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  For Barbara, Jamie, and Annie.


  You all mean the world to me.
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  The M84 stun grenade is a non-lethal explosive device designed to disorientate and incapacitate enemy personnel in enclosed spaces. Upon detonation it produces an intense flash

  of light and a thunderous blast of up to 180 decibels. Anyone within two to three metres of the explosion will experience temporary blindness and deafness, possible concussion, and a loss of

  balance and coordination.




  The man with the M84 in his hand was standing on the pavement outside the offices of Delaney & Co, a small private investigation agency in Barton, Essex. It was 9.07 p.m., Saturday 23

  November. The night was cold, the street relatively quiet. The muffled beat of distant music drifted in the air from the pubs and clubs of the nearby town centre, and the pavements echoed with the

  footsteps of a few passers-by heading out into the night – a group of rowdy young men, coatless despite the cold; a teenage couple walking hand in hand; a middle-aged woman tottering along in

  high heels. The man with the M84 in his hand was perfectly aware that he was in plain sight of these people, and that some of them would probably remember him – and quite possibly be able to

  describe him – but that was of no concern to him. His one and only concern was the operation that was about to go down.




  He looked at his digital watch. Ten seconds to go.




  He shifted his feet slightly, bracing himself for action. He was standing just to the right of the office window, leaning casually against the wall. A pale light glowed behind the closed

  Venetian blinds in the window. The blinds meant that he couldn’t see into the office, but that didn’t make any difference to him. He knew they were in there.




  As he glanced at his watch again, another man was also checking the time on an identical digital watch. This man was inside the building, waiting with three other men in a corridor outside the

  door to the offices. They were all armed with automatic pistols fitted with silencers and high-powered torches, and they were all wearing dark clothing and gloves. As the first man held up five

  fingers, indicating that there were five seconds to go, the other three nodded silently and got ready to move.




  The man outside pulled the safety pin from the stun grenade.




  He looked at his watch once more.




  Three seconds to go . . .




  Two seconds . . .




  One.




  In a single swift movement, he swung his left elbow into the window, smashing the glass, then he ripped down the Venetian blinds and threw the stun grenade into the office.
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  Delaney & Co’s offices consist of a main reception/administration area, with a small kitchen and staff toilets at the back, and a private office with a connecting

  door through to the reception area. There were six people in the private office when the window smashed and the M84 came flying in – three men, two women, and a fourteen-year-old boy.




  The fourteen-year-old boy was me.




  I had no idea that the missile was a grenade, I just thought someone had thrown a stone or something through the window. But two of the men in the room with me realised what it was almost

  instantly. Despite their lightning-fast reactions though, there wasn’t much they could do. One of them – a grey-eyed man in his mid-fifties known only as Winston – got as far as

  yelling out ‘GRENADE!’, while the other one, a mercenary called Lance Borstlap, who was sitting in a chair in the far corner of the room, instinctively turned his head away and

  covered his ears with his hands. A fraction of a second later the grenade hit the floor and detonated, rocking the office with a deafening BOOM! and a blinding flash of light that felt

  like the world was exploding.




  The only one of us who wasn’t completely incapacitated was Lance Borstlap, so when the four armed men who’d been waiting in the corridor outside came bursting into the office,

  Borstlap was the only one to react. It was more of an instinctive reaction than anything else, because despite his protective measures, he was still only semiconscious at best, so all he was really

  aware of was that the office was under attack. He had no idea why, or who the attackers were. But he was a professional soldier, and as such his instincts were primed to defend himself and his

  colleagues whatever state he was in. So he didn’t have to think about reaching for the pistol in his pocket, it was an automatic response. Unfortunately for him, the physical effects of the

  stun grenade had slowed his normally rapid reactions, and the explosion had blown out the lights, plunging the office into darkness, so all Borstlap could see was the laser-like torch beams of the

  attackers’ weapons dazzling through the smoke-filled blackness of the room. By the time he’d managed to fumble his pistol from his pocket and shield his half-blinded eyes from the

  lights, it was already too late. The four men were soldiers too, and they’d realised almost immediately that Borstlap was the only one who posed a threat. They didn’t hesitate for a

  second. The first one through the door rushed his shots slightly, hitting Borstlap in the arm and the shoulder, but the second one was calmer and more accurate. Taking a moment to aim his silenced

  pistol, he shot Borstlap straight through the heart, killing him instantly.




  With the threat resolved, the four men set about their business.




  Sweeping their torch beams around the darkened room, they quickly picked out the two occupants they were after. One of them was Winston, the grey-eyed man who’d yelled out

  ‘GRENADE!’ He was slumped in a chair over by the window, and because he’d been closest to the blast, he’d suffered the most damage. He was unconscious, his face

  blackened and scorched, and blood was running from his nose and his ears.




  The attackers’ other target was me.




  I’d been blown out of my chair by the blast and was lying on the floor against the wall. I was still conscious, but only just.




  As one of the men barked out an instruction, the four of them split up and went to work. Two of them headed over to Winston, the other two came over to me. One of each pair was carrying a small

  metal case, and as they approached Winston and me, they both opened their cases and carefully took out pre-loaded hypodermic syringes.




  Winston offered no resistance at all when one of the men knelt down beside him and plunged the syringe into his arm. He probably didn’t even feel the needle going in.




  I was only vaguely aware of what was happening at the time – it wasn’t until later that I managed to piece most of it together – and I was still in a state of shock and utter

  confusion. My head was reeling, I was half blind and deaf, and my entire body felt battered and numb. But when the second man squatted down beside me with his syringe, I was at least conscious

  enough to sense his presence, and although I didn’t know who he was, or what his intentions were, I instinctively knew he posed a danger to me and that I had to do something about

  it. I knew that I had to try to fight him off.




