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ONE


THE MAN WITH emerald green eyes stood aloof from the shoppers swarming in the maelstrom of Oxford Circus. Zippering his parka to the chin against the bitter winter wind, he squinted in the half-gloom over the madding sea of heads towards the distant Christmas lights of Selfridges, and decided this was close enough.

Bloody close. Maybe too close.

He waited near the edge of the pavement, his nerves raw and the bile rising in his throat. The nod came right on time, warning him. It meant the big saloon was gunned and waiting on Regent Street, ready to scream away northward. Slowly his blunt, sweating fingers closed around the object buried deep in his pocket. Silicon and printed circuits – it was slim and black, with touch-membrane keys, and to the casual eye it might have been a video controller.

Once more the green eyes scanned the length of London’s busiest street. Like an artist he was awed by the size of his canvas. It was the last Saturday before Christmas, and the crowds of people formed a buzzing, pulsating, multiplying organism. It must be the busiest day of the year. Holy Mother, it would be his masterpiece.

HOLY MARY, MOTHER OF GOD,
PRAY FOR US SINNERS,
NOW, AND AT THE HOUR OF OUR DEATH
AMEN.

It was set to be a cold Christmas, with iron-grey cloud and not a sign of snow. Outside Selfridges a Highland piper in full tartan was competing with a one-armed busker carving out tortured carols from a polished trumpet. An occasional jingle of coins and a ‘God bless you’, but both men were largely ignored.

Across the street unlicensed street vendors shouted their wares. ‘Fiver yer perfumes – any one. Look ’ere, Yves St Laurent.’ The pavement was glutted as knots of curious punters surrounded the piles of boxes and listened to offers of cheap scent in expensive packaging.

‘All Left Bank stuff, my friends. Straight up, no rubbish.’ Micky Dillon was well into his pantomime. ‘Look, she’ll have one – thank you, darlin’. Who’s next?’

Crushing deadlock of the Christmas rush. Salaries paid early into bank accounts in time for the holiday. On that day it seemed the entire population of Greater London had converged on the West End in a desperate search for presents. Madness. Progress was painfully slow along the surrounding pavement, and pedestrians began to spill onto the road to battle against the blaring horns of red London buses and black cabs.

Constable Collins was out on foot patrol with Woman Constable Petry when he observed the obstruction and immediately he knew it was dangerous. Micky Dillon doing brisk trade – and the pavement blocked. It was only a matter of time before someone fell or was pushed in front of a vehicle. They would have to get chummy and his perfumes shifted quickly.

Micky Dillon was harvesting a crop of five-pound notes when the whistle came. The lookout was a young black kid who had been standing on a litter bin, shelling roast chestnuts. The kid whistled again and signalled two police officers approaching from the direction of Marble Arch. Micky cursed under his breath and began stashing his gear back into a cabin trunk, grabbing vainly at a sea of silly money.

‘Hey, wait a minute! Where’s mine?’ came the jostling protests.

‘That’s all, folks. Closing down.’

But escape was impossible. Already they were bearing down on him, and by the time he had closed up the trunk and turned to heft it onto a makeshift trolley, Constable Collins had him by the collar.

‘And a Merry Christmas to you,’ muttered the policeman, not without humour.

‘Do me a favour, plod. This is straight gear. Simple supply and demand.’

‘Save it, Micky. Hawking without a licence and causing an obstruction. I’ll throw in breach of the peace if you don’t come quietly.’

‘Leave it out, Mr Collins. Look, have a free sample for the wife, compliments of the management. You too, love.’ Petry just grinned at the man’s cheek.

‘Your mistake was not legging it straight away, Micky,’ said Collins.

‘What and leave this lot?’ He indicated the cabin trunk. ‘Do you know how much this stuff is worth?’

‘Yes. That’s why I wouldn’t dream of giving such muck to the wife. Now come on, let’s go.’

WPC Petry was already talking into the microphone of her beat radio, requesting a transit van to take away the seized goods.

Micky Dillon felt pretty sick. To be nicked on a day when the punters were literally throwing their money at him was a crying shame. Diabolical luck, he told himself.

But he was wrong.

Micky Dillon’s luck was better than he knew. So, too, was that of the punters who had hurried off in all the commotion in the mistaken belief that they, too, would be arrested. In that moment all their lives were saved.

In less then two minutes a third policeman, PC Shepherd, arrived on the scene. He took Micky by the arm and escorted him off in the direction of a police transit parked round the corner in Lumley Street, leaving Collins and Petry to secure and hump the seized goods. Hands on hips, Collins glumly surveyed the pile of cardboard boxes, the battered cabin trunk, and the discarded packing material dumped in the shop doorway behind Dillon’s pitch. Playing dustman was one side of the job he hated. With equal distaste the woman officer stepped forward to inspect the debris. Stooping to pull clear a wad of shredded packing, she noticed something hidden there – something quite incongruous. It was a Scots-plaid sports holdall with a heavy brass zipper.

‘John,’ she whispered, staring at it unblinkingly. ‘I think we’ve got an s.o. here.’

Collins took one look at the bag and knew she was right.

‘Don’t use your radio. Just get everyone clear,’ said the girl, reacting professionally in spite of her fear. ‘Do it now!’

Collins turned quickly in an attempt to warn the passers-by above the clamour of the street. But he was dead before he could open his mouth.

When it came, the blast seemed to rip the very air apart. The shock-wave shattered every plateglass window within screaming distance, sending murderous shards in all directions. Silhouetted by an incandescent sheet of yellow flame, people fell to the ground while glass fragments rained down on their heads. Already the discarded boxes were on fire – and so were crumpled bodies nearby, soaked in burning perfume. The tortured screams of the wounded floated skyward with the rising pall of smoke. The bodies of the two police officers had been hurled like dolls into the road, forcing a black cab to swerve across the street and collide broadside against a doubledecker bus. The cabby now lay across the bonnet of his cab, his cap under the bus’s front wheel.

The screams of those merely in shock added to the rising level of panic – a surging crowd unsure which way to run. Some were already retching at the sight of all the blood. A traffic warden had removed his overcoat, determined to render help but dazedly wondering which of the bodies to cover first – his white face damp with tears of frustration. Unnoticed in the confusion, two young men reached through the shattered glass of a fashion shop and helped themselves to leather jackets and blue jeans.

Inside the transit van PC Shepherd heard the report and felt its sides shake. In disbelief he leapt out onto the road, losing his helmet in his headlong dash back to the disaster area. Dear God in heaven! His sergeant hardly recognised the strangled voice on the radio. Nothing in Shepherd’s training had prepared him for this.

A fleet of wailing ambulances was now approaching painfully slowly. What they found was chaos and utter carnage. A press of onlookers was jockeying for sight of the bloodbath, and only by mounting the pavement could the ambulances negotiate the jam of backed-up traffic stuck behind the mangled bus and the taxi. In the gathering darkness blue beacons flashed, ghoulishly animating the faces of the dead, and lending an extra madness to the writhing of the wounded.

Ashen-faced ambulancemen fought their way through, the glass on the pavement crunching under their feet. As one reached the epicentre of the blast he was appalled by the open-mouthed inertia of the ablebodied people looking on – unable or just unwilling to help. Then he noticed a fair-haired man, stripped down to an olive-green T-shirt, who was applying a makeshift dressing to a young girl whose arm had been severed at the elbow. With one hand he gripped her upper arm tightly to close off the brachial artery, whilst with the other hand and his teeth he desperately tried to tie off a bloody piece of cloth at the site of the spurting wound. This man clearly knew the dangers; he knew how quickly blood loss and shock could kill the injured, and that infection from soiled dressings was the least of their problems. The ambulanceman thanked God that someone had the presence of mind to act in time. This was good, basic, efficient casualty medicine: seal off the pipes and keep the poor sods breathing.

Looking around as he quickly went to work in checking blackened bodies for any glimmer of life, the ambulanceman saw other evidence of the man’s handiwork. He had used a leather belt and strips torn from his own outer shirt to lash plastic bags over a sucking chest wound and pinion the casualty’s arm over his stoved-in chest, thereby saving the victim from drowning in the frothy blood he was coughing. He had clearly treated others too: some of the unconscious were lying face-down with heads tilted into the recovery position, to prevent fluid seepage from blocking their air passages. They at least had now some chance of survival.

