one of them?’





Three

 

The unit arrived back at RAF Credenhill at 03.30hrs. The car park was unusually full, the lights were on in all the squadron hangars and even the HQ building was lit up. Busy times. Danny was dog-tired. Even Spud had been nodding off on the motorway. As they pulled up in front of the main regimental HQ building, Danny elbowed him in the ribs. He pointed through the windscreen. The wipers were still flapping furiously, so they could make out the sight of Ray Hammond waiting for them just inside the main entrance.

‘Let’s get this over with,’ Danny said. Spud and Ripley grunted in agreement. They debussed, and ran across the courtyard up the steps to the HQ building.

Hammond had dark rings round his eyes and an even darker frown on his forehead. ‘Not you, Ripley,’ he said. ‘You can get the hardware back to the armoury. You and you’ – he pointed at Danny and Spud in turn – ‘follow me.’

They marched through the building. Company clerks were scurrying around in uniform, or sitting at computers taking phone calls. But they hardly saw any of the lads. There was barely a UK-based member of the Regiment that wasn’t out on the streets, fully tooled up and ready to assist the police in the event of a hard arrest being necessary. Half of B Squadron had been deployed to major shopping centres round the country. Only a few weeks previously, a bunch of Al-Shabaab militants had taken out a number of civilian targets in a Kenyan shopping mall. Word was that the security services were bricking themselves that there might be a repeat performance.

They walked in silence towards the area at its centre known as the Kremlin. The warning signs were on Hammond’s face, and even Spud didn’t venture any sarky comments. The Kremlin was where Johnny Cartwright, CO of 22SAS, had his office, opposite the briefing rooms and just down the corridor from the main ops room. Hammond raised his fist to knock on the door, but at that moment the door opened and a clerk walked out carrying an empty coffee cup. Hammond stepped inside. ‘They’re here, sir,’ he said.

‘Send them in, Ray. You can go home now.’

The ops officer looked a bit put out that he wasn’t invited into the meet. But he stood to one side and let Spud and Danny pass without a word. Seconds later, they were alone with the CO.

Danny liked Cartwright. As ruperts went, he was one of the better ones. True, Danny suspected that his past few months of humdrum, UK-based ops was a hundred per cent down to his CO keeping him out of the firing line since everything that had happened on his last major overseas op, but he had his reasons. Cartwright seemed to have a genuine concern for his men’s welfare. Not that he was touchy-feely – far from it – but he was always prepared to stand up for the guys. When Danny and Spud had returned from Syria with their mate Greg Murray, he’d insisted on being present at every debrief the authorities could throw at him. Whenever questions came up that Danny didn’t feel like answering – and there were plenty of those – the CO pulled rank and stonewalled the fuckers. And when it was clear that Greg’s injuries at the hands of the Syrian mukhabarat spelled an end to his time in active service, Cartwright had made sure he kept a desk job in Hereford on full pay. Danny would always be grateful for that.

Not that he’d ever say it to Cartwright. Nor would Cartwright want to hear it. Especially now. The CO had a face like thunder.

‘So what are we supposed to tell them?’ he demanded without any pleasantries.

Danny kept a poker face. ‘It was very weird, boss,’ he said. ‘The guy obviously didn’t want to be captured alive. Took his own life before we could nail him.’

‘Three times in the back of the throat?’

‘Like I say, boss. It was weird.’

Cartwright stared at each of them in turn, then shook his head as if he was dealing with a couple of particularly exhausting children. ‘Leave it to me,’ he said under his breath. ‘I’ll sort it out.’ He stood up from behind his desk. ‘You’re not here for a bollocking, anyway. Take a seat.’

They did as they were told.

‘You’re both being assigned to E Squadron,’ Cartwright said. ‘Effective immediately.’

Danny blinked, then glanced at Spud.

The existence of E Squadron was an open secret. You’d never find an SIS or Regiment representative acknowledging its existence. But it existed all right – a special, hand-picked cadre of operatives individually selected to carry out the more sensitive operations that the intelligence services deemed necessary. Back in the day they’d called it the Increment, or the RWW. Now, this covert unit took its pick from the cream of 22SAS, the SBS and the Special Reconnaissance Regiment. Danny knew they’d been active in Libya and North Africa, but even he had no firm knowledge of what they’d been up to. E Squadron was for the most experienced, the most comprehensibly vetted. The best.

‘For what it’s worth,’ Cartwright said, ‘I think it’s a fucking terrible idea. But you two were specifically requested by London about two and a half hours ago. Looks like your old mate Hugo Buckingham’s taken a shine to you.’

Danny couldn’t stop the contempt showing on his face. He’d neither seen nor heard from Buckingham ever since they’d got back from Syria, and he was glad to keep it that way. He was loathsome. Cowardly. Danny couldn’t trust him one bit, which made this sudden summons all the more suspicious. E Squadron operations generally took the guys to the hottest spots in the world, often to protect MI6 personnel. Danny wasn’t sure he could stomach another op babysitting that piece of shit.

