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One


Lisburn, Northern Ireland, 1993. 2014 hours.


The voice came down the line like a shiver.


‘Avery, thank fuck,’ the voice said. ‘Arseholes had me on hold for ages. I’m freezing my bollocks off here.’


Avery Chance jerked upright in her chair at MI5 HQ in Thiepval Barracks. She recognized the voice at the other end of the line immediately. John-Joe Kicker was a lieutenant in the Provisional IRA’s Internal Security Unit, otherwise known as the Nutting Squad, responsible for monitoring intelligence within the Provos’ ranks. Chance had flipped Kicker three months ago. For her, as a novice intelligence officer in the field in Northern Ireland, recruiting a guy like Kicker had been a big deal.


‘Joe,’ she said. ‘Where are you?’


‘Backstage with fucking Bono. Where d’ya think?’ Kicker said with a snort. It came down the line heavy and fast, like a sudden blast of wind. He went on, ‘A phone box on the Falls Road. Listen, I can’t stay on for long. Eyes all over the estate.’


Something in his voice alerted Chance. He sounded afraid. But Kicker was an IRA hard man and a convicted murderer, she thought. He’d done his time at Long Kesh. Kicker didn’t do fear.


‘What’s going on?’ Chance said.


‘Not on the phone. Come and meet me.’


‘The line’s secure.’


Kicker forced out a laugh, like a one-man audience doing studio cheer. ‘Bollocks,’ he said. ‘This line surely wasn’t secure when Martin Sheedy spilled his guts to you. In fact it was so bloody un-secure poor Marty got a pair of bullets in the back of his head for his troubles. I might be betraying my own kind, but I ain’t thick.’


Chance leaned back in her chair. ‘I’ll meet you then. The usual place. Nine o’clock.’ She paused. Massaged her brow. ‘But you can’t keep me in the dark, Joe. I need to know what this is about.’


Kicker was silent for a couple of seconds, then said, ‘You know how I said I’d call you if I had something big?’


‘That was the deal.’


Another long pause. Chance listened to the line crackling, the wind blasting, police sirens in the background, the machine-like hum of life in east Belfast. Then Kicker took a deep breath and said, ‘Well, I’m sitting on something big this time. And if you don’t get your arse down here right now, this time tomorrow you’ll be picking through a heap of dead soldiers.’










Two


2057 hours.


Chance was at the RV three minutes early. She hated being late.


She’d bombed up from Lisburn, willing her silver Vauxhall Cavalier to go faster as she threaded her way north up Prince William Road, towards the south-west corner of Belfast. A thin fog had started to spread like a net across the landscape by the time she bounced off the B101 and onto the A501 heading for Andersonstown. 


Someone had once told Chance that Belfast was more British than the Queen’s Christmas speech and more Irish than a pint of Guinness. That was still true. But times were changing. Bill Clinton had been elected President. Reagan made Irish jokes; Clinton wants to make Irish peace, ran the joke in the tobacco-choked social clubs up and down the province, and there was a kernel of truth in it. Clinton was pushing hard for a ceasefire and wooing Gerry Adams. Closer to home for Chance, the Whitehall rumour mill was working overtime. Whispers abounded that the British and Irish were poised to make a joint declaration on the peace process. Belfast was now divided between those who wanted to hang up their rifles and those who vowed to keep up the armed struggle.


The streets were empty as Chance reached the junction of Andersonstown Road and Suffolk Road. She shunted into Park but kept the engine running and the heater on full blast, the heat caressing her neck and face. She was grateful as outside it was the kind of cold that needled your skin and chipped away at your bones. 


The council estate was a bare-knuckled sprawl of mean-looking houses and a parade of shops. Rusted shutters hung like heavy eyelids over the windows of a rundown betting shop and a cab office. A republican flag flew from the roof of every house. Murals on the end walls of the terraces commemorated hunger-strike victims and Palestinian terrorists, vivid splashes of colour amid a sea of grey, while mountains sagged on the horizon like a pair of casually shrugged shoulders. A sign on a nearby building carried a quote from the Old Testament: ‘Prepare to Meet Thy God.’


Andersonstown was the kind of place where peelers were dragged from their vehicles and knifed in broad daylight and well-meaning civvies were kneecapped just because they had the wrong surname. Belfast in those days was one of the four Bs, along with Baghdad, Bosnia and Beirut. Places that festered like open wounds. Places the world had left behind.


Chance knew she was taking a big risk arranging the RV in the enemy’s back yard. But she figured this was the perfect meeting spot for her source, working on the principle of hiding in plain sight. It would protect her source better than having him march up to the gates of the nearest RUC constabulary with every conspiring Jack and John in west Belfast looking on.


Besides, she got a kick out of the risk. From an early age, when her father walked out on her university lecturer mother to shack up with his PA, Chance had learned that if she wanted to get ahead in life, simply matching her male rivals was simply never going to cut it. She had to be better than the men. She had to work harder, longer, and above all smarter. And she had to be prepared to put her neck on the line.


Chance knew that she was not classically attractive. Still, she had something about her. She was the kind of woman that intrigued men, rather than made them fawn over her. Her cropped brown hair was streaked blonde at the fringe and her small lips parted a little to reveal a prism of pearly-white teeth. She wore a dark suit that accented her hips and disguised her small breasts – the one part of her body that she hated. At sixteen she had been accepted by St Hilda’s College, Oxford, to read Philosophy, Politics and Economics. She’d gone on to get a PhD in Logic at the Sorbonne, before joining MI5 at twenty-two.


She was one of the new breed of female fast-trackers: career women ready and able to climb the previously male-only intelligence ladder. Stella Rimington had blazed the trail for her sex in the security services in the late seventies, and her appointment as Director General in 1992 meant that MI5’s glass ceiling had been smashed at last. Already the place was filled with highly capable female graduates determined to make the most of the opportunity. 


There was just one problem. The men didn’t like the fast-trackers.


For the first couple of years in Five, Avery Chance fast-tracked her way to nowhere, real fast. She transferred from one menial desk job to the next, sifting through reams of pointless int. She was an office junior in everything but name. The men had succeeded in pulling the rug from under the female fast-trackers. For a while, Chance considered leaving the service. That was in 1990, when the Cold War was over and MI5 felt more and more like a relic from a bygone age. 