  He was crouched down to the left of me, and I was just lying there, my eyes half closed, groaning incoherently, letting him think that I was a lot more out of it than I actually was. He

  didn’t do anything for a moment or two – I guess he was double-checking the syringe or something – but then suddenly I felt him take hold of my left arm. And that’s when I

  made my move. As quickly as I could, and with all my strength, I pulled him towards me with my left arm and simultaneously launched a swinging right-hand punch at his head. I’m a pretty

  decent boxer, and under normal circumstances, if I’d caught him just right, I probably could have knocked him out. But these were far from normal circumstances, and although I put everything

  I had into the blow, and it caught him square on the chin, I’d completely underestimated how weak I was. Even before the punch had landed, I knew it wasn’t going to do any damage. My

  entire body felt slow and ponderous, as if I was underwater, and if it hadn’t been for the fact that I’d caught him off guard, I’m pretty sure the man would have swatted away my

  pathetic attempt at a punch with ease. As it was, I doubt if he even felt the blow, and it certainly didn’t do anything to stop him. He simply slammed me back to the floor, pinned me down,

  and an instant later I felt a sharp stinging pain in my left arm.




  I struggled in vain for a moment or two – twisting and writhing, trying to kick out at him – but whatever it was he’d injected me with, it didn’t take long to work.

  Within a couple of seconds I began to feel really weird, kind of floaty and distant and disconnected from my own mind and body . . . and the next thing I knew – or didn’t know – I

  was drifting around in a senseless void, wondering dreamily if this was it . . . the end . . . the end of me . . . the death of Travis Delaney. The strange thing was, I didn’t feel frightened

  at all, just intensely curious as to whether or not there was some kind of life after death . . . and what it might be like . . . and who might be there . . . or was this really the

  absolute end of it all, for ever and ever and ever . . . ?




  And that was the last thing I remember before everything faded away and I sank down into nothingness.
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  When the smoke had cleared and the five-man attack team had gone, taking me and Winston with them, there were three survivors left in the office: Joseph Delaney, my grandad,

  the owner of Delaney & Co; Courtney Lane, the young woman who was Grandad’s business partner, and a woman in her early sixties called Gloria Nightingale, who’d only recently been

  taken on as Grandad and Courtney’s assistant.




  They were all disorientated and shocked but otherwise uninjured, and the first thing they’d done when they realised I wasn’t there – after confirming that Lance Borstlap was

  dead – was to split up and search the entire office building and the streets outside, just in case I’d wandered off in a semi-conscious daze. By the time they’d confirmed that I

  was nowhere to be found – and that Winston was missing too – and that in all probability we’d both been kidnapped, the faint wail of a police-car siren could already be heard in

  the distance.




  ‘All right, listen,’ Grandad said hurriedly to Courtney and Gloria. ‘We’ve only got a minute or two at the most before the police get here. When they do, I’ll try

  to tell them about Travis before they find Borstlap’s body, and hopefully they’ll listen to me and start making enquiries immediately. The trouble is though, once they realise

  they’ve got a murder on their hands, we’re going to be their main suspects, and that’s going to make things difficult for us. The very least they’ll do is detain us and take

  us in for questioning.’




  ‘Should we tell them about Winston?’ Courtney asked.




  ‘We tell them everything,’ Grandad said firmly. ‘And I mean everything – Omega, Winston, Borstlap . . . everything we’ve been involved in over the last few months.

  We don’t hold anything back, OK? The only thing that matters is getting Travis back, and the best way to start doing that is to cooperate fully with the police. No solicitors, no

  confidentiality, no secrets. We tell them everything we know.’




  ‘Do you think we can trust them?’




  ‘We don’t have much choice,’ Grandad said. He paused for a moment, listening to the rapidly approaching siren, then continued. ‘Did either of you get a look at any of the

  attackers?’




  Courtney and Gloria both shook their heads.




  ‘Did you?’ Gloria asked Grandad.




  ‘No, but I think I heard one of them . . . I mean, I can’t be sure – my ears are still ringing now – but I’m fairly certain I heard one of them giving out

  an order to the others.’




  ‘What did he actually say?’ Courtney asked.




  ‘I don’t know . . . he was speaking in Arabic.’




  Courtney cursed quietly. ‘Do you think they were al-Thu’ban?’




  ‘Maybe,’ Grandad said thoughtfully. ‘Al-Thu’ban would certainly have good reason to take Winston. But I can’t see why they’d want to take Travis as

  well.’




  All three of them looked towards the window as a police car pulled up outside and a flashing blue light strobed in the darkness.




  ‘Should we tell them what we know about al-Thu’ban?’ Courtney said quickly.




  Grandad nodded. ‘Like I said, we tell them everything.’




  The two uniformed constables entered the office cautiously but confidently, their Tasers drawn and ready.




  ‘We’ve had a report of an explosion,’ the first officer said, gazing suspiciously around the office. The acrid smell of smoke still lingered in the air, and both officers were

  clearly aware of it.




  ‘I can explain everything,’ Grandad started to say, ‘but first of all you need to know—’




  ‘Is everyone all right?’ the officer asked. ‘Anyone hurt?’




  ‘We’re all OK,’ Grandad quickly assured him. ‘But my grandson—’




  ‘What happened to you?’ the officer said to Courtney, staring at her face.




