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Foreword


THE WORK IS ROUGH, HARD and dangerous. You get shipped out to some of the most brutal, unforgiving places in the world, given the worst jobs, and often left on your own with none of the kit or back-up that regular soldiers can expect.

But it is also well paid. And it provides men used to the non-stop action of the military with a second career. Maybe that’s why private military corporations, as the men who for centuries were called mercenaries have restyled themselves, have become a booming business.

They are, in reality, the real face of twenty-first-century warfare.

Two or three decades ago, mercenaries were small groups of washed-up soldiers who got mixed up in toppling governments in dodgy Third World dictatorships - and often got themselves into a lot of trouble as well. Now, all that has changed. The mercenaries have become a legitimate part of the defence industry.

Just take a look at a few of the figures.

According to industry statistics, the private security industry was worth less than $900 million globally in 2004.  It is worth more than $2.5 billion today. It embraces quoted companies such as Britain’s Armor Group, as well as substantial privately held companies such as Aegis, Olive and Saladin. The giant of the industry is America’s Blackwater. They are making money on big, lucrative contracts from the American and British governments.

They’ve grown for two reasons.

One is that the peace-keeping operations the British and American governments are now engaged in require a lot of men on the ground - and those men need to know how to fight. There isn’t much point in trying to build electricity systems or schools if all the kit is going to be blown up. You need guys to protect it. Regular armies don’t have the manpower, and that means the PMCs are doing the job instead.

Next, there’s been a huge boom in commodity prices. A decade ago, oil cost $10 a barrel. Now it is $100. The same is true of precious metals. Most natural resources are found in brutal, lawless countries. As companies pour money into opening up new oil fields and gold mines, they are taking teams of professional soldiers along with them. They know it is the only way they are going to survive.

But no one should underestimate the risks that PMC men take. In May 2007, for example, four British contractors guarding a management consultant were kidnapped in Baghdad, along with the man they were meant to be protecting. In 2004, four operatives working for Blackwater in the Iraqi city of Fallujah were dragged from their vehicles, beaten, then hacked to death, before their bodies were hung from a bridge. It was in response to that attack that the US Army kicked off what became known as the Battle of Fallujah.

Those are just the examples that hit the headlines.

Every PMC loses men. Sometimes they go down trying to protect a client. Other times they get caught up in a fire fight.

Either way, they have none of the security that comes with a uniform. Terrorists will hesitate to take on a British soldier. Why? Because they know they’ll face massive retaliation from the army. Take down a PMC man, and nobody cares. Nor is there any support. An army unit that gets caught up in a skirmish, and finds itself pinned down, can call up air support. They can bring up reinforcements. PMC guys don’t have that luxury. If they are wounded, there is no emergency medical care to call upon. There aren’t any choppers to be scrambled to pick up a man that has gone down. And you can’t expect to be whisked off to a high-tech hospital.

The PMC men are fighting on their own. And they are fighting for money.

The brutal truth is, they run far greater risks than mainstream soldiers. And their casualties can be high.

Even so, there is no shortage of recruits. The regular army doesn’t pay that well any more. And defence cuts mean there isn’t the room for promotion that there once was. Men come out of the armed forces in their mid-thirties, expertly trained and still in the prime of life. Even if they can find a civilian job, sitting behind a desk all day isn’t much of a life for men who are used to being in action. Lots of good soldiers can’t adjust to civilian life. The PMCs offer them a way of getting back into action - and on better wages as well.

There is no sign of terrorism abating. Nor is there any sign that the number of chaotic, failed states is getting any fewer. That means the power and influence of the PMCs is only  going to grow. If the twentieth century belonged to big, public armies, then the twenty-first century is likely to belong to small, private ones - not so different to the ones portrayed in this book.


 


Chris Ryan,

February 2008




One


THE SWEAT AND SMOKE AND stench of a Baghdad brothel at two o’clock in the morning are enough to turn even the strongest stomach. Steve West could feel the hot, fetid air clogging his eyes. The beer bottle was so clammy it was clinging to his fists, and his lungs were choking on the thick aroma of Turkish tobacco that wafted around the room in small, angry clouds.

‘You want something, baby?’ said Ludmilla.

She was twenty-two, twenty-three maybe, with smooth, dimpled skin, and long blond hair that even in the pale light had a brightness and vigour to it that was completely out of place. A Ukrainian, reckoned Steve, judging by the harsh way the vowels rolled around her lips. There might have been thirty guys in the place, but only five women. A couple of eastern Europeans, two Moroccans, and a black girl from somewhere on the other side of the Sahara, all of them controlled by a big, fat, ugly Turk who sat in the corner trying to break the world lung-cancer record and perfecting his impression of Jabba the Hut.

‘Sure,’ said Steve.

Her fingers started to twist round the stem of his bottle.  She prised open his hand, took the bottle and curled her lips provocatively round its cap. A flick of the tongue, then another, and Ludmilla took a swig of the beer, swallowing hard. ‘I’ll get a room.’

Steve grabbed hold of her forearm, and for a brief moment a look of anger flashed across her deep green eyes. ‘I’m looking for a man,’ he said.

The ‘Red Zone’, as it was affectionately known among the soldiers and mercenaries, was a bar, a pool hall and a few bedrooms on a street running directly parallel to the official ‘Green Zone’ which housed the government and whatever foreign diplomats were mad or stupid enough to stay in the Iraqi capital. The Red Zone wasn’t as safe as the official compound, one of the diplomats had warned Steve when he directed him to the place. Then again, the ‘Green Zone’ wasn’t that safe either. Nowhere in Baghdad was.

Earlier that day, Steve had touched down in Kuwait on the British Airways flight from London, then caught the Hercules C130 that three times a day ferried the men from the private military corporations to Baghdad International Airport. It was always a rough flight. The South African next to him said all the guys were now sitting on their body armour during the descent into Baghdad after some insurgents sprayed a Hercules with gunfire and took out an Australian with a bullet that went right through the skin of the aircraft, through the bloke’s backside, and lodged itself in his lungs. After hearing that, Steve sat tight on his Kevlar breastplate, which made the two-hour flight even more uncomfortable than usual. He hated Baghdad; he’d seen too many good men die here in the past year to hold the city in anything but contempt. But he’d been told to find Ollie Hall,  and that was what he planned to do. Find the bastard, sign him up, then get the hell out of here.

Steve tried to focus through the cigarette smoke.

‘Wrong zone, baby,’ said Ludmilla. Her faced creased up into a giggle, and for a moment you could see the younger girl behind the make-up caked thickly across the white skin of her face.

‘Not that kind of man,’ snapped Steve. ‘Guy called Oliver Hall. He hangs out here somewhere.’

Ludmilla put down the beer bottle. ‘Ollie?’ She rolled her eyes, and held up the smallest finger of her left hand. ‘His dick is this big.’

