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Dedication to my friend and brother, FBI Supervisory Special Agent Bomb Technician, Sean Boyle.

People often ask us why we do what we do, why we walk forward as others withdraw. We are a brotherhood that grows st ronger with every passing day and cannot be broken. Rest brother, your job is done.





IN THE INTERESTS OF NATIONAL SECURITY CERTAIN PROCEDURES AND EQUIPMENT THAT ARE COMMON IN EXPLOSIVE ORDNANCE DISPOSAL HAVE BEEN ALTERED OR OMITTED.






FRIDAY






ONE

‘It’s the Rolls-Royce of IEDs.’

That was the first thing that went through my head when I pushed away the coarse sand with my paintbrush, exposing part of the pressure plate. The majority of the Improvised Explosive Devices we came across in this part of Helmand were crude to the point of caricature. ‘Chip shop bombs’, the Boss called them. I wanted to point out it should be ‘kebab shop’, but he hadn’t yet been on one of those cultural sensitivity courses the army had introduced. Something designed to help win the hearts and minds of the very people who were busy blowing the feet, legs and bollocks off our lads.

What he meant was that they were lashed-together devices, usually a couple of planks of wood held apart by rubber rings which would compress when stood on or driven over. This pressure brought together two pieces of metal – washers or parts of old hacksaw blades – which would complete an electrical circuit, thus causing the detonator to explode, which in turn would set off the main explosive charge buried beneath. Crude, as I said, but undeniably effective. And available in their thousands, thanks to the Taliban’s bomb-making factories.

But this one was a Rolls-Royce among Trabants. The wire – proper, heavily insulated stuff, not the usual Iranian crap that fell apart when you touched it – had been properly crimped using US-sourced 3M connectors. Christ, I thought, as I exposed a little more of the circuit, there was even a touch of solder. Unheard of. This was how one of those picture restorers must feel when they rub at a corner of a painting bought for five quid at a car boot sale and discover an Old Master. I was dealing with something by a maestro, the Leonardo da Vinci of the Taliban’s bomb-makers. I was almost impressed.

As often happened when I paused to take in a situation such as this – one involving a threat to life; my life – I had something akin to an out-of-body experience. From my new POV, I was hovering above the rough road where I was lying on the ground. A corridor of yellow lines, like the dashes in Morse code, ran behind me, broken railway tracks leading back to the Incident Control Point (ICP). The spray-painted path showed the route I had cleared with my mine detector, all the way up to where the IED had been buried. I would re-sweep it on my way back to the ICP, too, or the Boss would have my nuts faster than any explosion could.

To my right was a concrete culvert that gave off an horrendous lingering stench. Beyond that a field of fully grown maize sloped gently upwards and gave way to a series of pomegranate orchards. I could see the flash of silver as the sun glinted off the irrigation ditches that criss-crossed this terrain, the only way the local farmers could put some colour and life into the desert. A bird of some description patrolled over the fields. I squinted. A shrike. Possibly a red-tailed shrike. There were several species of these hunter-killers in Helmand. They were called ‘butcher birds’ because of their habit of impaling the body parts of their prey on thorny bushes. The Spanish call them El Verdugo – The Executioner. I always thought El Verdugo was a very apt avian symbol for Afghan (like all soldiers serving there, I tended to truncate the name of the country).

It was only two hours after dawn, but the sun was already blow-torching down on me. My back was sodden and sweat was pooling behind my ears. I never knew you could sweat there, or from many other weird nooks and crannies, until I came to Afghan. The precious moisture trickled down my jawline and puddled on my chin before dropping onto the sand, staining it dark for a second before the heat sucked the patch dry once more.

There were flies circling and landing on my lips and I spat them away with the tip of my tongue. These fat black bastards were coming from that ditch to my right that ran alongside the road. There were clouds of mosquitoes swarming over it and it gave off the inevitable smell of human shit, which was the signature fragrance of this part of the world. The ditch was probably used as a sewer by those who normally dwelled in the deserted mud-built compounds that lay ahead, just beyond the T-junction that the booby-trapped road led into. Danish soldiers also serving with ISAF (International Security Assistance Force) had declared the dwellings secure and empty at first light, but even so I felt like I was being watched through the ‘murder holes’, the firing slits carved into pretty much every wall of the complex. The feeling of being observed by the locals – ‘dicked’, as we said – was constant and it never left you once you were outside Camp Bastion or whichever Forward Operating Base you were deployed to.

