


[image: Cover]







BLOOD MONEY







Also by Johnny “Two Combs” Howard


Boat Troop
Direct Action






BLOOD MONEY

AN SAS THRILLER


By Johnny “Two Combs” Howard



[image: frn_fig_002.png]


Guilford, Connecticut







[image: frn_fig_003.png]


An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of


The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200


Lanham, MD 20706


www.rowman.com


Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


Copyright © 1998 by Johnny Two Combs Howard


First McBooks Press Edition 2022


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Howard, Johnny, author.


Title: Blood money : an Sas thriller / by Johnny “Two Combs” Howard.


Description: McBooks Press edition. | Guilford, Connecticut : McBooks Press, 2022. | Summary: “Boat Troop are sent up-river into Sierra Leone on a mission to secure a vital ore mine. While the men battle their way up-river, political events are rapidly overtaking the city-based HQ. Soon after Boat Troop arrive at the mine, they discover they are out on their own and with the extra burden of civilians to hamper their task”—Provided by publisher.


Identifiers: LCCN 2022001915 (print) | LCCN 2022001916 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493066346 (paperback) | ISBN 9781493068982 (ebook)


Subjects: LCGFT: Thrillers (Fiction). | Novels.


Classification: LCC PS3608.O9244 B56 2022 (print) | LCC PS3608.O9244 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022001915


LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022001916


[image: frn_fig_004.png] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.








For my children


Jamie & Yaisa


Your love and support is my constant inspiration








This is a work of fiction. Although based on real events in which I, the author, was involved, the personalities are purely fictional. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.









[image: frn_fig_005.png]









PROLOGUE


For hours, apart from the occasional hooting of an owl, the only sound had been the wind hissing through the tops of the trees. A stiff breeze had at least kept the frost at bay, making it marginally less cold for the hidden SAS teams. One group was in the bushes that lined the northern side of the road, the other in the rape-seed field opposite. To avoid detection they’d taken up their positions the night before. That meant a long, cold and patient approach, very necessary to avoid the well-mounted IRA surveillance operation.


Terrorists weren’t mugs, nor were they just mad, gun-happy fanatics. In a war that had lasted twenty-five years the British Army now faced men who had been bom into the Troubles. They’d taken their first lessons in terrorist tactics with their mother’s milk; grown up in houses where adult talk was all about the best way to fight, with limited resources, a successful guerrilla war. In the school playground they’d acted out the roles of gunman and victim and fought imaginary battles with a more numerous enemy. In later years, emerging from classes in physics and chemistry, during which they’d paid a great deal of attention, they’d probably argued about the best way to construct and plant a bomb.


Like any army, the fighting men had plenty of backup. The terrorists who would do the forthcoming job might have looked over the target, but that would have been so long ago that their presence would have gone unremarked. The plan had been made, maps and diagrams drawn, and a scale model of the area constructed. Despite tight secrecy, the IRA commanders knew the risks of betrayal. And that brought into play the support tail, which in South Armagh, the heart of bandit country, amounted to almost the entire population. There were ‘dickers’ on foot, placed at strategic points to warn of an unusual army or police presence. Up to a dozen cars would be used for mobile sweeps. Other sympathisers walked their dogs not only over the firing point, but the ground approaches as well. Some of these watchers were men from active service units, with radios so that they could control the overall situation. Only when they were sure the area was clear would they radio for the attack to go ahead.


The teams designated to stop them had coped with all of that, and got themselves into the right position to react. Training had got them there, constant practice in covert tactics that bore out the regimental mantra, ‘Train hard, fight easy!’ Working in such a hostile environment, you never knew if an op was going to go down or be aborted. And that applied to the first few minutes as well as the last. The guys they would be up against had a mental advantage. When they went to their hide and drew a weapon or a bomb, they expected to use it. Any trooper who’d served in Northern Ireland could list more operations that went sour than those that went right; times when their weapons had never been raised, let alone fired. But you could only get a result, when the plan worked out, if you trained for success. That’s what the SAS did, day in and day out.


Right at that moment, on this job, the fat lady hadn’t sung. For the Northern Ireland troop commander back at the ops room, as well as the men on the ground, failure was still an unwelcome possibility. A strong moon meant that visibility was good. But that, given the amount of deep shadow, would provide only limited aid to the IRA ‘dickers’. And for the men tasked to stop the attack going in, it meant that when they were called upon to move they could do so quickly, with a clear sight of the enemy.


As commander of one four-man patrol, Blue Harding had the added task of running not just his own orders through his mind, but those of the others. Thrown together for this op, the three men under his command were unknowns, part of a six-man group from G Squadron heli’d into Northern Ireland to assist B Squadron especially for this job. They’d revealed little of themselves at the briefing, cautious in the presence of the two older NCOs tasked to lead the operation. Both were seasoned operators who were serving a second year-long tour in Ulster.


There was no Chinese parliament. Everything had been worked out in advance. Blue and Paul Hill knew the terrain and the enemy. They spent most of their time in civvies, walking the deadly beat of the areas populated by the hard-liners, Republican and Loyalist. They drove unmarked cars and engaged in covert surveillance. And sometimes, not often, they had enough hard information from an A1 source to mount this kind of operation. The reinforcements had listened to their orders, and when questioned had repeated their detailed tasks with commendable brevity. And the troop commander, Roddy Forwood, had passed Blue’s plan without comment.


It was simple stuff on the face of it. A terrorist attack was expected on the local police station, home-made mortars fired from the back of a van. The informer had passed on the firing point and the date to his RUC Special Branch handler. Now, a ferociously effective counter-terrorist team was here to stop it happening. They’d got in without being detected, the first task to inform Zero back at base that they were in position. Blue had checked the links with all the other units on what was a very busy comms net. Everything was in place. If all went to plan, they’d stop the attack and arrest the perpetrators.