Steve laughed. ‘I don’t care about that. I need to talk to him, that’s all.’

The Red Zone was the only brothel operating anywhere near the government compound, indeed probably the only brothel anywhere in the whole of Iraq, and it attracted a brutal crowd of mercenaries, hustlers and gamblers. The American soldiers were under strict orders not to come here, and most of them were too frightened to venture off their heavily fortified bases. Most of the customers were Arabs, or Russians, with a sprinkling of British and American guys from the PMCs operating around Baghdad. Every hustler in the city passed through here at some point. Ollie Hall had been a major in the Household Cavalry, but that was two years ago. Since then, he’d resigned from the army over his drinking and gambling debts, spent six months in the City failing to re-establish himself in finance, and for the last six months had been failing to get his own private military corporation off the ground in Iraq. When it came to failing at things, Ollie was the world expert. The way Steve heard it, you could now find him most nights at the Red Zone, trying  to hustle up the price of a plane ticket home. With a pool cue and not much else.

Certainly not brains, thought Steve, looking around at the shabby interior of the place.

There were a pair of bouncers on the door. Only handguns were allowed inside the club and Steve kept a Magnum Research Desert Eagle Mark XIX pistol visibly tucked into his belt. With a 0.5 calibre shot on it, the Desert Eagle was the biggest, nastiest handgun ever built. You saw them all the time in the movies. As a weapon, it was virtually useless; it had the accuracy of a tipsy schoolgirl, and the kickback from its recoil was more likely to take your arm off than cause any damage to your opponent. Still, it looked menacing, and Steve kept a slim Beretta 92 tucked into his boot in case he actually had to shoot anyone.

He walked through to the pool hall, scanning the faces of the men crowding round the green baize. At the table, an American was lining up the cue, looking to pot the yellow. An Arab was standing next to him, putting a fifty-dollar bill down on the side of the table. The winner would collect the money. Around them, a group of Lebanese mercenaries were offering odds of three to one against the American, laughing as they did so.

Steve remained in the background, behind the Lebanese mercenaries. Twenty yards away, Ollie Hall was putting down a twenty-dollar bill. He was a tall man, over six feet, with jet-black hair, and a tough, muscular face, but he looked worried. Like a man who wasn’t betting for fun. His eyes were darting between the two players, calculating the odds. That twenty dollars means a lot to him, decided Steve. There’s not much left in whatever wallet that came out of.

One tap of the cue, and the yellow fell neatly into the pocket. Ollie collected sixty dollars.

That’s probably the most money he’s made since he’s been here, thought Steve.

The mercenaries were starting to fall silent now. Their eyes turned away from the Moroccan girl who had just emerged from one of the upstairs bedrooms, and towards the table. One of them laughed. Ollie put the sixty dollars he’d just won back down on the green baize and picked up the cue. He was betting the table that he could pot a blue which was half obscured behind a black. The shot would need to cannon off the cushion, and that was always tricky. Ollie leant across the table, the cue steady in his hands. His eyes narrowed; a single bead of sweat ran down his forehead. About two hundred dollars was at stake, reckoned Steve. And Ollie needed to drop that ball.

Steve glanced around. He could hear a commotion at the door. The Red Zone was protected by thick steel doors and the two three-hundred-pound Liberians who kept guard outside. There was one exception to the handgun rule: Lebanese mercenaries were allowed to bring in their AK-47s. They never went anywhere without them, and they spent a lot of money on the girls. But no Semtex, hand grenades, or RPGs. Even the management of the Red Zone, which didn’t really take a moral view on anything, drew the line at high explosives - at least unless you were willing to check them in at the door.

A shot.

Steve ducked, holding himself rock steady. He’d learned during his first weeks in the SAS how to remain composed under fire, and in the few days earlier in the year when he’d been fighting in Iraq he’d heard more gunfire than in a  decade in the Regiment. The rattle of machine-gun fire filled the city the way the honking of traffic and the hum of air-conditioning filled other places. But he hadn’t learned to get used to it yet, and he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to.

A cry. A man was shouting something in Arabic.

Ollie was nervously holding on to the cue.

Christ, thought Steve. He’s trying to make the shot. Even as the whole place goes down.

Steve looked around. One of the door guards was lying flat on the ground, a trickle of blood seeping out of the side of his head. A man dressed completely in black knelt down on the guard’s chest and delivered one bullet, then another. Behind him, six men had lined up, each one holding an AK-47. Their guns were pointing straight into the centre of the club.

A single word escaped Steve’s lips.

‘Shit.’

A burst of gunfire rattled through the building like a sudden hailstorm. The noise was deafening, breaking into your eardrums. Bullets crashed into the cheap plaster, kicking up clouds of dust. Steve could hear screams all around but he could no longer see anything. The Desert Eagle was in his right hand, the Beretta in his left, but it was impossible to focus, let alone shoot. He threw himself to the ground. At his side, Ludmilla was cowering against the frame of the table, her hands shaking. Steve looked around desperately, trying to see what had happened to Ollie.

‘Who in the name of Christ are they?’ he shouted.

Another volley of machine-gun fire filled the room. There were more cries and screams, Arab, African, even a few American voices. Steve climbed back on to his feet and pushed his way through the dust clouds towards the pool table. There were bodies everywhere, and it was impossible  to see more than a foot ahead. He knocked a couple of bleeding men away from the edge of the table. Behind it, Ollie lay on the ground. A trickle of blood was seeping out of his forehead, and the pool cue was still in his right hand.

‘Christ, man,’ muttered Steve, grabbing hold of his left wrist to see if he could feel a pulse. ‘You really are a loser.’

 



Ollie blinked and looked around the room, letting his eyes adjust to the pale sunlight streaming in through the open window. He was lying between crisp white sheets, in a room that measured twenty feet by twenty-five. His throat felt dry and parched, his head was throbbing, and there was a thick bandage round the top of his skull. Bugger it, he thought. Where the hell am I?

‘You awake?’ said Steve.

Ollie tried to focus on the man. He looked in his late twenties, with big strong shoulders, a harsh, broken nose, and skin that was tanned and hardened like leather. He spoke with a soft south London accent, but there was a hint of menace underneath it. A scar ran down his left cheek, pointing towards a mouth that seemed permanently set in a wry, amused smile.

‘I said, you awake?’ he repeated.

Ollie nodded. His mind was still hazy, but he thought he recognised the guy. He’d seen him somewhere before. He rifled through his mental filing cabinet, racking his brains. School? No way. The guy was too rough. Sandhurst? Not an officer, not with an accent like that. One of the squaddies? Maybe. Ollie reached for the side of the bed, grabbed hold of a plastic bottle of water, and started to drink. His head began to clear. A battlefield, he decided. About six, maybe seven years ago, when they were peace-keeping in Kosovo. A unit  of SAS guys, running around as if they were saving the world single-handedly, blasting away with their guns and their mouths, getting in the way of the real soldiers.