Her luck changed on a snow-caked February morning the following year. That day Provisional IRA terrorists parked a van on Horse Guards Avenue and fired three mortar rockets at Downing Street. They failed in their mission to assassinate Prime Minister John Major, but the attack signalled a ramp-up in PIRA’s bombing campaign on British soil. Under pressure from a badly shaken government, MI5 was instructed to crush them from the inside. Chance volunteered for assignment to Belfast. A month later she finally got her wish. The fast-tracker was back on track.


She was tasked with identifying PIRA members who might be lured into working for the security forces. Keeping her ear close to the ground, she got to know just about every Mick and Shay north of the border dealing brown to the blacks, or getting some Proddy slag from the Shankhill Road up the duff. The more dark secrets Chance learned, the more leverage she had with potential recruits. Kicker had been her first success. The first of many, she hoped. Like several young women in Five, Chance had adopted a siege mentality towards her male colleagues. She lived and breathed a compulsive desire to better them. The victory the old boys had achieved proved their downfall. In the long term they didn’t stop the fast-trackers. They just made them mad. 


Two minutes and thirty seconds after she arrived at the RV, a figure slid from the shadows and walked quickly towards the Cav. The guy wore a light-coloured anorak, a dark sweater and grey trousers. He could have been any fucking Jack on his way to get pissed. His face was thin and angular, as if someone had carved out his features with the tip of a blade. His skin was stretched tight across his gaunt cheekbones and a neatly brushed mullet trailed down past the nape of his neck. All things considered, John-Joe Kicker looked like a two-pound shit stuffed into a one-pound bag. 


Kicker stopped by the side of the car and rapped his bony knuckles impatiently on the front passenger window. Leaning over, Chance flipped open the door. A blast of chill air bit her nose, slapped her cheeks. Kicker climbed inside, rubbing his hands together like he was trying to get a fire going. 


‘You must have some brass fucking balls, coming down here,’ he said in his clipped west Belfast accent. ‘The only peelers you ever see round these parts are behind the wheel of an armoured Landie.’ He frowned at the back seat. ‘Where’s your mate? The posh wanker.’


‘Busy,’ Chance replied quietly.


It was SOP for all agents to attend meets with sources as a pair. But Charles Grealish, Chance’s usual partner, had been promoted, much to her annoyance, since he’d achieved little of note in Belfast. But Grealish was one of the old guard, one of the good old boys. As long as he didn’t piss anyone off, he’d smooth his way to the top. And Chance was still awaiting a new partner. 


‘Were you followed?’ she asked.


Kicker laughed deep in his throat. ‘Was I fuck.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘I got a taxi to the cemetery and walked the rest of the way here, sticking to the side streets. Just like you told me to do. I took more precautions than a bird on the pill.’ Kicker’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. ‘Don’t be forgetting that I’ve more to lose than you Brits. If the boyos ever find out I’ve been talking, I’m properly shafted.’


Chance moved the conversation on. ‘Tell me what’s going on, Joe.’


Kicker shook his head stiffly. ‘First things first. After tonight, I want out. I’m done working for you. So before I give you the spread, we need to agree a few details.’


Chance jerked an eyebrow halfway up her forehead. ‘What kind of details?’


‘I’m talking about my dues, like.’ Kicker licked his fingers and counted off a list. ‘I want a house. Big, fuck-off garden. Somewhere nice and boring, where nothing ever happens. Like Surrey. A new identity to go with the house. And I want some shekels, too. A little hedge fund, to get me started. I want that in writing and all.’


‘You’re on a retainer. That’s what we pay you for.’


‘Bollocks!’ Kicker growled, banging his fist on the dashboard. ‘You pay me a couple of grand for the information I normally feed you. But this is different. This is top-level shite and I want to be compensated accordingly.’


Chance said nothing. She waited for Kicker to finish his rant. Watched the guy slump back in his seat, his muscles jumping with anger, his head thumping back against the headrest. She patiently waited for the rage to deflate, like a slashed tyre. When Kicker had calmed down, Chance looked him hard in the eye. 


‘You’re done,’ she said evenly, ‘when I say you’re done.’


Kicker opened his mouth but Chance cut him off before he could get a word in. ‘The only reason you’re here,’ she told him, ‘meeting with an agent of the British government, is because you were dumb enough to fool around with Victor Costello’s wife.’


Kicker flinched at the mention of Costello. With good reason, Chance thought. Costello was the chief of the Nutting Squad. He was also a notorious sadist. He didn’t just torture people. He took them on a personal tour of the seven circles of hell. He sewed the severed testicles of informants into their mouths. He cut off eyelids with playschool scissors. As a kid, rumour had it, Costello would tie two cats together by their tails and hang them over a washing line, watching them scratch each other to death.


‘You’d better cooperate with me,’ Chance continued, ‘or tomorrow Costello will open his post and find an envelope full of pictures of you getting real cosy with Caitlin.’ She spoke in a delicate but sharp voice. Like a blade slashing silk. Kicker squirmed. Chance paused, milking it. Then she twisted the knife. ‘You’re a big boy, Joe. I don’t need to tell you what Costello would do to you if he found out you were sticking one up his missus.’


Kicker pulled a sour expression. ‘You’re a bitch.’


‘Maybe I am.’ Chance’s bright blue eyes smiled at him. ‘But I’m the bitch who has you by the balls.’


Kicker chewed on the tepid air for a long beat. He clamped his lips and eyes shut and stewed. Chance left him to it and scoped out the estate. The Devlin Social Club stood on the nearest corner. Its windows were boarded up and graffiti scrawled over a poster to the side of the door read: ‘BRITS FUCK OFF.’ A few old men with too much time and too little money, their hands stuffed in their pockets, miserable faces like picked scabs, shuffled in and out of the place, busily pissing away their Giros. 


Kicker popped open his eyes. Chance looked back at him.


‘I’ll do what I can to help you,’ she said. ‘But you’re going to have to trust me.’