Cartwright was talking again. ‘I don’t have a lot of details, but Buckingham’s part of a joint MI5/MI6/CIA task force following up the Paddington bomb. They need a covert team on the ground to help them. You’re it. You head to London tomorrow, meet with your police liaison. We’ve got a safe house being prepared for you as we speak. You stay in the capital for as long as they need you there. I don’t expect you’ll be back in Hereford for some time.’

‘Boss,’ Danny started to say, ‘this Buckingham guy, if he’d had his way Spud would be rotting at the bottom of a mass grave in Syria …’

‘Get over it, Black. I know your feelings about him, but the decision’s made. You can take it as read by me that there’s a ton of downward pressure from Whitehall at the moment. The security services will be feeling the heat and I guess you two must have impressed that little shit out in the Middle East. Take it as a compliment if it makes you feel better. Or not, as the mood takes you. A chopper will give you a quick lift to London at 08.00. You’ll have a vehicle waiting for you and you’re expected at Paddington Green Police station at twelve hundred. You’ll receive a further briefing then. Any questions?’

Yeah, Danny thought. Like, a million. But none that his CO was likely to answer. And even Spud seemed lost for a clever remark.

‘In that case,’ Cartwright said, ‘go home and get some sleep. My feeling is you’re going to need it.’ He opened one of his desk drawers and produced a sealed brown envelope, which he handed to Danny. A London address was written on the front, and the envelope was heavy with what felt like keys.

Danny was experienced enough to realise there was no use arguing with the headshed. He was a soldier, and he’d just been given his orders. The briefing was over.

Like the CO had said: get over it.

 

Home, for Danny, was little more than a place to store his personal possessions. The life he’d chosen didn’t lend itself to comforts, and if Clara hadn’t been waiting for him, he would probably have kipped down at base where he had a bunk and a change of clothes on hand. But Clara was waiting for him, despite the lateness of the hour. As he parked his motorbike on the kerb outside his small, ground-floor flat in the western part of Hereford, just south of Whitecross Road, he could see the front-room light burning. She’d obviously ignored his instruction not to wait up.

He let himself in and stripped himself of his wet-weather gear in the narrow hallway. He could hear the TV, and as he stepped into the front room he saw Clara curled up on the sofa, fast asleep in front of some late-night discussion programme. An audience member with a neck thicker than a bulldog was getting very hot under his sizeable collar. ‘If this Abu Ra’id can’t live by our rules, he shouldn’t be allowed in our country.’ The audience clapped and the man folded his arms with obvious satisfaction. On a screen behind them was the familiar face of a bearded Islamic cleric – or ‘hate’ cleric as everyone liked to call him – whom the government had supposedly been trying to deport for more than a year now. Danny wasn’t the only one who couldn’t quite work out what the problem was with getting rid of the bastard, or quite why his wife was allowed a large, comfortable house in the suburbs that so far as he could tell they didn’t pay for. Ra’id’s face had been all over the place since the bombing, though whether he was involved or not nobody really seemed to know.

Danny stepped across the room and switched the TV off. Clara was roused by the sudden silence. She sat up quickly, her blonde hair mussed and her tired face confused, as though she didn’t know where she was. But then she saw Danny, and her features softened.

‘You’re back,’ she said.

‘I told you not to wait up.’

She gave a winsome little shrug. ‘Bed’s too big without you,’ she said.

Danny sat next to her, a wave of tiredness crashing over him again.

‘Hard day at the office?’

‘Just the usual,’ Danny said evasively.

‘You can tell me, you know.’

Clara had a habit of saying things like that. Of trying to find out what Danny had been up to. The nitty-gritty of his job. Deep down, he understood why. Clara had been through the mill out in Syria, where he’d found her deep in the rebel heartland. Most couples got together over a few pints down the local. Danny and Clara’s relationship had kicked off among the ordnance and flying rounds of a devastating civil war. She’d seen him at his work and she’d gone through things at the hands of the Syrians that nobody should have to experience. It had changed her, forever. The bed might be too big without Danny, but barely anything ever happened when they were in it. Again, Danny knew why. Intimacy was difficult for her after the abuse the mukhabarat had inflicted on her.

But Syria had changed Danny, too. More than changed him – turned his life on its head. Maybe that was the reason he had these moments when he felt he hardly knew himself. Maybe that was the reason some piece-of-shit drug dealer had wound up with three 9mm rounds at the back of his throat that evening. And would Clara understand that? Of course she wouldn’t. Danny didn’t even understand it himself.

‘Just the usual,’ he repeated, in a tone that indicated that the conversation was over.

They sat in silence for a moment. ‘Can I get you anything?’ Clara said finally.

‘I’m being moved to London,’ Danny said. ‘Starting tomorrow. I don’t know how long for. Could be a while.’

‘But … that’s great!’ A pause. ‘Isn’t it?’

Danny shrugged. ‘It is what it is.’ He’d already decided he wasn’t going to mention Buckingham. If anything, Clara hated him more than Danny did. And he sure as hell wasn’t going to speculate with her about the nature of the op. Clara was a sweet girl. She wouldn’t even begin to understand or accept the kind of things he might be called upon to do.