  Courtney was still recovering from a beating she’d taken from a couple of thugs a few days ago. Her face was badly bruised and battered, and a small bandage over a shaved patched of hair

  was still clearly visible on the back of her head where she’d sustained a particularly nasty injury.




  ‘It’s nothing,’ Courtney told the officer, her hand moving instinctively to her beaten-up face. ‘This happened days ago.’




  The officer gave her a suspicious look for a moment, then turned his attention to the open door to the private office. ‘What’s in there?’ he asked.




  ‘My grandson’s been kidnapped,’ Grandad said impatiently. ‘You need to—’




  ‘Don’t make me ask you again,’ the officer said sternly, with growing concern. ‘What’s in there?’




  Grandad sighed. ‘A man’s been shot. You’ll find his body in there.’




  The two officers glanced warily at each other, the sudden tension in both of them quite obvious.




  ‘Is anyone else in there?’ the first one asked Grandad.




  Grandad shook his head.




  ‘Stay here and watch them, Kyle,’ the first officer told his colleague. ‘I’ll check it out.’




  He pulled a torch from his belt and headed cautiously towards the private office.




  ‘Careful, Mac,’ Kyle said quietly.




  Mac didn’t answer. He paused at the doorway, shining his torch into the darkened office, then slowly stepped inside. Kyle glanced nervously at Grandad and the two others.




  ‘We were attacked by armed men,’ Grandad said calmly, trying to reassure him. ‘It was one of them who shot—’




  ‘Shut up!’ Kyle snapped. ‘Just stay there and keep your mouth shut, OK?’ He turned to the private office. ‘Mac?’ he called out anxiously. ‘Are you all

  right in there?’




  Mac reappeared in the doorway, his face visibly pale. ‘He’s dead all right. He was armed too. A handgun.’




  ‘What the hell . . . ?’




  ‘Call it in,’ Mac told him. ‘I’ll keep an eye on these three. We’re going to need more uniforms, a CID team, forensics, a police doctor—’




  ‘Excuse me,’ Grandad said. ‘I realise how—’




  ‘I told you to shut up!’ Kyle said sharply.




  ‘My grandson’s been kidnapped—’




  ‘Another word from you,’ Kyle said menacingly, aiming his Taser at Grandad, ‘and I’ll zap your mouth shut. Understand?’




  Realising it was futile, Grandad held up his hands and backed off. The two constables were young and inexperienced, and he guessed they’d never dealt with a murder before. They were

  panicking, becoming unnecessarily aggressive. There was no point in antagonising them any further. Just wait, Grandad told himself. Getting yourself Tasered isn’t going to help

  Travis.




  He didn’t have to wait very long.




  It took less than five minutes for four more uniformed officers to arrive, followed very shortly by an ambulance crew and a fire engine. About a minute later, three CID detectives turned up and

  immediately took control of the situation. It wasn’t hard to tell which of the three CID officers was in charge – a tall, thin, wispy-haired man in his late forties – and this was

  further confirmed when Grandad heard him announcing himself to the uniformed constables as DCI Stringer. As soon as Stringer stopped issuing instructions for a moment, Grandad took his chance and

  called out to him.




  ‘Excuse me, Chief Inspector!’




  Stringer turned and gave Grandad a piercing look.




  ‘Please just listen to me for a moment,’ Grandad pleaded. ‘It’s absolutely vital that I talk to you—’




  ‘You’ll have plenty of time to talk at the police station,’ Stringer said dismissively, starting to turn away.




  ‘A child’s life is at stake here,’ Grandad said firmly.




  Stringer paused. He looked directly into Grandad’s eyes for a second or two, his face deadly serious, then he quickly said something to one of his colleagues, beckoned another one over,

  and walked across to Grandad.




  ‘All right,’ he said simply, stopping in front of him. ‘Start talking.’




  Before he began working as a private investigator, my grandad spent five years in the Royal Military Police and twelve years as an officer in the Army Intelligence Corps, so he

  knows pretty much all there is to know about reporting crimes and giving statements. Which was why, five minutes after he’d begun talking to Stringer, the Chief Inspector knew everything that

  Grandad knew about the kidnapping. Stringer’s colleague, a female officer called DS Cahill, had taken notes while Grandad was talking, and she now had a full description of me – age,

  height, weight, physical appearance, clothing – and a concise list of all my relevant details – address, mobile and home numbers, school, a brief personal history, and so on.




  ‘What about this man called Winston?’ Stringer said to Grandad. ‘Is he related to Travis in any way?’




  ‘No,’ Grandad replied. ‘They know each other, but they’re not related.’




  ‘In what way do they “know each other”?’




  ‘It’s complicated.’ Grandad sighed. ‘Look, I promise I’ll tell you everything I know about Winston later on, but right now the only thing I care about, and the only

  thing you need to concern yourself with, is trying to find Travis. Winston can look after himself. Travis is just a kid. You need to get things moving immediately. Set up a missing persons

  investigation, locally and nationally, start looking for witnesses, find out if anyone saw anything—’




  ‘I know what to do, Mr Delaney,’ Stringer said calmly. ‘You don’t need to tell me how to do my job.’




  ‘OK, so start doing it,’ Grandad said. ‘Please.’




  Stringer turned to DS Cahill. ‘You know what to do, Sandra. Get all those details out, get a team together, contact the media—’




  ‘What if this is all just a ruse, sir?’ she said, glancing warily at Grandad. ‘I mean, what if he’s just trying to distract us from the murder investigation?’