Kicker sighed. ‘There’s a shipment coming in tomorrow. Eight in the morning. On the Galway coast. I don’t know the exact location, on account of the fact Costello ain’t telling.’


Chance greeted the news coolly. ‘When did you find out about this?’


‘Six, seven hours ago?’ Kicker shrugged. ‘I didn’t know anything about it until Costello ordered us all to a meeting. I’ve been trying to reach you ever since. Jesus, you think I’m holding something back from you?’


‘Let’s just say some of your tribe have a history of being selective with the truth.’


‘Go fuck yourself, Avery. I came to you the minute I heard. Getting hold of int these days ain’t easy. Costello is keeping everyone out of the loop. What with all the arrests lately, he’s acting paranoid. Everything is on a strictly need-to-know basis, like.’


‘What’s in the shipment?’


Chance was fully expecting Kicker to reel off the usual shopping list of Semtex, mortars, decommissioned rifles and Second World War pistols, kit that trickled in from East Germany and the former Soviet satellites. But he didn’t do that. Instead the Nutting Squad lieutenant sucked in a heavy dose of air and said, ‘Stingers.’


Chance felt her blood run cold. Suddenly it seemed freezing in the car.


‘Stinger missiles?’


‘Aye, and plenty of ’em. We’re talking enough to blow a hole in every Brit chopper in the province.’


Chance felt her flesh crawl. The Provos had been trying to get their hands on anti-aircraft weapons for years. They knew that the British relied heavily on Chinook helicopters to resupply several of their bases across Northern Ireland, especially the more remote bases inaccessible by road. Armed with the infrared FIM-92 surface-to-air missile launcher, a single PIRA shooter could down British choppers at the click of a button. Each Chinook represented a critical supply line to the military. Blow them out of the sky and suddenly the situation north of the border would look a lot more hairy.


Another thought burst the bubble Chance was in. ‘That’s impossible,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘The FBI has clamped down on the traditional smuggling route from Florida. Of course, the Libyans supplied weapons for a while, but they’ve gone quiet recently. And we monitor all the major shipping channels. There’s no way anyone could smuggle in missiles without our knowing about it.’


Kicker flashed his palms at the agent. ‘I’m just telling you the craic, love. Make of it what you will.’ He shifted in his seat. After getting comfortable he continued, ‘I went to the meeting with the other lads, right. Then Costello starts going on about times being tough. What with all the heat on us from the Brits, you lot infiltrating our ranks, and the shipments from Florida and Libya going Pete Tong.’


‘Go on.’


‘Then Costello suddenly lights up like the Fourth of July, and says we’re gonna turn the tables on the Brits. Says there’s a shipment coming in tomorrow, 0800 hours, and we’re to cache the consignment down by the border. One of the boyos asks what’s in the consignment, and Costello comes right out with it and says, Stingers. The guy looked pleased with himself. Like he’d just landed himself a hot date with that slag from Baywatch.’


Chance stared out of the window, and wondered. A new arms smuggling route? Possible, she conceded. The PIRA leaders had been casting their net far and wide in the hunt for new sources of armaments. So far they had met with limited success. Outfits like the PLO and the Colombian FARC were running low on stocks themselves. Certainly those terrorist organizations lacked the means to provide a shipment of Stingers. And no credible nation state would dare flout international sanctions by selling arms to the Provos.


So who’s behind the sale? Chance was thinking. ‘Where’s the shipment coming in?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You just said you were at the meeting. Don’t lie to me, Joe.’


‘I ain’t lying. We know the when and the what. Costello is keeping the where close to his chest. Eight o’clock in the morning, that’s what we were told. We meet Costello at his house. Then a big pile of us Nutting Squad boyos head down to Galway and load the consignment into the back of several trucks. We’re to be given maps with the coordinates of weapons caches. New caches, mind – ones that you don’t know about.’


Chance looked through the windscreen, soaking up the int. She saw a wafer-thin middle-aged man emerging from the Devlin Social Club. He was wearing a Boston Red Sox baseball cap and a naff green bomber jacket. The cap’s brim shaded his face, so Chance couldn’t make out his features. He stopped outside the door, reached into the jacket pocket and plucked a cigarette from a packet. Cupped his shovel-like hands around the trembling flame. Chance noted that his fingers were stitched with colourful tattoos. The man stood in the shadow of the club, sucking on his tab.


The MI5 agent turned back to Kicker. Looked him dead in the cracks of his eyes. ‘You have to help me out here, Joe. If what you’re saying is true, then the Provisional IRA is about to get its hands on weapons that could derail the peace process for decades. None of us want that, do we?’


‘I guess not.’ Kicker’s voice was soft and thoughtful. 


He had a six-month old baby, Chance knew. Name of Mary. PIRA men always turned a little soft when their women started pumping out babies. Chance played on that, gripping Kicker’s hand. The human touch. ‘You need to give me something more. Something I can go back to my bosses with.’ She gently withdrew her hand. ‘If they see you’re not cooperating, Five will withdraw its protection. Word will get around: Joe turned snitch. All those boyos you passed over to us will be very upset. You don’t want little Mary to grow up not knowing her father, now, do you? Of course you don’t. You’re a good man, Joe. Not a monster, like the others.’ 


Chance could see her words working their magic. In the periphery of her vision she spotted the guy in the Red Sox cap walking away from the Devlin. Hands stuffed in the pockets of his bomber jacket, chin tucked tight into his chest against the lacerating cold. It was dark and she couldn’t make out his face.


Kicker pulled his hand away. Cracked his knuckles and stared at a spot in the footwell. A small man wrestling with a big problem. Belfast all over. ‘This can’t be traced back to me,’ he said eventually. ‘If the RA top brass finds out I’ve dobbed them in, I’m done for.’


‘You have my word.’


A sharp intake of breath, then Kicker said, ‘There’s this guy.’


‘What guy?’ A strange thrill ran through Chance at the mention of this new arms smuggler. She was on the verge of uncovering something so big it would blow away her male colleagues. She had a vision of following Rimington all the way to the top. 