‘That’s all right, mate,’ said the senior ambulanceman arriving with trauma pads and heavy-duty sterile dressings, as his men followed up with stretchers. ‘You’ve done your bit, thanks. We’ll take it from here.’

The man in the T-shirt spoke rapidly, as if his mind was on auto-pilot: ‘The two in the gutter are dead. No throat pulse at all. We need IVs and plasma – fast. Tell your men to watch out for glass and nail fragments. There may also be booby traps, so don’t touch any wires you see.

‘Jesus Christ. Look after this little one – she’s hurt bad. Lost a couple of units. Shallow breathing, weak pulse. Unconscious but still hanging in, poor kid.’

As the ambulanceman took over control of the brachial pressure point, the man in the T-shirt gently stroked the girl’s cheek, feeling for a break beneath the swelling.

‘It’s OK, I’ve got her.’ Numb with shock the uniforms took over, and a slow wail of fire-engine sirens accompanied their work. Fortunately the injured would not bleed as quickly in the cold weather, but many were still under threat of death through shock and exposure.

‘Are you a doctor, sir?’ The voice belonged to a police sergeant. ‘The medics say you’ve saved some lives here.’

The man in the T-shirt was crouching by a blackened and twisted litter-bin. He gazed intently at the scorch marks on the shop-fronts and at the charred remains of the burned-out cardboard boxes. It was cold now and he shivered.

‘Sir, for the record, are you a doctor?’

‘No, I’m not a medic,’ the man murmured at last and massaged the back of his neck. ‘Just seen a lot of this stuff before, that’s all.’ He forced a reassuring grin. ‘Sergeant, do you think they could spare one of those blankets. I’m freezing my nuts off.’

‘I’ll see what I can do. Bet you could do with a drop of brandy, too. I’ll check if they’ve got a St Bernard in the wagon.’ The young officer turned to walk away.

From out of the freezing darkness came the paddle of helicopter rotors accompanied by the blinking red and green spots of navigation lights. The police observers looked down upon an army of black-coated officers that were cordoning the area. Neither had seen anything like it before.

They saw the scene of desolation, of twisted bundles under grey blankets and the black oily puddles. There were large milling crowds at either end of Oxford Street, which had been closed off between Marble Arch and Regent Street with orange luminous tape and metal stanchions. Outside broadcast units could be seen taking equipment from huge trucks parked at the bottom of Baker Street.

For the onlookers the sight of gay Christmas lighting on the streets merely underlined the tragedy of the event: the eerie desolation of a deserted Oxford Street just before rush hour, and the innocent lives that were scattered on the concrete.

After two hours Chief Inspector Kramer, the senior uniformed officer at the scene, ran over his notes knowing there would be brass hats all over him in the morning if he had forgotten anything. In the Met you only screw up once.

The emergency medical teams had been deployed and the dead and injured had now been ferried away. Cordons were positioned, traffic cleared (some by tow trucks) and order restored. Forensics, EOD and Anti-Terrorist Branch had all been notified, and the District Commander briefed by phone. The immediate response had been handled by Tactical Support Group in their roving transits. The command post was a burger-bar from which Kramer coordinated media briefings. The press wanted every last detail – but what they wanted most were two things: the perpetrator of the outrage and the name of the man in the olive green T-shirt.

Kramer made no comment in response to the first question, despite what he thought privately. When he made enquiries on the second question, he was told that no one had bothered to ask. The man was fair, about five-eleven, tanned and fit-looking, with no distinguishing marks. He had simply disappeared into the crowd, leaving behind the borrowed blanket. One minute standing there with a plastic cup of brandy – the next minute gone.

The sergeant had been the last to speak to him.

‘Sorry about the little girl. I take it she wasn’t yours.’

‘No. Not mine.’ A heavy sigh.

‘They say one minute she was doing fine; next minute she just went. Bloody shame.’

After that the man said nothing. Just melted away.

* * *

The man’s disappearance was bad news. His evidence could be important for the inquest and for the criminal investigation that would inevitably follow. Chief Inspector Kramer felt a slow-burning mix of rage and despair rise within him. Was it just the evidence he wanted? Or something else? It was difficult to tell, as he relived the horrors he had witnessed. The deaths of two of his own officers. Two kids planning their wedding in the spring. Two lives wasted for a headline. Dear God, let someone pay for that!

Pay for all of it.



TWO


THE PAYMENT HAD begun with a ‘Red Jacket’, and it fell to Halliday to see the debt paid in full.

Sitting at his desk on the fifth floor of Century House, the gleaming glass-tower headquarters of the Secret Intelligence Service, he could remember it clearly. It had been early January, just after the holidays: the first day of snow that winter.

‘I’d like you to handle this one, Peter,’ the Deputy Director-General had said at the conclusion of morning prayers when the other senior officers had dawdled from the room and the two of them were alone.

Sir Alistair was not quite himself on that day, distant and brooding throughout the meeting. Not until later did Halliday realise how the older man had lain in ambush for him. For that’s what it was: an ambush. ‘I feel the matter merits our most special attention; your most special attention,’ he had said without looking up from his notes. The folder slid across the polished surface of the table and came to rest just inches from Halliday’s curious fingers.

A Red Jacket – Director-General’s special enquiry.

Halliday had picked it up with equal measures of trepidation and excitement, sensing the political advantage it represented to a man like himself: one poised on the brink of directorship. He glanced at the title sheet already knowing what he would see.

‘The Oxford Street bomb.’ He raised his eyebrows in that urbane manner for which he was already well known. ‘Something of a hot potato, I understand.’

‘Quite. Stick your head out the window and you can hear it from here: gnashing teeth at the Cabinet Office and Fleet Street baying for blood. PM’s furious with the Special Branch goon squad.’

‘And you expect me to take it?’

Sir Alistair had expected a touch of reticence. That was good, a man too eager to stick his neck out would have ulterior motives, but Halliday was exercising a healthy degree of caution.

‘Don’t worry, Peter, there’s no question of any pressure from Whitehall. We’re not the ones on trial, the Defence of the Realm is still the responsibility of MI5, and they’re the buggers who’ll carry the can for the Oxford Street mess.’ Sir Alistair put down his fountain-pen and fished in his jacket pocket for a crumpled white handkerchief which he used to dab the ink from the side of his index finger. The ink he used was green, as was the privilege of Directors-General of MI6. ‘This is my investigation. No outsiders. You’ll answer directly to me.’

‘If that’s what you wish, sir, then I’ll do my best.’ Nice touch of modesty from Halliday.

‘It is – and you’d better.’ There was a trace of a scowl as his wiry eyebrows knitted together aggressively. ‘Bloody thing’s been twice round Whitehall before landing at the Foreign Office. I’m not altogether happy we should be handling it, but there we are. Somebody has to clean up after Five.’ Sir Alistair was enjoying his current stint in the DG’s chair while the old man convalesced after a major bowel resection. And he never missed a chance to rubbish the sister service.

‘You’ll keep the team small, pull young Stephenson in – he’s a good man – and indoctrinate nobody without my express permission. Is that clear?’

It was. Perfectly.

That was back in January, Halliday reflected at his desk, staring out at bare branches against a white sky over the murky Thames. Nearly a month after the incident; Christmas and New Year already celebrated and forgotten. He had received the file then with decidedly mixed feelings. What had changed in the interim?

This was now mid-February and the Red Jacket that had come to him almost empty, and had occupied the majority of his working days since then, was now over four inches deep, with three hundred enclosures. But he was no happier about his custody of the file. How could he be? Reading the new enclosures as they trickled in, day after day – the frustration had infected him more than anyone. In quiet moments, long after the tumult had died away, he was struck by the obscenity of the act. Death by remote control. From the pages of the folder their names appealed to him for justice like Scrooge’s Christmas ghosts, and in some strange way he felt himself the caretaker of their memory. For him, the dead would not rest easily while their killers still walked the streets.

Now had come the subtle change of attitude. The meetings with Sir Alistair – back in his own office after the return to duty of the Director-General – were becoming more frequent, more certain of their ultimate, inescapable course of action. Halliday now realised what Sir Alistair had intended all along, right from the morning he first slid that folder across the table.