  ‘We’ll soon find out if he’s lying, won’t we?’ Stringer said. ‘And if he is . . . well, we’ll deal with that then. In the meantime, I’m going to

  set up a separate murder investigation anyway, so even if he is trying something on, it won’t make any difference.’




  ‘But we’ve only got his word for it that his grandson was kidnapped, sir. There’s no evidence of a kidnapping at all. For all we know, he might not even have a

  grandson.’




  ‘You’d better find out then, hadn’t you, Sergeant?’ Stringer said, a touch of annoyance in his voice. ‘As Mr Delaney said, a child’s life could be at stake

  here, and no matter how much you or anyone else may doubt it, that still takes priority over everything else. Is that clear?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Good. Let’s get on with it then.’
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  By the time Grandad, Courtney, and Gloria were escorted out of the office, the whole place was teeming with people. More uniformed officers and CID detectives had arrived,

  crime-scene investigators were beginning to examine the scene, and a police doctor had shown up to officially confirm the death of Lance Borstlap. The office building itself had been cordoned off

  with crime-scene tape, and on the street outside a crowd of curious onlookers had gathered to see what was going on. The local media had arrived too – press reporters, a TV crew – and

  because the police hadn’t made a statement yet, all kinds of rumours were swirling around: it was a terrorist attack, a suicide bombing, a local gang shooting, a lone gunman had gone on a

  killing spree; there was at least one fatality, maybe more, including the killer and/or killers. Other rumours were less sensational – there’d been a gas leak, a small explosion, the

  police and the media were overreacting as usual.




  Grandad, Courtney, and Gloria were taken out of the building with jackets over their heads to protect their identities. Once outside, they were split up and led to three separate police cars,

  and as the cars pulled away from the scene, all they could see from beneath their improvised hoods was a flashing cloud of red and blue lights from the convoy of emergency vehicles parked in front

  of the office building.




  As Grandad sat in the back of an unmarked police car, flanked on either side by two plainclothes detectives, his only thoughts were about me. The one positive thing he had in his mind was that

  if the attackers had wanted to kill me, or Winston, they wouldn’t have bothered taking us. Whoever they were, and whatever their reason for kidnapping me, they wanted me alive. And as long as

  I was still alive . . .




  ‘I’ll find you, Trav,’ Grandad muttered under his breath. ‘I promise. Just stay alive, OK? Wherever you are, I’ll find you.’




  They weren’t cautioned or placed under arrest when they arrived at the police station, but Grandad, Courtney, and Gloria were all well aware that their voluntary presence

  as ‘persons of interest’ and witnesses to a crime was voluntary in name only. They knew that any attempt to leave the police station would be refused and, if necessary, forcibly

  prevented.




  Not that any of them had any intention of leaving.




  The only thing that matters is getting Travis back, Grandad had said, and the best way to start doing that is to cooperate fully with the police. No solicitors, no confidentiality,

  no secrets. We tell them everything we know.




  Courtney and Gloria didn’t doubt for a second that Grandad was right.




  The three of them were kept apart at the police station, and before any questioning began they were all put through a lengthy and exhaustive series of tests and checks and examinations. DCI

  Stringer wasn’t taking any chances. He realised that this was shaping up to be a major – and potentially high-profile – investigation, and while he was realistic enough to know

  that he might not be in charge of it for much longer, he was – for the moment at least – the senior investigating officer, and he was determined to make sure that at this early stage of

  the investigation everything was done by the book. No one was going to make any stupid mistakes that could jeopardise the case later on, not while he was in charge.




  The first part of the processing procedure was a thorough medical examination to ensure that all three of them were both physically and mentally fit to be questioned. After that, their

  fingerprints were taken, along with DNA samples and fingernail scrapings, their hands were tested for gunshot residue, and their clothes and belongings were removed and taken away for forensic

  testing. Stringer himself made sure that they clearly understood their rights, the reasons they were there, and what they could expect over the next few hours. They were each allowed to make one

  phone call. Grandad used his to let his wife (my nan) know what was happening, while Courtney called the carer who was looking after her mother (who suffers from Alzheimer’s) to make sure her

  mum was OK and that the carer could stay with her for the rest of the night. Gloria didn’t call anyone.




  Eventually, nearly an hour after arriving at the police station, the three of them were taken to separate interview rooms and the questioning finally began.




  DCI Stringer decided to run the interviews using six detectives, including himself, working in pairs and rotating every hour. Basically each pair questioned one of the

  witnesses for an hour, then the interview was stopped for five minutes while each pair moved on to a different witness, and then the interviews started all over again. It was a slightly unorthodox

  procedure, but in view of the slightly unusual circumstances, Stringer believed it was the most effective method of conducting the interviews. It kept the detectives fresh, kept the witnesses on

  their toes, and it was a good way of checking the consistency of their stories.




  ‘If they all give us roughly the same answers,’ Stringer told his team of interviewers, ‘then it’s a good bet they’re telling the truth. But if their stories match

  up virtually word for word, you can bet your life they’re lying.’




  Stringer and his partner, an experienced detective sergeant called Aaron Blackwell, were the first pair to interview Grandad. As soon as they entered the room, he immediately asked them about

  me.




  ‘Is there any news about Travis yet?’ he said. ‘Have you got any leads, anything to go on, anything that might—?’