Kicker dropped his voice so low it could’ve crawled under the belly of a snake. ‘All I know is, the smuggler goes by the name of Colonel Jim. He’s like the Father Christmas of the arms trade. Costello reckons he’s sitting on enough kit to start World Wars Three, Four and Five and have enough left over for seconds.’


‘Where can we find him?’


But Kicker wasn’t tuned in. He was facing stiffly forward. Chance followed his gaze. Then she noticed something odd. The man in the Red Sox cap had stopped briefly at the corner of Andersonstown Road and Suffolk Road. He was waving at a pair of headlights thirty metres further south on Andersonstown Road. He hunched his shoulders, looked down at the ground, moved on. 


A split second later Chance saw a white Ford Transit surge into view. Speeding directly along Andersonstown Road towards the Cavalier, its growl cutting through the glassy silence. It screeched to a halt ten metres from the Cav, blocking the road. 


Then the side doors flew open and four figures in balaclavas streamed out.


Gunning straight for the Cav.










Three


2112 hours.


Chance didn’t panic. Not at first. 


The road behind the Cav was completely clear. She quickly selected Reverse. Figured she could back up north along Andersonstown Road towards the Falls Road and the Westlink, and the sanctuary of Protestant east Belfast. 


The four balaclava-clad men swarmed towards the Cav. Provos, without a doubt, she thought, from their Denison camouflage smocks and shapeless, acid-washed jeans right down to their fingerless leather gloves.


‘Oh, sweet Jesus, they’re coming right for us,’ said Kicker, trembling as he spoke, each word sounding like a gasp.


Chance saw the weapons then. All four PIRA men were tooled up. The nearest two gripped AK-47 assault rifles. Their muckers a couple of steps further back were toting Czech-manufactured CZ 75 semi-automatic pistols. They clearly meant business.


Chance said, ‘They wouldn’t dare open fire. We’re in a densely-populated area—’


‘That’s more Irish than a bottle of Bushmills,’ Kicker said, his voice shaking. ‘The locals are used to getting shot at by the RUC fellas. Everyone who lives here knows the drill. Look around you.’


Chance glanced up. Kicker was correct, she realized. The streets had suddenly emptied. A tremor of panic tickled her chest as she put her foot down hard on the pedal, the Cav’s engine screaming as she reversed and picked up speed. In seconds the speedo showed thirty kilometres per hour, the steering wheel jerking in Chance’s grip, her wrists burning as she fought to keep the car in a straight line. Kicker stared dead ahead. His eyes had widened to poker chips. He had a look on his face like he’d just seen someone rape his mother. 


Chance had reversed twenty-five metres when she saw headlights flare up in the rear-view mirror. Her guts squirmed. They were forty metres behind her. Two pairs of them, she realized. Now she could see they belonged to a couple of black cabs, their ‘For Hire’ signs glowing apricot on the roofs.


‘Slow down, for fuck’s sake!’ Kicker shouted. 


But Chance just stared numbly as the headlights swelled in the mirror, her foot still on the accelerator. They’re picking up speed, she thought. There’s no escape. Fear sank its teeth into her neck. The taxis were racing towards the Cav.


‘Stop!’ Kicker screamed.


Now Chance snapped out of her stupor and hit the brakes. The Cav wobbled, the rear bumper swerving hard right. The tyres squealed. Then the car stopped in the middle of the road, thirty metres from the Transit, twenty ahead of the taxis. The cabs were still accelerating towards her.


Chance frantically shifted into Drive. The cabs were now just ten metres behind her, their headlights almost whiting out the rear window. Both of them braked at the last moment. And in that same instant Chance yanked the steering wheel hard left and surged forward, steering off the road, towards a grass verge opposite a row of dingy shops. Away from the four gunmen, two now ten metres ahead, the other two just behind, all racing towards the Cav. The speedo was touching fifty now, the engine grinding. Chance still thought she could get away.


Then she spotted the nearest two gunmen drawing their AK-47s level with their shoulders. She heard a roar as the two weapons lit up, flames licking out of their snouts. The gunmen discharged their rounds in simultaneous three-round bursts. The road flashed white, then smoke snorted across Chance’s line of vision. For a breathless second she allowed herself to think they had missed. Then the Cav slumped on its axis as a torrent of hot lead punctured both front tyres. A loud hissing filled the air, soon replaced by the whump-whump of rubber bouncing on tarmac. The car jolted to a halt. Chance’s seatbelt pulled tight across her chest, squeezing her lungs. A hot pressure exploded inside her skull. Her neck muscles tensed painfully. Beside her Kicker was thrown forward, his head banging against the dash before snapping back. 


The gunmen each fired a second time. Six bullets punched holes in the radiator grille and glanced off the bonnet. Smoke filtered out of the grille. The car’s alarm shrieked the same insane note, over and over. A single round nicked the windscreen, fracturing the glass like a pickaxe hitting a block of ice. Chance and Kicker ducked under the dash as a third set of three-round bursts fizzed out of the assault rifles. Six more bullets ripped into the car. Chance closed her eyes. She was sure that she would die.


But the shooting cut out. Just like that. The alarm too. The air was filled instead with the hiss of the radiator, the erratic tapping of the engine. Chance put her fingers to her temples. It felt like someone had drilled holes in the sides of her skull.


She heard shattered glass crunching underfoot. Voices shouting. Coming from her three o’clock. Drawing near to her. Beside her Kicker pawed groggily at the mashed-up bridge of his nose.


Chance cleared her throat. ‘Joe,’ she said. ‘Wake up. We have to leave. Now!’


‘Gah—’


‘Get those cunts out!’ a voice spat from outside the car in a bog-Irish accent.


Her door was flung open before Chance could react. A hand thrust into the car and clamped around her right wrist. Meanwhile the second gunman had opened Joe’s door, grabbed his neck and was shaking his head from side to side like he was trying to shake a spider out of his hair. 


‘Oh sweet Jesus no!’ Joe moaned in a nasal tone. ‘I ain’t dying. Not here!’