Perhaps it would have been wisest for him to push the folder right back across the same table. Too late now. With each new meeting, he had to watch himself.

‘What does C make of it all?’ Halliday had asked, that very morning, giving the Director-General his traditional designation and expecting the reassurance of the master’s blessing. Sir Alistair had gone very quiet at first.

‘Sir Alistair, C is aware of the findings of my report?’

‘He is not.’ Stated simply, as headmaster to pupil. ‘Nor shall he be. I told you right from the off that this was my enquiry and was restricted.’

‘But I thought the Director-General, after all …’

‘I’m afraid the DG is not one who is prepared to stand up and be counted. He is not one of us.’

‘Us?’ Halliday did his utmost not to appear impertinent. ‘And who are we … sir?

‘The Old School. Cold Warriors. Ways and Means Act, and all that. The man doesn’t belong amongst us. Twenty-two years at the Ministry of Defence – good God, the man’s never run an agent in his life. We both know the Cabinet Office insinuated him into that chair so that he could tattle back to Whitehall.’ It was an open secret around SIS headquarters that Sir Alistair’s accession to the chair, on the death of the previous DG, had been blocked at the last moment by the Cabinet Secretary. It was the Cabinet Secretary’s job to chair the Joint Intelligence Committee and to appoint the chief of each intelligence service. Though the exact reasons remained shrouded in secrecy, Sir Alistair knew he would never be numbered amongst the immortals whose portraits gazed down from the walls of C’s office. Understandably, perhaps, Sir Alistair now harboured a bitter resentment against the virtual invalid who had deprived him of the ultimate accolade.

There was a part of Halliday which sensed the danger that attended their conspiracy, and urged him to steer clear before his own career was dragged into the abyss. But there were the ghosts, too, to be considered, and a powerful sense of outrage behind his relentless investigation – one of blind justice crying out for action.

Now was the time for that action.

Dispassionately he regarded the Red Jacket on the desk before him. He opened the file and re-read the damning evidence once more.

There had been an indecency about the speed of the initial investigation and its conclusions, but when the Prime Minister wants answers, everyone moves fast. That goes without saying.

The whole circus had been drawn in: Police Bomb Disposal Unit assisted by specially attached Ammunition Technical Officers drawn from the army’s Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) units. They had moved in at first light with an impressive array of equipment designed to isolate and identify fragments of the bomb. Fortunately someone had covered the scene with plastic sheets so that the overnight winds and rain had not obliterated vital evidence. The blinking and beeping hand-held detectors played their part, but in the end it came down to the human touch: brushes and tweezers and numbered plastic packets, and the infinite patience of professionals. When all the many fragments of metal, canvas, leather, glass and unidentified charcoal had been collected from the scene, the jigsaw puzzle was taken away to the Police Forensic Laboratories in Chepstow where the bomb was to be rebuilt. There was a quite understandable delay in completing the job, due to the fact that many of the pieces had to be surgically removed from the bodies of the victims – the living and the dead.

Over two thousand individual fragments were catalogued, including the heavy-duty brass zipper from the Scotch-plaid hold-all which had held the device. Harmless enough in the normal course of events, that zipper had penetrated the spleen of a 34-year-old mother of three who had subsequently bled to death. Each twisted piece of metal or fragment of glass told its own grisly story: one of cowardly and senseless murder.

The report which eventually landed on the Prime Minister’s desk put the bomb at about twelve pounds of fragmentation materials packed around an explosive charge of just sixteen ounces of commercial dynamite. There was an extra degree of cold-bloodedness in the way the nails and ball-bearings had been packed on one side of the charge only, so as to achieve a concentrated arc of destruction shooting away from the shop doorway and into the crowd of shoppers. A full report of casualties and statements from surviving witnesses was included, but their evidence added nothing to that of the forensic investigators – apart from chilling first-hand accounts of the experience. No one had seen anything suspicious or anyone actually placing the hold-all in the shop doorway. That was hardly surprising really; it was the holiday rush and everyone had been too busy. No one was expecting to be blown to pieces for Christmas.

Two days later, when the Metropolitan Police Commissioner presented the findings of his investigations to a specially convened briefing in the Cabinet Office in Whitehall, he had no hard evidence of who the bombers were or why they had acted. That wasn’t good enough, the Prime Minister let him know – not when the whole country was screaming for answers and Fleet Street editorials were telling them the culprit was so bloody obvious.

Only Halliday’s department had remained deliberately noncommittal, and for very good reasons. The agent they had been running inside the General Staff of the Provos had actually supplied details in advance of the planned outrage. Not exact details, but close enough. Sir Alistair’s decision then had been to protect the identity of his agent by sitting on the information, reasoning that the planned telephone warning would give police time to clear the area. In the event no warning was given. Those involved in the suppression of this information then closed ranks, hoping to God that ‘Lochinvar’ would prove to be worth the sacrifice.

On the third day after the explosion, and with Christmas Eve only days away, the incident took on an extra dimension. Within the the space of an hour, two separate claims of responsibility were logged. The first came from a man with an Irish accent who telephoned Moss Side Police Station in Manchester; after giving the correct recognition code, he claimed a victory for the Provisional IRA.

That seemed to be it: what the Security Service was waiting for.

But then came the second telephone call, one which flashed through Whitehall like wildfire. It was received by the International Affairs Editor of the Economist. According to this claim, a blow had been struck against ‘military, economic and cultural imperialism’ by a group calling itself ‘Al Sharif’.

It was that which split the case wide open – and Special Branch liaison had been forced to call in the spooks.

Halliday studied the file with care. With the same care an expert uses to assemble a bomb, knowing that one slip might mean his own demise.

He heaved a long sigh, terminated with a public schoolboy’s curse. Maybe he had been too many years in Her Majesty’s armed forces, and later the Intelligence Service; now he felt his country had finally bled him dry. As group head in charge of Middle East theatre he was constantly on call, answerable at a moment’s notice to the DDG, who was in turn frequently turned out in the middle of the night to answer questions at the Foreign Office. If he had had any real sense he would have followed his two brothers into merchant banking, and been worth a fortune by now.

Bollocks!

He knew that the Red Jacket had come to him for a reason: not because he was the one man at Century House who had all the pieces of the Middle East puzzle, but because he was reliable, the DDG’s man, and allegiance mattered more than anything in their line of business.

He flicked through the folios to remind himself of the events which had led up to this latest outrage. The bulky file was jammed with copies of documents supplied by his contacts within friendly agencies, the network of Western Intelligence: CIA, FBI, RCMP, ASIO. Here and there were the distinctive over-sized transcripts of diplomatic cipher traffic accompanied by the crest of GCHQ in Cheltenham. As in all such investigations the file represented hundreds of hours of painstaking effort. But what it really represented was a mandate to act. His bomb was assembled.

A knock on his door.

‘Yes.’

The door opened and a thin man entered, carrying a blank cover which contained a secret loose-minute folder. Within the building such folders, their contents temporarily extracted from the main file, were always carried around with titles and serial numbers covered; no one was to know who was working on what, unless it directly concerned them.

‘Six minutes late, Stephenson.’

The other man winced in a well-practised manner which gratified Halliday. Just one of the few advantages in having such a passive animal working as one’s section head was being able to vent one’s anger upon him.

Stephenson checked his watch, knowing he was early.

‘Sorry, I thought you said …’

‘Never mind that now. Let’s have it.’

Stephenson placed the loose-minute folder, an extract from the Red Jacket, into the extended hand of his boss. He was keenly aware of the shortness of Halliday’s fuse these past weeks, but was still as yet unaware of the true reason for it.

‘The evidence, Stephenson?’

It was to be yet another review.

‘The connection is quite clear,’ explained Stephenson, while Halliday read the results of their newest and most promising line of enquiry. ‘The trail leads back to the Colonel.’

‘ “Quite clear” you say.’

‘Yes, sir. Via the customary conduits and middle-men.’

Halliday decided to play devil’s advocate for a while.

‘If I were to tell you this all looks far too circumstantial, how would you handle that criticism?’ Even Stephenson knew that this question was one Halliday was already anticipating from the DDG. ‘Take it a stage at a time, walk me through to the conclusions.’

