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      Al Hajof, Eastern Iraq, 1990

      
      If they could reach the village they might stay alive.
      

      
      All three men knew that.

      
      As they ran over the burning sand they kept their wide eyes fixed on the minaret rising from the cluster of red stone buildings
         in the distance. In the heat haze it was like a beacon, beckoning them to what they prayed would be safety.
      

      
      The sand dunes and the village swam before them, behind a curtain of shimmering heat. A product both of the blistering sun
         at its zenith in a cloudless sky, and also of their dehydration.
      

      
      They’d been running for hours. Now they sought reserves of energy they thought they didn’t have. But fear was a great motivator.
         Somehow they forced themselves on, across sand that was, by turns, as hard as concrete or as soft and shifting as mounds of
         dust.
      

      
      Sweat soaked their clothes. One of the men had discarded his tunic. The raw weals on his back open to the glare of the sun.
         When he fell, particles of sand stuck to the wounds and the congealed blood. But he hauled himself on, sucking in great lungfuls
         of burning air. It was like inhaling the fumes from a blast furnace.
      

      
      All of the men were weak with thirst and exhaustion. The second of them occasionally slowed his pace as the pain in his right
         leg became too intense. But, despite his suffering, he drove himself on. Towards the village that promised shelter, even if
         it was only for precious minutes. They would be minutes out of the savage sunlight and a respite from the heat that felt as
         if it was boiling the blood in their veins. And there might be water there. The thought spurred all three of them on.
      

      
      They crested one of the sand dunes, the first of the men stumbling. He hit the hot sand and rolled to the bottom, coughing
         and spluttering. He spat the dried particles from his mouth. One part of his mind told him to lie down on the sand and wait
         for death. Wait for the sun to burn him, to suck up what little moisture remained in his body. It would all be over then.
         All the suffering. All the pain.
      

      
      But the other part of him wanted to live. To continue running. To survive. To escape.

      
      The other two hurried down behind him, trying to dig their feet into the slope to slow their headlong progress. Neither waited
         to help the first man to his feet. There wasn’t time. They couldn’t afford to think about anyone but themselves.
      

      
      The fallen man clawed his way across the sand for a few yards, the palms of his hands burning on the surface. Then, with a
         gasp of despair, he hauled himself to his knees. Fighting for breath he managed to stand, swaying uncertainly for a second.
         Then he began to move again. Somehow he forced his legs to carry him on across the scorched terrain.
      

      
      The village couldn’t be more than half a mile away now. Ahead of him, the other two continued on their stumbling way, never
         once looking back at him.
      

      
      He stopped for a second. Every breath drawn into his lungs was like inhaling fire. He wiped sweat from his stinging eyes and blinked to try and clear his vision. Half a mile.
      

      
      Move.
      

      
      Something grabbed his ankles. Something that moved beneath the sand. It gripped him with incredible strength and now, despite
         his breathlessness, he found the power to scream.
      

      
      The other two men turned and looked back at him. Saw him rooted to one spot, his arms flailing, his eyes staring madly down
         at his feet.
      

      
      He looked to them imploringly for interminable seconds then, as they watched, he was dragged down into the sand. With one
         dizzying movement, he disappeared beneath the shifting particles like a drowning man beneath the waves.
      

      
      A huge gout of blood fountained up from the place where he’d disappeared, rising like a crimson geyser before spattering the
         desert all around.
      

      
      Every muscle screaming, their hearts and lungs on the point of bursting, the other two men ran on.
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      London, the Present Day

      
      The public bar of the King George in Islington was busy. Like most pubs it offered the delights of big screen satellite football,
         a jukebox and food. But, in the manner of more traditional establishments, it also boasted pool, bar billiards and, on a weekly
         basis, live music.
      

      
      The pub was usually full on those nights, particularly at the weekends when singers and bands whose styles ran from jazz to
         rock would air their talents before mostly discerning listeners. Genuinely talented musicians could perform for a reasonable
         fee, while simultaneously lamenting the fact that the business they had chosen to make a living in cared little for creativity
         any longer, but chose instead the manufactured nonentities that polluted the nation’s radios and TVs.
      

      
      As Matthew Franklin drained what was left in his pint glass and pushed the empty receptacle in the direction of a passing
         barmaid, the same thought occurred to him. He nodded and smiled at the barmaid who refilled his glass and took his money.
         Franklin’s eyes never left the band who were performing that night. Particularly their singer.
      

      
      Amy Holden was twenty-eight, two years younger than Franklin. A petite, thin-faced young woman dressed in a white shirt worn over a dark blue T-shirt and leather trousers that
         hugged her shapely thighs and backside gratefully.
      

      
      Franklin took another sip of his lager and ran appraising eyes over her, from the tip of her high-heeled boots to the top
         of her light brown, shoulder-length hair.
      

      
      There was power in her voice that belied her small frame. She and the three musicians backing her (a drummer, guitarist and
         bass player) had already run through several covers. The one of the Stones’ ‘Gimme Shelter’ had sent an already appreciative
         audience into raptures. But Franklin had been glad to note that the two songs Amy had penned herself had been greeted with
         equal enthusiasm. After the second one (a ballad called ‘At the End of Time’), she had looked across at him and smiled.
      

      
      The gesture had sent a shiver down his spine. She had written it for him. She’d told him one night as they lay in bed. She’d
         first read the lyrics to him then sung them softly as she’d gazed down at him.
      

      
      Now he watched and listened with the same combination of awe and pride that he felt whenever he watched her perform.

      
      They’d been together for the last five years. They had met in a pub similar to this and a hundred other smoky establishments
         all across the capital. He’d watched her sing that first time and been struck by her looks as much as her talent. He’d offered
         to buy her a drink and she’d refused but, the next night, she’d accepted during a break in the set. They’d talked and found
         there was a very strong attraction between them. She’d moved in with him three months later. Franklin smiled at the recollection.
      

      
      Amy didn’t earn a fortune pursuing her dream but it was a help. The rent on their flat in Clerkenwell wasn’t cheap and any
         extra money was greatly appreciated.
      

      
      He heard two men close by murmuring something under their breath, one of them pointing at Amy. Both smiled lewdly and one licked his lips.
      

      
      Have a good look, dickhead. That’s as close as you’ll get.
      

      
      Franklin was used to that kind of reaction. In fact, he’d have been disappointed if Amy hadn’t elicited it. Nevertheless, it didn’t prevent him from shooting the two men a look of contempt.
      

      
      Pricks.
      

      
      He was about to down what was left in his glass when he felt the vibration from the mobile in the pocket of his leather jacket.
         He pulled the Nokia free and checked the caller’s number.
      