Over to my left, beyond the three circles of red paint that marked other IEDs planted a stone’s throw from where I lay, was the Boss, my Staff Sergeant, working on the fifth and – we hoped – last of the cluster of IEDs for the day. He, too, was lying prone, ‘painting the sand’ with his brush to reveal a pressure plate. I could see he had laid his Sig pistol within easy reach, next to his bag of tricks. Most did that. I didn’t. A gun was one more thing to get in the way. I preferred to rely on the infantry that were watching over us for firepower.

I glanced over to see how Staff was getting on with his IED. It was extremely unusual to have two ATOs – Ammunition Technical Officers – in a bomb disposal team. Ours (codename: Blackrock 22) was a pilot scheme to see if splitting the burden of defusing the endless stream of IEDs between a pair of operatives helped alleviate some of the stresses and strains that built up over weeks and months of lying inches from sudden death. It had caused something of an outcry, because it meant other ATOs were stretched very thin indeed. It took seven years or so to train up an ATO. The truth was, as with many things, the army just did not have enough to go around.

‘What you got, Boss?’ I shouted over to him. He was close enough that I didn’t have to use my PRR – Personal Role Radio.

‘Same old shit,’ he replied. ‘You?’

‘Yeah. Same old, same old.’

Best not to break his concentration while he dealt with his own device. He would find out soon enough that the mine wasn’t that at all.

Not only would I take photographs of the device once I had uncovered more of it, but I’d also try to recover any bits that would prove useful for analysis by our Intelligence people. DNA samples were extracted from any hair or sweat left on the constituent parts and added to our burgeoning database. The Weapons Intelligence Section was particularly interested in anything new or novel and this, my forty-third IED, was certainly that.

I wondered if I’d make the half-century mark. In bombs, not years. But maybe I’d get to celebrate both. It was the end game now. We were leaving, letting the Afghans get on with it. I doubted the IEDs would stop. We just wouldn’t be there to defuse them. I’d be at home with Tracey-Jane and the kids. And perhaps I’d come out of the army altogether. Although none of us ATOs were sure exactly how the skills and drills of Explosive Ordnance Disposal could be applied in Civvie Street.

I thought about the bomb-maker again as I continued to brush the sand away. Many of the builders were kids, their small, dextrous fingers deftly putting together pressure plates, filling old shell cases or palm oil cans with homemade explosives. Then crawling out in the dark of night and digging these lethal devices into the ground, when actually they should have been tucked up in bed. The good ones did a great job of making sure the bombs were well covered, that the excess soil was disposed of and that the earth was a uniform colour once again, so the bomb couldn’t be spotted with the naked eye.

Something told me this particular technician wasn’t a kid though. Staff always said that every bomb had a personality. Or, at least, it reflected the personality of the man – it was usually a man – who had assembled it. This one was neat, fastidious, considered. An adult had put this device together. Someone who took pride in his work, even if that work was to kill the British, Danish and Estonian soldiers who were working this part of the province.

And, apparently, the IED-builders’ new job description was to take out the army’s bomb-disposal specialists. ATOs had been declared the prime enemy. We were cats to their mice. Or was it the other way around? Anyway, we were told there was a bounty out on us, a reward for the first bomb-maker to kill an ATO. It was hardly a reassuring thought, lying there in the sun, brain boiling beneath my helmet, that there was a price on my very hot head. Operation Certain Death, that’s what we ATOs called a tricky situation. But, given the bounty on us, everything was tricky now.

Stay focused.

Skills and drills, remember. They keep you alive. I looked over at the Boss again. He was concentrating too hard to have spoken. It was in my mind, a replay of the phrase he used over and over again, along with: The bomb isn’t your enemy. Complacency is.

Even though sudden death was mere inches away, I felt the familiar tingle of excitement, not fear, as I worked at exposing the business end of the IED. Well, maybe there were a few grace notes of dread, the ones that kept you sharp. This was why we signed up for the High Threat bomb-disposal course. We do this because it saves lives, we tell ourselves, it is how we make a difference. The truth is we also do it because it is the biggest fucking buzz on the planet. Until it becomes routine, boring, easy. That’s when you die.