  ‘We’re working on it, Mr Delaney,’ Stringer said, sitting down opposite him. ‘A dedicated team’s been set up, we’ve got dozens of officers combing the streets

  looking for witnesses, we’ve notified every force in the country . . . you have my word that everything that can be done is being done, OK?’ He paused, looking into Grandad’s

  eyes. ‘I realise how distressing this is for you, but right now the best way for you to help is to tell us exactly what happened at your office tonight. The more we know about that, the more

  information we’ll have to assist us in our search for Travis. Agreed?’




  Grandad nodded.




  Stringer glanced at DS Blackwell, and Blackwell started the recording equipment on the table in front of them. Stringer waited for the long beep to end, announced the time, place, and the names

  of those present, then finally turned his attention to Grandad.




  ‘Right,’ he said, ‘why don’t we just start at the beginning? What exactly were you doing at your office this evening, Mr Delaney?’




  Grandad shook his head. ‘That’s nowhere near the beginning, I’m afraid. If you really want to understand what was going on tonight, I’m going to have to start by

  going back to 16 July this year.’




  Stringer frowned. ‘What happened on 16 July?’




  ‘Travis’s parents, my son and daughter-in-law, were murdered by the man who calls himself Winston.’
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  Two and a half hours later, when Stringer and Blackwell were interviewing Gloria Nightingale, there was a knock on the door and a uniformed PC came in. He went over to Stringer

  and whispered something in his ear. Stringer looked pensive for a moment, then glanced at his watch and said, ‘PC North has just entered the room, interview suspended at 1.57 a.m.’ He

  reached over and turned off the tape recorder. ‘I’m sorry, Ms Nightingale,’ he said to Gloria, ‘but something important’s just come up. I’ll be back as soon as I

  can.’




  He stood up and left the room with PC North.




  Fifteen minutes later he entered the interview room in which Grandad was being questioned, accompanied by two men in suits. The detectives questioning Grandad looked round at them, and it was

  clear from their expressions that they didn’t recognise the two men.




  DCI Stringer told the two detectives to suspend the interview. They frowned, looking puzzled, but did as they were told. Once the recording equipment was off, DCI Stringer told them to leave the

  room.




  When they’d gone, Stringer said to Grandad, ‘These two gentlemen would like to talk to you off the record.’




  ‘Who are they?’ Grandad asked, studying the two men.




  ‘I’ll let them explain that.’




  It was obvious from Stringer’s demeanour that he wasn’t happy with the situation – whatever it was – and Grandad guessed that if it was up to the chief inspector, these

  two suited men wouldn’t be here. The expression on Stringer’s face was one that Grandad had seen many times before – the look of a man who was following orders he didn’t

  agree with.




  ‘Thank you, Chief Inspector,’ one of the suited men said to him. ‘We’ll take it from here.’




  Stringer just nodded, forcing himself to ignore the condescending tone, and he turned and left the room without another word.




  The two suited men waited for him to shut the door, then they sat down at the table with Grandad. The one who’d spoken to Stringer was an unremarkable-looking man in his early fifties. He

  had the kind of appearance that can only be described as ‘ordinary’ – ordinary height, ordinary build, brownish hair, brownish eyes, a face that you’d forget almost

  immediately. In fact, Grandad thought, he was so ordinary-looking it was almost extraordinary. His companion was younger than him, mid-thirties, and not nearly so unremarkable. He was tall, very

  pale-skinned, with longish black hair swept back over his head. He had dark-green eyes, a goatee beard, and a somewhat cruel-looking mouth. An ugly scar was plainly visible on the right side of his

  throat, just to the side of his Adam’s apple.




  ‘My name’s John Holland,’ the ordinary one told Grandad, ‘and my colleague here is Elias Ames. We’re liaising with the police on this case and we’d like to

  talk to you about—’




  ‘I’m not talking to you about anything until you tell me who you work for,’ Grandad interrupted, glancing at the CCTV camera mounted on the wall. The small red light that

  showed the camera was running had disappeared. Grandad looked back at Holland and Ames. ‘Are you MI5?’




  ‘Not exactly,’ Holland said.




  ‘Counter-terrorism?’




  ‘Something like that.’




  ‘That’s not good enough,’ Grandad said. ‘As I just told you, if you want to talk to me, especially off the record and with the CCTV turned off, you’re

  going to have to tell me who you are.’




  Holland sighed. ‘It won’t mean anything to you.’




  ‘Try me.’




  Holland glanced at Ames, and from the way he looked at him – clearly seeking advice and/or permission – it was obvious to Grandad that Ames was his superior. Ames didn’t say

  anything at first, he just sat there thinking quietly to himself, but after a while he gave a curt little nod to Holland – leave this to me – and turned his attention to

  Grandad.




  ‘We’re a national security task force called Strategic Operations,’ he said, his voice a raspy whisper. ‘You won’t have heard of us because officially we

  don’t exist.’




  ‘And what exactly does Strategic Operations do?’




  ‘I can’t tell you that.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Listen, Joseph . . . is it all right if I call you Joseph?’




  ‘Joe’s fine.’




  Ames nodded. ‘The only thing you need to know about us, Joe – and the only thing I’m going to tell you – is that we have the authority to take whatever action we deem

  necessary to keep this country safe.’




  ‘Safe from what?’




  ‘Anyone or anything that poses a threat.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘At the moment we’re focusing on a terrorist organisation known as al-Thu’ban.’




  ‘Ah, I see,’ Grandad said knowingly. ‘I get it now. It’s al-Thu’ban you’re interested in, not Travis. You don’t really care about Travis at

  all—’




  ‘That’s not true—’




  ‘All you care about is tracking down al-Thu’ban.’