      
      It was the call he’d been expecting.

      
      Franklin got to his feet and moved quickly through the other drinkers, away from the band and Amy.

      
      Only when he reached the pavement beyond the main doors of the pub did he answer the phone.

      
      ‘Yeah, I’m on my way,’ he said tersely. ‘I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.’

   
      
      Al Hajof, Eastern Iraq, 1990

      
      Death was close.
      

      
      Now the two remaining men knew that for sure. It was very close.

      
      Urged on by the fate of their companion, they found extra strength. Drew on reserves of energy that could only have been found
         by what they had witnessed.
      

      
      They ran past several rusty corrugated iron huts on the outskirts of Al Hajof, glancing over their shoulders every few seconds.

      
      The dusty dirt road that led into the village snaked past a small petrol station and a market, then opened out into a large
         square. Straight ahead of them was the mosque, the minaret now towering almost mockingly over them. To their right was a bombed-out
         school. To their left were the foundations and metal supports of a building that had been started but never finished.
      

      
      Al Hajof was deserted.

      
      There was no one to be seen although both men still wondered if there were eyes upon them – watching from some vantage point
         that they could not detect.
      

      
      The rusty shell of an estate car stood to one side of the square, all four wheels missing, the bodywork decaying like a rotting corpse. Paint was peeling off the chassis like leprous skin. One of the doors was slightly open and it swung in
         the hot breeze that whipped across the square. The hinges groaned, and every now and then a particularly strong gust would
         slam the door back against the frame of the abandoned car, making the whole thing vibrate. Surveying all of this were countless
         posters and murals of Saddam Hussein. Saddam as a soldier. Saddam as a teacher. The lifeless painted eyes stared blindly at
         them from every direction.
      

      
      The second man dropped to his knees momentarily, looking back fearfully along the dusty road.

      
      When they came, that was the route they would take.

      
      He tried to say something to his companion but his mouth was so dry with thirst and terror that he could utter only a low
         croak.
      

      
      The third man was dashing backwards and forwards madly as if searching for something.

      
      Some shelter from the sun?

      
      Somewhere to hide?

      
      They both knew that was impossible.
      

      
      The second man saw a stone well and scrambled towards it, praying that it was not dry. The red sand dust on the structure
         made it look as if it was constructed from lumps of congealed blood.
      

      
      He looked over the rim and found himself gazing down into blackness. His heart sank but then he grabbed a stone and dropped
         it into the well. There was a second’s delay, then a loud plop as it hit water. Gasping, but still ever vigilant, he reached
         for the battered wooden bucket that hung over the well and began to lower it into the darkness.
      

      
      The other man joined him, watching as the bucket was hauled up once more. It was full of rancid water but neither man seemed
         to care. They pushed their hands into the dark fluid, supping some, ignoring the foul taste. The rest they splashed on their
         cracked and burning skin.
      

      
      The water made the third man retch but he persevered, gulping down more from his cupped hands. He was more concerned with
         slaking his raging thirst than with the vile state of the fluid he was drinking.
      

      
      He used both hands to splash his face and torso, then moved away from the well towards one of the nearest buildings. His companion
         remained crouched over the hole, intermittently coughing loudly and gulping down the rancid water. He was gripping the rim
         of the well with one bloodied hand, as if unable to straighten up.
      

      
      The other man reached the building he sought and stepped inside.

      
      Even under cover it was stiflingly hot. Flies buzzed in the heavy air and there was a stench of rotting food. He moved through
         into the back of the building where there were several wooden tables. On two of them lay the carcasses of animals and the
         man realised he was standing in what had once been a butcher’s shop. Recently abandoned too by the look of it. There were
         two metal rails running across the low ceiling, each one bearing five or six meat hooks. The tip of one was still dull with
         congealed blood.
      

      
      He could only guess at how long the carcasses had been there. Each one was covered in a seething blanket of black flies. He
         looked around the room, scanning it for anything he might use as a weapon.
      

      
      There was a long knife lying on top of a metal worktop and he snatched it up, wielding it before him.

      
      Perhaps now he would have a chance. He had something to fight back with.
      

      
      A slight smile creased his face.

      
      It vanished instantly as he felt incredibly powerful hands grab his shoulders.

      
      He shrieked as he was dragged backwards, lifted off his feet like a puppet.

      
      The movement happened so quickly he hardly realised. Only as he was spun round did it register. Then he was rushed towards
         the nearest meat hook. His screams grew in intensity as he was raised higher, moved closer to the point.
      

      
      Then he was slammed downwards.

      
      The point of the meat hook pierced his throat and tore the flesh as he was jammed on to the metal, the hook ripping effortlessly
         through his bottom jaw then upwards into his skull. Blood burst from the wounds as he was forced even further on to the hook,
         until the tip finally cracked the top of his skull and protruded an inch through the bone. His body twitched madly as it hung
         there and blood splattered noisily onto the ground around him.
      

      
      His assailant was already gone, moving out into the square, towards the well.

      
      The other man was nowhere to be seen.
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      London, The Present Day

      
      ‘It’s on for tomorrow night.’
      

      
      Jeff Adamson perched on the edge of the desk and regarded the four faces that gazed at him with expressions ranging from determination
         to relief.
      

      
      Matt Franklin took a drag on his cigarette and then ran a hand through his hair.

      
      The room he and his companions occupied was above the gym that Adamson owned. It was a small place in Gray’s Inn Road. Jeff
         had bought it five years ago with the profits from one of their most successful jobs. All four of the other men had been with
         him then and on a number of subsequent outings.
      

      
      Adamson sipped at a glass of mineral water and looked around at his companions.

      
      He trusted them all. Trusted their abilities. Trusted their friendship and their loyalty. They were important qualities for
         men who worked in the kind of field he had chosen. He’d learned the value of trust in the army. Three years in the Royal Greenjackets.
         It had been one of their arsenals that he and his companions had robbed shortly after he’d left the service. Proceeds from the sale of the weapons
         had financed the purchase of the gym.
      

      
      Adamson looked at each in turn.
      

      
      Steven Cutler was the best driver he had ever worked with. Cutler was thirty-one. A tall, good-looking man who looked immaculately
         groomed whatever he happened to be doing. Even now he was inspecting his fingernails, removing a piece of dirt from beneath
         one.
      

      
      Next to him, sipping from a can of Carlsberg, sat George Nicholson. He was a year younger and dressed in jeans and a leather
         jacket. Nicholson illegally imported cigarettes and booze and sold them. He had recently branched out into another commodity
         that could be easily brought into the country.
      