I took a deep breath and puffed a little air out to shift the salt-craving flies. I glanced back at the ICP, which had been set up between the two Mastiff Protected Patrol Vehicles that had brought us here. Carl, our Electronic Counter Measures man, who was busy jamming any signals that might detonate the bomb, was also taking notes of what we were up to. Around him stood our infantry escort, SA80s at the ready. Lost among them, crouching in the shadow of one of the vehicles, was the slight figure of Moe, our young interpreter or ‘terp’. It was hard to tell how young he was because, like all interpreters in Afghan, his face was almost permanently covered by a scarf, so he couldn’t be recognised by any Taliban scanning us through binoculars or sniper scope. Recognition would mean certain death for him and his family. That very morning the Boss had given the lad his own shemagh scarf, just to make certain he was properly masked up. Now only his dark, sad eyes were visible.

The Boss had told a story about Moe as we bounced to this spot in our Mastiff PPV. This wasn’t uncommon. Moe the terp was the butt of many jokes. They made the kid laugh and gave him a sense of belonging to Blackrock 22, rather than just being a mouth-for-hire. You knew you were accepted in the team when everyone took the piss out of you. Sick humour, insults and practical jokes were the glue that held us together.

‘So, Moe comes into the FOB and the Captain says to him: Where’ve you come from? I came down the Pharmacy Road comes the reply. Are you mad? the officer asks. It’s full of IEDs and Waheed, the warlord, is out there. Did you see him? I did, admits Moe. I was about three kilometres away from here when he stepped out and put an AK-47 to my chest. He accused me of being a terp. I denied it. So, he said, drop your pants. I did. Now, take a shit. What could I do? He had the AK-47. I took a shit. Now eat it. What? Eat it? What could I do? He had the AK-47. So, I ate it. He started laughing, but as he did so I jumped on him and wrestled the AK-47 from him. Drop your pants, I said. What could he do? I had the gun. He did so. Take a shit. What could he do? I had the AK-47. Now, eat it. He did so. You ask me if I have seen Waheed the Warlord? We just had lunch together!’

I chuckled to myself. The last time he had told that joke, it had been Pedro the Bandit. Sometimes I wondered if sending the Boss on a cultural sensitivity course would be a waste of time.

Back in the moment, I used the point of my trowel to break up a tennis-ball-sized sphere of hard sand and swept it away. As I did so, I exposed part of the battery assembly. Now I could see the set-up quite clearly. Still very neat in execution, but still the same basic principles. Switch, detonator… boom.

It wasn’t quite time to start cutting wires, though. Sometimes there was a collapsing circuit, a second system piggy-backed onto the first. So, if you cut the primary or main circuit, the back-up activated and fired the detonator and it was All Over Now, Baby Blue. To be fair, the majority of IEDs I had come across in Afghan didn’t have anything quite so sophisticated as a collapsing circuit – the IRA ones in Northern Ireland were a different matter, because those fuckers were always trying to catch us out – but it was worth checking. My life was worth it. I continued to brush, sweep and excavate further. Stopped. There was something else down there. Something new. More cable. Running through a buried plastic conduit. That was new, too. No, not cable. String.

It’s a command-pull IED.

That was the last thing that went through my head.



‘And how does that make you feel?’






TWO

And he was back in the room.

It was suddenly very cold and he shivered, missing the sun on his neck. He felt a surge of resentment, as if he had been woken during a particularly pleasant dream, even though what he had been experiencing was more like a waking nightmare. It was one he always hoped would end differently. It never did. Nick always died.

Even so, it was good to hear his old friend’s voice, despite Riley knowing it wasn’t real, just some part of his brain unwilling to let Nick go completely. The pain of reliving that day, now more than four years in the past, was almost worth it, just to spend some time with him.

Riley looked around the room, confident he was in the real world once again. Rather than lying in a fly-flecked corner of Helmand, he was sitting in the Psychological Assessment Suite on the third floor of what used to be, in Leicester’s glory days, one of the city’s many shoe factories. Now it was a series of offices, including the one he was in, which was rented to PAS – Psychological Assessment Services – which specialised in providing detailed reports to employers about a subject’s state of mind. Employers like the army.