Steve West.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he asked sourly.

Steve got up and crossed the room to the end of Ollie’s bed. ‘Good morning, Mr Hall, and welcome to Sadr City. Not much of a neighbourhood. No parks, no proper shops, nothing much to eat, and only the suicide bombers for entertainment. But for the moment, it’s home.’

‘I said, what the hell are you doing here?’

Steve shrugged. ‘I live here, mate, at least for a couple of days. The real question is, what are you doing here?’

Ollie thought about it. His head throbbed and he couldn’t remember very much about what had happened last night. If it was last night, that is. He’d been out cold; the blow he’d taken, he could have been unconscious for two or three days. He knew he’d been getting drunk over at the Red Zone. He knew there had been an attack. The sound of gunfire was etched in his mind, and he could still see the corpses tumbling to the ground. After that, it all went hazy.

‘You tell me,’ he said.

‘Get yourself cleaned up, then we’ll talk.’

Ollie struggled into the bathroom. His jeans had been washed and ironed, and there was a new white-T-shirt folded next to them. He slipped into the shower and turned on a jet of cold water, ignoring the bandage on his head. Steve West, he thought to himself. How did I wind up in his apartment in Baghdad?

Back in Kosovo, when Ollie had still been in the Household Cavalry, and Steve was in the SAS, there’d been a Croatian girl, and they’d got into a fight over her. Ollie  rubbed soap over himself. Jagoda, that was her name. He had knocked around with her for a week’s leave, then Steve took off with her. It was the kind of thing that happened all the time. Ollie was struggling even to remember what she looked like, but the blow Steve had delivered to his jaw was still vivid and fresh in his memory. There were a lot of people from his time in the army Ollie would be happy never to see again. Steve West wasn’t top of the list but he was definitely on it.

Ollie scraped a razor across his chin and put his clothes back on. The bedroom led on to a small sitting room, with a TV, a sofa, and a microwave and kettle perched in one corner. Sunlight was streaming in through the one window, and outside Ollie could hear the scream of a siren, and somewhere far away the low, insistent rumble of machine-gun fire. Steve had brewed up some thick, strong coffee and on the table was a plate of dried French toast and some jam. Ollie sat down opposite Steve. The shower had revived him, and as far as he could tell, apart from some cuts to his forehead, he didn’t seem to be in bad shape. Bruised, maybe. Confused, for sure. But physically OK.

‘I heard you were dead,’ he said.

Steve grinned, poured out two coffees into chipped mugs and stirred in some powdered milk.

‘That’s just for the Inland Revenue,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a bit of a rash, but I think I might have picked that up at the gaff you’ve been drinking at. Otherwise I’ve never felt better.’

‘You were out in the Far East somewhere after you came out of the SAS, that’s what I heard.’

Steve took a sip of coffee. He’d kipped on the sofa after patching up Ollie’s wounds and tucking him into the single bed and it hadn’t been the best night’s sleep he’d ever had.  He’d only flown into Baghdad twenty-four hours ago, and he was still jet-lagged. He wasn’t even sure why Bruce Dudley wanted the guy so much. Ollie Hall might have been a capable soldier once, but there were plenty of those knocking about. There were dozens of others out there who would be just as good, and you didn’t have to pick them up from the floor of a brothel and clean them up before you could put them into action.

‘You heard wrong,’ he replied, looking at Ollie.

From his expression, he didn’t want to discuss it. The way Ollie had heard it, Steve West had been killed on a botched hostage rescue in Papua New Guinea. But the guy looked like he had blood running through his veins now.

‘What happened last night?’

‘I came out to the Red Zone looking for you,’ said Steve. ‘I’ve been searching for you across Baghdad, and I heard you were so down on your luck, you’d washed up there. I’d only just got there when the place was raided.’

‘By who?’

Steve shrugged. ‘This is Baghdad, it could be practically anyone. Al-Queda, the Mahdi Army, the Malik Ibn Al Ashtar Brigade, or any one of a dozen different groups of Islamic nutters. Or maybe just some gangsters with a grudge. It doesn’t really matter. They could have been trying to kill someone in particular or take out the lot of you for having a drink and meeting some girls and generally being a bad bunch of boys. Just after I got there, the whole place was shot to pieces and there were a dozen different corpses lying on the floor, but knowing what that place is like they’ll probably have cleaned it all up and be back in business by this evening.’

‘Thanks,’ said Ollie, taking a piece of dried toast and spreading a thick layer of jam on it.

‘Don’t mention it,’ said Steve. ‘I’m sure you’d do the same for me.’

‘Don’t count on it.’

Steve laughed. ‘Anyway, I hauled you into a car and got you back here. The outfit I work for keeps this place for when their men are passing through Baghdad, which is too often, for my liking. There’s some grub in the fridge, and some medical supplies. Antibiotics, bandages, even some blood plasma, although I think the last bloke who stayed here might have mistaken it for a vodka shot and drunk the stuff. I got you cleaned up, and put you to bed. You’d taken a nasty blow to the head, but it was concussion, that’s all. There must have been a hundred rounds of ordnance flying around that place last night, but somehow you managed to keep clear of all of it. You were lucky.’

Ollie shook his head, chewing on the toast. Luck didn’t come into it, he reflected. I dropped to the floor as soon as the shooting started.

‘What the hell were you doing there, anyway?’

‘Looking for a guy who might give me some work.’

‘Christ, man, that’s no way to look for a job. You were at Sandhurst . . .’

No need to rub it in, thought Ollie. ‘I needed the money,’ he snapped. ‘I still do.’

‘Then I’ve got a gig for you,’ said Steve. ‘If you’re interested.’

Ollie drained the dregs of his coffee and poured himself another cup. ‘What kind of men are you looking for?’

‘Dead ones, preferably.’

Ollie laughed. ‘You won’t be needing a full CV then.’

‘No,’ replied Steve. ‘If I was, I wouldn’t be talking to you, would I? Even in the grand tradition of fuck-ups coming  out of the Household Cavalry, you’re in a class of your own.’

‘What’s the job?’

‘Black op,’ said Steve. ‘Off the record, off the books, no questions asked.’

‘Where?’

‘Which of the three words “questions”, “no” and “asked” are you having trouble understanding?’ said Steve, a scowl crossing his face. ‘There’s three million dollars on the table for each man, and you’re either in or out.’

Ollie hesitated. What are my options? he thought. He was thirty-one, and his life was already washed up. He’d drunk and gambled his way out of the finest regiment in the British Army and was stuck in Baghdad without so much as the price of a ticket home. He was supposed to be getting married in six months but couldn’t even afford to rent a morning suit, never mind support a family. He owed so much money, he couldn’t even get a credit card.

‘It’s your call,’ said Steve. ‘But if you’re coming, we haven’t got much time to lose.’