      
      For two thousand pounds each (although Nicholson was prepared to accept Euros too), refugees, illegal immigrants or any other pieces of human flotsam and jetsam that could afford
         it, would be transported into England by lorry drivers only too willing to risk their livelihoods, not to mention possible
         prison sentences, for what Nicholson paid them.
      

      
      Joe Maguire was a different proposition. He was Liverpool born. Huyton specifically. Huyton was a Liverpool suburb that allowed
         all its denizens the same generic nickname – Two Dogs. ‘Two Dogs fightin’, Huyton.’ At thirty-six, he was the oldest of the
         five men in the room.
      

      
      Maguire was a heavy-set man with several tattoos on his exposed forearms. His hands were like ham hocks. He was a regular
         visitor to Adamson’s gym and it showed in the girth of his chest and his general build.
      

      
      He frowned and shot a derisory glance at Franklin as the younger man puffed on his cigarette.

      
      ‘Those fucking things are no good for you, you know,’ Maguire told him.

      
      Franklin slowly turned the pack over in his hand. ‘May cause harm to unborn babies,’ he read. ‘Fuck it. I’ve found my brand.
         Just don’t get the ones that say lung cancer.’
      

      
      ‘Soft twat,’ Maguire snorted.

      
      The other men in the room chuckled.
      

      
      ‘Are we sorted?’ Adamson wanted to know, attempting to maintain some semblance of order among his colleagues. ‘You all know
         what you’re doing? Where you’re meant to be? Who with and when?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve been over this before, Jeff,’ Nicholson said wearily.

      
      ‘Yeah, and we’ll go over it again, George. I don’t want any fuck-ups.’ He looked at Cutler. ‘Steve?’

      
      ‘The cars are fine,’ Cutler assured him. ‘Matt and I only nicked them yesterday.’

      
      More laughter.

      
      Franklin grinned back at him.

      
      ‘What about explosives?’ Adamson wanted to know. ‘If we have to blow our way in—’

      
      Franklin cut him short. ‘I’ve got fifteen pounds of Semtex,’ he said. ‘I could put them in orbit if I used it all.’

      
      ‘I don’t want them in orbit, Matt. I just want to be able to walk in if it comes to that.’

      
      ‘Matt just wants to make sure he won’t have to kill anyone, don’t you, sunshine?’ Maguire smiled, ruffling Franklin’s hair.

      
      ‘Fuck off, you scouse bastard,’ Franklin chuckled, pulling away. ‘I never have and I don’t intend to start now. I can do the job without that. That’s how true professionals work, Dogs.’
      

      
      ‘A round of applause for Matty-boy,’ Maguire continued.

      
      ‘How much will they be carrying?’ Nicholson enquired, his harsher tone cutting through the temporary burst of laughter.

      
      ‘Anywhere between a quarter and half a million,’ Adamson told him.

      
      ‘How can you be sure?’ Maguire insisted.

      
      ‘It’s a big army base. At least a thousand squaddies, plus the civilian staff who work there. That’s a lot of wages, Dogs.’

      
      Maguire nodded.
      

      
      ‘What are you going to buy with your share, Dogs?’ Franklin asked.

      
      ‘A fucking fan, to keep your fag smoke away from me,’ the older man retorted.

      
      The other men laughed.

      
      Adamson walked to a cupboard that ran the length of one office wall. He unlocked it using a small key and pulled out two large
         black holdalls, his muscles bulging under the weight of them. He put them both down on the desktop and unzipped the bags.
      

      
      As the others watched, he began to lift out the first of the guns.

   
      
      Al Hajof, Eastern Iraq, 1990

      
      He heard the screams. From somewhere behind him the second man heard shrieks of first terror and then agony. He knew only
         too well what had happened. Knew now that he was the last.
      

      
      Using the back of his hand he wiped sweat and water from his eyes, blinking away moisture as he tried to focus. His head jerked
         from side to side as he scanned the wind-and sand-blasted buildings all around him. He scrambled to his feet, then fell, lay
         sprawled in the hot sand then hauled himself upright again, his breath already rasping in his lungs as he began to run once
         more.
      

      
      The muscles in his legs were throbbing. His chest was tight as his heart pounded with such ferocity he feared it would burst
         through his ribs.
      

      
      His head spun. Should he run on? Into the desert beyond Al Hajof? What would he find there? There would be no more shelter
         for miles. Nowhere he could hide.
      

      
      He thought about running into one of the buildings. If only there was refuge to be found. Perhaps he could remain hidden until
         they passed by.
      

      
      Perhaps …

      
      He hurtled towards the nearest house, his lips moving soundlessly, mouthing silent prayers.

      
      He actually had one foot over the threshold when his head was grabbed in a vice-like grip.
      

      
      The only sound he could utter was a high-pitched, strangled moan as he was lifted off his feet, the pressure growing on his
         skull. He slapped at the hands that held him, trying to prise them loose, but it was futile. And all the time, the pressure
         increased. He was lifted up towards the flat roof of the building from where his attacker had struck. Higher and higher he
         rose, legs kicking madly. It felt as if someone had filled his head with air. Air that was now expanding. His eyes bulged
         in their sockets. The world turned red as several blood vessels burst and spilled crimson across his retinas. He flailed at
         the hands with even less strength now as he heard the first bones crack.
      

      
      Blood was running down his chin now, spilling onto his chest.

      
      The grip tightened inexorably. The pressure became too much. As if propelled from inside his skull, one of his eyeballs finally
         burst free of the socket like a glutinous ping-pong ball. It hung on the tendril of the optic nerve for a moment then dropped
         to the sand beneath his shaking body.
      

      
      Seconds later, his head collapsed. His body, now topped by a mangled flux of pulverised bone and macerated brain matter, dropped
         to the ground and lay still.
      

      
      On the outskirts of Al Hajof the first of the vehicles arrived.

      
      Three Scania lorries painted in the colours of the Iraqi army were followed by two dust-shrouded Mercedes and a jeep. The
         entire convoy came to a halt in the main square, engines idling.
      

      
      From the three trucks, uniformed men jumped down onto the sand as NCOs barked orders. They drew themselves to attention as
         the doors of the Mercedes were held open and the occupants of the leading car clambered out into the blistering midday sun.
      

      
      Saddam Hussein, medals glinting on the breast of his uniform, looked impassively around at the images of himself that stared
         back from the walls all around the square. The Iraqi leader, flanked on both sides by men of his Republican Guard, stood impatiently
         in the sun as a second man emerged from the car.
      

      
      Unlike his superior, he was not dressed in combat gear, but in a simple charcoal-grey suit. He was a tall man with narrow
         eyes and thick eyebrows that knitted together over the bridge of his nose to give him the appearance of wearing a perpetual
         frown. He signalled to an officer who had emerged from the second of the Mercedes and the commissioned man nodded and hurried
         off in the direction of the body they could both see lying on the far side of the square.
      