Outside, the sun had finally replaced the wind-driven rain squalls that had swept over the central part of England for the best part of a week, which had made spring seem like a very distant prospect indeed. Now, with the gales departed and the sky blue, it looked far more inviting than the rather sterile consulting room, with its retro van der Rohe furniture and one of those curved Arco lamps that people thought turned them into Don Draper.

Staff Sergeant Dom Riley pulled his gaze from the Crittal window and sniffed, trying to clear his sinuses, but the smell was still there. Shit, sand and blood. This olfactory reminder of Helmand could strike at any time. Many a meal had been ruined by an unbidden taste of the foul, penetrating dust that swirled around Afghanistan and the iron tang of the red mist that bombs tended to leave hanging in the air when some poor fucker trod on an IED.

His ears were still ringing, as if the blast that had taken Nick had happened moments ago. Riley realised that the woman sitting in the chair beside him had spoken. Ms Carver. The ‘Ms’ being very important. Late twenties. Probably very attractive when she didn’t wear unflattering black suits and scrape her dark hair back and leave her face looking so scrubbed it was as if she had had one of those derma-peels. Still, Riley supposed she had to have some line of defence against the parade of horny squaddies who came into her office for ‘assessment’. Except he wasn’t there for any routine mind games. He was there fighting for his job.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘How does that make you feel?’ she repeated.

How the fuck do you think it makes him feel?

Nick, still in his head, still mouthing off. But his dead friend was right. It was a waste of a good man. And it made Riley furious. This, though, wasn’t the time or the place to vent his anger. He managed to keep a lid on it, which wasn’t always the case. He was a soldier, he reminded himself. Suck it up, leave the politics to others. You fought for your mates, not the big picture. And you sometimes lost your mates in the process.

He was there because of an incident at the Felix Centre at Marlborough Barracks in Warwickshire, where he had been giving a briefing to a group of trainees on the Improvised Explosive Device Disposal course. The students were in the middle of analysing two famous cases, the Pizza Bomber and the Harvey’s Resort device, but with Riley having returned from operations in Northern Ireland they were equally keen to learn from real-life experiences in the field. The general public thought that, since the peace process, Ireland was a bomb-free, if not riot-free, zone. They couldn’t be more wrong. Old habits die hard. The ‘New IRA’ bombs in a hijacked pizza delivery van outside the Londonderry courthouse in January 2019 demonstrated that. However, not all the attendees on the course were willing to take his advice. Some were convinced they had nothing to learn from old hands like him. It was because of one of those smart arses that he was having to answer stupid questions in an old shoe factory.

He decided to give Ms Carver what he suspected she wanted to hear. ‘I feel scared. Angry. Frustrated. Sad. It’s weird. Being inside his head.’

He sensed her stiffen slightly at the last part, like a cat poised to leap on a mouse. Shit, he hadn’t meant to say that. Now she was bound to write ‘mad fucker’ in his file.

‘Inside his head how?’ she asked.

He found himself answering, despite his usual reticence on the subject of Nick to anyone but army buddies. ‘Whenever I think of that day, I’m not an observer. Or a bystander. It replays as if I am him. It is me defusing the bomb, me who sees the command-pull wire, me who…’

He stopped. Yes, he was Nick Steele except for the fact that his old friend wouldn’t have known a shrike from a shitehawk. That bit was all genuine Dominic Riley.

‘You get the picture,’ he said.

Ms Carver nodded. ‘It is a common scenario in cases of PTSD for—’

‘I don’t have… PTSD.’ He managed to edit out the word ‘fucking’ at the last moment.

It was her turn to stay silent.

‘And if I have, it’s under control. It’s got nothing to do with why I reamed out the trainee.’ It was lazy labelling. Every soldier who served had to have some degree of PTSD these days. Just like every struggling kid at school had to be ‘on the spectrum’. Soldiering was brutal, dirty, often thankless work, always had been. It fucked you up, although the exact recipe was different for every individual. Of course, defusing IEDs as a career added its own piquancy to the mix.

Ms Carver’s face showed no response. ‘We’ll come to him in a moment. Tell me more about being Nick.’