  ‘You’re wrong, Joe,’ Ames said firmly. ‘Look, I freely admit we’re only involved in this case because of our interest in al-Thu’ban, but that

  doesn’t mean we don’t care about Travis.’ He looked Grandad in the eye. ‘I can assure you – and I give you my word on this – that whatever happens, our priority

  will always be the safety and well-being of your grandson. All right?’




  It was far from all right as far as Grandad was concerned – he’d given up trusting people a long time ago, especially people like Holland and Ames – but for now he decided to

  keep his thoughts to himself.




  ‘So what do you want from me?’ he asked Ames.




  ‘We know all about Omega, Joe. We know Lance Borstlap was an Omega operative, and we know that the man you know as Winston is the operational head of Omega. We also know that his real name

  is Andrew Winston Carson.’




  ‘That makes sense,’ Grandad said, nodding thoughtfully. ‘I recently came across a grainy old photograph on the Internet that purportedly shows three special forces operatives

  in Kuwait during the first Gulf War, and one of them bears a striking resemblance to a young-looking Winston. He’s named in the picture as Sergeant Andrew W. Carson, and the caption claims he

  was killed in action shortly after the photo was taken.’




  ‘He was seriously wounded,’ Holland explained, ‘but we know from DNA evidence that he’s still very much alive. We’ve had our eye on Carson and Omega for a long

  time. We know all about their involvement with al-Thu’ban, but what we don’t know is why al-Thu’ban have taken Carson and your grandson. We need you to help us find out.

  If we can find out why they’ve taken them, it could help us to get Travis back.’




  ‘You seem pretty sure the kidnappers are al-Thu’ban.’




  ‘We’re sure,’ Ames said simply.




  Grandad stared at him, waiting for him to explain, but Ames just sat there in silence, gazing back at Grandad with a look in his eyes that could have meant anything. Grandad thought about

  pushing him for an explanation, but he quickly realised he didn’t need one. He was just as sure who the kidnappers were as Ames was – why bother wasting time trying to justify it?




  ‘Do the police share your confidence?’ he asked Ames.




  Ames nodded. ‘Preliminary forensic reports and witness statements back up your version of events. Two unrelated eyewitnesses claim to have seen four “Middle Eastern-looking”

  men bundling two limp bodies into a dark-coloured Transit-type van parked in the street outside your office, and there’s no evidence whatsoever that you or your colleagues had anything to do

  with the shooting of Lance Borstlap.’




  ‘So we’re no longer suspects?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘What else do you know that the police aren’t telling me?’ Grandad asked. ‘Have they got any leads on the kidnappers yet?’




  ‘One of the witnesses thinks he remembers part of the van’s number plate. The police are looking into it, but I doubt very much if it’ll come to anything.’




  Grandad nodded. ‘Stolen van.’




  ‘Or false plates.’




  Grandad looked at Ames. ‘You still haven’t told me exactly what you need from me.’




  ‘At this stage we just need to know everything you know about Omega and al-Thu’ban.’




  ‘It’s a long story,’ Grandad said, ‘and it won’t make any sense unless I start at the beginning. I’m not sure how relevant most of it is—’




  ‘We’ll be the judges of that, Joe. You just tell us what you know.’




  Grandad took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He was fairly sure that Holland and Ames already knew most, if not all, of the story. But he’d been an intelligence officer long enough to

  know that sometimes the only way to get things done is to take your time, grit your teeth, and just get on with it.
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  ‘In the early evening of 16 July,’ Grandad told Holland and Ames, ‘my son, Jack, and his wife, Isabel, were killed in a car crash about ten kilometres outside

  Barton. They were heading to London at the time. Their car came off a slip road just off the A12 and smashed into a tree. Jack was killed instantly, Isabel died on the way to the

  hospital.’




  ‘Am I right in thinking that Jack and Isabel were in sole charge of Delaney & Co when this happened?’ Holland asked.




  Grandad nodded. ‘I set up the agency in 1994 after leaving the army. Jack and Izzy started working with me two years later. I retired from the business in 2003, and that’s when Jack

  and Izzy took over.’ He paused for a moment, clearing his throat. ‘At the time of the car crash they were working on a missing persons case . . . well, they thought it was just

  a missing persons case, but it turned out to be a lot more complicated that that. An old friend of Jack’s called John Ruddy, who runs a boxing club in Barton, had hired them to find a

  promising young boxer called Bashir Kamal. Kamal was in training for his first pro fight when he suddenly disappeared. His parents claimed he’d gone to Pakistan to look after his sick

  grandmother, but Ruddy didn’t believe them.’ Grandad looked at Holland. ‘Do you really need me to go into Kamal’s involvement with MI5? I’m sure you know more about it

  than I do.’




  ‘Maybe so,’ Holland agreed. ‘But we’d still like to hear your side of the story.’




  ‘Well, it wasn’t until after the car crash that we began piecing things together . . . actually, it was Travis who did most of the work. He was the one who started looking into Jack

  and Izzy’s last case, and it was only through his tenacity and determination that we eventually found out that Kamal had been working as an informant for MI5. Or, at least, that’s what

  Kamal had wanted them to think. We knew Jack and Izzy had discovered something about Kamal’s connection with MI5, and that’s why they were driving to London that day, to meet up with

  someone at MI5. We also found out that both the CIA and Omega were looking for Kamal too.’




  ‘Did you already know about Omega?’




  Grandad nodded. ‘I first heard about them in the mid-1980s when I was working in Army Intelligence. The rumour was that an organised group of disaffected intelligence officers had got

  together and formed an unofficial security service. A lot of people thought it was just a rumour, but I always had a sneaking suspicion it was true. And now I know they exist. And

  I’m almost certain they killed Jack and Izzy.’