Cammed up and chilled to the marrow, they lay absolutely still, waiting for the first sign of activity. On a cold night, in open country, a car can be heard a long way off. There had been one or two false alarms, the guys stiffening at the sound of a distant engine, only to ease their trigger fingers as it faded. This one was different, coming right on towards their position at about twenty miles an hour, headlights full on, the last mobile sweep searching for any sign of an unwanted presence. Even with a blackened face there’s a temptation to cringe as the light sweeps over your face. That has to be avoided. The trick is to stay absolutely still, merely closing your eyes to maintain night vision. The ‘dickers’ are looking for movement, which is the only thing that, in darkness, will betray an enemy presence. The second sweep was done with just sidelights, the engine noise kept to a minimum so that the sentries on the police barracks wouldn’t perk up their ears. The stop was brief, and the three passengers piled out. The engine was killed for a second so that they could listen to the sounds of the night, while the driver put a radio handset to his ear, ready to blast out the abort signal the second anything untoward was spotted.


One Republican came within four feet of Blue Harding, standing right at the edge of the road, his hand gently pulling branches aside so that he could peer deeper into the gloom. A wood pigeon took off, its wings beating loudly against the leaves of the tree. That made the Republican jump back and caused Blue to smile, firstly because he hadn’t reacted, but secondly the buzz of success: his patrol had remained so still that a pigeon had felt it safe to return to a nest no more than ten feet away. The voices murmured softly and indistinctly, reassuring one another just before the engine on the Sierra came back to life. Then they were gone, and the fringe of the forest settled down, the wood pigeon eventually returning to its original perch.


The troopers exercised to keep themselves from stiffening, minimal movements that merely tightened and released individual muscles. They knew that action was imminent, that the van would arrive shortly after the recce, too close in time for the Brits to put in a force to ambush them.


The engine was diesel with a much heavier note than the Sierra’s. And the occupants made no attempt to contain the noise, probably working on the principle that stealth was suspicious, speed was paramount. On the slightly damp surface of the roadway the tyres, as the van braked, made a slithering, gravelly sound, followed by the metallic clunk of hard hit door handles, as the four-man firing team piled out. They’d done their dummy run and knew exactly where to park, so there was no need to guide the driver into the innocent looking marks made days before, the ones that would aim the home-made mortars they intended to fire right on to their target.


‘That’s Charlie One,’ Blue whispered into his mike. ‘Static, four up.’


There had been a constant stream of traffic on the net, very necessary in an op that involved over a hundred people. But that had diminished as attention began to concentrate on the point of action. Blue Harding’s words would be picked up by everyone, but were primarily aimed at Zero manning the ops desk back at base. They told Captain Forwood what he needed to know: that the van had been positively identified; that it had stopped; that there were four terrorists in the IRA unit. His next words informed Zero that his teams were moving to initiate the hard arrest.


‘Stand-by, stand-by, go!’


The move out of cover was made with the minimum of noise. The patrol knew they had at least a minute. The mortars had to be armed, since not even the most dedicated terrorist would drive over potholed roads with ready-to-explode bombs in his van. And what noise they did make was covered, first by the movement of the Transit, then by the clacking sound of the idling diesel engine.


‘Bad mistake, boys,’ Blue said to himself, moving into position, Heckler & Koch G3 up and ready. ‘You should have switched that fucker off.’


As patrol commander Blue was close to the trees, behind one of the G Squadron guys, Tosh McKinnon, while the other pair took up station on the opposite side of the road. Off to the right of the target, Paul Hill’s patrol merely had to stand up to be active. The eight men were in position before any of the terrorists spotted them, Blue shouting as soon as he saw the first guy react.


The message was simple and standard. ‘Army! Stop or we’ll fire!’


Common sense must have told them that they’d be covered from two angles, front and rear. Common sense said, ‘Don’t do anything stupid, just lie face down on the road with your hands behind your head.’


That was when they made their second bad mistake. They should have surrendered. But either through bravado or stupidity they elected to fight. If there had been a real shoot-to-kill policy they would have died right there and then, but the Rules of Engagement gave them a window. Still, it was never on. When eight guys have their weapons up and aimed to cover their targets, it is foolish to try and haul out even an automatic pistol. One or two seconds to get it up and aim it, an age against ordinary squaddies with standard kit, never mind the SAS, half of whom were using the best nightsights on the market.


Blue had elected to fit a Streamlight torch, operated on a pressure switch and zeroed to his weapon. There was no guarantee they would nail their targets right away. They might have to chase these guys into the surrounding woods. The Streamlight was brilliant for close work at night, especially when searching undergrowth. It illuminated the target and gave the operator a chance either to force surrender or blow his opponent away if he turned out to be armed.


The van driver dived out of his seat, Armalite in his hand, heading for the ground and nearby cover. His mates, one right behind him and a pair by the back, pressed themselves close to the vehicle as they fired off their automatic pistols, wildly in the hope of sowing confusion. McKinnon, in forward position and down on one knee, knew the Rules of Engagement. Once the terrorists had ignored the command to surrender and committed themselves to a fight, he had precise orders regarding what to do. Blue Harding was vaguely aware of Tosh desperately slamming at the side of his G3 as he himself opened fire, his rounds skimming the top of the lead man’s head. The Armalite was the danger, accurate and with a high rate of fire, so Blue deliberately followed the driver as he rolled, leaving the rest to the other pair of troopers.


The first of his shots hit the driver. He stopped rolling and somehow got halfway to his feet, rifle still in his hand, when the second controlled shot from the patrol commander took him in the chest. Tosh must have cleared the stoppage to his weapon then, since he opened up on rapid fire and cut the already dying man in half. Blue had already switched his fire to the van to take out one of the others, but that guy was already wasted. As he saw him drop, he noticed the writhing bodies of the other Republicans, both of them taken when Paul Hill’s patrol opened up from the rape-seed field.


The silence as both patrols moved forward was eerie, the only sound the ticking of a hot engine under the Transit bonnet. Blue’s guys checked the bodies, making sure they were dead, while Paul’s troopers made sure that the mortars were still unarmed and that the van wasn’t booby-trapped. At a signal from them, Blue spoke into his mike again to tell Roddy Forwood that the situation was stable. ‘Zero. Three One Contact. We have four dead gunmen. No casualties. Mortars are safe.’