He wrenched himself free and threw himself out of the car. The gunman grabbed at him but Kicker ducked out of the way and ran screaming towards the grass verge. Chance moved to help him, but the hand gripping her wrist yanked her out of the Cav with such violence that she thought her arm would be ripped from its socket. Helpless, she watched Kicker try to escape. He was staggering as if the left side of his body had been anaesthetized. He was never going to make it. She knew that much. He managed to put four or five metres between himself and the car before the other two gunmen rushed at him from one side. One of them jabbed him in the lower back with the stock of his AK. His mucker booted him to the ground. A short, sharp cry of agony pierced the air. Then there was a flurry of grunts as the tow of them attacked Kicker, the sound of hard wood cracking against bone as both now swung their rifle stocks at him like lumberjacks chopping wood. Kicker raised his hands in a desperate effort to shield his head from the flurry of blows. 


Chance turned to face the gunman who had hauled her out of the car. 


‘You bastard!’ she screamed, trying to shake off his fearsome grip.


No response. Then guy was built like a testicle on a pair of stilts, his zipped-up jacket almost bursting open from the thick muscle packed into his torso. His shoulders resembled a couple of rugby balls stuffed into a sack. But his legs were thin and wildly out of proportion to his upper body, and they were bent at the knees, as if straining under the sheer weight they were supporting. His eyes glowered. They were dull and black as a pair of eight balls, and set deep in their sockets. 


Stilts gripped a CZ 75 semi-automatic in his right hand. His index finger teased the trigger. Chance found her eyes drawn to the pistol. She stopped struggling to break free when the muzzle was six inches from her face. Strange, being so close to death. Stilts made that feeling realer still, jamming the CZ 75 against her cheek. She shivered as the circle of cold metal dug into her flesh. 


‘Keep your mouth shut,’ he said in a dead-flat voice. ‘Scream and I’ll fucking put the nut on you right now.’ He turned to the gunman at his side. ‘Get this slag in the van.’


‘What about the peelers, Bill? We’ll have woken up the whole neighbourhood. They’ll be here any minute.’ The second gunman’s voice jangled like a bag of rusty washers. He had the awkward demeanour of a kid not yet out of his teens and a scrawny physique to match. Stilts rounded on Skinny, shooting him an evil glare.


‘Never mind about the cops. Just get a bloody move on.’


Skinny, clearly scared, nodded quickly. He grabbed Chance and manhandled her towards the Transit. As they hurried along she glanced across her shoulder and saw the other two gunmen scraping Kicker off the ground. His head hung low and from the little she could see of his features, his face had been beaten to a pulp. It looked like a tissue someone had used to staunch a nosebleed. His eyes were closed. Drool spilled down his chin. He appeared to be unconscious. The two gunmen dragged him towards the side of the Transit. Chance swung her head back to Stilts and Skinny. Her mind was racing, still unable to process the past few minutes. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be. Not to her. Not now. 


‘You’re making a big mistake,’ she said, her voice high as she strained to keep a lid on the panic rising in her throat. ‘I’m a civilian. A government officer, not a soldier. Let me go.’


Stilts looked back at her. There was a cold and impersonal gleam in his eyes and she felt it then – the hatred burning inside him towards her, towards every Brit. ‘Just get in the van, bitch.’


Chance opened her mouth to argue again. But Stilts clamped a hand over it and squeezed hard with his filthy-nailed fingers, silencing her. Stilts slid back the side door of the Transit and shoved her in. She let out a gasp as she hit the floor. The inside of the van was a cold void filled with the smell of fresh paint and sawdust. A moment Kicker was dumped beside her. He didn’t make a noise. His eyes were clamped shut, his mouth slack. Then Stilts and Skinny climbed in after their victims.


‘We did it,’ said Skinny, shaking with disbelief. ‘Jesus Christ, we did it.’ 


‘We’re not out of the woods yet,’ said Stilts, pulling the door shut. ‘We’ve still got to get this slut across the border. Keep your guard up, son.’


‘Aye, Bill.’


‘And stop using my fucking name!’


Chance lay there in the stippled darkness, light trickling through the metal grille between the driver’s cab and the rear compartment. Kicker lay sprawled on his front, his features turned to mush, blood bubbling from his nostrils. Everything seemed unreal to the agent. Stilts banged a fist on the grille. A moment later the driver started the engine and as the van pulled away and over to the left, Chance felt her stomach shoot up into her throat. 


Stilts turned back to her and booted her in the groin. She lay dry-heaving on the floor, bent double with agony. Skinny looked on as his mate followed up with a right hook to Chance’s face. The blow snapped her head back and sent a hot pain shooting down her spine. Her world disintegrated into dim shapes and blunted shadows. The Transit shuddered as it picked up speed. Chance tried to shake her head clear. Her world semi-resolved. She was conscious of Stilts towering over her. Even though he was wearing a balaclava, she could have sworn he was grinning at her. 


‘Smile, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘Your wish is about to come true.’


‘What wish?’ Chance asked anxiously. ‘Who are you?’


‘We’re from the Nutting Squad, love. We’re taking you to meet Costello. He wants a word.’


Chance fell silent. Steadied her breathing. Filling her lungs with precious oxygen. She hoped she looked suitably terrified. She watched as Stilts turned away to peer through the grille at the road ahead. Then she took a deep breath and slid her right hand down to her waist. Her movements were subtle and measured. Delicate. Keeping one eye on Stilts and the other on Skinny, she slipped her hand inside her blouse, feeling for the shiny black, matchbox-sized device strapped around her body. Every MI5 agent operating in the field wore one. The black box was the sole reason Chance wasn’t completely shitting herself at being abducted by the Nutting Squad. It was her safety net. 


Now Chance pressed the panic button on the transponder. In an instant the device transmitted a distress signal on an Ultra-High Frequency back to Thiepval Barracks. It did this by jumping on the REBRO radio-rebroadcast network established across Northern Ireland, transmitting across multiple frequencies and nets to reach its destination. Within seconds the agent’s superiors would receive the signal and set a rescue plan in motion. Relief flushing through her system, she let her hand fall away from her blouse just as Stilts spun around. 


Chance wore her best frightened face. Smiling on the inside.


Now all she had to do was wait.










Four


2144 hours.