‘OK. Leaving aside the negotiations with the Sanussis for the moment. Bomb goes off in London. Immediate speculation in the newspapers that the IRA are at it again. No particular reason for that, but it’s the obvious conclusion to jump to. Then this chap at the Economist get’s the phone call. There’s a copy of his statement in the file – I think it’s folio six. Anyway, he says the voice was that of a young, well-educated Arab or Middle-Eastern male; says the English was very good but the throaty intonation on some of the words was a giveaway. One of the boys at “Five” – Arabic speaker – sussed this Al Sharif. It means “The Sword”.’

‘Yes, I know that. That’s why they made me Head of Middle East Group.’

‘Well, then they knew that Arab terrorists were probably involved and they copied it to us. The day you minuted the file to me I smelled a rat. Like I told you at the time, it was a fingerprint, an intellectual fingerprint.’ Stephenson was uneasy about having his thoughts dissected thus, but he was ex-military and allowed rank any favour.

‘Tell me again. What was this fingerprint?’

‘The wording of the telephone call to the Economist included the phrase “military, economic and cultural imperialism”. That set me searching. I had a vague recollection.’

‘And?’

‘It turned out to be a direct quote from a speech we had on file. It’s one of the Nasserist slogans from the fifties, but the speech was one broadcast by Radio Tripoli. That’s when I began to suspect Qadaffi’s people were involved.’

‘Don’t you think we’re overestimating Libya’s importance in international terrorism. Everyone knows the Syrians are the most pernicious of the Arab states currently funding terror campaigns. I don’t want this turning into a scapegoat exercise.’

‘I agree, sir. Absolutely. But the evidence is unequivocal. If you’ll allow me…. You see, even the name of the group is a fingerprint. We’ve never heard of this lot before. Nothing on file in Central Registry. In the end I did a wild-card scan on the database and the computer came up with an interesting entry: “Al Sharif al Islam – The Sword of Islam. Codename for Libyan nuclear weapons programme”. If this was a commercial fraud, I would say the name was a holding company set up as a front to confound detection.’

‘You mean a generic, like Islamic Jihad is in Lebanon,’ said Halliday noncommittally.

‘That’s right, only this one is probably a front for Libyan Intelligence.’

‘So what we have is the IRA and the Libyans squabbling over a bombing.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Well, what do you think?’

‘Personally the Libyan angle is more credible, especially now the Sanussis are here in London looking for Foreign Office support in their bid to get back into Tripoli. Qadaffi could just be warning us off from supporting his enemies.’

Halliday had been wary of indoctrinating Stephenson into the details of the negotiation underway at the Foreign Office, but he had needed a man on the ground, one to chase around those damn awful cous-cous kitchens where the Sanussi’s supporters held their meetings.

‘I have it on the best authority from Five that Azziz’s mongrels can’t work on British soil,’ Halliday interrupted. ‘Whilst normally I take anything they say with a huge pinch of salt, on this occasion I think they’re probably right. Since we cleared out that bloody Libyan People’s Bureau they don’t have a base from which to operate. The few agents that remain are known to us, and we get photographs every time one of them so much as takes a leak. Are you suggesting there’s some Libyan cell which has eluded the police and MI5?’

Stephenson allowed himself a brief smirk of triumph.

‘No, nothing of the kind. I think it’s more likely that the Provos were commissioned by Azziz to hit Oxford Street. Payment to be in weapons, training or arms. It’s been some time since that boat-load of rifles and missile-launchers was picked up off the Irish coast, but the links between Tripoli and the “boyos” are still there.’

‘I assume by that stupid grin on your face you have something to back this up.’

‘Of course, sir. If you check folio fifteen in the file, you’ll see a source report from one of our men in Turin. There’s a photograph attached, too. Our man followed known Provisional arms dealers to a flat in the suburbs and, with the help of the Italian liaison, set up an observation post in the building opposite.

‘When was this?’

‘About the middle of November. They photographed everyone going in or out of the flat, and then one day – bingo!’

Halliday was looking at the photograph now. A good-looking Arab in his early forties, with hair cut short and brushed back and a strong jet-black moustache. The man had been caught leaving the flat, striding towards a gold-coloured Mercedes sports, and the angle confirmed that the photograph had indeed been taken from an overlooking building.

‘Colonel Azziz,’ breathed Halliday in grudging admiration. ‘Well, well. And still dressing like some poor-man’s Omar Sharif. Nice suit – wonder what Qadaffi’s paying him?’

‘Quite,’ said Stephenson. ‘So I ask myself why is Azziz meeting personally with top-level Provos, and I say to myself: I reckon he’s calling in a favour or two. Lo and behold, barely a month later and there’s blood all over the pavements.’

‘So why the double claim, eh, George? If it was a commission, or a favour for the Libyans, why did they take the credit themselves?’

Stephenson shrugged his shoulders, unconcerned.

‘Haven’t the foggiest, sir. My theory just takes the known facts and applies the line of best fit to them. Unfortunately some facts lie outside the regression line. I’ve analysed the intercepted signals to Libyan People’s Bureaux in Europe, and there has been an increase in traffic but no specific reference to acts of terrorism on British soil. They appear to have played this one very close to their chests; probably handled by Azziz’s private office. What was in all the traffic was a renewed call to root out and liquidate dissidents abroad.’

‘An obvious reference to our little talks.’

‘I believe so. I also believe that from this point on the visitors are in danger of being washed out. Even the Americans say that they’re the most credible opposition to Qadaffi’s regime there’s ever been. The dissidents over here are saying that this time the Colonel is running scared.’

‘Oh really, and what do you say?’

‘I say that if Britain wants the option of access to Libyan oil and a measure of peace in the Middle East, then supporting a Sanussi takeover is the best way to achieve those goals. But I have my doubts as to whether anything can topple Qadaffi; he’s too well entrenched. His control of the army makes his position unassailable. The Sanussis could die of old age waiting for Qadaffi to step down or die himself.’

Halliday closed the loose-minute folder and tossed it onto the desk beside the secret file. For a while he leaned upon his elbows, steepling his fingers in ruminative fashion.

‘What do you make of this nuclear programme business?’

Stephenson shook his head gravely.

‘I honestly don’t know. The very mention of it gives me the willies. Could be psychological warfare; could just be coincidence, though I rather doubt it. Maybe he’s decided to go for the big one. He’s never disguised his ultimate aim of Israeli annihilation.’

‘What do you see as our options, then?’

‘That’s a two-fold question is it not? As to the nuclear threat, that’s the Sword of Damocles hanging over all our heads; but then the same threat has been with us these past forty years. The terrorist bombings and the Irish: that’s different. That has more of a moral dimension. How far are we prepared to go to protect ourselves? We may know who the bombers are, where they live and how they did it. But what if nothing can be proved. How do we proceed when justice fails us?’

A strange stillness was in the room, as if all clocks had stopped whilst the fate of man was decided. Halliday felt a chill touch him, and he shivered.

‘You saw the TV pictures? The utter carnage?’

‘Yes. And I read the accounts of lives cut short. The Sunday Times’s Insight team, etcetera. All good people – innocent people.’

‘The DDG saw those pictures, too. He likes Rugby metaphors; he said they’d scored a spectacular try. He says it’s now our kick-off.’ Halliday’s eyes narrowed and he steeled himself. ‘What do you think he meant by that?’

In a chilling flash Stephenson saw where the conversation was leading; where it had been leading from the moment he had walked through the door. Slowly, carefully, and under Halliday’s guidance.

‘I really couldn’t say, sir. Do you have any orders or directives to issue?’ Stephenson knew full well that Halliday was about to ask him to do something that could not be recorded on paper – one of those small matters that no one would care to take the credit for if it became public knowledge.

Across the desk, Halliday’s eyes were fixed on the thin yellow pencil he had slipped into a bronze paperweight that also held a sharpener. The paperweight was cast in the shape of an antelope, and bore the inscription: ‘With much appreciation and high regard. Natal Headquarters.’ Halliday twirled the pencil and as usual was reminded of his nine-month attachment to BOSS, the South African Bureau of State Security. He spoke without raising his eyes.

‘I was wondering, have you seen your man recently?’

Stephenson watched the pencil turn, and the wooden skin curling out from the blade of the sharpener.

‘Which man is that?’ he answered, deliberately obtuse.