Forwood came on the net to pass that on. ‘All callsigns, this is Zero. Contact four dead gunmen. Mortar tubes are safe.’


At a further sign from Blue both teams withdrew up the road and back into the woods, making for the clearing on the opposite side where the heli would come in to lift them out of the contact area. For the two teams, the op was over. All around the area, since the call had gone out to say that the job was going down, the mobile intercepts had been moving. SAS troopers in upgraded high-performance cars, their task was two-fold. If the job going down was successful, they would seal off the incident so that no one, innocent or involved, could get close to the vicinity. If the terrorists evaded the covert teams and made a run for it, their task was to intercept and carry out the hard arrest. Backing them up, to provide a more extended cordon, came the Quick Reaction Force, local troops provided by the Green Army, but led by one very pissed-off SAS trooper, who was so far from the action that he knew he’d never get involved.


The RUC’s own guys from the Heavy Mobile Support Unit would take over after everything was secured, the work coordinated by Forwood on the ops desk. Next to arrive would be the Scenes of Crime Officers. They would take over the incident and do the necessary. The Green Army boys would, of course, be credited with the kill, the usual guff going out on the news that a passing patrol had disturbed the IRA as they were preparing to launch. The SAS didn’t exist as far as Ulster was concerned. The troopers would go back to their barracks to debrief and to see if they could learn anything from the night’s action. They would also repair to the base bar, have more than a few drinks, then do their very best to get a leg over one of the females working for DET 14, the intelligence-gathering section.


The first part of that was the patrol debrief. They went over everything: the approach, the level of hostile surveillance they’d encountered, and a detailed eight-way observation of the contact and the outcome. It was a situation where honesty was highly desirable. Nobody was a superman: they couldn’t be everywhere and do everything. You learned from every experience in the regiment, and what you saw and did was added to the total sum of knowledge on which every trooper could draw.


Blue listened as Tosh McKinnon gave his version, only flicking his eyes to the man’s face when he failed to mention the stoppage on his G3. Blue knew that there was a lot of difference between theory and practice: that applied to the SAS as much as any other organisation. In the regiment you didn’t bleat, especially to Ruperts. There was no way Blue Harding was going to speak out and drop another trooper in the shit, even if the guy was a total stranger. So, called upon for his contribution, he played down the way in which Tosh’s weapon had jammed. Nor did he point out what he should have done. When it happened Tosh shouldn’t have fucked about trying to clear the thing, he should have gone for his secondary weapon, the 9mm pistol each patrol member carried in his op waistcoat. That was standard drill, which they’d all trained for, over and over again. Weapons jam. It happens to the best. But the very best don’t compound the problem. It was a fuck-up, and one that could have cost lives if the terrorists had been more alert.


Once the briefing was over, Blue confined himself to a private bollocking, satisfied that the ex-Guardsman showed proper contrition, and quite a bit of gratitude. Tosh knew that he’d panicked and done the wrong thing. Rubbing salt into the wound to his pride wasn’t necessary. But it was an action which Blue put away in the memory bank, a mental warning in case he should he ever find himself on an op with this bloke again.


He then sat down to compose his own patrol report, written in the same vein as the debrief, before going on to his obligatory interviews with the Army Legal Service and the RUC Special Branch. What followed that was, for Blue, a real surprise. He heard Forwood praising Tosh for dropping the driver, hinting that it could well warrant a Mention in Dispatches. Other ranks loyalty only extended so far and even if hogging glory was something Blue hated, when Tosh showed no sign of correcting Forwood and admitting his weapon had jammed, he was very tempted to give the guys the good news.


Years in the regiment had inured Blue to that kind of shit, however, and it would have stayed private if he hadn’t slightly over-indulged in the supply of free booze in the base bar. He’d started on the beer before moving on to his favourite get-pissed juice, red wine. The combination of that, plus the presence of so many people being fed a line of bullshit, proved explosive.


‘Excuse me, boss,’ Blue said, interrupting the Rupert.


‘Yes, Blue,’ replied Forwood.


Forwood had consumed a fair amount of beer too, so the upper-class drawl seemed somewhat exaggerated. The captain was a tall slim guy with black, swept-back hair and heavy, defined eyebrows, the skin on his face and the dark patches under his brown eyes carrying a sallow hue that indicated a confused bloodline. Forwood didn’t look him in the eye as he spoke, and he stiffened to hold himself erect, as if to confirm by this Guardee pose, even sitting, that he was the fellow in command. ‘Typical fuckin’ woodentop,’ thought Blue. He didn’t have much time for Ruperts or Guardsmen, and if you combined them the whole was, to his way of thinking, less than the sum of its parts.


‘Did Tosh say in his statement that he downed the driver?’


Drink made Blue’s voice a shade louder than normal and the buzz of conversation was suddenly muted. The place was full of support staff as well as almost the entire Ulster SAS contingent. But the people who stiffened most were those closest, the guys who had been on that night’s op.


‘I can’t see that’s there’s any doubt that he did,’ replied Forwood, eyeing the G Squadron trooper, whose beer glass had stopped halfway to his mouth. ‘You told them it was your burst that cut the bastard near in half. That certainly accords with what I observed when I read the SOCO’s reports after they’d examined the bodies.’


Blue pushed his own glass away from him, as if to clear a space in which to move. ‘Are you going to tell him, Tosh, or will I do it?’


McKinnon had the good grace to drop his head when he responded. ‘Tell what, mate?’


‘The truth, arsehole.’


‘I don’t think we need that sort of talk, Blue,’ said Forwood, flushing slightly.


‘Don’t we? You’re talking about giving this guy the hero treatment when he nearly got the rest of us killed.’


‘You can fuck off,’ growled Tosh, stung into anger.


‘You were front man, mate. It was your job to take them down with me as backup.’


‘Which he did,’ insisted Forwood.


Blue was angry. Drink meant his self-control was not as good as it should have been. That bastard Guardsman was telling porkies, and looked as if he intended to bluff it out. Paul Hill was sitting beside him and, sensing the coming outburst, put a hand on Blue’s forearm to restrain him. It didn’t work.