  ‘What makes you say that?’




  ‘Omega knew the truth about Kamal. They knew he was only pretending to be an informant for MI5, and that he was in fact a member of al-Thu’ban. Al-Thu’ban had spent years

  setting him up to be their inside man in MI5. Omega couldn’t prove it though, and it was while they were trying to gather enough evidence against him to convince MI5 he was a mole that Jack

  and Izzy inadvertently got mixed up in the situation. It was their involvement that prompted Omega to take Kamal off the streets and hide him away in a warehouse in Barton. They’d convinced

  him they were keeping him safe from the CIA who were looking for him in connection with an attempted bombing of the American embassy in London. Jack found out where they were keeping him, and Omega

  assumed that he and Izzy were meeting with MI5 to tell them where he was.’ Grandad paused again, trying to keep the emotion from his voice. ‘I still don’t know if Omega

  meant to kill them or not, but whatever their intentions, they ended up forcing Jack and Izzy off the road and killing them.’




  ‘Have they actually admitted that to you?’




  Grandad shook his head. ‘We eventually caught up with Winston and the rest of them at the warehouse, but they managed to slip away with Kamal before we had a chance to confront

  them.’




  ‘Do you know where they went?’




  ‘We’ve been trying to find them ever since, but they’ve been operating under the radar for decades and they’re remarkably good at making themselves invisible.

  That’s why we decided to try a different approach. Instead of trying to find them, we concentrated on trying to draw them out. The idea was to make them think we were getting a lot closer to

  them than we actually were, so hopefully they’d come after us. And once they were out in the open, that’s when we planned to make our move. Unfortunately they outsmarted us, caught us

  off guard . . . well, they caught me off guard . . .’




  ‘Is that why Winston and Borstlap were in your office tonight?’




  Grandad nodded. ‘I was on my own when they came in. Travis, Courtney and Gloria were out working on a case, and I was waiting for them to return. Winston and Borstlap overpowered me and

  kept me there until the other three came back.’




  ‘Did Winston tell you what he wanted?’




  ‘He never got the chance. My guess is that he was going to tell us to back off, to stop our investigation into Omega. I’m sure he had some kind of plan to make us leave them alone,

  some kind of threat we couldn’t ignore, but al-Thu’ban stormed the office just as he was about to start talking.’




  ‘Did you know it was al-Thu’ban at the time?’ Ames asked.




  ‘I didn’t have a clue who it was. It was only when I heard one of them say something in Arabic that I began to wonder.’




  ‘How much do you actually know about al-Thu’ban?’




  ‘Hardly anything, to be honest,’ Grandad admitted. ‘I know that “al-Thu’ban” is Arabic for “the Snake”, or “the Serpent”, and that

  they’re an incredibly savage terrorist organisation . . .’ He looked at Ames. ‘Do you know what they did to provide Bashir Kamal with the perfect cover story for infiltrating

  MI5?’




  Ames nodded. ‘They murdered his brother in a suicide bombing.’




  ‘And the bomber they used was a twelve-year-old boy.’ Grandad shook his head in disbelief. ‘I mean, how cold-hearted do you have to be to even consider doing something

  like that, let alone actually do it?’




  ‘That’s one of their hallmarks, I’m afraid – a total disregard for all human life – and it’s why we need to eliminate them before they get any

  bigger.’ Ames looked at Grandad. ‘You’ve heard of AQAP, I assume?’




  ‘Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula.’




  ‘Right. Al-Thu’ban originally had a loose affiliation with AQAP, but a couple of years ago there was some kind of falling-out between them, and in the end al-Thu’ban went their

  own way. At the moment they’re still a relatively small operation – our best estimates put their membership at no more than two or three hundred – but they’re growing

  rapidly, and the rate of growth is increasing all the time. If it carries on at the present rate, al-Thu’ban could soon be the biggest threat we’ve ever faced.’




  It wasn’t hard for Grandad to read between the lines and work out what Ames was really telling him – eliminate, neutralise, terminate . . . whatever you called it, it meant

  the same thing. It meant, in essence, that Strategic Operations had no intention of capturing al-Thu’ban terrorists and bringing them to justice – its mission was simply to kill

  them.




  ‘Where are al-Thu’ban based?’ he asked.




  ‘They don’t have a specific geographical base. They’re a very fluid organisation. They don’t recognise boundaries, and they never stay in the same location for more than

  a couple of weeks. Their membership is so diverse that they have contacts and supporters almost everywhere – Yemen, Somalia, Afghanistan, Algeria, Pakistan, Europe . . . they’re a very

  inclusive organisation.’




  Grandad thought quietly for a few moments, then said, ‘None of this makes any sense. I mean, I could understand if al-Thu’ban were after Winston for what he did to Bashir Kamal, but

  if their aim was revenge, why bother kidnapping him? Why not just kill him? They didn’t think twice about killing Borstlap, did they?’




  ‘We don’t know why they’ve kidnapped Winston. That’s one of the things we’re trying to find out.’




  ‘And why the hell did they take Travis? There’s no logic to that at all. He wasn’t to blame for what happened to Kamal, and from what you’ve told me about

  al-Thu’ban, they’re smart enough to know that. And they must realise that by kidnapping a teenage boy they’re going to have swarms of police and intelligence services searching

  the entire country for them. What’s so important about Travis that would make them want to risk that? It can’t just be for the money, can it? If they were simply after a big ransom,

  they’d target a kid whose parents are multi-millionaires. I mean, I’ll willingly give them every single penny I can lay my hands on, but they must know it’s never going to amount

  to much.’