      
      ‘I think we can consider the test a success, your Highness,’ said the tall man. ‘Less than one hour from beginning to end.’

      
      ‘I want to see them,’ said Saddam.

      
      Doctor Kalid Sharafi nodded.

      
      ‘They are coming, your Highness,’ the doctor told him. ‘And I believe they have a gift for you.’ He motioned to a point behind
         his leader.
      

      
      Saddam turned, the breath catching momentarily in his throat.

      
      Sharafi nodded, a smile on his thin lips.

      
      Saddam swallowed hard and nodded almost imperceptibly as the gift was dropped at his feet.

      
      The three severed heads, torn bodily from the corpses of the men who had fled across the desert, lay at the Iraqi leader’s
         feet in a spreading pool of blood.
      

      
      ‘Pity the infidels, your Highness,’ Sharafi smiled. ‘And all those who oppose you.’ He gestured before him.

      
      Saddam looked at those who had dropped the heads and, despite the blistering heat, he felt a cold chill run along his spine.
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      London, the Present Day

      
      The pub was closed by the time Franklin got back.
      

      
      He knocked on the door and nodded a greeting to the landlord who let him in then locked up behind him once more. Inside, tables
         were being wiped down and glasses washed. The smell of stale cigarettes and booze was strong in the air.
      

      
      Franklin looked at his watch then in the direction of the bar. Amy was perched on a bar stool, a gin and tonic held in one
         hand. She looked at Franklin and raised an eyebrow as he approached.
      

      
      ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he told her, kissing her lightly on one cheek.

      
      ‘An hour late,’ she reminded him, sipping her drink.
      

      
      ‘I said sorry. We had a lot to talk about.’

      
      ‘I bet you did.’

      
      He sat down on the stool next to her and rested one hand on her right knee.

      
      ‘Don’t get comfortable,’ she said, her voice full of mock rebuke. ‘I want to go home.’

      
      She drained what was left in her glass, fastened her coat and slid down from the stool. She called a farewell to the landlord
         and she and Franklin headed for the main doors.
      

      
      As they stepped out onto the pavement, Amy shivered and pulled her coat more tightly around her. Franklin hurried to open
         the passenger’s side door of the Toyota, holding it open for Amy as she climbed in, then he walked round to the driver’s side,
         slid behind the wheel and started the engine.
      

      
      The car moved smoothly away from the kerb and into the sparse traffic.

      
      ‘Good gig?’ he asked.

      
      ‘They seemed to enjoy it,’ she told him.

      
      ‘And what about you?’

      
      ‘I always enjoy it, Matt.’ She touched his thigh without looking at him. ‘What about your business?’
      

      
      ‘Everything’s set for tomorrow night. There’s no reason why things shouldn’t run smoothly. We’ve been planning it for more
         than two months.’ He swung the car right.
      

      
      Amy took her hand from his thigh and gazed out of the side window.

      
      ‘Something wrong, babe?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Why should there be?’ she answered, a slight edge to her voice. ‘I mean, you all know what you’re doing, don’t you?’

      
      ‘Amy, what’s the matter? Everything’ll be fine. It’s a straightforward job.’

      
      Her only answer was a long sigh.

      
      ‘Trust me,’ he continued.

      
      ‘I do,’ she said, turning to look at him. ‘I also love you. That’s why I worry.’
      

      
      ‘The job’s been planned to the last detail. Just like every one that we do. It’s been like that since you’ve known me. If
         anything looks dodgy we pull out.’
      

      
      She nodded.

      
      ‘Stop worrying,’ he urged. ‘None of us want to take any risks. We’ve all got too much to lose. Jeff and Two Dogs are both
         married. George has got his little girl to think about. Steve’s got Sue and I’ve got you. You think any of us want to piss that away?’ He looked at her and smiled. ‘We’re
         good at what we do, Amy. We don’t make mistakes. Our jobs are planned. We don’t run into fucking corner shops waving replicas.’ He tapped his forehead. ‘Have
         I got “Born to lose” tattooed on there? No.’
      

      
      Amy laughed.

      
      He guided the car down two or three more narrow streets, flicking the wipers on when the first drops of rain spattered the
         windscreen.
      

      
      Amy pushed a cassette into the machine and music filled the car.

      
      ‘… When the lights turn green and your body screams, melt-down time, ’til we’re blind … Burning rubber, oh, body heat …’

      
      ‘That’ll be you one day,’ Franklin said, nodding towards the cassette. ‘Your album playing. You singing.’
      

      
      ‘You really believe that, don’t you, Matt?’ she smiled.

      
      ‘I know it,’ he told her, defiantly.
      

      
      ‘… Burning rubber, cover me …’

      
      Another ten minutes and they were home.
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      There were two basement flats beneath the large edifice called Cavendish House. Franklin and Amy occupied one of them. The
         other had been empty for more than a year.
      

      
      People came and went. Most stayed in it for a month or so, but no one seemed willing to settle there permanently. An Irish
         guy had been the last tenant. He’d lived there for over six months, then suddenly one morning, they’d discovered that he and
         all his belongings had gone. So, too, had everything in the flat that wasn’t nailed down and, Franklin thought, a few things
         that had been nailed down.
      

      
      So they enjoyed a certain amount of privacy in the basement that the other residents who lived in the flats stretching up
         to the twelfth floor did not have.
      

      
      They were on nodding terms with half a dozen of the other residents, but nothing more. London, like all cities, allowed people
         to live in both close proximity and anonymity simultaneously. That suited Franklin.
      

      
      As he pushed the key into the lock and stepped back to allow Amy inside he felt the warmth pour out to meet them. The rain
         that had threatened during the drive home had given way, instead, to a biting wind. The warmth inside the flat was welcoming.
      

      
      There was one bedroom to the left as they entered, a bathroom straight ahead and, to the right, a living room. In one corner
         of that area there was a sink, cooker and a worktop. The large windows opened out onto a tiny courtyard and Franklin noticed,
         as he drew the curtains, that there were several empty beer cans scattered across the cracked flagstones. They’d more than
         likely been dropped out of the window of one of the flats higher up in the block.
      

      
      Untidy bastards.
      

      
      He shrugged off his jacket and put the television on while Amy busied herself making tea.

      
      Franklin flicked channels, found nothing worth watching and switched the set off again. He lit up a cigarette for himself
         then did the same for Amy and propped it in the nearby ashtray.
      

      
      Amy set down two mugs of tea and sat on the sofa beside him, pulling off her boots and then drawing her feet up beneath her.