‘If I could think of anything else to do, then I’d do it,’ said Ollie. ‘But as it is, count me in.’




Two


STEVE PUT A GLASS OF pineapple juice down on the table.

‘I thought I asked for a beer,’ said Ollie.

‘You should stay off the booze, mate,’ said Steve. ‘You’ll only get yourself into more trouble.’

Steve took a sip of his drink and glanced through the lobby of the Jumeirah Beach Hotel a big glass and steel building right on the waterfront. The place was one of a series of massive luxury resorts that had sprung up along the Gulf in the last decade. When he had first been to Dubai on a training course soon after he’d passed through the punishing selection process for the SAS, it was just a few oil trading houses and a gold souk, but now it was more like Benidorm reinvented: big blocks of hotels mainly filled with British and German families grabbing some guaranteed sunshine.

‘So who are we meeting?’ asked Ollie, looking across at Steve.

Both men were dressed casually in cargo pants, polo shirts and dark glasses. It had been a long journey down from Baghdad. A Hercules had been hit by a surface-to-air missile  the night before, and Baghdad International was closed while they cleared the runway and rolled out some fresh tarmac. If you wanted to go south, you had to take the roads. Steve had hired a car and driver who’d run them down to Basra overnight, then they’d picked up a lift in a minibus that was taking some Filipino construction workers through Kuwait and on to Dubai. It was another day’s drive across some baking hot roads with only an open window for air-conditioning but Steve had decided it was best to travel with the locals, whatever Ollie might have thought. The Filipinos were dirt poor, and whatever money they made, they wired home to their wives, so even the insurgents who roamed around the Kuwait-Iraq border looking for businessmen to kidnap weren’t going to bother with them. It wasn’t a comfortable way to travel, but as Steve pointed out to Ollie, if you tried to get across the border in any kind of normal vehicle and your skin was white, you might as well bring your own orange boiler suit with you. It would save the insurgents the trouble of dressing you in one before they cut off your head and posted the whole thing on the web.

They had arrived at the hotel this morning and checked straight in; it wasn’t half-term, and there wasn’t a sales conference on, so the hotel was far from full. Both men had slept for a few hours, showered, then met up again in the hotel lobby. In front of them, a diamond-blue ocean stretched into the distance. The sun was fading, and people were drifting away from the pool. I could get used to this, thought Steve. If I had the money.


When I have the money.

‘What’s the name of the outfit?’ asked Ollie.

‘DEF,’ Steve replied. ‘Dudley Emergency Forces. But most of the guys on the payroll call it Death Inc.’

‘Shall I ask why?’

‘I wouldn’t if I were you.’

Ollie took a sip of his juice. He could use something stronger; it was forty-eight hours now since he’d put the last beer down his throat back in the Red Zone. Maybe later, he told himself. He needed this gig. If he went back to Katie and told her he’d spent three weeks out here and come back with nothing more than some bruises and another cancelled credit card, then he could kiss goodbye to whatever remained of their engagement. He’d called off the wedding once already on account of a lack of ready funds; another postponement and the relationship had about as much chance of surviving as a brand new Mercedes parked in downtown Baghdad.

‘Mr Hall? I’m Bruce Dudley. I’ve heard all about you.’

Ollie glanced up. Bruce Dudley was dressed in pale chinos and a green Ralph Lauren polo shirt. Ollie knew the name, but he’d never actually laid eyes on the man before.

Once you started tracking the private military corporations, there was no way you could avoid hearing about Dudley. Like a kind of Keith Richards in khaki, he’d started out on the wilder fringes of the industry but had now moved into the mainstream. Or maybe the mainstream had moved to him, thought Ollie. From the outlaw mercenary who was written up in the tabloids as the madman of Chad a few years ago, he was now so close to the British government he was practically a subdivision of the Ministry of Defence. If there was anyone who knew what made this industry tick, it was Bruce Dudley.

‘Some of it good, I hope,’ said Ollie.

Bruce shrugged. ‘Not enough.’

He nodded across to Steve, but the two men just glanced  at each other, as if they preferred not to speak. Bruce still had the manner of the SAS sergeant he’d once been, noted Ollie. All spit and polish and parade grounds. Back in the Blues, there were plenty of men like Bruce, and you’d put your life in the hands of any one of them, but they were always stoically deferential towards officers. Out here, among the PMCs, it was different. The sergeants were running all the shows, and they didn’t give a damn what anyone else thought. Maybe, reflected Ollie, that was because they were the real heart of the army all along.

Bruce took a long swig of the beer the waitress had just put down in front of him. ‘Steve here works freelance for me,’ he said. ‘He puts together teams, he helps to train the new guys, and he advises on missions. We’ve got a job . . .’ He paused, glancing towards the sea. ‘And I think you two guys would be just right for it.’

‘What is it?’

‘I need ten good men,’ said Bruce.

Ollie noted the way he avoided the question.

‘Guys who can work together, who trust each other, can fight hard, and can dig their way out of any hole they find themselves in. And I need them in Afghanistan in less than a week.’

‘What kind of men?’ asked Ollie.

‘The desperate and the damned,’ answered Bruce. ‘But the payday will be a good one. This is going to be rough, hard work, and you’ll be risking your lives, and I don’t expect you to do that for nothing. You find your own guys, men you feel you can rely on, can fight alongside, and won’t ask questions.’

‘And you won’t tell us what the job is?’

‘Not until you get there, no,’ said Bruce. ‘But like Steve  told you, there should be three million dollars at the end of it for every man. If someone else is offering you even a quarter of that, then I’d take that job instead. If they’re not, then the gig is yours if you want it.’

Ollie didn’t hesitate. ‘When do we start?’

‘Tomorrow morning.’

Bruce pushed a brown A4 envelope across the table towards Steve. ‘Here’s two tickets for the Emirates flight back to London that leaves at eight tomorrow morning. There’s also ten thousand pounds in cash which should cover your expenses. Anything over fifty quid, I want a receipt for it, and if you think the Mahdi Army up in Baghdad are scary, wait until you see the old Scottish lady who runs our accounts department.’

Steve picked up the envelope and tucked it under his arm. ‘So, you’re in, are you?’ he said, glancing at Ollie.

Ollie nodded.

Steve stood up. ‘Then get yourself a good night’s kip,’ he said. ‘And for Christ’s sake, try to stay out of any card games you find being organised in the bar.’

Bruce shook Ollie by the hand and looked him straight in the eye. ‘Maybe your luck is about to turn, Mr Hall. Let’s hope so anyway.’

 



Steve could smell the woman’s perfume clinging to the collar of his polo shirt, a smoky mixture of honey and whisky that he already knew would linger in his mind much longer than the girl who wore it.