  ‘I agree that it doesn’t seem to make sense at the moment,’ Ames said. ‘But hopefully things will become clearer once the kidnappers make contact.’




  ‘When do you think that’ll be?’




  ‘First contact is usually made within twenty-four hours of the abduction. Our technicians have already linked up your landline and mobile phones to specialised monitoring equipment, so if

  the kidnappers get in touch by phone – which they almost certainly will – the call will be recorded and analysed, and a tracking system will attempt to trace it. I have to warn you

  though that if our past experiences with al-Thu’ban are anything to go by, it’s unlikely we’ll have any luck tracing their call. We think they use some kind of encrypted

  re-routing programme. It doesn’t just block any attempts to trace the number, it digitally re-routes the tracking signal so it ends up bouncing around all over the world.’




  ‘Who’s actually in charge of the investigation now?’ Grandad asked him. ‘The police or Strategic Operations?’




  ‘We’re working in tandem with the police,’ Ames said.




  In other words, Grandad thought, it’s your investigation, but since you don’t officially exist, the police are still nominally in charge.




  ‘What’s the situation with the media?’ he asked. ‘Is the kidnapping on the news yet? Is there going to be a press conference? What about—?’




  ‘At the moment we think it’s best to keep things under wraps,’ Holland said.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘We’re not releasing any information to the media.’




  ‘I don’t understand,’ Grandad said, frowning. ‘Surely there’s a better chance of finding Travis if everyone in the country is looking for him?’




  ‘Yes, but it also increases the pressure on the kidnappers. And if they start thinking it’s too risky to keep hold of Travis . . .’ Holland gave Grandad a sober look.

  ‘Well, they’re not going to just let him go, are they?’




  Grandad swore under his breath, realising grimly that Holland was right.




  ‘The police have put out a press release blaming a gas leak for the explosion,’ Holland explained. ‘Not everyone in the media has completely swallowed the story, but it’s

  good enough to buy us a bit of time for now.’ He looked at his watch, then glanced at Ames. Ames gave him a nod. Holland turned back to Grandad. ‘DCI Stringer will be letting you and

  your colleagues go very shortly, and we strongly suggest you all go home and get some rest. We’re setting up a temporary base in Barton, and I’ve already texted our mobile numbers to

  you, so if you need anything at all, or you just want to talk, you can call either one of us at any time, day or night.




  ‘Thanks,’ Grandad said.




  He watched as Holland and Ames started getting to their feet.




  ‘We’ll be in touch, Joe, OK?’ Ames said.




  Grandad nodded, and the two men turned round and left.




  It was gone three o’clock in the morning now, and Grandad was exhausted. He’d been awake for over eighteen hours. He’d been blasted by a stun grenade, and

  mentally blasted by the kidnapping of his grandson. He’d been poked and prodded and stripped of his clothes, grilled by the police for almost three hours, and now Holland and Ames had filled

  his head with an avalanche of bewildering information. He was almost certain they hadn’t told him anywhere near as much as they knew, and it was quite possible that a good deal of what they

  had told him was at the very best a twisted version of the truth.




  Which was why, despite his overbearing tiredness, Grandad’s mind was buzzing. There were so many unanswered questions in his mind, so many things that didn’t add up, so much that

  just wasn’t logical . . .




  Forget about logic, he told himself, shaking the fatigue from his head. Just concentrate on the only thing that matters: getting Travis back.




  He rubbed his tired eyes, cleared his aching mind, and forced himself to start thinking afresh.
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  While Grandad was sitting alone in an interview room at Barton police station, I was just beginning to wake up from my drug-induced stupor. For a few semi-conscious moments I

  thought I must be at home in bed – I was waking up, where else could I be? But even before I’d fully regained consciousness, I knew I wasn’t in bed. I seemed to be lying

  on the floor, for a start, and it definitely wasn’t the carpeted floor in my bedroom. My bedroom floor wasn’t rock-hard and freezing cold, and it didn’t smell like this either.

  The ground I was lying on had a damp and musty odour to it, and the ice-cold air smelled just as bad.




  No, this wasn’t my bedroom. There was absolutely no doubt about that.




  I lay still for a minute, keeping my eyes closed, just thinking and listening. My head was throbbing like mad, and my mouth and throat felt like sandpaper. I was incredibly thirsty, I suddenly

  realised, thirstier than I’d ever been in my life. I tried to ignore it and concentrate on thinking. It took a while for the fogginess in my head to clear, but eventually I began to hazily

  remember things. Being in the office with Grandad, Courtney, and Gloria . . . staring into Winston’s cold grey eyes . . . promising myself that whatever it took, however long it took, I was

  going to make him pay for what he’d done to my parents . . . and then a sudden crash of glass, the window breaking, a brain-splitting explosion . . . and then someone sticking a needle in my

  arm . . .




  How long ago did all that happen? I asked myself. And where am I now?




  Without moving, I slowly opened my eyes. All I could see from where I was lying was a stretch of grubby stone floor and a bare brick wall. A thick chalk line was drawn on the floor about three

  metres away from me, and a two-litre bottle of water was standing on the floor just inside the line. I resisted the urge to scramble over to get the water, and cautiously began moving my head and

  looking around a little more. Gradually I realised that I was in some kind of basement – brick walls, no windows, a bare light bulb suspended from the ceiling. At the far end, a flight of

  wooden steps led up to a closed door.
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