      
      They sat in the silence and warmth, his arm around her shoulder, the noises of a night-time city seemingly miles away above
         them. A siren sounded somewhere in the distance.
      

      
      ‘We should go to bed,’ he said, blowing out a stream of cigarette smoke.

      
      She sipped at her tea and nodded.

      
      The clock on top of the TV showed 12.49 a. m.

      
      ‘Matt,’ she said quietly, her head resting on his chest, ‘what if I don’t make it?’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I mean, what if singing in pubs is as good as it gets? It wouldn’t be so bad, would it?’
      

      
      He lifted her head slightly and looked into her eyes.

      
      ‘Where’s this coming from?’ he wanted to know. ‘How long have you been thinking like this?’
      

      
      ‘I might not be able to carry on singing forever.’
      

      
      ‘Why? What’s going to stop you?’

      
      ‘I might not be able to find a babysitter.’

      
      ‘Well, then …’ he began, then her words seemed to hit him like a sledgehammer.

      
      Amy was smiling.

      
      ‘Babysitter?’ he whispered.

      
      ‘I’m pregnant,’ she told him, her grin widening.

      
      His eyes seemed to bulge.

      
      ‘Pregnant,’ he repeated. He shook his head, grinning like a maniac.

      
      ‘I did a test yesterday.’

      
      ‘Why didn’t you tell me straight away?’ he wanted to know.

      
      ‘I wanted to be sure. I did another one this afternoon. They were both positive.’

      
      ‘How far gone are you?’

      
      ‘Only a couple of weeks.’

      
      ‘Jesus,’ he chuckled. ‘I don’t believe it.’

      
      ‘I can do another one if you want me to.’

      
      He held her tightly to him.

      
      ‘Amy,’ he murmured. He could think of nothing else to say but her name and he said it two or three more times, his eyes closed.

      
      ‘I haven’t told anyone else,’ she informed him. ‘We should keep it quiet until I’ve had the first scan. Just to be on the
         safe side. If anything goes wrong …’ She shrugged.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ he beamed. ‘If you think that’s best.’

      
      He stroked her hair gently.

      
      ‘Don’t you think you should stop singing now?’he wanted to know. ‘I mean, there is so much fag smoke in those pubs. It’s not good for the baby, is it?’
      

      
      ‘We both smoke. The baby’ll be fine. I’ll keep singing as long as I can.’

      
      ‘A baby,’ he murmured. ‘I don’t fucking believe it. I’m going to be a dad!’

      
      The sound of the siren outside grew louder but, as Franklin and Amy embraced, it didn’t seem to matter any more. Nothing did.
      

   
      
      Bassarra Military Base, Eight Miles 
North of Baghdad, 1990

      
      The two Republican Guards positioned on either side of the door saluted stiffly as Doctor Kalid Sharafi passed between them.
      

      
      He nodded curtly and continued through the door along a short corridor towards a single lift.

      
      There was a panel of numbers beside the door and he jabbed the required digits, waiting as the lift car rose to his floor.
         The doors slid open and he stepped in, keying in another six-digit number to reactivate the lift. It began to descend slowly.
      

      
      Sharafi glanced at the notes he held as the lift continued its journey into the subterranean depths. When it finally reached
         the bottom of the deep shaft, the doors slid open once more and he stepped out into a brightly lit cylindrical corridor. The
         floors were polished and gleaming in the light of the fluorescent tubes that flickered on both the ceiling and walls.
      

      
      Sharafi, his mind seemingly focused on something else, began his journey along the corridor. It curved round in a gentle arc
         before finally straightening out once more, widening slightly at the far end.
      

      
      He passed metal doors on both sides of him, each one equipped with a keypad. Sharafi knew what was going on behind each of
         those doors but it was the room at the far end of the corridor to which he walked with such urgency and purpose.
      

      
      There were no soldiers on this lower level. He would not tolerate their presence here. They could bring in germs that would
         affect the work being carried out. Besides, he reasoned, there was no need for them here.
      

      
      He reached the door and jabbed in another six-digit code. A small metal flap about six inches square slid open to reveal a
         round glass panel. A thin beam of red light was moving vertically back and forth across the white background.
      

      
      Sharafi leaned forward and pressed his right eye to the panel.

      
      ‘Retinal scan confirmed,’ said a metallic voice from a microphone next to the keypad. ‘Proceed with fingerprint identification.’

      
      Sharafi pressed the tips of his long fingers onto a different panel and watched as another beam of red light moved back and
         forth.
      

      
      ‘Fingerprint identification confirmed,’ the metallic voice said.

      
      Sharafi pulled the laminate that was hanging around his neck from inside his jacket and inserted it into a slot beside the
         door, swiping it like a credit card. There was a loud hydraulic hiss and the double doors opened. He stepped through.
      

      
      The room beyond was dimly lit. It was difficult to see more than five feet in any direction. On the far wall there were half
         a dozen computers, each screen bearing images. Men were working at each of them, tapping away at the keys and occasionally
         speaking animatedly to each other. As Sharafi entered they all stood up and bowed in his direction.
      

      
      He nodded a greeting and ushered them back to work with a wave of his hand. Then he turned towards the wall on his right.
      

      
      One single pane of glass ran the entire length of the wall. It was thirty feet long and beyond it lay another room. It was
         vast, stretching back two or three hundred feet from the glass partition.
      

      
      This room was filled with men lying motionless on gurneys, naked but for a small cloth that covered their genitals. Each one
         had a drip connected to his left arm. There were electrodes attached to each man’s chest that led to a cardiogram. Sharafi
         watched the heart rhythms of the nearest man moving evenly across the small screen on top of the heart monitor. Other machinery
         also measured blood pressure, respiration and oxygen levels in their blood.
      

      
      Sharafi moved away from the glass partition and reached for some notes that were lying on the desk that faced it.

      
      One of the men working at a computer on the other side of the room approached him, handed him more paperwork then retreated
         quietly to his terminal.
      

      
      Sharafi scanned all the information without speaking. Occasionally he would run his middle finger along one of his thick eyebrows
         but, other than that, he remained still. Only his gaze moved back and forth, over the printouts that he had been given.
      

      
      ‘Are there any problems?’ he asked finally.

      
      One of the men turned away from his computer screen and looked at Sharafi.

      
      ‘There is one, Doctor,’ he said. ‘The same one we encountered at the beginning of this project.’

      
      ‘His Highness will not want to hear that,’ Sharafi said dismissively. ‘It is a problem that can be dealt with.’

      
      The other man opened his mouth to speak but Sharafi raised a hand to silence him.

      
      ‘If you disagree,’ snapped Sharafi,‘perhaps you would like to be the one to tell his Highness.’
      