‘Your legionnaire. What’s his name?’

‘Tyler.’

‘That’s the man. Is he still available?’

‘That depends.’

Halliday glanced reproachfully at his section head. He was tiring of the feigned ignorance of his purpose.

‘Depends on what?’

‘The mission and the money. And whether he’s in the mood. He’s not exactly my legionnaire – or anybody else’s for that matter.’

‘I’m sure he wouldn’t wish to lose our goodwill; you must remind him we could make his trips to the Continent quite difficult. Surely he knows holding a forged passport is a serious offence.’

‘He doesn’t rattle … sir.’

‘Nevertheless, I think you should contact him with a view to doing business.’

‘Business, what kind of business?’

‘A little lesson for the Provo General Staff. Pour encourager les autres, as the Frogs say. Bold Lochinvar is come out of the west once more with good information.’

‘With respect, sir, that’s not our area.’

‘It is if I say so, and I do. The enquiry has a wide brief and I shall interpret it as I deem fit. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’ What else could he say. There was no way he was going to offer his bloody resignation over it.

‘Good. Tell me, is Tyler still running errands for the dagos?’

‘Yes. For the Spanish and for the Dutch sometimes. He says both pay better than we do.’

Halliday ignored the jibe.

‘Good. Yes, that will muddy the water a bit. We don’t want him linked too easily with this department. Yes, I really think we should be doing a spot of business.’

Halliday withdrew the pencil and blew away a stray shaving. Holding it up to the light he admired the fineness of the point. Stephenson waited, but no further qualification came.

‘Will that be all, sir?’

‘For the moment. We’ll speak further when I’ve confirmed a few matters with the DDG.’

The door closed and Halliday was left alone with the withered bloom of his own conscience.



THREE


THE MAN IN suite 806 had signed the register using the name Peter John Sinclair. He had added EXTRUDED PLASTICS LTD for good measure and LIVERPOOL in the home address section. He even carried a black attaché case – which anyone who gave him a second glance would assume contained nothing more sinister than sales reports.

There was also nothing particularly noteworthy in his dress or demeanour. A quite forgettable character, he blended smoothly with the other upper-strata professionals thronging the lobby of the Savoy, one of London’s most prestigious and historic hotels. Indeed, he looked the type of businessman who would prize its unique opera and art-deco atmosphere over the hi-tech, modern alternatives provided by other London hostelries – Pavarotti in preference to Dire Straits. His hair was cut close, and slicked back with gell so that it glistened at the temples. The colour might have been black or brown – with gell it was difficult to tell. His charcoal-grey suit was double-breasted, and sober enough to emphasise the scarlet silk Gucci tie knotted tightly at his throat in a small Windsor. Across his left shoulder he carried a Burberry’s raincoat, slung carelessly in the manner that Americans often affect; the familiar orange-plaid lining turned outward.

He was the kind of gentleman Mr Gomez preferred to deal with personally.

Mr Gomez, a senior concierge, beaming and resplendent in immaculate green and gold livery, had been in London hotels for twenty-eight years – since the day he first left Barcelona. But twenty-eight years of upper-class and Americanised English had not taught him much about the mysteries of British regional accents. Even if it had, it would have been highly unlikely he would have detected the slight hint of a soft County Kerry brogue behind the guest’s businesslike requests. And what he could not detect then, he could not recall later; or report.

One pair of eyes saw all this, and missed nothing. A pair of fathomless, black eyes that served a soldier’s brain.

From the soft velvet sofa that faced the mahogany-panelled desk Tyler had watched the man check in. Then, with a casual air, he had approached the desk and dawdled over the brochure advertising winter-weekend mini-breaks. He had stood not three feet from his target, separated from him only by the porky New York Jewish widow protesting loudly about the peeping-tom window-cleaners outside her room. ‘Goddammit! I want those SOBs canned,’ she had screamed. In all the commotion and the arm-waving that ensued as Gomez politely reassured the distraught woman, Tyler quickly noted the room number allocated on the registration card.

He could have got that number at any time, but Tyler had other reasons for being there in the lobby as the man checked in. More than just a simple ID, he needed to get a feel for the quality of the opposition before … before he made up his mind. He wanted to visualise the way it would go. To put flesh upon the bones of the photograph. To visualise his own success. If he could not see that far, then he would call it off. Stephenson could then keep his money – less operational expenses. He knew that Stephenson could use one of the South London operators instead, and had done often enough in the past; but he did not choose to this time. They were tearaways at heart, none too clever, break-a-leg-for-a-monkey gangsters whose screw-ups would be delivered in embarrassing pink folders to Century House to be written off. And Scotland Yard never missed a chance to slap their fingers. No, the department had wanted Tyler for the job, as always, because the department hated to be embarrassed. Tyler was the professional. He laid his own ground rules and they took care of the corpses. He had never missed, and success was the best form of advertising. That’s why he was here watching the dark good-looker from EXTRUDED PLASTICS follow a fawning porter through the lobby towards the main lift.

The porter carried the man’s folding luggage: the expensive kind of suit-holder that packs everything for a business trip. But the guest insisted on carrying the black Samsonite attache case himself. The black eyes registered that, too.

Tyler consulted the coloured five-by-three which was Sellotaped inside his copy of Time, and checked again the face of the guest standing calmly before the lift doors in the elegant surroundings of the Savoy’s famous lobby. Tyler paused a moment to enjoy the irony of it. For the photograph showed a young man in military greens crouched in the yellow dust between two grinning Arabs who cradled Kalashnikov rifles in their laps. They were flanked by a battered military truck from which dark-haired youths wearing green bandanas were cheering and making V-signs. Bright sunlight, which made the men squint, and the distinctive red and black checkered Keffiyahs at their throats, meant the photo was taken somewhere in the Middle-East – perhaps at one of the training camps in the Bekaa Valley.

Of course, the man looked different out of fatigues; and watching him smile at a pretty French girl as he entered the lift, you would never have connected him with the trained terrorist in that incongruous graduation picture; or link him to the Manchester airport bombing that took the legs off a British Airways stewardess.

Tyler had memorised the face well. In the picture the hair was longer, the jowls covered with a heavy stubble, but one learned to see through the changeable aspects of the target’s appearance. Facial hair and colouring were the most obvious forms of disguise, and tints were readily available in any branch of Boots the chemist. No, it was the shape of the jaw and the small hawklike nose which confirmed the identification. Bodyweight was lower in the picture, and that figured: food in those camps was known to be rat-shit; the instructors trained them to live on anything they could get their hands on whilst holed up in enemy territory. Starving the poor bastards encouraged them to scavenge for themselves. Still there was no denying the broad back and tapered waist of a mesomorph beneath that sober grey suit. And the eyes still shone with the same dangerous fire Tyler had noted in the small dossier photo.

It was Terence Lynch, all right. And Tyler’s gut was telling him this was a dangerous bastard.

At the eighth floor the lift whispered to a halt and Peter Sinclair, the businessman, was ushered along a plushly carpeted corridor to his suite. The art-decofurnished sitting-room faced south across the floodlit Adelphi Gardens and over the river Thames towards the National Film Theatre with its flashing neon pylon standing bright against the ferocity of the winter wind scudding across the darkened surface of the river. Wearily he tipped the porter, extracting a note from an expensive calfskin wallet. Finally alone, he paused a moment to draw back further the heavy velvet curtain and peer into the crouching darkness. A sudden shiver ran through him as his thoughts came crowding in – as if the dark night held some half-remembered childish nightmare. He released the curtain and turned from the window.

It was a first-class room. Lynch knew this particular suite was often reserved by wealthy guests who enjoyed the view it afforded. That small fact was the whole reason for his being there – and the reason why his palms crawled with sweat now. The principal target, Doctor Ibrahim, had specifically requested it.

He locked the door. He was tired. What he really needed was a scalding hot shower to ease the nagging ache in his shoulders. He slipped on the safety chain and kicked off his shoes. Liverpool to London in three and a half hours was not bad going. Wisely, he had resisted the temptation to gun the Saab Turbo to the speeds he really enjoyed. Motorway patrols would remember a flash bastard pulled for ‘doing a ton’; and no way could the car have stood up to a decent search. In short, such insanity would have compromised the operation. He was too seasoned for that. Brady would have half killed him.