‘There’s nothing to tell.’

‘Can you try? How does this transference manifest itself?’

‘Transference?’ He knew what she meant. He was stalling for time.

‘Being inside his head.’

‘It’s weird.’

She gave a rare, albeit brief, smile. ‘We’re used to weird.’

He took a deep breath. In for a penny. ‘I can see me. That’s what is so strange. I can actually see and hear me.’

‘Go on.’

He didn’t want to ‘go on’. He wanted out of there. But, as that wasn’t an option, Riley steeled himself and explained how, as Nick, he could go back to the hours leading up to the incident, back to when he had been listening to off-colour jokes about Moe the terp. It was beyond bizarre that as ‘Nick’ he could observe ‘Dom’. If he thought about it too much it was a total mindfuck. This bizarre Nick/Dom chimera – him but not really him – would relive how they had cleared the lines from the ICP, marking the safe path with yellow spray paint. The laying out of the initial kit (trowel, brush, snips, camera) and making sure that the man-bag containing the other gear – such as the remote-operated ‘flying scalpel’ to cut wires, det cord and plastic explosive for controlled detonations – was in easy reach. Then he was examining the IED. Discovering that this one was a cut above your normal piece of crap. Brushing, probing. And then… seeing the command-pull wire.

It meant someone had been lying in wait, maybe just a few metres beyond the rough culvert, ready to tug the cable that would set off the bomb and kill or maim an ATO. Riley often wondered if the string-puller had got the bounty. Because Nick certainly died that day.

‘After the blast, I’m back in my skull. I’m watching his final moments. The explosion threw him into the ditch,’ Riley said. ‘Then all hell let loose from the murder holes in the compounds and the maize field where the bomber must have been hiding. AK-47s, a couple of RPGs.’

‘Were you hit?’

‘No. I was pinned down. I couldn’t move.’ He cleared his throat. This still hurt, like a wound that refused to scab over. ‘Couldn’t help Nick.’

His instinct had been to run straight across to where his friend lay. But he couldn’t. He had another set of instincts, army-instilled. Although the IEDs between him and Nick had been clearly marked with the red paint, he had no idea if they were the only bombs on that road. The safe paths were yellow-sprayed corridors and there were only two of those, both leading from the bombs to the Mastiffs and the Incident Control Point. Besides, the air was fizzing with rounds. The infantry crouched by the Mastiffs were returning fire, too. Even crawling on his stomach, there was a good chance of Riley being shot by one or both sides. Or blown up by an unmarked IED. So, against what every neuron in his brain was screaming, he had stayed put.

And then Nick had appeared.

He had pulled himself up out of the rancid sewer by his elbows, enough so that his upper body was visible. His face was relatively unscathed by the blast, but Riley could tell from his expression that his pal was in great pain. Riley yelled at him to get down, but taking cover wasn’t foremost in Nick’s mind.

‘Look after Teej,’ he yelled. At least, that’s what Riley later decoded. At the time it was closer to a scream of agony, with some fractured words along for the ride. His head had drooped and his right arm disappeared and for a second it looked like he might slide back into the ditch. But he heaved himself further up with his left arm and when his right came into view again, Riley saw that Nick was holding his Sig sidearm. His hand was shaking with the effort, as if it was the heaviest pistol ever invented. He could barely lift it to his temple.

‘No, stop, Nick, medics are en route!’ Riley had no idea if that was true, but it was likely. No matter whether the call had gone out or not, he had to convince Nick the medivac was on its way. Had to make him believe it was worth hanging on. ‘Stay with us, pal. We’ll get you out!’

But Nick was no longer listening. The sound of a bullet cracking through bone snapped across the desert floor, striking Riley like the tip of a whip across the face.






THREE

Nottingham’s latest shopping and dining plaza, Alan Sillitoe Circus, was officially opened by a (living) local celebrity author on a Tuesday. Conditions weren’t ideal, grey and overcast, with persistent drizzle and a snatching wind, but the writer made the best of it with some jokes about football, the Sleaford Mods and D. H. Lawrence, and read part of The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner.