      
      The other man shook his head almost imperceptibly.

      
      Sharafi glanced once more through the long glass partition then, accompanied by another of his companions, he made his way
         towards a thick metal door at the far end of the room. Both of them were again confronted by retinal scans and fingerprint
         identification and once those had been accepted, they passed into the huge room that housed the immobile men.
      

      
      There were a number of other white-coated orderlies moving among the gurneys, one occasionally stopping to adjust the angle
         of a drip or double-check the curve on a cardiogram. As Sharafi passed, each of them bowed reverentially.
      

      
      ‘They bring their blasphemies to our land and expect us to be subservient,’ Sharafi said as he walked. ‘They dictate to us
         and demand our obedience. They threaten us and assume we will kneel.’ He stopped at one of the naked figures and looked down
         at it, his fingers gliding along the plastic tube that led from the drip to the needle inserted in the man’s arm. ‘They will
         not triumph. They will not impose their will upon us. They will see the sands run red.’
      

      
      He touched the arm of the man on the trolley.

      
      The eyes snapped open and fixed him in an unblinking stare. Sharafi smiled down at the figure.
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      Matt Franklin worked the slide on the SPAS automatic shotgun, chambering a round.
      

      
      The sound seemed to be amplified within the confines of the car, but despite that, Steven Cutler didn’t even look at his companion.
         He tapped gently on the steering wheel, his eyes fixed firmly on the road and the traffic that sped along it.
      

      
      The car was parked on a slight rise overlooking a section of dual carriageway that cut across open country between St Albans
         and Watford. The lights of houses could be glimpsed in the distance, but the area where the car stood was dark, hidden from
         the eyes of passing drivers by the trees and bushes that surrounded it. A narrow, rutted dirt track led down to the road.
      

      
      Franklin laid the SPAS at his feet then reached inside his jacket and pulled out the Smith & Wesson .459 automatic that nestled
         in the shoulder holster he wore. He worked the slide on that too then flicked on the safety and replaced it. Reaching into
         his jacket pocket he touched the two spare fifteen-round magazines he had placed there.
      

      
      Just in case.
      

      
      Cutler had already checked his own weapons. The Steyr GB automatic was in a shoulder holster. The Ithaca shotgun lay beneath a blanket on the back seat.
      

      
      Franklin ran a hand through his hair and glanced first at his watch then at the dashboard clock.

      
      ‘Why’s Jeff got it in for the army?’ Cutler asked, his eyes never leaving the road.

      
      ‘He hasn’t, as far as I know,’ Franklin said, warming his hands near the heater of the Ford. ‘What makes you ask that?’

      
      ‘First job we ever did together was nicking guns from an army base, now we’re about to knock over one of their payrolls.’

      
      ‘He was in the army. He knows how they work. It’s as simple as that. I don’t think he’s got an axe to grind. Look, Steve, he set this
         job up, that’s all I’m bothered about.’
      

      
      ‘Why did he leave? He’s always banging on about how great life was when he was in.’

      
      ‘He had to leave, didn’t he? They accused him of negligence.’
      

      
      Cutler glanced at his companion.

      
      ‘He never told me that,’ he murmured.

      
      ‘Probably because you never asked him,’ Franklin observed. ‘When he was doing a tour in Northern Ireland, one of the geezers
         in his unit was killed by a sniper. They said Jeff hadn’t checked the area thoroughly enough before his men arrived, or something
         like that.’
      

      
      ‘So he has got it in for them then?’
      

      
      Franklin merely shrugged.

      
      ‘Who cares?’ he said, reaching towards the glove compartment.

      
      ‘What are you looking for?’ Cutler wanted to know.

      
      ‘I was going to put some music on.’

      
      ‘Fuck that. Leave it.’

      
      Franklin inspected the array of cassettes and chuckled to himself.

      
      ‘It’s a good job your taste in clothes is better than your taste in music, Steve,’ he grinned. ‘Dire Straits for Christ’s
         sake.’
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong with Dire Straits?’

      
      ‘And Genesis? When was the last time you bought an album?’

      
      ‘Put them back. Just because I don’t like the same kind of shit that you do.’

      
      Franklin grinned and replaced the cassettes.

      
      ‘How’s Amy getting on with her singing?’ Cutler wanted to know.

      
      ‘She’s getting on fine.’

      
      Don’t say anything about the baby. Amy asked you not to mention it.
      

      
      ‘Sue’s talking about leaving her job,’ Cutler mused.

      
      ‘She’s still working in that club in the West End, isn’t she?’

      
      ‘Yeah, but you know bar work, Matt. And I don’t like the sound of some of the bastards who go in there. Flashing their fucking
         money around. They think they can buy Sue as well. It’d be better if she found something else.’
      

      
      ‘Is that what you think or is that what she’s said?’
      

      
      ‘I want her to leave. I want us to settle down. She doesn’t need the fucking job.’
      

      
      ‘It gives her a bit of independence.’

      
      ‘She doesn’t need independence. And I bring in enough money for both of us.’

      
      ‘So what do you want her to do?’

      
      ‘Marry me.’

      
      ‘Then ask her again.’

      
      ‘And risk getting blown out again?’ Cutler shook his head. ‘Fuck that. If she’d wanted to marry me she’d have said yes the
         first time that I asked her.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe not. Why did she say she wouldn’t marry you?’

      
      ‘She said the time wasn’t right.’

      
      ‘There you go then. Ask her again. That was a year ago. She might have changed her mind by now.’
      

      
      Cutler tapped gently on the wheel with one index finger.

      
      ‘I just want us to be like you and Amy. You’re settled,’ he observed.

      
      ‘We’re not married.’

      
      ‘I know that, but …’ He allowed the sentence to trail off.

      
      ‘Ask Sue again, Steve,’ Franklin persisted.

      
      ‘Haven’t you two thought of getting married?’ Cutler wanted to know.

      
      ‘We’ve talked about it. Maybe …’

      
      Now there’s a baby on the way?
      

      
      ‘Maybe what?’ Cutler urged.

      
      Shut it. Keep it to yourself.
      

      
      ‘We’ll see,’ Franklin said.

      
      The two-way radio on the parcel shelf crackled and he picked it up.

      
      ‘Yeah,’ he said into the mouthpiece.

      
      The voice at the other end belonged to Jeff Adamson. ‘They’re on their way,’ he said. ‘They should be passing you in about
         ten minutes.’
      

      
      ‘Got it,’ said Franklin. He looked at Cutler and nodded. ‘Party time.’
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      The Securicor van slowed down slightly and the driver edged it in behind an Astra.
      

      
      There was no hurry.

      
      They had plenty of time.

      
      If anything, they were ahead of schedule.
      