He pulled the shirt over his head, glancing towards the shower. Orlena had been in there for ten minutes already. Washing her hair, perhaps. It certainly looked like it took plenty of maintenance. A thick, lustrous mane that tumbled  around her neck and shoulders, she wore it the same way some guys drove around in a new sports car: as a way of commanding attention from the opposite sex. It worked. He’d spotted her last night serving drinks in the hotel bar, and the place had been quiet enough for them to strike up a conversation. It turned out she’d only been working there for a couple of days. She was Byelorussian and had flown in from Minsk the day before because she felt like working abroad for a year, and it was never a problem for a good-looking girl to find bar work in the Dubai hotels. They’d chatted, then gone for a swim in the sea after she finished her shift, grabbed some Thai food at one of the late-night restaurants, then wound up in his room together at about two o’clock in the morning.

I should have got a decent night’s sleep, thought Steve, as he pulled aside the blinds on the fourth-floor room and looked out across the Gulf coast. That’s what the handbook says. Then again, I’m about to be sent to Afghanistan, on a job that even Bruce Dudley regards as dangerous. I sure as hell won’t meet any girls out there. Even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to see them behind their burqas.

He opened the door on the second knock. Bruce was standing there, and from the bead of sweat on his forehead, Steve guessed he’d already been for the five-mile run with which he started most mornings. Bruce poured himself a glass of orange juice from the breakfast tray.

‘You need to be at the airport in an hour,’ he said.

Steve strapped on his watch: a Luminox Navy Seal diving watch, originally developed for the American special forces. His uncle Ken had given it to him the day he was accepted into the SAS.

‘I’ll make it,’ he told Bruce. He grabbed a coffee, and  poured it down his throat, waiting a second for the caffeine to kick in. ‘Why are we taking the dickhead?’

‘You don’t rate him?’

‘Out of ten, I’d given him one for being able to tie his own shoelaces, although he can probably only do that when there isn’t a stiff wind blowing,’ said Steve. ‘He’s just another useless tosser of a Rupert. He’s probably fine when he’s got a platoon of decent blokes to do the actual fighting for him. Ask him to do the business for himself, and he’ll go to pieces. You send me all the way out to Baghdad, and all I’m doing is hauling some drunken tosser out of a brothel. He’s a loser, Bruce. A waste of space. We’d be better off without him.’

Bruce poured himself a coffee and walked towards the window. ‘Ollie Hall was once one of the brightest prospects of his generation,’ he said. ‘Top of his class at Sandhurst. One of the youngest officers in the Household Cavalry. They talked about him as a certainty for general one day, maybe even field marshal. Ten years ago, the British Army had no brighter young prospect. The best of the best, and all that.’

‘So what the hell happened?’

‘Drink, and the gaming tables,’ said Bruce. ‘All soldiers like to gamble, we wouldn’t be any good at the job if we didn’t like taking a risk every now and again. But Ollie took it all too far. He was hanging out at casinos, going to the race tracks, organising card games back at the barracks. He’d lose all his money, then drown himself in booze to try and forget about it. Eighteen months ago, he quit, and they weren’t sad to see the back of him either. If he hadn’t resigned, they’d have thrown him out soon enough, and he knew it. He managed to use the old boys’ network to get himself a job in the City, but he hated it, and that only lasted eight months. He’s engaged, and he’s put down a deposit on a place in  Dorset, but for the last few months he’s been trying to put together his own PMC.’

‘I’ve seen enough blokes like that,’ said Steve. ‘They sail through school and their regiments, but they can’t cut it by themselves. They aren’t worth the aggro.’

Bruce turned to look at Steve. ‘He’s looking to redeem himself, and that can be a mighty powerful force within a man. He was a good soldier once, and I reckon he knows better than anyone that he didn’t manage to live up to his potential. Didn’t even get close. I reckon if he can find even a tenth of what he once had within himself, then he’ll be more than worth having on the team.’

Steve was about to reply when Orlena stepped out of the bathroom. She was dressed in the white hotel dressing gown, and her black hair was tied back around her neck. Her green eyes flashed across to Steve. She smiled, helped herself to a glass of juice, and spread a thick layer of jam across a warm croissant. Bruce looked at Orlena, then back at Steve. There was nothing on his lips, but you could see the smile in his eyes.

‘There’s another guy I want you to meet when you get back to London,’ he said to Steve. ‘A bloke called Ian Murphy. Decent guy. I reckon you’ll like him.’

‘I thought we were choosing our own team for this gig.’

‘You are. But Ian’s good.’ Bruce pushed across a slip of paper with an eleven-digit mobile number written on it. ‘Call him.’

Steve nodded.

‘And don’t miss your flight.’

Steve shut the door behind Bruce and finished off a second cup of coffee. Orlena was standing close to him, and she smelt of soap and shampoo. ‘You’re some kind of soldier, no?’ she said.

‘Some kind,’ said Steve.

‘The British Army?’

Steve nodded. ‘I used to be. These days, I freelance. We’re just putting together the team for a new job.’

‘My brother, Maksim, he’s a soldier too,’ she said. He could see most of her leg outside the white towelling of her robe. ‘Five years in the regular army, then three years in the Spetsnaz.’

‘I thought you were from Byelorussia,’ said Steve. He didn’t rate Russian soldiers, not even the Spetsnaz. Russia’s special forces were brutal all right. If you had a small central Asian country you wanted wiped off the map, they were the right men for the job. But they were mostly psychos. Their tactics were rudimentary, and they were as careless with their own lives as they were with other men’s.

‘The Byelorussian Army is a joke,’ said Orlena. ‘The Russian Army is the only place for a proper soldier. But he’s left now, and he’s looking for work. Freelance work, the kind that you do. You could take him with you.’

Steve shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

He started to run his hands across her creamy white skin, and felt her tongue on his neck.

‘You’ve still got forty minutes until you need to be at the airport,’ she said huskily.




Three


STEVE RAN HIS HAND ALONG the glistening metal bonnet of the Austin Healey 3000. A 1961 Mark 1 model, with front disc brakes, and a roaring three-litre engine, it was sitting proudly on the forecourt of West and Hallam Motors, its chrome fenders and wheel arches just catching the remnants of the early evening sun. There were a lot of fine-looking cars in the world, reflected Steve, just the way there were a lot of fine-looking women. But an Austin Healey 3000 was like your first love: it might be matched, but it could never be replaced in your affections.

‘They’re going up in price like a bomb,’ said Ken, walking across the shaded tarmac that stretched out in front of the garage. ‘I paid fifteen grand for that six months ago from a lady up in Cheshire who seemed too bloody keen to get rid of it when her old man dropped off the perch. I’ve patched up the paintwork, and put some oil in the gearbox, and I’ve been on the phone today to a Yank who’s offering me sixty thousand dollars for it.’

‘Run OK?’ asked Steve.

Ken grinned. ‘Well, like I always say, if you actually want to get somewhere, then there’s a bloke down the road who  can sell you a two-year-old Toyota. But if it’s romance you want, there’s no better car in the world.’