Come the Friday after the unveiling, though, the promised spring had arrived with the new plaza’s polished limestone flooring reflecting a thin but welcome sunshine and some of the hardier children stripping off to play among the water spouts that formed the central feature. The Circus was a sweeping circle with two arched entrances opposite each other, the circumference lined with bars and shops. Those who feared yet another parade of chains had been mollified by the council’s decision to offer a rates holiday to any locally owned business. So it wasn’t all Lush and River Island. The Starbucks was busy, but Notts Coffee was busier, and the most anticipated opening was SteakHolder, modelled on the popular Hawksmoor chain in London, but cheaper and rumoured to be funded by an ex-Notts County footballer.

At ten minutes to midday, in front of the Bugg Bar stood a white-shirted waiter, a Spaniard who was riding the ripples from the uncertainties of Brexit, proudly surveying his fiefdom of tables, as if he was working on Las Ramblas, rather than an out-of-town shopping centre in Nottingham. He looked over at a glum-looking woman who had been nursing a coffee for thirty minutes, staring off into space.

She was just entering her mid-thirties, but she was already widowed, and was now remembering when she and her late husband – a victim of knife crime during a botched robbery – used to visit the Royal Oak which once stood on this spot. On several occasions during the half-hour she had been on the plaza, she felt as if the old shabby pub was still there, and her husband had merely slipped inside to the lavatory and would be back at any moment; but mostly she felt like an amputee, a victim of phantom-limb syndrome, wanting to stroke and itch an appendage she no longer had.

A young man brushed by her table and worked his way into the centre of the plaza, where he put down his rucksack. He was dressed in light-coloured chinos, deck shoes with no socks, and a grey T-shirt. His hair, thick, dark and luxuriant, almost touched his shoulders.

There were now seventy-one people on the plaza, including six female students – two wearing hijabs – four middle-aged Dutch tourists, a group of hung-over Liverpudlians in town for a mate’s stag weekend, a lone teenager, looking around anxiously to see where her friends had got to and wondering whether this apparent shunning has anything to do with her new boyfriend, and three local businessmen, discussing plans for two of the still-empty shops. A member of a local crime syndicate was with them, listening carefully, working out what percentage of interest they could tolerate, and how easy it would be to use these men to launder some of the drug money his group had squirrelled away around the city, waiting for a legitimate home to wash it clean.

Plus, lost in her thoughts and her still-fresh grief, the widow.

The number swelled further when a striking young woman in a vintage Prince ‘symbol’ sweatshirt and ripped jeans wandered over from Monsoon and asked the waiter for a flat white. She then selected a seat, making sure she was in the sun, and turned an already bronzed face towards the sky. Several of the Liverpudlians looked over and appraised her, their expressions and the comments they shared under their boozy breath conveying the nature of their lascivious thoughts.

Ten minutes passed. One of the businessmen left to carry out a surprise audit on one of his phone shops (he suspected the manager was stealing from him). More coffees and beers were ordered, keeping the waiter busy but not overworked.

The Liverpudlians started arguing and, in order to placate them, the waiter suggested another round. They agreed. By the time the waiter emerged with the beers, the scene had altered. The Prince symbol girl had gulped her coffee, thrown down some coins and departed. The young man with the thick black hair was about to do the same. He had left his rucksack on a chair. He pointed to it and gestured, asking in sign language if the woman in black would keep an eye on it. She nodded.

The waiter watched him trot over towards the shops. He served the Liverpudlians their fresh pints, suggesting as he did so that they perhaps ought to eat a meal to help soak up the drink, and then looked back at the rucksack. Something about it worried him. He, at least, had stayed awake during the security drills all staff had been made to attend before the Circus opened for business. At that moment a magnesium-bright star flared from the spot where the bag was sitting, and even before the sound reached him, there came a shock wave that drove the waiter back through the bar’s window.

The blast had fatally damaged his internal organs anyway, but a triangular shard of glass opened up a vein in his neck and the compressed air sprayed the bar’s interior with droplets of blood. One of the tiny spheres of red liquid punched its way into the eye of the barman inside, who was also hurtled backwards, landing spread-eagled in the centre of the shelves of bottles.