‘Maybe you could stay with me?’

‘No, Clara,’ he said in an unintentionally withering voice. ‘I won’t be staying with you. It doesn’t work like that.’

Her eyes widened, and Danny instantly regretted being so short with her. ‘We can see more of each other, though,’ he added.

She smiled, relief obvious in her face. ‘What will you be doing?’ she asked. ‘In London, I mean.’

‘Just … general security,’ Danny said. ‘After the bombings and everything. All hands on deck.’ He knew it was an explanation Clara would understand. As a medic working out of St Mary’s Hospital, she and her colleagues had been inundated with casualties. She’d been at work at the time of the explosion and had by all accounts been one of the few doctors that had managed to keep their heads as the injured started arriving in their droves. Which kind of figured: Clara was used to explosions, after all. But Danny didn’t feel like reminding her that the Regiment were only ever called in when a violent outcome could be expected.

She started snuggling up to him. ‘You’re all tense,’ she said.

‘Long day,’ Danny replied. The image of the dealer he’d shot in the throat jumped back into his head. The thudding of his skull against the cobblestones. The liquid mixture of blood and rain spreading from his body.

There was a sharp knock at the door.

‘What the …’ he muttered.

‘It’s four in the morning,’ Clara said.

More knocking. Louder this time, as though someone was using the flat of their fist.

Danny stood up. ‘Don’t move,’ he said quietly. And to himself, he said: When someone comes knocking at this hour, it’s never good news. He instantly thought of his dad, who was stuck in a wheelchair in a ground-floor flat not far from here. And then he thought once more of his recent briefing back at base: of Five and Buckingham, who would think nothing of sending someone round in the middle of the night if they needed to. He stepped down the corridor, noiselessly approaching the solid wooden front door. When he reached it, he peered through the spyhole.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ he muttered when he saw who was on his doorstep.

Danny’s brother Kyle looked worse every time he saw him – which was, admittedly, as infrequently as Danny could make it. He was a waster – a jailbird and an alcoholic. Danny seemed to have spent half his life digging him out of bad situations of his brother’s own making. Even through the spyhole Danny could see Kyle was in a bad way tonight. Dishevelled, several day’s growth on his face, dark rings under his eyes. Sunken cheeks, the left one badly swollen, several shades of purple and red and bisected by a thin line of steristrip. A professional job – Danny could tell his brother was fresh from A&E. He opened the door.

‘What do you want?’

‘Mate!’ Kyle said with a forced smile. A sour waft of stale booze punched Danny in the face. Kyle was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. The T-shirt was soaking wet, and clung to his thin, bony body.

‘It’s late, Kyle, I was just going to bed.’

Kyle’s grin fell away. ‘You’ve got to help me, mate,’ he breathed. He looked over his shoulder – a dramatic gesture, but there was something in his eyes that Kyle wasn’t faking. A look of genuine fear. ‘Can I come in?’

For a moment Danny didn’t move. Then, after a few seconds, he reluctantly stepped aside. ‘If you have to,’ he said.

Kyle entered the flat and walked unsteadily up the hallway and into the front room. He stood in the doorway for a moment, then looked back at Danny. ‘Didn’t know you had a fuck buddy,’ he said.

‘Call her that again, Kyle, and you’ll need someone to fix the other side of your face.’ Danny pushed past him and answered Clara’s questioning look with a single word: ‘Brother.’ He’d warned Clara about Kyle.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ Clara said in a small voice from her place on the sofa. Kyle didn’t reply. He and Danny stood opposite each other, a couple of metres apart.

‘Tried calling,’ Kyle said. ‘But you didn’t pick up, as usual.’

Danny’s personal mobile phone was lying powered off on the floor by the sofa.

‘Some of us have jobs to go to,’ Danny said.

‘What was it today, running up hills with rocks on your back? Laser Quest with your knucklehead friends?’

‘Something like that. Better than staying home with a bottle of Scotch. You’re rat-arsed, Kyle. What the hell do you want?’

‘Got a bit of a s… s… situation,’ his brother said. He had suddenly affected a casual air, but still had to have three goes at saying the word ‘situation’. ‘You know, business-wise.’

Danny almost laughed. The only business Kyle ever had was with the guy behind the counter at the discount booze store.

‘Got a bit of a hitch in the supply chain,’ Kyle continued. ‘Nothing serious. Just need a bit of muscle to sort it out. Thought I’d give you first refusal on the job, seeing as that’s your game. You know, muscle …’

‘Seriously, Kyle, what the fuck are you talking about? Who did that to your face?’

‘Well, are you interested, or not?’ Kyle had suddenly turned aggressive, but Danny could hear the hint of panic in his voice. He caught his brother’s glance again, and only then did he notice it: it was bright in the room, but Kyle’s pupils were large. Dilated. Danny felt his contempt for his brother double. Not only drunk, but high.

‘What is it?’ he asked quietly. ‘Ketamine? MDMA? You’ve got a nice little cocktail going, by the look and smell of you. I thought you were clean of that shit.’
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