‘Tell him, shitlegs!’


‘This stops now!’ barked Forwood, slamming his glass down hard. There was no conversation now. The rest of those in the bar were either staring at Blue or at their glasses, in a clear attempt to indicate a desire to remain uninvolved.


‘Tell him you had a stoppage. That your weapon jammed. You didn’t down the driver, I did.’


The silence wasn’t long, but it was telling. Blue, looking from one to the other, suddenly realised what was going on. The regiment had enjoyed a wee bit of success. The public might guess it was an SAS op, but they’d never be told. Only those who mattered would know: the politicians and the Army brass. And, as usual, when there might be a bit of praise to follow the Guards mafia was trying to hog it. Forwood was Welsh and McKinnon was Coldstream, but that didn’t matter. Both from the Woodentop Brigade, they would look after each other. The CO of the regiment was another fucking woodentop, so he would be delighted to be told that a Guardsman had done enough to earn a reward.


‘Can it, Blue,’ said Paul Hill, softly. ‘You’re wasting your breath.’


‘This is formal, and to go on the record,’ said Blue, in a voice he hadn’t used since he joined the regiment. ‘Trooper McKinnon had a stoppage. His weapon jammed. He then failed to take the appropriate action in using his pistol, and so jeopardised everyone’s security.’


‘You didn’t say that in your patrol report. It makes no mention of a jammed weapon, and I don’t recall you saying anything at the debrief.’


‘If you read it. It says what I told you at the debrief, that I put two shots into the driver.’


The Rupert flicked a casual hand at McKinnon. ‘Which is a lot less than Tosh here. You were patrol commander, and that will result, within the confines of the regiment, in some degree of distinction. But you really can’t come along afterwards and try to claim a credit that belongs to another man. Tosh here took out the most dangerous terrorist on that team, and to my mind that qualifies for extra recognition.’


‘I’ve told you, he’s lying,’ Blue insisted.


‘I believe him.’


‘Maybe he told you what he did and you decided to cover it up?’


‘Careful, Blue,’ Forwood replied, edgily.


‘There’s not one of you worth a wank. As a Rupert you’re a fuckin’ disgrace.’ Blue dragged his arm free from Paul’s second attempt at restraint, and jabbed an angry finger at the other Guardsman. The red wine he was drinking was not exactly Chateau-bottled. It was cheap, Spanish and cheerful, and had stained both his tongue and his lips, making the threat he issued through bared teeth that much more intense. ‘And you, McKinnon, if I see you in Hereford, stay clear of me or I’m going to kick seventeen different kinds of shit out of you.’


‘In your dreams, pal.’


Captain Forwood was smiling slightly. And so he should, since he had all the aces. It was his report that would be read by his superiors, not Blue Harding’s. And protest as he might, there wasn’t a Rupert born who wouldn’t back up a fellow officer. And that went in spades for the CO. They might smile at the troopers they supposedly commanded, and cosily use first-name terms. But they were, to a man, career soldiers, using the SAS as part of their path to promotion, each one a past master of the art of the double handshake. This Rupert might even write himself a personal medal citation to go with McKinnon’s MiD. As an officer he had that right.


But there was another reason for that smile, because it told Blue Harding just how far he’d gone over the top; that he was, to all extents and purposes, finished. He should never have spoken out in front of so many witnesses. Forwood would recount with glee to the CO what Blue thought of G Squadron and the Guards Brigade, and the other woodentops would confirm it. He wasn’t too popular in that department as it was, given the way he generally took the piss out of the Ruperts at mess dinners.


They wouldn’t RTU him. But there were fates in their gift just as bad as being sent back to your regiment. They could stick him in an office, or in the stores; denying him any kind of meaningful job, bore him to the point where he would leave of his own accord. It was no good looking for justice. Blue Harding might be one of the longest-serving members of the finest elite fighting force in the world. But it was still the good old British Army, run, as far as he was concerned, by the brain-dead offspring of the rich and well connected.


When he spoke, he tried to make his voice sound contrite. ‘I’d just like to say one last thing, boss.’


Forwood walked straight into it. ‘What’s that, Blue?’


‘Fuck you!’


A shared interest in fine wine made dinner with Sir Patrick Molloy an occasion to savour. Sir George Forgeham-Lowry enjoyed the first-course Montrachet, but the 1962 Petrus left that fine white burgundy in the shade. They’d already discussed at some length what would follow and the Chateau d’Yquem was chilling nicely. Such wines, even to a very senior civil servant, were rare treats. The salaries of permanent secretaries ran to a fairly decent cellar. Careful, early buying of promising vintages, allied to patience, meant Sir George could hold his own in most company. But he couldn’t compete at the level of the Petrus. He’d never see the bill, but if that bottle of thirty-year-old wine came in at less than a thousand pounds he’d be amazed.


Mutual friends had been discussed, the parlous state of their old Oxford college bemoaned, government economic policy coruscated (but then it always was, regardless of the prevailing Treasury nostrums) and international events commented on, those where Sir Patrick’s various companies were active receiving special mention.


‘And how goes the anticipation of retirement, George?’


‘It gets better by the day, Paddy. I’ve told you before, the higher you rise in the service, the more you come to see what an absolute shower these politicos are.’


‘The world of commerce would suit you much better.’


The offer had never been formally made, but George Forgeham-Lowry knew there was a place for him in Sir Patrick’s mining to shipping conglomerate. They were friends, and had been since Oxford. But when a major international financier treats you to a wine costing one thousand pounds, old comradeship has nothing to do with it. GFL was a senior civil servant with unrivalled contacts in the corridors of power. He might not know or esteem the men with the ministerial titles, but he knew just whom they listened to for advice, which in lobbying terms was a priceless asset.


It wouldn’t last for ever, of course. Within five years the personnel would have changed and he’d be out of touch. But in that period he’d justify a fat salary to top up his substantial index-linked pension. Sir Patrick Molloy would get his pound of flesh, and Forgeham-Lowry would get the payoff for years of climbing his way up the slippery civil service ladder. That wasn’t mentioned either; with people of like minds, so little actually has to be stated.