That thought made him smile.

There was a film of sweat on his back brought on by a series of small anxieties along the journey. He could not help that. Brady’s handiwork over Christmas had brought Special Branch out in force and he knew he was carrying enough in that case to put him away for life. Liverpool was crawling with ‘filth’ and, worse, there was an air of resentment within the Irish community. People there, as in the rest of the country, had been shocked by the bloody television pictures served up with their evening meals. Mouths, even Catholic mouths, would be flapping. Anyone with the slightest Provo connection would be under surveillance. Downing Street would have leaned heavily on the media, reflected Lynch, hoping for the ones with weak stomachs to turn ‘supergrass’. That is why he had had to lie low. That is why it had needed orders from the very top to get him out on this little shout. Anyone else he would have told to shove it. But you could not argue with the General Staff.

He stepped eagerly into the hot jet that issued from the elephant-head spigot and worked the perfumed shower gel into a thick lather. It smelled pleasantly of musk. In his mind he ran through his cover. It would not stand up to a thorough check, but it was good enough to get him away and clear in the morning. Single-night stopover, then on to Gatwick for the 9.50 Sabena flight to Brussels. That would get him clear of the Savoy by 07.00 without any raised eyebrows.

There was no way he could have refused the job. He knew that for sure. Still, as he reached for the shampoo he was wondering what Brady would have done in his place.

Tyler had returned to the velvet sofa. Sitting patiently, hawk-like, his fingers played absently with the nap on the arm-rest as he read his magazine. He watched the porter return to the front desk. A few moments of nonchalant eavesdropping, with his gaze fixed to the magazine’s coverage of the Oxford Street bomb, were enough to tell him that suite 806 had no further requirements and did not wish to be disturbed. He listened with mild interest as the porter commented on the sloppiness of the floor waiter: the courtesy basket of fruit and Swiss chocolates normally left in a guest’s room had been forgotten.

Tyler checked his watch. It was almost 8.35. It was time to go to work. Careful to remove the photograph, he folded the magazine into a wastebasket and descended the steps into the main body of the hotel.

As he walked he could feel every nerve ending in his body coming alive. His brain was now locked into its deadly routine; examining all the angles and percentages. He reasoned that Lynch would probably not move at all that evening. Safer to stay put, to order up room service and watch TV. Information said he was working alone on this so there would not be any visitors – unless his sexual appetites led him to call in a further service. That could be awkward. He would leave the clearing up to George if it came to that; George was good at explaining things to Scotland Yard. The chances were that Lynch would not move a muscle – not if he was the disciplined operator they assumed. A good operator would not take such chances. Tyler’s brief said this character had to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed in the morning for a flight to Valencia and a meet with some big noise in the Basque organisation, ETA. Arms negotiation, they said.

‘Not this time, mate.’

At that time anyone in the hotel both civilised and conscious was sitting down to dinner. The back staircase would be deserted. Tyler strolled nonchalantly past the harp stand where the girl played nightly for blue-rinsed matrons with heavy jewellery and too much make-up. At the River Room he made a left turn and headed for the back corridor that led to the banqueting room; each was named after some character from Gilbert and Sullivan. Midway along the corridor was the rear staircase from which he could reach the upper floors undetected by the desk staff. They would be watching for suspicious characters: the cockier room burglars dressed like Raffles, or the expensive ‘Toms’ who accepted all major credit cards in return for sex. It was not worth going for the front stairs. Not with Gomez squatting out front, the lord of all he surveyed. Gomez would already have him tagged as an outsider.

Tyler had done his homework. He knew the location of each staircase, corridor and lift; and where each of them led to. Furthermore, he knew the security officer took his dinner between eight and nine; he was a creature of habit – retired RAF.

There was no one on the backstairs. Tyler made the eight floors easily, aware of the battle-twitch that was surging through his muscles. A few seconds to slow his thudding pulse, and he slipped out from the landing onto the corridor. He moved to the first corner to orientate himself against the floor plans he had studied; the Savoy was a maze of passages in which new staff could easily lose themselves. The guest floors consisted of four corridors set in a quadrangle, with a deep well in the centre that began at the fourth floor. Each floor had a room waiter’s station, and on the eighth it was at the south-west corner. Tyler made straight for it. Inside, a slim young man in a waiter’s DJ was poring over a magazine called Bound to Serve. His long white fingers traced the words in the letters column, totally engrossed. An expertly-aimed blow to the base of the skull from the heel of Tyler’s left palm put the waiter out of the game.

Shift-change was midnight. There were no other staff on that floor. Tyler had a free hand.

Slowly, respectfully, he drew the pistol from his belt and screwed home the silencer. The gun was his own, a Beretta .22, the assassin’s choice for concealability and accuracy, not the crap the department pressed upon him. All anyone would hear would be a stifled cough – if that.

Tyler peeled off his overcoat and scarf and adjusted the bow-tie at his throat. The tuxedo was rented, and a little tight across the chest, but otherwise a good fit. It took barely a moment to discover the cupboard where the floor waiter hid his loot. Tyler pulled out a small basket that appeared to be the kind the porter had mentioned. He would deliver it, personally.

Still no one on the floor. Tyler rapped softly on 806.

Lynch started suddenly. He was standing in the bedroom swathed in a thick white terry bathrobe, towelling dry his wet hair. Unsure, he stopped and listened. Instinctively his eyes strove to find his weapon; the colt automatic lay on the padded chair by the window hidden beneath his trousers. It was a big-calibre weapon, the .45 auto, a man-stopper; if it did not kill the man outright, it would sure as hell knock him down. Most fire-fights are over so quickly that a grounded man is as good as dead.

A second knock. A muffled voice.

‘Hospitality pack, sir.’

Lynch’s fingers closed around the heavy colt and he moved towards the door. The Samsonite attache case lay open upon the bed. He cursed himself.

‘That’s OK. I already have one, thanks.’

Bastard, thought Tyler; he wasn’t going to buy it! Now he could feel his insides turn over. Think quick or you’ve blown it.

‘Very good, sir. Will there be anything else? Perhaps sir would like some company. There’s a very discreet service I could arrange.’

‘Just a minute,’ the voice inside the room cut in. A pause, followed by the rattle and scrape of the safety chain. Tyler could feel the sting of his own sweat, and the second or so it took to open the door was stretched to an agonising eternity. Go now? Not yet – no not yet. A crack appeared and slowly widened. Four, five, six inches the door opened. Tantalising. Lynch was good, he knew that, but how bloodly good? Where was he standing now inside that dimly lit room? Should he break left or right? Then slowly a hand snaked around the door offering a pair of rain-spattered shoes.

‘Have these cleaned and back by five in the morning.’

The shoes were in the left hand. Lynch directly behind the door. Tyler could guess what was clutched in the right hand, but Lynch had made a bad mistake. It would be his last. A sudden green light flashed on in Tyler’s brain. He drove a piercing kick against the reinforced centre panel of the door, driving forward with all his weight. The side panels would have shattered under such a blow but the centre panel was sturdy and swung inwards, in spite of Lynch’s bodyweight, slamming the Irishman into an ornate table. Tyler came through the door like an express train, zeroing in on the flailing body of the target, who was winded and trapped in the wreckage of the table. Lynch was groping madly for the colt, mouthing obscenities, his index finger now bleeding and broken by the trigger-guard as the gun was smashed from his hand. With a curse on his lips he caught up the gun and turned to his unknown assailant.

But Tyler was already crouched, aimed and sighted. Lynch had barely time to register the features of his killer before he found himself staring into the hell of the Beretta’s silenced muzzle. Two rapid shots punched into Lynch’s forehead and right eye and he died. Instinctively Tyler dived through the second door, rolled and came up aiming, but the sitting-room was empty. He rushed out past the body and checked the bathroom and bedroom, peripheral vision straining for signs of movement. Also empty. He was taking no chances; he had been trained never to assume anything. Lynch could have had an accomplice waiting on the stairs as he checked in. Unlikely, but still possible.

He kicked the main door shut. The hinges, now loosened, gave a soft groan. Cautiously he approached the body and checked for a throat pulse. Blood was streaming down the face and out of the hole in the back of Lynch’s head. It was seeping quietly into the expensive carpet. The bathrobe was red around the collar, too. He was dead, all right. Tyler’s fingers trembled on the man’s skin. Adrenalin.