There were eight cars on display in the forecourt: three Austin Healeys, two Jaguars, two Triumphs, and one Aston Martin DB5 which, if Steve was forced to start compiling a list, was probably the second finest car ever made. Inside the workshop, there were at least another five cars, their innards being gutted and their leather, walnut and chrome being polished, ready for a sale. You could smell the engine oil everywhere, a rich, earthy aroma that dug into your skin, and was, in its own way, as intoxicating as any perfume.

‘I’ll see you in the pub in ten minutes,’ said Ken. ‘After we’ve closed this place up.’

Steve walked across the narrow High Street towards the Three Crowns. He’d touched down at Heathrow after a seven-hour flight from Dubai just after lunch, hired himself a car, and come up here. He’d meet up with Ollie back in London tomorrow morning and start putting together the unit they’d be taking out to Afghanistan, but tonight he needed to talk to his uncle. The text he’d received in Dubai said there was a sale in the works, and that couldn’t be ignored. Ever since he was a kid, Steve had dreamed of buying the dealership one day. There was no better centre for vintage British cars in the whole of the East Midlands. Now that it was up for grabs, there was no way he was letting some other guy get his hands on it. It even had his name above the door. All he had to do now was raise the cash.

Steve blew the froth from the top of his pint. As he’d driven up from Heathrow, he’d reflected how it was always his uncle Ken he came to see, not his mum or dad. It was his uncle he felt closest to. Steve had grown up in Bromley, where his dad worked in insurance and his mum worked as a  nurse in the local hospital. His older brother Rob was working in the City now, and had bought himself a big house in Orpington, and his younger sister Louisa was married and looking after her first kid. Steve had been desperate to get away: he could feel a splitting headache coming on as soon as he set foot in a leafy street lined with semis and Mondeos. I must have been built from the same DNA as my dad’s brother, he told himself; Ken had spent ten years in the Royal Engineers before setting up the dealership.

‘It’s time to sell,’ said Ken, pulling up a chair next to where Steve was sitting, a pint in his hand.

Ken was greying now, but you could still see the strength in him that must have made him a fine soldier once, Steve judged. He was built like one of the jeeps he used to fix back in the army: practical, rugged, easy to maintain, and good on rough terrain. His skin was rough and worn, but that was just the upholstery; the engine was as tough as it had ever been.

‘You’ve plenty of life in you yet.’

‘It’s not me, it’s Ritchie,’ said Ken.

Ritchie Hallam was Ken’s partner in the business. A local property developer, he’d helped Ken set up the dealership, mainly because he loved vintage Aston Martins, and he helped out with the books. But he was never more than a sleeping partner.

‘He’s found a buyer,’ continued Ken. ‘One of the big dealerships up in Birmingham. The guy is buying Ritchie’s stake.’

‘So you’ll have a new partner,’ said Steve. ‘Maybe someone who knows about cars this time.’

Ken shook his head. ‘There’s a clause in the original contract between Ritchie and me that says if either of us sells  our stake, the other person has to offer his shares as well at the same price.’

‘So West and Hallam is going to get sold?’

Steve could see a momentary flicker of hesitation in Ken’s eyes. The plan had always been that Steve would take over the dealership one day. They hadn’t spoken about it for at least ten years, not since Steve had left school and joined the army, but it was there as an unspoken agreement all the same. It was one of the reasons Steve had quit the Regiment and gone freelance. So he could put together the kind of cash he’d need to buy a stake. He knew he’d have to settle down one day, and he also knew he could never spend his life in an office the way his dad and brother did. There were cowboys, and there were deskmen, and Steve had always known which side of that line he’d been born on. But if he had to settle - and the truth was most men had to one day - then the dealership was a life he might be able to handle.

‘You’ll need a hundred grand,’ said Ken. ‘That’s what the guy up in Birmingham is paying. If you can match it, then the business is yours.’

He could see in his uncle’s eyes that he didn’t believe for a second Steve had that kind of money. He knew what the army paid, and it wasn’t much. He had a pretty good idea what guys were making out in Iraq as freelancers, and even though it was a lot better than what the army stumped up, even five hundred a day tax free didn’t put a hundred grand in the bank.

‘How long have I got?’

‘To get a hundred grand—’

‘How long?’

Ken shrugged. ‘How much time do you need?’

Steve thought for a moment. They had three days to put  the unit together, starting tomorrow morning. Another day to get out to Kabul. And then? A few days to plan the job, maybe five at most. You wouldn’t want to hang out in a rat hole like that any longer than necessary. A couple of days to get the loot out. Then, if it all went according to plan, he’d have three million dollars to play with. He could buy the dealership and he still wouldn’t be making any kind of serious dent in his stash until he bought himself a yacht to go with it.

‘Two weeks,’ said Steve.

Ken laughed. ‘Where the hell are you going to get that kind of money in a couple of weeks?’

‘There’s a job.’

Steve could see a shadow of suspicion crossing his uncle’s face. There were Regiment boys who joined up with some of the South London gangsters, and Ken knew a few of their names; they’d roll up at the dealership sometimes, with suspiciously large wads of cash. Why not? a few of them asked themselves. The government taught them how to blow a safe, and shoot straight, then it paid them nothing and told them to get lost with a pension that was worth even less. It wasn’t really surprising that some of them started helping themselves.

‘Nothing like that,’ said Steve. ‘It’s a government job - well, sort of. Off the books, black op, and all the usual rubbish. But legit, at least as legitimate as anything out in Afghanistan is these days.’

‘You can get the cash?’

‘For sure.’

‘Then you’ve got two weeks,’ said Ken. ‘I can hold Ritchie off until then.’

Steve drained the last of his pint. Sometimes life just  clicked into place, he reflected. He needed some serious cash, and now here was a job that was likely to pay off big time. Just got to make sure I don’t screw it up, that’s all.

 



Katie was twisting the ring on her finger, a single diamond on a strip of white platinum. Ollie had bought it at Tiffany a year ago, just after he left the Household Cavalry and just before he started the job in the PR department at one of the very few investment banks left in the City where a good school and a decent regiment on your CV still got you an interview. It had maxed out yet one more credit card, but at least that one had made someone happy. For a while, anyway. She’d already tossed the ring back in his face once, and was constantly threatening to do it again. Maybe that was why she played with it all the time.

‘The house won’t wait,’ she said. ‘The wedding won’t wait either.’