The cheese and port moved them on to company business; the bits that were doing well, those that were causing problems, and the genuine worries. How this information would be used was also not discussed. GFL would disseminate it as he saw fit, definitely using it to impress his own minister, but making sure that the necessary bits were dropped into appropriate ears. The emerging Russian market was interesting, but difficult; but it was nothing compared to Africa.


‘Always troublesome, George, you know that.’


‘Not just for commerce, Paddy. In the FO they give the sub-Sahara desk to the man they most want rid of. It’s a pig of a job. SA sanctions, wars in Angola and Mozambique, all those tinpot dictators like Kaunda.’


‘He’s one of the better bets. Very steady with the old copper supply.’


‘Which only goes to show how impossible it is. If he shines, what in heaven’s name are the rest of them like?’


‘Any hope that things will settle down in Liberia?’


‘Not from what I can observe, but I’ll ask Jimmy Heriot.’ He paused, seeing Sir Patrick struggling to place the name, before putting him out of his misery. ‘Second in charge at the FO, you remember. I introduced him to you at Henley.’


‘Ah! Yes, got him. Seem to recall you saying he’s one to watch.’


Sir George allowed himself a smile, knowing that if Jimmy Heriot played his cards well, he’d follow him into the embrace of his powerful host. ‘Jimmy is right out of the top drawer, Paddy. Fearfully bright! I’ll ask him for an appreciation if it will help.’


‘I’m really only interested because of Sierra Leone. There’s bugger all in Liberia worth bothering about. But they have set things alight in that part of the Dark Continent. They could spread.’


‘Remind me.’


‘Rutile.’


‘Ah yes,’ replied Sir George, frantically trying to remember what rutile was.


‘Poured a fortune into extracting the stuff. Have to, or you can’t get at it. And now we have two coups in two years. Unstable, that. Not good for business.’


‘This stilton is perfection,’ said Sir George Forgeham-Lowry.


‘Bliss,’ replied Sir Patrick Molloy.









CHAPTER ONE


The battered old Peugeot looked like what it was: a utility vehicle poorly suited to the terrain. Sub-Saharan wind, rain and sun had combined to strip off most of the original blue paint. It bounced and bucked over the potholes, creaking and groaning in a way that showed how useless both springs and shock absorbers had become. The only thing that was fresh was the white patch on the roof carrying the Red Cross insignia in the middle. The protection that was supposed to provide was a hope rather than a certainty. There were few hostile aircraft to worry about: a couple of Nigerian ground attack jets and, when the military council paid for the fuel, some helicopter gunships. Both had a bad habit of firing at anything that moved, even if they were on the government side.

The Peugeot was going too fast for the state of the road; red, dusty and ratted. Occasionally the back would slew round, skidding perilously close to a deep rain ditch that ran along one side. The doors didn’t close properly, which meant that a lot of that red dust entered the driving compartment, to mix with the leaking exhaust fumes. Sister Francesca was at the wheel, the look on her lined and weather-beaten face denoting the deep level of concentration she put into the task. Beside her, eyes tightly shut as she prayed for deliverance, sat Sister Gabriella. Young, fresh-faced and terrified, she gripped the clasp that anchored her seat belt in case it should jump out, something it had done many times before.

‘Smoke,’ said Sister Francesca. The voice had a dry, rasping quality that went very well with her sharp features. Having spoken, she turned her head just enough to see the closed eyes and moving lips of her young companion. ‘Open your eyes, girl!’

Gabriella obliged, obeying automatically a command from one of her superiors in the order. She saw the black plume rising into the bright blue sky, her nose twitching at the first hint of an unfamiliar smell. Acrid, yes! But there was also a sweet odour in the air. She looked at the older nun, and saw that she was now praying too, slowing the car as she approached the two smouldering lumps that partially blocked the road.

It took two hands to wind down the window, one on the top rim to push it down. Sister Francesca was, for a moment, steering with her bony thighs. The mechanism worked properly on the other side, and both women were presented with very similar sights. Only the way the bodies lay was different. Both were young, male and naked, with dead and empty eye sockets that stared into oblivion. The dark flesh was cratered and uneven where the petrol had scorched the skin, the edges of the deep panga scars pale where the blood, with only the white cells left, had congealed. In contrast, the earth around their cadavers was dark, because the melting body fats had run out to stain the roadway. Gabriella gagged as she reached for the door handle, but she would do her Christian duty despite the turmoil in her guts as soon as the car stopped.

‘We can do nothing for them,’ said Sister Francesca, gunning the engine, which coughed twice before engaging. She steered expertly between the bodies. ‘They are in God’s care. Better we seek the living or injured.’

There were more bodies on the road, and in the bushes to either side, with vultures screeching as they lifted slowly into the air at the vehicle’s approach. The old nun, after a quick glance for signs of life, ignored them all. They had to stop where a huge earth-moving Caterpillar lorry had been slewed haphazardly across the road. It was big enough to fill half the ditch and block access to the main gate of the quarry site. Sister Francesca had seen all this before, in Liberia two years previously. Untrained bush fighters trying to steal things they couldn’t drive, only to abandon them when they ran out of control.

With some difficulty, Sister Francesca turned the cat round. Experience told her it was best to be prepared for the worst. It was eight months since that Dutch doctor and his family had been murdered, but that didn’t make things safe. And she had no faith in the protection of the cloth. A priest had been hacked to death as well. Each side - government and Revolutionary United Front - blamed the other. A quick exit from a scene of destruction was always advisable, especially when you knew it could be the work of either side.

Finally she stopped the engine and got out, signalling for her young companion to follow her. The older nun kept a close eye on Gabriella as they entered the Salco compound. She had a good idea what to expect, the younger nun would not. And regardless of what people tell you, nothing prepares you for your first sight of mass murder and wanton destruction. There was paper everywhere, fluttering in the air as a breath of wind took hold. The fence that enclosed the property had been torn down, probably by the RUF soldiers driving that stolen Caterpillar. Part of the offices of the quarrying company had been set alight and still smouldered, though the main, stone-built structure was intact. Smashed equipment lay everywhere: a computer monitor and keyboard; desks, chairs, telephones and dented, empty filing cabinets. But there were whole objects too: TVs and fridges, an air-conditioning unit, several fans and a couple of small generators, as well as engine parts and tyres in an untidy pile. And there were bodies, all black and all dead, one or two in pieces.