After he had searched the body he searched the bedroom. What he found there made him swallow hard and forget about Lynch.

Stephenson had told him not to touch anything in the room; to leave all that to the technical people. That meant he must have known about, or at least expected, what Tyler found in the already opened Samsonite attache case.

Set into the wall of the case was approximately sixteen pounds of Semtex plastic explosive. Sixteen pounds, Jesus Christ! Tyler knew that a single eight-ounce stick of the stuff detonated in a room that size would blow all the walls down. What did Lynch want with sixteen pounds? Built into a small recess was a radio detonator as back-up to the integrated-circuit-driven timing device. There were also anti-tampering measures: mercury tilt-switches and a light-sensitive cell that would tell the bomb that someone was trying to dismantle it. Tyler heaved a sigh of relief as he noted that the arming switch was not set.

It was the mother of all bombs.



FOUR


THE RAIN WAS still pissing down at two in the morning when Tyler finally got through being debriefed on the hit – if that is what you could call it. Tyler had other words for it: he felt they had been blowing smoke up his arse all along, and he did not like it one little bit. What kind of mug did they take him for anyway? The secrecy he did not mind; that was understandable, just part and parcel of what he called simply ‘the job’. But if his neck was on the line he had a bloody right to know exactly what was going down.

One thing he was sure of: Stephenson had lied. Though at first the spook denied everything.

Stephenson’s car was parked outside the Italian restaurant in Southampton Street, facing into the Strand and within sight of the hotel. When Tyler climbed inside he could smell the usual Old Spice, and he could see just how pleased with himself the man was. There was murder on Tyler’s face, and the spook attempted a disarming shrug. But before he could say how really sorry he was about the bomb, a punch shot out of the darkness and crunched into his stomach, collapsing him coughing against the steering-wheel.

‘What kind of game are you playing with me, George? One false move and my arse would’ve been hanging off Waterloo Bridge!’

Stephenson raised his arms in defence but did not fight back. Tyler knew he was not a fighter; he was a bloody desk man who was losing his nerve almost as fast as his hair. When he saw those piano-player’s hands go meekly to cover the man’s head, Tyler immediately hated himself for lashing out at the pathetic figure.

‘Still carrying a sledgehammer in each hand, I see,’ Stephenson gasped when he was once again sitting upright and the pain had subsided. ‘Do you feel better for that?’

‘Not much.’

‘Look, if it’s any consolation I really am sorry. I can see you’re upset, but I swear I knew nothing about that case. I told you just what Halliday told me, that Lynch was about to make a buy in Spain. It was all about a ship-load of arms. This is something different – a bonus.’

‘That’s bollocks, George. If that’s all there was to it, why not simply lift him at the airport – nick him at the immigration desk and away to an interview room? That’s usual procedure, isn’t it? Why did it have to be a hit, George? Why here? Who were the Provos after blowing up?’ He fixed Stephenson with a rigid stare that demanded an answer. ‘This was a “Brighton” job, wasn’t it?’

Stephenson wet his lips and tried to answer but he had run out of lies and he knew Tyler was just too shrewd to wear any more of it.

‘Official Secrets Act, I’m afraid,’ he said in the end, dashing behind the only available defence.

‘Piss on that!’

Once more Richard Tyler was reminded of his role: a soldier walking the dark shadows of a world without fame or glory. A man working for powerful masters, but a man kept outside the masters’ gate. ‘Do me a murder,’ they might say, ‘but ask me no secrets!’

But they knew their business. Tyler was forced to award full marks to his controller for housekeeping. The one saving grace in the screw-up was the way Stephenson had organised the clearing up afterwards. One phone-call from room 806, and Tyler had locked the door and taken the key with him to wait in the Italian restaurant across the Strand. A covert team from Special Branch was down there before he had finished his first cappucino. They sealed off the room, made the device safe and disposed of the body in a very short space of time. Later the body was collected in an ambulance, and the story propagated amongst the hotel staff was that one of the guests had suffered a minor coronary. Even the floor waiter was taken care of. He was summoned for a talk in the general manager’s office in the presence of a Special Branch Inspector, and that was that: one week’s holiday and instant amnesia.

As a finishing touch Special Services were called in to strip out the stained carpet and remove all forensic evidence of the hit. The night manager that evening barely noticed the pencilled note in his briefing book which stated that room 806 was struck off until further notice, pending redecoration.

‘It was a fine, clean hit,’ offered Stephenson lamely, knowing full well that the younger man cared little for such praise, but trying his best to salvage the situation. ‘We like it when there are no complications. Was he good?’

‘Huh?’

‘Lynch,’ said Stephenson, pursuing it with relish. ‘Was he good? Tasty? Did he make you work for it?’

‘Christ!’ Tyler was feeling sick to his stomach. ‘That’s a question you don’t get to ask. He’s dead isn’t he? Let’s leave it at that.’

‘If you like. No matter. Just thought you might want …’

‘George,’ said Tyler with measured disgust, ‘as a shit you’re a collector’s item.’

Stephenson’s face blanched and his thin fingers drummed the steering-wheel. As they sat in silence, the desk-man felt the dull pain of the punch sitting like lead in his gut. Sometimes, he reflected, it was difficult to know which of them was in control. Damn it! Sometimes, Tyler could be an out-and-out bastard.

Beyond the misted windows the rain puddles glowed with a green and red fairground of traffic-lights and neon signs. Stephenson wiped a glove across the windscreen to clear a patch of the condensation, and he watched the tourists wandering back along the Strand from the theatres to their hotel rooms; occasionally one would stop and forlornly hail a black cab that swished by in the rain without stopping. The night looked every bit as cold and miserable as Stephenson felt.

He re-examined his motives. Of course he had with-held the truth. That was the only way to keep control of his man. He knew, well enough, that a mercenary with the full story is a dangerous animal indeed, possessing the opportunity and the means to discredit an employer if he should burn himself out and decide to buy a comfortable retirement on cheque-book journalism. But he knew Tyler better than that; knew he could rely on the man absolutely. Christ, how many other people could he say that of? Who could he trust any more? Not even his wife. True, that slug in the gut had hurt like hell, but it was nothing compared to the blow his wife had just dealt him. She was coming back into his thoughts more and more, distracting his work, now that he was sure beyond doubt there was someone else. Another man. God, he needed someone to trust. He bit his lower lip. Tyler’s last remark had echoed his own low feelings of self-worth.

‘This is it, George,’ said Tyler breaking through the other man’s reverie. ‘I’ve had it up to the ears with you clowns. I try not to mix up my clients and my patriotism, but this country’s intelligence service is becoming the worst employer in the business. Hell, I can get better cooperation and working conditions from the Spanish for clearing out Basque terrorist cells. I don’t need this.’

‘You know I can’t bring you all the way in, Tyler. We’ve been through this before. You’re good at what you do, but you’re not one of us.’

‘That’s true enough,’ said Tyler reaching for the door handle. ‘I still have a backbone, while you lot are just bloody jellyfish – and liars. I’ll tell my banker to expect a draft within the week. Been nice knowing you …’

Only then did Stephenson break. His hand grabbed the other’s shoulder and held him in his seat.

‘No, wait. Please …’ There was a hint of desperation in his voice. Tyler’s hand relaxed upon the door lever and he turned back. Stephenson’s mind was racing now; embarrassed by his outburst, he was choosing the words he would use. If Tyler quit on them now there would be hell to pay at Century House. But there was far more to it than that, and Stephenson knew he needed even the meagre comfort their strange antagonistic relationship afforded, to temper the isolation he felt among his own working peers.

‘It’s going to be big,’ said Stephenson, his hands grabbing the air in emphasis. ‘Probably the biggest job of your life. Worth a lot to a man like you. None of this bloody couriering and consulting – I’m talking about writing a piece of history. Tyler, this thing tonight was just for openers – a warm up after your lay-off. What’s to come will astonish you.’

‘Keep going,’ said Tyler when Stephenson paused to gauge his reaction. ‘You’ve got your audience.’