      
      The driver checked his wing mirror and saw that the road behind was practically empty. A motorbike shot past in the outside
         lane doing eighty or more and the van driver merely shook his head as he watched the Kawasaki hurtle out of sight into the
         darkness ahead.
      

      
      The sodium glare of the van lights illuminated the dual carriageway and reflected back off the wet tarmac. It had rained for
         about twenty minutes a little over an hour ago. Just long enough to soak the road and persuade the driver that a steadier
         pace was safer. He glanced disdainfully into his wing mirror as another car hurtled up behind them, then shot past him like
         a bullet.
      

      
      Up ahead, there were fewer lights and the road began to turn more sharply around bends. On the passenger side, thick bushes
         and a narrow grass verge were all that separated the road from the open fields beyond. The landscape sloped upwards in a number
         of places and the driver noticed that there were lights burning inside a house atop one of the ridges that flanked the road.
      

      
      His passenger seemed unconcerned by what was happening around him and contented himself with gazing straight out of the windscreen,
         his face impassive. Large spots of rain began to hit the glass, thudding loudly against it.
      

      
      The driver flicked on the windscreen wipers as the shower got heavier. One squeaked annoyingly every time it swept across
         the glass.
      

      
      The Securicor van drove on through the ever increasing downpour.

      
      ‘Just what we bloody need,’ muttered Cutler as the rain began to spatter the Cosworth.

      
      Franklin ignored him and fiddled with the controls of the radio transmitter perched on the dashboard. As he twisted the frequency
         dial the car was filled with crackles of static, hisses of interference and, every now and then, a disembodied voice.
      

      
      ‘You got them yet?’ Cutler wanted to know.

      
      ‘If they’re not transmitting, I can’t pick them up,’ Franklin told him. ‘I can tune to the frequency they use but, like I
         said, if they’re not saying anything then …’ He shrugged and allowed the sentence to trail off.
      

      
      The two-way crackled and Cutler snatched it up.

      
      ‘Go ahead, Jeff,’ he said into the mouthpiece.

      
      ‘Less than five minutes from you,’ Adamson told him, his voice disappearing momentarily under a crackle of static.

      
      ‘Where are you?’ Cutler asked.

      
      ‘About two hundred yards behind them. I’m moving up in a minute.’

      
      ‘What about George and Two Dogs? Are they in position?’
      

      
      ‘Everything’s set,’ Adamson answered.

      
      The two-way went dead.

      
      Rain was now beating hard on the Ford, battering a tattoo on the roof and windscreen.
      

      
      ‘Will this rain fuck the signal up?’ Cutler wanted to know.

      
      Franklin shook his head.

      
      ‘Not enough for it to make a difference,’ he said, eyes still fixed on the transmitter and the green lights that danced on
         it.
      

      
      There was a particularly loud blast of interference then Franklin smiled.

      
      ‘Got them,’ he grinned. ‘I’ve found their frequency. All we’ve got to do now is listen.’

      
      ‘Perhaps they’ve got nothing to say,’ Cutler mused, his eyes never leaving the road ahead.

      
      ‘They will have in a minute,’ Franklin murmured.

      
      Jeff Adamson pressed his foot down on the accelerator of the Audi, the headlights cutting through the rainy darkness. One
         short burst of speed and he was within sight of the Securicor van. It was still moving along at a steady sixty, about fifty
         yards ahead of him. He eased off the accelerator a little and allowed the vehicle to drop back slightly.
      

      
      A hundred yards.

      
      There wasn’t a great deal of traffic heading down the opposite carriageway. Occasionally headlights would cause him to squint,
         but for the most part, he kept his gaze on the Securicor van moving steadily along in front of him.
      

      
      He moved up to within seventy yards, the needle on the speedo arcing.

      
      Without taking his eyes off the van he reached onto the passenger seat and, with one gloved hand, gently touched the frame
         of the Heckler & Koch MP5K sub-machine gun.
      

      
      Joe Maguire looked anxiously at his watch then out through the rain-drenched windscreen.

      
      He was about to reach for the two-way when George Nicholson stopped him.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ Maguire wanted to know.

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ Nicholson countered.
      

      
      ‘I want to know where the fuck they are.’

      
      ‘They’ll be here. If anything had gone wrong we’d have heard.’

      
      Maguire held his companion’s gaze for a moment then put the two-way back down. Instead he picked up the twelve-gauge Ithaca
         ‘Deerslayer’ in front of him and began pushing cartridges into the magazine.
      

      
      ‘Are you set?’ he asked.

      
      Without looking at him, Nicholson patted his jacket. In a shoulder holster beneath his left arm the SIG-Sauer P220 9mm automatic
         was loaded and ready.
      

      
      ‘Do you think this is all right?’ Maguire asked quietly.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘This job.’

      
      ‘Jeff’s never let us down before.’

      
      ‘I know he hasn’t. It just seems too easy. A Securicor van with no escort?’

      
      Nicholson merely shrugged. ‘How many of them are escorted, Joe?’ he mused.

      
      ‘But this one’s carrying army money,’ the Liverpudlian insisted. ‘You’d have thought they’d at least have sent someone with
         it.’
      

      
      ‘Like who? The marines?’ He chuckled.

      
      ‘Very funny,’ Maguire snapped.

      
      ‘You worry too much, Dogs.’

      
      ‘You can never worry too much,’ Maguire told him.
      

      
      ‘If it goes tits up we just walk away. It wouldn’t be the first time. No mess. No fuss.’

      
      Maguire shrugged.

      
      ‘Jeff knows what he’s doing,’ Nicholson insisted, flicking the wipers of the Saab on. They cleared the rain momentarily giving them a clear view of the road. ‘He’s been planning this job for months, you know he has.’
      

      
      Maguire nodded, seemingly placated by his companion’s assurances.

      
      He worked the slide of the Ithaca, his eyes fixed on the road.

      
      ‘Come on then, you bastards,’ he grinned.

      
      ‘That’s them.’

      
      Franklin pointed and nudged Cutler but he had already seen the Securicor van as it swept past below them.

      
      He turned the key in the ignition. The engine wouldn’t start.

      
      ‘Come on,’ Cutler hissed and tried again. This time it burst into life and he guided the Cosworth down the muddy track and
         onto the dual carriageway, immediately moving into the outside lane.
      

      
      Franklin reached for the two-way and pressed the Call button.

      
      ‘We’ve got them, Jeff,’ he said. ‘Where are you?’
      

      
      ‘Have a look out your back window,’Adamson told them.

      
      Franklin turned and saw the headlights of the Audi cutting a swathe through the darkness about fifty yards to the rear in
         the inside lane.
      