The older nun sniffed the air, in a way that was almost animal in its intensity, peering back the way they’d come for several seconds before signalling to her companion to come with her and look for survivors. It was a futile search. Where the people came from was a mystery; they appeared as if by magic in a place which had looked totally deserted. That happened often in this part of the world, a seemingly empty landscape suddenly full of a mass of individuals, male and female, of varying ages, adults and children, all talking at once.

‘They think it is safe because we are here,’ said Sister Francesca, when she’d managed to quieten the most voluble. ‘To them it means the men with guns have gone.’

‘And have they?’ asked Sister Gabriella.

Sister Francesca shrugged. ‘They left quickly. But they will not be far away.’

Then, standing relaxed, her hands inside the pants of her baggy beige slacks, she proceeded slowly to question the crowd. It was a long-drawn-out process; each question delivered to one was answered by many, with much high-pitched argument about details that mattered little. The RUF had come from nowhere, appearing, as usual, out of the bush. They had killed what men they could find and abducted the women. Did the sisters know that when the RUF attacked, there was a government inspector present? That led to even more high-pitched wailing and informing, each gory detail of the unfortunate man’s agonising death related with relish: the slashing of the skin, the gouging out of the eyes, the way the arc welding equipment had been used to scorch off his testicles, and finally the cutting out of the heart from a still living body. They were shown what remained of his carcass, which lay beside that of his driver, hacked so badly after death that few limbs remained connected. Both, again, were naked. Someone would be marching through the bush wearing a smart city suit now, probably sporting polished shoes of the type you only saw in Freetown.

And the crowd confirmed the rumour, picked up from those who had fled as far as the displacement camp, that when the rebels departed the Italian quarry manager and his two Pakistani assistants had been taken away as hostages. Not that Sister Francesca understood much of what was said. Her language skills were good, but there were just too many voices speaking at once. The nun was all patience, listening with her head bent, interjecting a word or two only very occasionally. The babble subsided because of this, and the garbled information began to make more sense.

Neither of the nuns heard the truck. But the locals did, and the compound emptied as quickly as it had filled, the crowd dispersing through holes in the fencing to hide in the bush whence they’d come. The grinding of the gears eventually reached their European ears. That was followed by shouting, the discharge into the air of numerous weapons, then the sight of dozens of ragged men, each wearing a white headband, cautiously approaching the compound.

‘Army,’ said Sister Francesca, without any hint of relief. ‘Stay still and do not move.’

They came through the fencing, rifles at the ready swinging left and right, their eyes clearly showing varying degrees of fear. Commands shouted from the rear had them fanning out to search any place that could hide an enemy. The search was noisy, since the method of exploration was simple: any place that looked like it could remotely harbour an enemy was sprayed with enough automatic gunfire to kill any human within. What glass that remained in the windows was smashed, adding to the infernal din. The nuns, standing in the middle of the compound, were ignored, treated as if they did not exist.

A full ten minutes of this mayhem passed before the officer who’d directed his men’s efforts deigned to enter the danger zone. Both sisters knew him: Colonel Nyomo, who held the command in the Bo district. He’d visited their camp on many occasions, none of them pleasant to recall. The contrast between him and the men he led was striking. The officer wore crisp, new-looking fatigues with a stiff peaked cap over eyes hidden by a very expensive pair of sunglasses. His high-quality laced jungle boots were, under the slight coating of red dust from the road, as well polished as his belt and holster. The shirt he wore was open-necked and short-sleeved, exposing the gold chain around his neck, and the expensive chronometer watch on his wrist. His soldiers were in rags by comparison, and that was if they had anything approaching a complete uniform. Most did not, though some part of their dress tended to be camouflage fatigues. Few had boots of any description, and those who did were coming out of them at either heel or toe. The rest wore trainers or the kind of canvas shoes a white man reserved for the beach. They were all young, some mere children dwarfed by their weapons.

The wimples the sisters were wearing, the only part of the order’s uniform that suited the climate, earned a salute. But there was little real courtesy in it, and no shortage of arrogance in Colonel Nyomo’s eyes. Looking at him, Sister Francesca found it hard to be Christian and forgiving. She’d worked in Africa for two decades, watched the colonial powers leave, and seen at first hand the chaos their departure had created.

The small, educated elite in every country had come to power on a wave of happy promise. Once there, they had plundered the resources of their nations, lining their own pockets at the expense of the ordinary citizen. Seeing how much money there was to be stolen, the men in command of the army had ousted them. They’d kicked out the corrupt civilians and begun to line their own pockets, in a country a lot less wealthy than it had been before. Income from mining and extraction went to Swiss banks instead of hospitals, roads and the provision of fresh water. The generals traded their Land Rovers for the essential Mercedes-Benz with blackened windows, their ordinary homes for luxurious villas, filling them with booze, luxury goods and young nubile concubines. Rarely, if ever, did they spend any money on the army they commanded.

Embezzlement on such a scale created jealousies in the lower ranks. The junior officers, mouthing slogans about equality and democracy, had mounted the next coup, then once in office begun to emulate those they’d replaced. Sister Francesca had seen it all before, in Liberia. If matters ran to form, she knew the final phase in the destruction of the state was when the army fragmented into factions, so that civil war, continuous and unstoppable, followed as night followed day.

‘I would be obliged to you for any information that you can give me regarding the rebels,’ Nyomo said, removing his sunglasses and swinging them by their arms.

‘We have no information,’ Sister Francesca replied. ‘Whoever did this was gone by the time we arrived.’

‘Whoever did this? Can there be any doubt it was the RUF? They seem to have left in some panic. Which means they must have known of our approach.’

She didn’t answer, or even shrug to show indifference: she simply held the man’s gaze. Sister Gabriella saw the anger in his eyes. This was a fellow used to creating fear. That he was not doing so annoyed him immensely.