‘There’s this important source called Lochinvar who’s been feeding through grade-one material from Belfast. It was he who delivered Lynch to us with all the trimmings. … You remember the Christmas thing? Well, after that, Halliday wanted the Provos to get their fingers burned. They were having it too much their own way, so you were brought in. But now there’s a new twist developing.

‘As soon as I knew about the bomb I started checking with the Savoy’s GM. One of the board of directors is an old friend of our deputy – same lodge or something. He was prevailed upon to assist us in our enquiries, and that’s where all your dope came from. I was asking exactly the same question as you: who do they want to assassinate?’

‘What did you get?’

‘In eight days time the Savoy will entertain a party of eleven senior officials of the National Front for the Salvation of Libya.’

‘Come again. Libyans?’

‘Just listen a moment. It’s the result of multiple mergers between Libya’s most powerful political dissidents and the heirs of the deposed Sanussi royal family. It’s also the strongest opposition group Qadaffi has ever had to contend with. Reports say he’s “concerned”.’

Suddenly Tyler’s memory made the connections.

‘I’ve got it now. They’re the ones who were bombed in Moss Side, Manchester.’

‘Correct – and the ones who were fired upon with a machine-gun from the Libyan People’s Bureau in St James’s Square. That was back when the Libyan opposition spent most of its time squabbling amongst itself; they were divided and riddled with rival factions. Then SIS took a hand in assisting the groups to find common ground. When things started to look good, the NFSL got more particular about who they dealt with, and insisted on speaking to the Foreign Office as a first step towards possible recognition in the event of a successful takeover in Tripoli. The Foreign Secretary is champing at the bit, but it’s still not something his people wish generally known.’

‘So who’s booked into the Savoy?’

‘The self-declared government in exile. The leaders are currently in Sudan and Iraq, but they’ll be arriving early for two days of rallies in Trafalgar Square to consolidate support amongst the expatriate Libyan community.’

‘Jesus! It’ll be worse than New Year’s Eve. The Met are going to love that.’

‘That’s just too bad. We anticipate Libyan exiles shipping in from all over the EEC – thousands of the buggers. The Police Commissioner’s been screaming all the way to the Home Office, but he’s been told to back off and ensure the Libyans get their chance to start the new movement rolling.’

‘It’ll be chaos.’

‘FO has been given solemn assurances to the contrary.’

‘Ha bloody ha! And why is the Foreign Office so generously hosting the party, may I ask, regardless of the consequences for public order?’

‘I’ll give you one guess.’

‘Because FO would like a good friend in North Africa, and because a good friend is generous with his oil and pays over the odds for high-priced British export goods for the snob value.’

‘Not exactly how the FO would put it,’ said Stephenson with irony, ‘but about right.’

Tyler sat quiet for a while attempting to digest all.

‘So Lynch came to London to leave a time-bomb that would decimate the Libyan opposition?’ offered Tyler, assessing the full complexity of the situation.

‘That’s the way it’s looking. Now do you see why I didn’t want to say too much? I could get thirty years for what I’ve just told you.’

It was true. Stephenson had gone out on a limb – further than ever before – to satisfy his agent’s demands, but he respected Tyler too much to warn him to keep his mouth shut.

‘So what’s this job you have for me? The one where I write history?

Stephenson knew he had said too much already.

‘All I can say is: keep a low profile and disengage from any regular commitments. Perhaps let it be known that you’re planning a holiday. Get yourself prepared for the most dangerous thing you’ll ever do. Don’t get involved in any other contracts – you’re on a retainer from SIS as of now.’

‘This is all bloody mysterious. What danger?’

‘I’ll contact you in one week’s time, when the wise men have made a decision. I think you’ll be pleased at how far we’re prepared to go in sweetening the pot for this contract.’ The intelligence man checked himself, temporarily embarrassed by the depth of his comprehensive disclosures. He looked sheepish. ‘Oh, and if by chance I have a colleague with me when next we meet, for Christ’s sake act dumb when I mention the operation. Behave like it’s the first time you’ve heard of it.’

Don’t worry, George. I’ll spare your blushes.’ Tyler was grinning wickedly.

‘I mean it. Halliday will have my balls for this if he finds out.’

Tyler could see just how scared Stephenson was. Scared, but obviously very excited. Was this a time for caution, he wondered.

‘Give me one reason why I should trust you again,’ he said, ‘since you’ve just got through admitting you lied to me.’

Now Stephenson grinned. He grinned because, in spite of the continual fencing and the occasional animosity, he knew his agent. ‘No, no. I admitted nothing,’ he said lightly. ‘As for a reason, that’s easy. Some people demand security and certainty in their lives; they depend upon it like a flower needs rain. Fortunately for us, you are not one of them. You’re one of life’s Great Train Robbers. If you weren’t doing these things for us, taking risks, you’d be doing them for yourself. Maybe you’d already be in Wormwood Scrubs doing a stretch. Admit it, Tyler: you get off on this kind of thing.’

A thin smile crossed Tyler’s face as he pushed open the door and stepped into the cold and wet of the London night.

‘Don’t bet on that,’ he murmured.

Tyler found his own car, a Mitsubishi jeep, parked off the Covent Garden Piazza, and he drove back to his Islington flat intent upon getting outside a half bottle of Pernod. All the while he was thinking about this mission they were planning to serve up hot. He was primarily wondering how to keep control. It did not do to let them get too comfortable or complacent about his services; and he took most things they told him with a hefty pinch of salt, knowing that desk-men like Stephenson will tell a lie for no good reason other than that they need the practice.

But this was one time he half hoped the man was not lying. For months now Tyler had been out of it, doing consultancy for arms deals behind the scenes in Amsterdam and Lisbon; spending long hours in first-class cabins enroute to Zurich where the contracts were signed in anonymous offices by men shy of publicity.

That had been his life since he had left the Legion: weeks and months of dullness interspersed with quick shots of adrenalin. Aeroplanes and business deals, with the pimp’s percentage for a reward. Now and again a job he had been trained for: a burglary, an infiltration, and sometimes a killing. But not like before, when it was noble and he had been proud. Oh no, now the clean lines of war were blurred, and who could tell which cause his bullet ultimately served. Not a day passed that he did not pause at the glass case in his apartment and gaze with affection on the green beret with its bold winged dagger and remember the good times – the hard times. There was nothing easy about that life; it was as brutal as it was glorious. But then he had always known, in his own simple, vaguely masochistic way, that nothing of worth is easily won.

He had been a restless kid, out of place everywhere and believing in nothing until at eighteen he gained a commission into the Royal Marines. The instructors had seen his type a thousand times before and they knew all the tricks. They broke down the sullen, smart-mouthed youth and from the pieces they put together a Marine Commando with a sense of purpose and a pride in the green beret he had won. Even now Tyler thanked them for that, for it was then that he discovered the meaning of the soldier’s life and decided he wanted no other. Back then they were all still young enough to believe in causes worth dying for. Not any more.

Through Arctic Warfare training in Norway and then on the streets of Belfast he learned to trust few but the men of his own troop – least of all the politicians who directed their lives, sending them out in bandit country with their hands tied by overbearing rules of engagement. That was not the war they had trained for. As a young lieutenant, Tyler heard the complaints of his men, their frustration at not being allowed to do the job. Month by month he listened like a stranger to the explanations he had to give his men of what it was all about, protecting civil liberties and opening up the no-go areas, and the hollowness of these slogans gradually crept up on him until he was tired of it all. And he grew tired of having to bury the men who learned too slowly.

The crunch came during one morning patrol, when his troop was passing through a Catholic housing estate. As always the women were at their gates in huddles of bare, folded arms, their faces made ugly by the vehemence of their abuse. Children were screaming up and down on bikes, and tossing stones around, making everyone jumpy. Then one of the troop, a kid who was too tightly strung for Belfast, came across an IRA propaganda poster and really flipped. The poster depicted a Royal Marine stamping his boot on the face of a fallen child, and apparently enjoying doing so. It was the kind of low-brow stuff the Provos went in for on the working-class estates, and most of the troop were inured to it. But this young bootneck let it get to him, and he marched up and tore down the poster with a single swipe before anyone could stop him. There was an ear-splitting explosion, and when the smoke and brick dust cleared, his intestines were strung across the road like fairy lights and a cheer went up from the women at their gates.
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