The Transit sped out of Andersonstown. Chance, squatting, couldn’t see where they were taking her. But she was aware of Stilts’s lustful gaze. With the noise of the engine juddering through her skull, she closed her eyes and repeated a few words to herself, intoning them inwardly like a prayer. 


‘Everything is going to be OK.’ 


She had relayed the distress signal. Five had probably already dispatched a rescue unit. They would get to her in time. 


‘Everything’s going to be OK.’


The van stopped shaking. The road smoothed out. There was a buzz of traffic around them. Chance figured they were joining the slipstream of traffic heading out of Belfast. It was a reasonable guess. The Nutting Squad wouldn’t want to stick around the North for a moment longer than they had to. Not with a pair of kidnap victims in the back of the van. Too risky. The RUC had stop-and-search powers and enthusiastically employed them. Chance pulled herself upright. Just hang on for a few more minutes, she told herself. She drew comfort from the fact that as soon as the alert was sounded at Lisburn, an RAF Westland Lynx would immediately deploy over Northern Ireland. The helicopter had an electronic listening device programmed to pick up the signal transmitted by her black box. Flying at a height of six hundred metres, staying above cloud cover to avoid being sighted by the Nutting Squad, the Lynx would quickly narrow down the radius of the blip to an area roughly the size of a small street. A signaller based at Lisburn would relay the int on the location over a secure comms line to the ground-based retrieval unit. Then it was simply a matter of waiting for the boots on the ground to establish a Mark One eyeball on the coordinates and locate their target.


Chance decided to try to engage with Stilts. Partly because she remembered her training, and how vital it was to try to humanize herself in the eyes of her abductors. But also because she wanted to tease details out of the guy. 


‘Where are you taking me?’ she asked. 


‘Don’t you worry, darling.’ Stilts’s voice was trembling with excitement. The guy couldn’t wait to get stuck into her. ‘Where you’re going, none of your Brit mates will ever find you.’


Stilts knelt down beside the agent and slithered a hand between her legs. He grabbed her crotch and squeezed. Chance winced with agony as he whispered into her ear. ‘Costello’s gonna make you scream. By the time he’s done with you, you’ll be begging for a quick shot to the head.’


He drew his hand away. ‘But you won’t get it. No, love. We’ve got the mother of all tortures planned for you.’


Chance stayed very still. Sweat leaked out of her anus. Stilts glanced away from her, nodded at Skinny. 


‘Pay attention now, son. This here is an important lesson. When you’re dealing with the Brits, you’ll have to bear in mind that they’re sneaky pricks. Can’t be too fucking careful. You hear me?’


Skinny nodded vigorously. ‘Gotcha, Bill.’


Stilts shot him a look. Then he turned back to Chance. His eyes were wide, gleaming and hungry. ‘Take this slag. A real piece of work. Playing the old sympathy card. Don’t believe a word of it. The first thing you do with a bitch like this is take her dignity away.’


‘How?’


‘Take her clothes off.’


Chance began to panic. If Stilts stripped her naked, he’d discover the transponder. ‘You don’t have to do this,’ she said. ‘I can cut you a deal.’ She glanced at Skinny. ‘Both of you.’


Stilts balled his hand and punched her in the guts. She doubled up in vicious pain, her breath needling her throat, her brain feeling like it was swelling, as if her skull might split open. Tears nudged at the corners of her eyes. She tried backing away and curling herself up into a ball. Stilts merely slugged her again. 


‘Time to earn your spurs, lad,’ he barked at Skinny. ‘Strip her.’


Stilts grunted approvingly as the younger man tore off Chance’s high-heeled shoes. She thrashed and kicked out wildly, but she knew she was just delaying the inevitable. For her efforts she got a boot to her chest from Stilts and went limp. Now Skinny ripped off her trousers, laughing as he did so, filled with excitement and adrenalin, goaded on by Stilts. He tossed them aside. Stilts gave Chance another couple of swift digs to the head, dazing her. She was dimly conscious of Skinny removing her jacket. Then he tore open her blouse, the buttons scattering across the floor. Suddenly she was down to her knickers and bra. 


Then Skinny stopped cold.


There was a terrible silence. 


‘Hey,’ Skinny said at last, his voice a nervous whisper. ‘There’s something strapped to her waist.’


Stilts dropped to one knee and leaned towards Chance. She flicked her eyes up at him. He stared at the transponder. Didn’t move for several seconds. Skinny backed off. Then Stilts reached down and ripped off the device, snorting angrily behind his balaclava. 


‘What is it, Bill?’ Skinny asked in a whisper.


‘Fucking tracking device. This bitch is hot.’


‘Maybe we should keep it, Bill? Give it to the engineers, like.’


‘Should we bollocks,’ Stilts hissed. ‘The wankers have probably got a tail on us as we speak. No, I’ve got a much better idea. Here, get out of my way.’


He tugged open the van door. It was only then – when he tossed the transponder into the tar-black landscape screaming past, along with her trousers and jacket, blouse and shoes – that Chance understood she was in big trouble.










Five


2201 hours.


Four kilometres to the north a sleek black Audi Quattro tore through the filmy night as it hunted down the Transit. Belfast was bright in the rear-view mirror, lighting up the sky in oranges and purples, singeing the undersides of the tightly packed clouds. Ahead was a still, perfect blackness, with nothing visible but the faint outlines of trees and a couple of lonely lights on the horizon. The Quattro’s headlights raked the narrow road. The three SAS operators in the car hadn’t passed another vehicle since turning onto the New Road. They were officially in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by warped fields that resembled swells in a vast black sea.


‘Shit,’ said the sergeant in the front passenger seat. ‘The signal’s stopped.’ Sergeant Benson Foulbrood glanced at the driver. ‘Step on it, man. Before we lose them.’


‘Where’d the van stop?’ the driver asked, his Scottish accent thick as frozen mud.


‘Eight hundred metres west of Silverbridge, on the Newry Road,’ Foulbrood grunted back. ‘If we pull this one off, I might order the other lads to stop taking the piss and calling you a Jock bastard.’


‘Pity,’ Jock replied. ‘I’ve grown attached to the name.’