‘I must ask you, what brought you here?’

‘Rumours we heard.’

‘Where?’ he snapped.

‘Where else, Colonel Nyomo? At our mission.’

He snorted, throwing his head back in mild disgust. The sisters worked in the Tiama displaced persons’ camp. DP camps like Tiama, to him, were a source of nothing but trouble, full of either rebels hiding from the government, refugees from the civil war in Liberia, or European troublemakers. Like all of his kind, he would dearly like to drive the whole lot over the southern border to a death from starvation or Liberian bullets.

‘We need to know what is happening,’ Sister Gabriella added, ‘to stop our people leaving the safety of the mission.’

‘They have nothing to fear,’ Nyomo replied, without the slightest trace of conviction. ‘That is what we exist for, to protect them.’

It was Sister Francesca’s turn to snort. Her charges had everything to fear from anyone toting a gun. Seeing her look past his shoulder, the officer turned round. His men were poking with exaggerated caution at the various artefacts of value that had been left behind, as though worried that they might be booby-trapped. Nyomo snapped a command, obviously an order to stop messing about and start shipping the goods to the waiting lorry.

‘Your fee, Colonel?’ said Sister Francesca.

If she’d hoped to shame him, she failed. Nyomo grinned, hooking one arm of his sunglasses on his lower lip, which took some, if not all of the sting out of his reply. ‘These things cannot just be left lying around to rot, can they, sister?’

‘I don’t suppose they will for long, Colonel. I expect they will turn up in Freetown market before the week is out.’

‘Do not put too much faith in either your head-dress or the Red Cross sign on your roof. You are a long way from those who you would need to appeal to if the RUF decide to attack your camp.’

‘What have we got that they could possibly want?’

‘Recruits, sister.’

‘We can be sure if they do come, Colonel, that you will be many miles away,’ growled Sister Francesca. ‘But they are close now, and from what we have already learned they have with them the mine manager and his two assistants. It might be better to go in pursuit of them than stealing their property.’

‘Who told you this?’

‘People who do not fear to talk to us.’

‘Tell me what they said!’

‘Signor Assitola and his two assistants were led away, hands tied and with ropes around their necks.’

‘That has to be a lie. The RUF has never taken expatriates hostage.’

‘Until a month ago the RUF rarely came out from the western heights. Do you see Signor Assitola here? And if he had survived, would he go off and leave all his property to be plundered?’

Nyomo became more tense, gripping his sunglasses tightly. ‘He may have left for Freetown before the attack.’

‘We did not pass him on the road, and neither, I suspect, did you.’

What Nyomo said next really hurt him. The tone of his voice had an odd, strangled quality and he put his sunglasses back on quickly in an attempt to disguise the fear in his eyes. There was no way of knowing how deeply he was connected to the RUF: they certainly seemed to be able to operate with impunity, always appearing when the army was absent. At best it was a mutually beneficial arrangement designed to share out plunder from the area he controlled. But it could be more than that, which would lead to a certain death if his superiors on the military council ever suspected it to be the case.

‘Can it be confirmed?’

A lengthy pause followed before Sister Francesca replied. For Nyomo to find out anything would be difficult. The people didn’t trust the army, and would lie to him if they thought it prudent. He would use torture, of course, but that would take time. Much as he hated to admit it, they would open up to these sisters, even to the point of telling them which way the rebels had gone. The older nun smiled. On her lined and narrow face was not something inclined to warm the likes of the man before her.

‘The camp is in need of generators.’

It was now Nyomo’s turn to make a pause, but his was shorter and his reply unsmiling. In reality it was a small price to pay. But he hated doing it nevertheless. ‘I will have the two we just loaded transferred to your car.’

‘Then if you will wait here, Colonel Nyomo, Sister Gabriella and I will go and find out what you need to know.’

‘Would we become thieves too, sister?’ whispered Gabriella as they walked away.

‘Never fear, child. In such a cause God will forgive us many things.’

John Little might have become a victim if he’d stayed on the road, but as a dedicated twitcher he’d moved into a clearing, pausing to watch the flight of the Elenora’s falcon. The bird, which had never been spotted this far south in West Africa, hovered before landing in the high branches of a cotton tree, where there was probably a nest. But all thoughts of birds and their nesting habits were banished as he heard the unmistakable crack of gunfire. Above him every bird in the forest rose, screeching and wheeling.

A knot of apprehension formed in his stomach, and he mentally cursed himself for ignoring the advice he’d been given. The security chief at Anglo-African, Frank Wintour, had cautioned him against going too far past the Sieromin compound at Mokanje, even if he had been told of a rare sighting. He’d abandoned his pickup about half a mile back by an old, dilapidated mud hut, to walk slowly, carefully and as silently as possible towards the sighting point.

The rapid fire of a heavier weapon followed. John Little’s long-buried military training surfaced, and he found himself weighing up odds and alternatives. Should he run for his pickup or stay on foot? The vehicle was white and conspicuous. It was a large target even at long distance on a straight road. A heavy-calibre machine gun would rip it, and him, to shreds. But to stay on foot would mean he could move no faster than anyone else, and what he wanted most of all was to be well away from here.

He was moving back towards the pickup, parallel to the road, doing everything he could to minimise the noise of his passage, listening hard, hoping to pick up any hint of a pursuit. There was a faint buzz of sound, but with the birds still screeching it was hard to place or identify. He made it to the abandoned mud hut in about ten minutes. As he inched out from his cover and focused his binos up the road he saw it was full of armed men. They were coming down the road in no sort of order, more like a crowd leaving a football match - if you could ignore the weapons some of them carried.

They seemed to be of all shapes and sizes, about fifty in number, grey-haired elders right down to kids who could barely cope with the weight of their rifles. The clothing was real dress-optional: bright T-shirts or plain, once-white singlets; fatigue caps mixed with hats made out of palm leaves; the odd part of a uniform; some wearing trainers, others with proper boots. Unarmed men carried ammo boxes on their heads. One toted what looked like artillery shells bound into a pack with leaves.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that these guys were RUF. When it came to swearwords Little went through the card, cursing Africa, his employer Anglo-African Rutile and himself in equal measure. The pickup was like a beacon so he moved straight back into the bush, to a point where he could just see the road past the side of the abandoned mud hut.