The blast wave would later be identified as having an O-dE – an Omnidirectional Effect – meaning it spread equally in all directions, creating casualties in 360 degrees. It was filled with particles travelling at supersonic speed and it killed the Liverpudlians instantly. The blast wind followed, negative pressure that crashed heads together and fused skull to skull as well as tearing off two arms, depositing them dozens of metres away. This hyper-compressed air, as solid as a moving brick wall, slammed into the Dutch tourists, leaving little external damage but emulsifying their insides into a pink sludge.

The lone teenage girl was picked up and flung across the street towards Starbucks, her clothes burnt off her back, her bones snapped, her broken body flailing as if she had been filleted.

Outside the immediate centre of the detonation, eardrums burst as the air pressure stretched them beyond breaking point and airways filled with blood – the so-called ‘blast lung’. When the first phase of the detonation had passed, twenty-six people lay dead, with many more injured in some way. Gobbets of flesh began to rain down onto the immediate area, making a wet plopping noise that the shocked and dazed onlookers – at least those whose hearing was still functioning – would never forget. Shoes, handbags, phones, glass, crockery, coins and twisted sections of furniture that had been swept up in the blast also fell to the earth, often striking the living and causing a second wave of injuries.

The motion-sensor systems inside the alarms of nearby cars shook violently as the concussion of over-pressurised air reached them, triggering an uncoordinated display of flashing sidelights and adding a Greek chorus of honks, whines and whoops to the scene. Soon that racket would be joined by the more authoritative sirens of police, ambulance and fire as the first responders arrived.

A rope of black smoke rose from the shattered café, blessedly – albeit temporarily – obscuring the most sickening scenes of carnage. From the gritty miasma of debris at ground level one woman emerged, half-staggering, her dress ruined, her hair standing up as if she had received an electric shock, her skin blackened, a trickle of blood snaking from her nose, but otherwise unharmed. The young widow would never understand why, in the midst of such horror and sorrow, she, already dead inside, had been spared.






FOUR

Riley paused, staring out of the window of the old shoe factory once more, gathering his thoughts before he carried on explaining to Ms Carver that, in fact, Nick never got the chance to pull the trigger of his Sig. He clearly intended to – who wouldn’t, given his injuries – but Terry Taliban beat him to it. It was hard to say whether the shot that killed him was deliberate or not. The Taliban had a few Russian sniper rifles left over from a previous war, but most of them had AK-47s, which they used on fully automatic. It was more like spraying with a lethal and particularly lively garden hose than anything resembling accuracy. So it was probably a lucky shot that entered through Nick’s right ear and saved him the trouble of committing suicide.

Riley used the word ‘lucky’ advisedly. When they eventually got to him – after the Taliban had withdrawn, knowing that an airstrike by either A-10 Thunderbolts, remote-operated Reaper drones or Apache gunships would have been ordered up – they discovered that most of Nick’s lower half was missing. He couldn’t have survived and if he had… Well, knowing the kind of guy he was, Riley reckoned he would have gone for the Sig sooner or later anyway.

Nick was also fortunate that, once they had located what was left of his legs, there was a decent, recognisable amount to put in the body bag to take back to Tracey-Jane, his widow. That wasn’t always the case with IED victims. Sometimes there was more Afghan dust than person in the coffin.

Riley had to remind himself that Nick wasn’t the only casualty that day. One of the soldiers lost an eye, thanks to an unlucky ricochet off one of the Mastiff’s steel hulls. And poor Moe, the young terp, caught an AK round in the head. The Taliban got him anyway, despite the scarf around his face.

‘So, Sergeant Riley, thank you for your honesty. I know that can’t have been easy to share. Now, you do appreciate why you are here?’

‘Because of the complaint,’ he said, trying to avoid showing his irritation at the whole situation. ‘When I got back to my barracks at Loughborough, the CO at the Felix Centre had been speaking to my CO. They decided that I was due either a disciplinary board or should undergo psychological evaluation to see if…’

He hesitated. Ms Carver obliged. ‘If the anger issues have anything to do with possible PTSD.’

I don’t have PTSD, he wanted to repeat. Just a normal reaction to picking up pieces of your dead mate after you’ve seen him cut in half by a charge deliberately designed and placed to kill him.

‘I was angry. Angry that this boy… sorry, man, was clearly not suitable for the High Threat course.’

‘Why don’t we start at the beginning? It is my understanding you were invited to…’ she checked her notes. ‘The Felix Centre?’