Ollie tried to smile but he felt as if he’d just taken a bad punch to the stomach. They were sitting in Oriel, a bar on Sloane Square, just a couple of hundred yards down from where Katie worked for a PR company. She was wearing a black dress and leggings, and her auburn hair tumbled down the back of her neck and shoulders, melting into her olive skin the way the leaves blend into the countryside during the autumn. She might drive me crazy, but she could still snap a man’s heart in two at a hundred yards, reflected Ollie. Turn that into a weapon, and you’d score an easy victory on any battlefield in the world. They’d been together for three years now, engaged for one. The wedding had already been cancelled once, due to Ollie’s lack of ready funds, but had been scheduled again for the autumn. Or at least, so Ollie had been told. He didn’t like to push for details. The house  Katie wanted was a big Georgian place down in Dorset that belonged to her godmother. Complete with thirty acres of farmland, in today’s market it was a steal at a million. The godmother had promised Katie she could buy it from her privately, but they still had to raise the cash, and right now Ollie had about zero chance of being approved for a mortgage. If they didn’t move fast, they’d lose it. And then they’d be lucky to buy a small flat in Tooting. It was hard to imagine Katie even opening those pages of the A-Z, even harder to imagine her living there.

‘We have to get a move on,’ she persisted.

Christ, thought Ollie to himself. There’s not a lot of waiting going on here. ‘I’ve fixed something,’ he said tersely.

Her eyes instantly mellowed. It was moments like that which made it all worthwhile. He’d called her as soon as he and Steve touched down at Heathrow. There had been a lightness in his voice that he hadn’t been able to disguise. When he’d set off for Iraq telling her he was planning to set up his own private military corporation she’d seen him off with barely disguised contempt. She clearly didn’t rate his chance of succeeding, and in that at least, Ollie reflected, it would be hard to dispute her judgement. But she could tell from his tone that he’d got somewhere. Maybe I’ve earned myself another chance, he thought.

‘What?’

‘I can’t say.’

‘Why on earth not?’

I don’t bloody know, thought Ollie to himself. That’s why. I’m flying out to Afghanistan in three days’ time, and I don’t even know what the mission is. It’s my last shot, however. I know that much. He held her hand across the bar. ‘This time it’s going to be OK, Katie,’ he said. ‘Trust me.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Afghanistan.’

‘Christ, isn’t that dangerous?’

Ollie laughed. ‘Not as dangerous as telling your mother we might have to postpone the wedding again.’




Four


THE STARLIGHT CAFE WAS ONE of the few remaining places you could still get a decent full English for less than a fiver - at least, the only one Steve knew with an SW at the front of its postcode. He ordered sausage, bacon, eggs, beans, a couple of slices of fried bread, and an extra large mug of tea, and kept an eye on the window, waiting for Ollie to arrive. They had arranged to get together at nine, and it was now three minutes to. I’ll give him until five past, decided Steve. Enough time to polish off this grub. Then I can get on with putting together this job. My way.

Steve had driven down from the Midlands last night, and kipped down at a flat Bruce Dudley maintained over the river in one of the new apartment blocks that had sprung up along the Battersea side of the Thames. The last job he’d been on had been a long body-guarding gig out in Brunei, and he’d given up the flat he’d been renting in Clapham and moved his few belongings into a self-store warehouse. It wasn’t much to show for thirty years: a medal from the invasion of Iraq; a solid gold bath tap he’d ‘liberated’ from Saddam’s Palace in Baghdad and planned to put in his own house if he ever got around to buying one; a football signed by Kerry Dixon in  the year he scored as many goals for Chelsea in the league as Gary Lineker did for Spurs; and a collection of repair and valuation manuals for Austin-Healeys, Astons and Jaguars dating back to models that had been produced in the early thirties. Still, it was a start, Steve had reflected to himself as he’d carted the boxes into the smallest room they rented in the storage depot. It was the memories that counted more than the stuff and he had enough of them to fill the whole warehouse.

He’d been thinking about the dealership on the drive down. A hundred grand was a lot of money. Whether the business was worth it, Steve had no way of knowing. Ken never seemed to be rolling in money but he made a decent living, and nobody was taking pot shots at him, which suited Steve just fine. He’d raise the money. One last battle, he told himself, spearing a sausage on the end of his fork. That’s all it’s going to take. And at least the payday is going to be a decent one this time.

‘I’ll have what he’s having,’ said Ollie, pointing to the plateful of food.

It was one minute before nine, noted Steve. Ollie was freshly shaved and showered, and was wearing a well-creased pair of jeans, and a blue denim shirt. From the grin on the guy’s face, and the lightness in his step, Steve reckoned Ollie’s fiancée had made up with him again. At least somebody had had a good start to the day.

‘How long have we got?’ Ollie asked, sitting down.

‘Three days,’ said Steve. ‘We fly out to Kabul on Saturday afternoon, and meet up with Bruce Dudley on Sunday morning.’

A plate of breakfast was put down in front of Ollie. He’d already polished off a bowl of Waitrose luxury organic muesli  back at Katie’s flat over the river in Clapham, but that had hardly put a dent in his appetite. He pierced the eggs first, then mixed them up with the beans. ‘So what kind of skills do we need?’

‘The usual,’ said Steve tersely.

Ollie looked up at him. Steve had finished his breakfast and was sipping his tea. ‘And what kind of job is it?’

‘Like I said, black op.’

‘But doing what?’

‘Bruce will tell us when we get there,’ said Steve.

‘Then we can’t judge what kind of men we need.’

‘Good ones,’ said Steve. ‘Have you fought in Afghanistan?’

‘For three months, up in Kabul, after we first went in after nine eleven.’

‘Then you should know what it’s like,’ said Steve. ‘The cesspit of the universe. Anything can happen out there. Once you get outside Kabul, there’s no laws, no government, not much in the way of infrastructure. If something can go wrong, it probably already has. That means we need ten guys who we’d trust with our lives, men who can deal with whatever the country can throw at them, and won’t start whingeing if it gets rough.’

Ollie nodded. ‘All-rounders.’

‘That’s it.’

‘Who do you have in mind?’

‘Two blokes...’

 



Jeff Campbell was lifting weight in the Lewisham High Street branch of Fitness First. It was eleven o’clock when Steve and Ollie walked into the training room, and there were only four people in there, although the hall was equipped for at least thirty.

Jeff didn’t notice them as they walked in. He was lying flat on his back, sweat glistening off his toned black skin. Ollie had seen plenty of fit-looking guys back in the Blues but Jeff was in a class of his own. He was at least six feet two tall, with a barrel of a chest, and arms that were like the girders on a building site: great big chunks of steel locked solidly into place. He was wearing only a pair of tight blue trunks, and next to him was a tub of magnesium carbonate, used as chalk by weightlifters, and a half-drunk bottle of Lucozade Sport. He closed his eyes, then took a firm grip on the bar. Ollie glanced at the weights. He was using a standard Olympic bench press bar, which measured 2.2 metres and weighed 20 kilograms. On both sides was a 100 kilos in weights, making a total of 220 kilos for the bench press. That was a long way off the world record - it currently stood at 324 kilos for a raw bench press - but it was still a big weight to push into the air for an early-morning workout. Jeff gripped the bar, took one lungful of air, then pushed the weight up, holding it effortlessly in place, as if his mind was temporarily on something else.