He’d been counting without at first being aware of it, that military training again which surfaced unbidden. It had been drummed into him at God knows how many lectures, the rules of what to do if you were caught behind enemy lines. That you were still a soldier with a job to do, that you should assess the threat to the rest of your group, then get back on the right side of the forward edge of the battle area and let your commander know the score.

‘FEBA, for Christ’s sake,’ he murmured, amazed that he still knew that kind of jargon.

He heard the engine of his pickup, quickly followed by the crunching of gears as the guy who’d decided to drive it tried to figure out how the thing worked. Whoever was at the wheel got it going eventually, after two attempts that ended in a stall. They stayed in low gear, the roar of the engine drowning out all the other sounds of the passing men. John Little moved, pushing himself closer still, kitten-crawling along the ground until he was at the rear of the hut. From there he could count the numbers accurately, nose wrinkling at the faint odour of cannabis that wafted in his direction from the passing rebels.

This was no small raiding party. That notion was dispelled by the time he got over a hundred, but he kept counting till he’d doubled and trebled that. His heart sank when he saw the prisoners. The three men were secured at the neck by a bright yellow rope, the ends held by two of the rebels who were joshing them along with what sounded like insults. Two were Asian. Their clothes were torn and grimy, especially the shirts, as though they’d been dragged along the ground. It was the expressions that made him pull back to a safer place, the look of sheer terror etched in the faces, mixed with pain as the jerked ropes dug into necks that were already raw. He’d been stupid to move forward, like some bloody boy scout. If they’d seen him, his neck would probably have been added to the rope.

For John Little the next thing he had to do was simple: he had to get to a phone or a radio, one that was out of the route of the rebel’s advance, and let Freetown know what he’d observed. There was a displaced persons’ camp at Mobela, about three kilometres back up the main route. They had a radio.

As he moved out he heard the first burst of what became sustained gunfire. It wasn’t hard to figure out the target: the head of the column must have reached the Sieromin compound by now. Staying close to the road was paramount, so it wasn’t surprising that he witnessed the killing. In fact, the use of his binos got him so close to the action it was as if he were taking part.

The remains of the makeshift checkpoint had been rearranged into an execution block. The victim had been stripped to the waist, and two men had twisted his arms to force him over the empty oil drum. The man doing the work was obviously a somebody, dressed in proper fatigues and boots. The long, hooked panga he held seemed to swish audibly as he took several practice swings. John Little was too far away for the sound to carry. It was just his overwrought imagination at work. What he could hear clearly were the pleading cries of the intended victim, and the way the man threatening him was haranguing the others present. Some were armed, watchful of the other group, which stood disconsolate or terrified, scared to look at the scene before them. The panga, accompanied by more passionate shouting, swung viciously, but stopped, coming to rest gently on the victim’s neck, producing a wail from the prisoners and a laugh from their armed attendants.

The next swing was no pretend. The arm of the holder was high enough to lift his heels off the ground, his body arcing to get maximum force into the blow. It hit a point just below the joint of the neck and shoulders, cutting deeply into the flesh and bone but not severing anything. The scream of the victim rent the still hot air and the second blow was struck, missing again, this time splitting the man’s lower skull. The blade swung a third time, more accurately, and it took the already dying African right on the joint, cutting through about halfway. The head fell forward in a great fount of blood, but not off, the skin of the front holding the two corporeal sections together.

The last blow was delivered into a stream of gore that splashed everyone close by, most of all the executioner. He bent down and picked up the severed head, rushing then to confront the prisoners, who cowered away from the horror that they believed to be their certain fate. The leader was jumping around, screaming imprecations, pointing towards the roadway where his fellows had advanced. One by one, the men he was shouting to started nodding, then murmuring themselves. Their hands, tentatively at first, then with more force, began to punch the air, their voices rising as each fist became more active. The guys who’d been guarding them started a sort of dance, feet pounding into the red dust, rifles raised in a form of salute. One fired off a round into the air, which seemed to galvanise both sections of the group. Then they began to move down the road, chanting what John Little could only suppose were RUF slogans.

‘Some method of recruitment,’ he said softly to himself.









CHAPTER TWO

After he’d delivered the punch there was claret everywhere. The arsehole with the Barry Manilow nose and the Brezhnev eyebrows was trying to stem it, both hands cupped over the smashed bone. The way he’d tackled he had it coming. Five times beaten for skill and pace, he’d chopped at Paul Hill’s legs to stop him creating a scoring chance; five falls on to the hard-packed West African ground. To a man less well trained in unarmed combat that could have caused real injury. Already pissed off, the last tackle had produced an automatic reaction. And it had been the full Monty. When you’re trained to kill by the very best in the world, a soft, measured blow is not an option.

The ref’s whistle had gone immediately. He rushed to stand over the two men - big, sweating buckets and angry. As a crowd gathered round, Paul heard the swearing coming through the bloody fingers, a stream of very comprehensive Gallic curses. Having worked in casinos on the Cote d’Azur, Paul understood every word. This Frog didn’t like the Brits in general. And he especially didn’t like the sales gargons from the 22nd pecial Air Service Regiment.

The noise grew, a mixture of a dozen languages with even more opinions. People from the various embassies and consulates had come off the touchline to put their oar in. The bleeding figure, half crouched over, was led from the field while Paul faced the wrath of the referee. Poor bastard. This was supposed to be a friendly match between two embassies, and it would have been if that one ugly bastard had just played football.

‘Nice one, Paul,’ said Jimmy Forrest.

With hair the colour of carrots and a million freckles on his pallid skin, Forrest looked like something out of a Peanuts cartoon. Jimmy was a Royal Signals cipher clerk at the High Commission who was playing on the wing. It was his sharp passing that had put Paul through with a scoring chance. He jerked a thumb at the retreating wounded.

‘That shite has had it coming for yonks. He plays like that every match.’
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