He meant it, too. He was a Dundee lad, and like every kid who’d grown up in that coastal pit, living in the shadow of Edinburgh and Glasgow, he’d learned not to take shit from anyone, to never back down in a fight. If that’s what the other guys in the Regiment considered a bastard, then he was proud to be one. Now Jock upped the speed to a hundred and twenty. In the rear-view mirror a cluster of lights cracked and popped. There were six vehicles in the rescue team: four Regimental Audi Quattros, souped up to the max and kitted out with secure comms units, and two Ford Sierra surveillance cars manned by officers from Special Branch. The vehicles were spread out behind Jock on the single-lane road, with from fifteen to thirty metres between them.


The Audi shuddered as he pushed the turbocharged 2.1-litre engine all the way. The third Blade stewed in the back, clinging on for dear life as they gunned south, on the trail of the Transit. 


The three men crammed into the Audi were decked out in civvies, the standard dress code for SAS operators in Northern Ireland: denim jeans, T-shirts and black fleece jackets with roomy pockets on the sleeves. Stashed in their jacket pockets were baseball caps with ‘ARMY’ emblazoned on the front in case things got noisy. Heckler & Koch HK53 semi-automatic rifles stashed beside the car doors. 


They had hit 130k per hour.


‘I put us a hundred metres north of Silverbridge,’ said Foulbrood. ‘Five clicks from the border. Not far now.’


Jock grunted, gripping the wheel hard, like he was trying to choke it to death. ‘We can nail the bastards before they move.’


‘The signal stopping is bad news,’ the Blade in the back seat put in. His voice had the hoarse drone that is unmistakably Mancunian. ‘They might have already slotted the agent, mate.’


Jock glowered at him in the rear-view mirror. ‘What are you talking about? The Paddy bastards have pulled over to the side of the road. This is our big chance to catch them. Mate.’


Foulbrood nodded his agreement with the Manc and sucked his gums. ‘I’m afraid so,’ he said. ‘The Nutting Squad have a reputation for executing their victims and dumping their bodies in ditches. It’s very likely they’re about to give Chance the double-tap treatment.’


Manc looked pleased with the mental pat on the back from Foulbrood and smiled, his lips barely visible beneath his beard. He got on well with the sergeant, Jock knew. But then again, he reckoned Manc was the kind of guy who got on well with anyone higher up the food chain. They were both new recruits to the Regiment, but only one of them had a first-class degree in arse-kissing.


‘Let’s hope you’re wrong,’ said Jock.


‘“Hope” is the right word, mate. The blokes in the Nutting Squad are sick bastards. If you’d done your research, you’d know that the odds of the agent surviving are pretty fucking slim.’


‘Well put, man,’ said Foulbrood.


Jock banged a fist on the wheel in frustration. He was twenty-one, with a permanent frown etched across his brow and a coiled sort of physique, his muscles tight, his veins twisting up from his forearms to his neck like lengths of taut rope. His eyes gleamed like polished silver as he focused on the road ahead.


They were passing through Silverbridge now.


Jock felt his guts tighten into a knot. He was the youngest Blade in the history of the Regiment, but he figured that already he knew more about being an operator than the other two pricks with him. An hour ago he’d been on the Shankhill Road doing his orientation training, the Regiment equivalent of the Knowledge, trying to memorize the layout of every street and every short-cut until he knew the city better than the back of his hand. Then the distress call had come over the comms. A minute later the Blades were slingshotting west on the B38 out of Belfast, through Upper Springfield and Hannahstown, touching 130k per southbound along the Moira Road section of the A26. They had taken the third exit at the roundabout, headed south on the B3 towards Bleary, sweeping through the mixed Catholic and Protestant enclaves of Gilford and Scarva before racing towards Newry. 


Following the directions relayed from the Lynx, the rescue team were pursuing the Nutting Squad metre by metre. Minute by minute. 


But they had been playing catch-up since heading out of Belfast and the van was always one step ahead of them, the captured agent tantalizingly out of reach. By the time the Audi had rushed through Poyntzpass and Goragh and then west on Camlough Road, which led onto the Newry Road stretch of the A25, they were still four kilometres behind the signal.


Jock hated to admit it, but Manc was right. The agent was probably shafted.


The driver hated everything about the guy in the back seat. He’d known him since they took Selection together. Jock had finished first in the hill run, but Manc had stolen the honours on the advanced driving course. The two recruits were polar opposites in just about every way. Jock liked to unwind with a bottle of Johnnie Walker and a flirt with a cheap tart. Manc preferred his pale ales and talking endless bullshit with the ruperts. He didn’t rub anyone up the wrong way or pick fights just for the hell of it. And now he was beginning to royally piss the Scot off.


‘Take the right,’ Foulbrood said as he consulted the map laid out on his lap.


The 1:20,000 laminated map was almost identical to the standard AA map found in petrol stations, with one major difference. This map was divided into colour-coded sections, with numbered red, yellow, green, blue and black sticker dots arranged within each section to identify features of the terrain, like road junctions, or the point where a wooded area met a country road. The comms signaller relayed colour-referenced coordinates to Foulbrood. In the remote event that the Provos were listening in on the chat, they wouldn’t have a clue where the Blades were headed.


‘Five hundred metres along and we’re there,’ said Foulbrood.


They were now deep in County Armagh, Bandit Country. The landscape contracted into a knotted mass of trees and grass and bushes, the occasional farm jutting out of the guts of the earth, the horizon gleaming like a knife blade under the brooding sky. The road narrowed, contorted. Took the Audi deeper into the tangled terrain. They were now pissing distance from the border.


Four hundred metres to the signal now.


Darkness swept over the landscape like a cloud of ash. Foulbrood and Manc simultaneously craned their necks as they drew close to the location transmitted by the transponder. They scanned the landscape for any sign of the white Transit van. 


Nothing. 


Jock felt the dead weight of his secondary weapon, a Browning Hi-Power single-action semi-automatic pistol in a holster on his belt. He had twelve rounds of 9x19mm Parabellum in the ammo clip, plus the round primed in the chamber. He also had an extra thirteen-round clip. The three men’s primaries were the HK53s. The cut-down variant of the longer HK33 semi-automatic assault rifle, the HK53 had a barrel 22.2 inches long with the stock collapsed, twelve inches shorter than the HK33’s. Although the guns were chambered for the 5.56mm round, they felt and handled more like submachine guns. The HK53 was ideal for close-quarters battle, but less effective at hammering targets from longer range. The team also had grab bags in the boot loaded with flashbangs and supplies: food, including energy snacks, water, para cord, a torch, a box of matches, a Swiss army knife and a first-aid kit.