      
      ‘Just hold your position for five minutes,’ Adamson instructed. ‘Then get in front of them.’

      
      ‘Got it,’ Franklin answered, glancing at the Securicor van.

      
      Cutler saw more headlights in his rear-view mirror as a car sped up close to his rear. ‘What’s this prick playing at?’ he
         murmured.
      

      
      The driver behind flashed his lights, anxious to get past.

      
      ‘Fucking wait,’ Cutler said, momentarily dazzled by the halogen glare. ‘It’s no wonder accidents happen, is it? Look at this
         cunt.’ He pointed over his shoulder. ‘Right up my arse in weather like this!’ He shook his head irritably.
      

      
      The car behind flashed its lights once more.
      

      
      Cutler accelerated slightly then pulled in behind the Securicor van, allowing the car behind him to overtake.

      
      As it did, Cutler glared through the rain and darkness in the direction of the other driver who shot past doing well over
         eighty.
      

      
      ‘Dickhead,’ Cutler rasped in the direction of the other car.

      
      He manoeuvred the Ford back into the outside lane, sitting about thirty yards to the rear of the Securicor van.

      
      Franklin twisted the dial on the radio transmitter, listening for any sounds coming from inside the target vehicle.

      
      There was only static. The men inside were still silent.

      
      So far, so good.
      

      
      Another car cruised up behind the Ford then dropped back slightly. Once more Cutler eased the vehicle into the other lane,
         allowing the driver to pass, then moved back to his previous position. He looked in the rear-view mirror to see that Adamson
         had accelerated slightly and was now much closer to the Securicor van. The two pursuing cars were now less than thirty yards
         from their prey.
      

      
      Headlights from cars coming along the opposite carriageway flashed into the Ford but neither Franklin nor Cutler paid them
         any attention. Cutler was too busy holding the car at a steady speed while Franklin continued to turn the dial on the transmitter.
      

      
      ‘They’re speeding up,’ Cutler observed, watching as the Securicor van suddenly increased its pace.

      
      He eased down on the accelerator to ensure the van didn’t get too far away.

      
      Beside them, Adamson did the same.

      
      ‘Do you think they’ve sussed us?’ Cutler murmured, never taking his eyes from the target.

      
      Franklin shook his head.

      
      ‘Still nothing on here,’ he said, indicating the transmitter.

      
      ‘Fuck this!’ muttered Cutler.
      

      
      He hit the gas and drew up alongside the larger vehicle before cruising effortlessly past it and moving slowly into the inside
         lane about fifty yards ahead. The needle on the speedo touched seventy-five.
      

      
      Like a small convoy, the Ford, the van and the Audi all moved steadily along the carriageway through the driving rain.

      
      ‘If they have clocked us we’ll know soon enough,’ Franklin said, glancing over his shoulder at the van.
      

      
      Nothing came from the transmitter. The men in the cab of the Securicor van were still silent.

      
      Jeff Adamson stepped on the brakes of the Audi and brought it quickly to a halt.

      
      Leaving the engine running, he swung himself out of the car. As he did, he glanced back down the carriageway and saw nothing
         but darkness.
      

      
      Just as planned.
      

      
      Moving hurriedly, he ran to the boot of the car and pulled out several orange and white plastic bollards. These he spread
         across the full width of the carriageway then he returned to the Audi and pulled out a large triangular sign and the metal
         stand that would support it. Adamson placed the sign in front of the bollards and regarded it carefully.
      

      
      ROAD CLOSED

      
      Rain spattered on it and dripped from the sign.

      
      Adamson ran back to his car and got in, stepping hard on the accelerator.

   
      
      7

      
      
      ‘He’s speeding up.’
      

      
      Cutler glanced in the rear-view mirror of the Ford and saw the lights of the Securicor van looming larger. He winced slightly
         as the light from the powerful beams filled his vision. Then he glanced down at his speedometer. The needle was still swaying
         around the seventy-five mark.
      

      
      The Securicor van indicated and moved into the outside lane. It increased its speed and drew up alongside the Ford, driving
         parallel for a moment before moving ahead, still in the outside lane.
      

      
      ‘Masks,’ said Franklin and both men hurriedly pulled on the woollen sheaths that revealed just their eyes and mouths.

      
      ‘Stay with them.’ The voice belonged to Adamson and came from the two-way.

      
      Franklin snatched it up. ‘I don’t know if they’ve figured out what’s happening,’ he said, his eyes never leaving the van in
         front. ‘They haven’t said anything.’
      

      
      ‘Have they switched frequencies and you just can’t hear them?’ Adamson wanted to know, his voice harsh over the two-way.

      
      ‘No,’ Franklin told him. ‘They’re not saying a word.’

      
      ‘Fucking hell,’ murmured Cutler, forced to push the Ford to eighty to keep within thirty yards of the speeding Securicor van. ‘They know. They must do.’
      

      
      Behind him, the Audi also accelerated, Adamson anxious not to lose touch with the target vehicle.

      
      ‘Get in front of them and stay there,’ he ordered through the two-way.

      
      Cutler pressed down more urgently on the accelerator and the Ford moved smoothly up the inside of the van, overtaking it.
         As the two vehicles drew level, Cutler glanced in the direction of the van’s cab and saw the passenger staring out at him
         through the darkness and rain. For fleeting seconds their eyes met, then the passenger turned away from Cutler’s masked visage.
      

      
      Franklin again adjusted the dial on the radio transmitter slightly, wincing as a burst of static erupted from the set. ‘Still
         nothing,’ he said.
      

      
      The Securicor van suddenly swung back into the inside lane.

      
      ‘What the fuck is he doing?’ Cutler hissed, blinking rapidly as the powerful headlights momentarily dazzled him.

      
      ‘It can’t be more than a mile to the next slip road,’ Franklin mused, glancing over his shoulder into the blazing headlights
         of the van. Even as he spoke, he saw the first countdown marker loom out of the rainy darkness.
      

      
      The Securicor van lurched wildly into the outside lane again, tyres screeching on the wet tarmac. The driver seemed to be
         trying for more speed, anxious to be away from the Ford and the Audi which was moving up rapidly.
      

      
      Cutler turned the wheel slightly and sent the Ford into the right lane ahead of the van. As he did so, the Audi sped up alongside
         the van, preventing it from moving back inside.
      

      
      All three vehicles were now doing well over ninety, oblivious to the treacherous road conditions.

      
      The slip road came into view and Franklin saw the Saab come hurtling onto the carriageway from his left. It shot across into the outside lane then moved back more steadily into
         the inside about seventy yards ahead of the three speeding vehicles.
      

      
      There was a burst of static from the radio transmitter then a muffled voice.
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