‘You’re getting soft, mate,’ said Steve, looking down at Jeff. ‘Didn’t you used to do this with one hand?’

The weight stayed held perfectly in place, and Jeff’s eyes remained closed.

He shuffled his hands along to the middle of the bar, his palms upturned slightly. Then he gradually withdrew one hand, so that the bar was balancing on his right hand. It wobbled slightly, and for a brief second Steve could see the muscle’s in Jeff’s shoulder start to tremble under the weight of the load pressing down on them. One momentary loss of grip and the bar would come crashing down, snapping Jeff’s neck into two like a pane of glass. The risk of losing control  of the bar was the reason why you were always meant to wear a protective metal collar when taking on big weights for a bench press.

‘That good enough for you?’ said Jeff casually.

Jeff’s left hand shot up, took control of the bar, and lowered it gently to the ground. He sat up, took a swig of the Lucozade, and wiped his hands on his towel. He wasn’t even out of breath, noted Ollie. If any heavy loads needed shifting out in Afghanistan, there was no mystery about who was going to be doing it.

‘Want a go?’ asked Jeff.

‘Ollie here could use a turn,’ said Steve.

For the first time, Jeff turned to look at him. He had an open, handsome face, noted Ollie. Big eyes, a straight nose, and a jaw that looked as if it was sculpted from ivory. On the way down, Steve had filled him in on some of the details. Jeff had left the Paras two years ago and had done two six-month tours with a PMC out in Iraq. He’d done one tour guarding an oil rigging convoy heading down to the southern oilfields and another working in close protection with a BBC camera crew. But he was back in London for a few weeks, working out at the gym, and doing some bouncing at one of the New Cross nightclubs. Steve felt certain he’d be up for this job. Back in the Paras, Jeff would always talk about setting up a boxing club for the boys who grew up on the estate where he still lived between jobs. If they could pull this job off, he’d have the money - after he’d blown a few hundred grand on a red Ferrari, a full Armani wardrobe, and his own personal nightclub, that is.

‘I’ll give you a trial of strength,’ said Jeff, looking at Ollie.

Steve smiled. ‘We’ve been waiting to see what the guy is made of.’

Ollie knew he didn’t stand a chance but he wasn’t going to let the challenge remain unmet. He’d done plenty of weight training back in the Blues, and he’d always been able to get a tidy load up into the air. True, he’d lifted nothing heavier than a credit card statement since he’d left the army, but he still ran five miles a day and reckoned he was in fair physical shape.

Ollie lay down on the mat, next to the press.

‘No way,’ said Jeff. ‘Proper weights.’

The kit was ten yards away, up against the back wall of the gym.

‘Snatch or clean and jerk?’ asked Ollie. At least I know the lingo, he thought to himself. A ‘snatch’ was when you lifted the bar clean above your head in one single movement. A clean and jerk was when you lifted it first to chest height, then pushed it above your head.

‘Snatch,’ said Steve. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

He was already lining up the weights, slotting 100 kilos in cast-iron discs on to either side of the barbell. Ollie took his shoes off, dusted some powder into his hands, and walked on to the mat. He glanced down at the lump of metal. Like any sport, he knew that weightlifting was mainly about mental discipline and self-belief: as long as you focused, you could lift it. He knelt down, filled his lungs with air, and gripped the barbell. With one swift yank, he lifted it high into the air, above his shoulders. He steadied himself for a second, tightened his grip, then lowered it back down on to the ground.

‘Your turn,’ he said to Jeff.

Jeff lifted it as if it was a feather.

Ten minutes later, Ollie could feel the sweat pouring off his face. And his arms felt like they’d been mangled through  a car crusher. It was going to be a couple of days before he lifted anything heavier than a slice of toast. And Jeff had still beaten him easily.

Jeff drained the last of his Lucozade. ‘So what are you boys here for, anyway?’

‘There’s a job,’ said Steve. He glanced around the room. Nobody could hear them, and it wasn’t likely they would be interested anyway. ‘Out in Afghanistan,’ he continued. ‘Might take a week, might take two. But there’s a big payday. Three million dollars for each man, if it all goes according to plan.’

‘Since when did it ever go according to plan?’

‘Never,’ said Steve with a grin. ‘But this is . . . on the level.’

‘And the chances of getting killed?’

‘No worse than usual.’

‘That bad, eh?’

Steve laughed. ‘You’ll be all right.’

‘So when do we leave?’

‘Saturday. You in?’

Jeff glanced at Ollie, then back at Steve. ‘Steve West’s big payday,’ he said, smiling. ‘He’s been talking about it long enough. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’




Five


THE HOUSE LOOKED AS IF it had seen better days. It was a big Victorian building on New Brent Street, just around the corner from Hendon Central tube station. What remained of the front garden was filled with weeds and rubbish, and the stone of the front step was chipped and broken. It had been divided up a dozen different ways at least two decades ago, but it didn’t look as if anyone had finished the job. Steve rang the doorbell three times, but either it was not working or else nobody was bothering to answer. He fished his mobile from his pocket, and when Chris Reynolds answered he told Steve tersely to let himself in.

Chris was a ‘Recce’ and even among military men they were considered an elite. The South African special forces had fought one of the longest and most vicious of modern wars against the African National Congress in their own country, and against the Soviet-backed insurgents in Angola and Namibia. In Steve’s judgement, even the average guy in South Africa was pretty tough; to make it into the special forces you needed almost inhuman levels of strength and endurance. Chris certainly had those. And that meant age didn’t matter.

The flat was on the fourth floor. Except flat was probably too grand a word. As they walked up the stairs, Steve could hear the sounds of at least three different babies screaming, and you had to climb over small piles of phone directories, estate agent leaflets and unpaid bills. Even the property sharks of north-west London couldn’t be bothered with buying up this place and redeveloping it. Steve held his breath against the fumes of rotting food drifting out of each apartment.

‘I reckon he’ll be happy to get out to Afghanistan just to get away from this place,’ said Ollie as they arrived on the fourth floor. ‘A Taliban jail would be an improvement.’

Chris had already opened the door. He was a solid bull of a man, with deep-tanned skin and murky blue eyes the colour of a rough sea. He was wearing jeans and a black sweatshirt, and there were a couple of tattoos on his thick, muscled forearms. He nodded towards Steve, but didn’t say anything as the two men stepped inside. Steve had met Chris during a stint out in Iraq, and rated him highly. There were plenty of South Africans in Iraq, some of them trained soldiers but many of them former policeman or security guards or even farmers who were struggling to make a living now that the white minority had lost its grip on the economy. Most of them were just hoping to make some quick cash and pay the cost of relocating to Britain or Australia. Not Chris. He was the genuine article, a member of what had once been the most formidable fighting machine on the planet.
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