A hundred metres to the signal now. A clutch of lights from the nearby village of Creggan flickered dimly on the horizon. The middle of nowhere, a land of die-hard Republicans, and they were fifty metres from the target. Jock gritted his teeth, his blood pumping, flesh crawling with a strange thrill. His first proper op in the Regiment since passing Selection. Please, God, I don’t want to end up on the losing team.


‘Stop the car,’ Foulbrood ordered. ‘We’ve reached the signal.’


They steered into the lay-by. 


Jock killed the engine and climbed out of the Audi. Bursting out ahead of Manc and Foulbrood, he was scanning the area immediately to the west of the lay-by, the cold scratching at his cheeks, picking at his flesh. Visibility was low and it took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the leaden gloom. There was no sign of the Transit. No sign of the Nutting Squad or the MI5 agent. He spied a hedge running along the back of the lay-by. Behind it was a ditch running parallel with the road, the water in it shimmering in the moonlight. Beyond that was a thicket of trees with dense undergrowth below them. 


Chance must be in there, he thought. 


He steeled his muscles. The ditch was too wide to jump. He would have to wade across it. The cold turned his breath to ice in his throat. Spotting a red light blinking in the undergrowth, he unholstered his Browning HP, gripping it tightly as he jumped down into the ditch. 


The water was only ankle-deep. Jock felt the cold through his trainers, instantly chilling the bones in his feet. He made for the red light, seven metres away. He heard movement at his five o’clock, glanced back, saw Manc storming across the lay-by, then lights behind him as the five other pursuit vehicles screeched to a halt alongside the Audi, the headlamps washing the thicket with pale light. 


Jock could now see the source of the flashing red light. A small black box, flecked with mud. He’d seen a transponder before, during briefings. His blood ran cold as he caught sight of something else. A woman’s two-piece suit, black and crumpled, on the ground and nearby a pair of high-heeled shoes. A white blouse caught up in a low branch on the far bank of the ditch, the buttons all ripped off the front, the collar and sleeves smeared with blood.


A sick feeling ran through him as he pocketed the transponder, scooped up the clothes and hurried back across the ditch. Foulbrood and Manc were waiting at the lay-by. Manc clocked the bloody blouse and a quizzical look creased his features.


‘They must have taken her south,’ Jock said to Foulbrood. ‘Can’t be far. We can still catch them.’


The sergeant squinted at the road ahead and chewed his lip. 


‘I’m afraid we’re too late,’ he said, bitterness in his voice. ‘I just got off the comms with the watchkeeper. The green army lads were supposed to establish a roadblock at Cullaville. But the reports coming through are stating that our chaps didn’t get there in time. They found a burned-out Transit by the side of the road. Plates match the vehicle we’ve been chasing. Looks like they’ve already escaped. Sorry, lads. But we’re too late. Agent Chance is gone.’


‘But they can’t have gone far,’ Jock countered. ‘We can hammer the road south. Keep up the chase. We’re getting close. We can’t throw in the towel. Not now.’


Foulbrood made a face like someone was removing a splinter from his anus. ‘It’s a lost cause, man. She’ll be dead in a matter of hours. That’s if she’s lucky. If not, the Nutting Squad will work on her for a few days. They’ll take her to a safehouse and torture the crap out of her, get her to give up what she knows. Then they’ll kill her. Either way, we’re too late.’


Jock shook his head for several seconds. He refused to accept defeat. ‘MI5 must have a list of known safehouses used by the Provos. There’s sod all around here but a few farms and villages. We can scour the terrain. Raid the safehouses.’


Foulbrood snorted. Shot him a cold look.


‘In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re on the Newry Road. There are just four kilometres of straight tarmac between us and Cullaville. If you’d bothered to study the map of the province, as you were supposed to do for your orientation course, then you’d know that the border is at Cullaville. That means Chance is now in the Republic. The situation is out of our hands.’


Jock simmered. He couldn’t leave an MI5 agent behind. That wasn’t what being an operator was about. He pushed away at Foulbrood, his anger mounting. ‘Why can’t we leg it across the border?’


Foulbrood stared at him with ill-concealed rage. ‘We can’t invade a sovereign country!’ he yelled, his eyes bulging. He looked ready to burst. Then he sighed, corked his anger and said, ‘I’m just as upset as you are about what’s happened. But what’s done is done. The best we can hope for is that Avery Chance suffers a quick death. Now get back in the car. That’s an order.’


But Jock stood his ground. ‘There’s an agent whose life is at risk, and you’re saying we have to turn around and piss off back to base? That’s all bollocks, if you ask me.’


‘Nobody asked you,’ Foulbrood replied sharply. ‘That’s why I’m the sergeant and you’re at the bottom of the food chain. Deal with it. This is the Regiment, for Christ’s sake. We have to play by the rules, man. If you’d studied the Regiment’s history you’d know about all the risks of active British servicemen crossing into Ireland.’


Manc glanced at Foulbrood admiringly. ‘You mean the Flagstaff Hill incident?’ he asked. ‘Were you there, Benson?’


That’s right, thought the driver. Suck-up! 


‘Not personally,’ Foulbrood said, smiling. ‘But I knew the lads who were.’


‘What happened at Flagstaff Hill?’


The sergeant shot a withering look at Jock. 


‘Flagstaff Hill was a diplomatic incident back in ’76. Eight Regiment lads were caught red-handed by the Garda sneaking across the border near Cornamucklagh. HMG had to pay a king’s ransom to release them. The incident caused huge embarrassment in Whitehall and very nearly trigged a full-blown political crisis. It put both the British and Irish governments in a tremendously difficult position – not that you seem to care about such things – and the last thing we need is another border incident.’ 


‘Then we’ll just have to make sure we don’t get nabbed.’
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