She had framed it as a question, so he answered. ‘It’s the main training site for ATOs,’ he said. ‘Where we learn the skills and drills we’ll need in EOD. Bomb disposal. Using both practical exercises and in lectures. I was there to deliver one of the latter.’

She gave a thank you smile for his explanation and looked down at her notes again. ‘Specifically, to present a briefing about conditions on the ground and in particular…’ She had to check once more. ‘TTP acceleration.’

TTP was Tactics, Techniques and Procedures. The ‘acceleration’ part referred to how insurgent groups learned from each other and shared information, for instance between Iraq and Afghan. It meant that the intervals between new developments of ever-more sophisticated approaches to killing British soldiers became shorter and shorter. Like the rest of society, the world of insurgency seemed to be speeding up.

‘Yes.’

‘And you rather took against one member of the audience.’

‘It wasn’t personal. Rather, he kept raising stupid questions.’

‘Such as?’

‘About our treatment of the Afghans as human beings.’

‘And what do you think about that?’

He sighed. ‘Of course Afghans are human beings. But some of them were trying to blow my arse up out of the top of my head. You can’t afford to… humanise them. They are the enemy. You just have to think about what they are trying to achieve on that day, in that place. Not whether they’ve got clean drinking water at home.’

‘Although you agree that is important, Staff Sergeant.’

‘Not as important as deciding if the wire you’re about to cut is part of a collapsing circuit on the IED.’

The wannabe ATO had also raised the issue of how Britain was treating those who had worked for the army or air force and were now facing reprisals at home. That was politics, Riley had explained. He was bombs, disposal of.

‘So how did the complaint make you feel?’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yes.’

‘Pissed off.’ Understatement. Thanks to the objection from the trainee, Riley had spent almost a month doing ‘admin’ at Loughborough – shovelling bullshit into ever-greater heaps of ordure – rather than something useful. Like saving lives. No more Explosive Ordnance Disposal until the trick cyclist finished with him. And then only if she gave him a clean bill of mental health.

‘The complainant said you bullied and belittled him. In front of his peers.’

‘If I did, I was bullying him into not ending up like Nick.’

‘Do you have a problem with authority, Staff Sergeant Riley?’

‘No, not at all.’ Not when the authority is earned.

‘Tell me about the anger you directed at him. The trainee.’

He shook his head. ‘It was just a momentary thing.’

‘I’ve heard the tape that one of the other audience members made. It wasn’t a “moment”. It was more like five minutes. A tirade, I would say.’

He shrugged. ‘A five-minute tirade that might keep him and the rest of them alive.’

She scribbled some notes. ‘You were brought up by your grandparents?’

It took Riley a second to realise she had changed tack. ‘Mostly,’ he admitted. ‘There were spells with my mum, a time in boarding school. But yes, I spent a lot of time with my grandma and grandad.’

‘And that was okay, was it?’

Better than being with his mum. His grandfather had loved rugby, horse racing, cricket, angling and fine wines. He was also a first-class shot and gave Riley his first exposure to weapons. Some of the happiest times of Riley’s life were spent shooting spinning discs out of the sky with a ‘junior’ shotgun. Grandad had tried to introduce him to killing living things, but one rabbit had been enough. If the old man was disappointed with his reaction, he didn’t show it. He went out and bought the young boy bullseye targets instead. When Riley was old enough, he bought him a junior trail bike to ride through the woods.

Those days were rose-tinted by nostalgia, he knew, the sun always shining, waiting in hides for a tiny firecrest to appear or a kingfisher to swoop over the water – it was his grandad who introduced him to birding, too – fishing in the lake and foraging for mushrooms, wild garlic and dandelion leaves, years before it was fashionable in the City.

He wanted his memories to remain focused on those times, not recall the empty months when his grandfather was away or the days that were filled with gloomy rain tapping windows and a sick mother taken to her bed.

‘I enjoyed it,’ he said tersely. ‘Can we move on?’

‘Of course. What about relationships?’

‘With?’

‘The opposite sex. Or the same sex if appropriate.’

‘Opposite is fine.’

‘Do you have a relationship at the moment?’

Well, do you?

Nick again, who always seemed to chip in at just the wrong moment. But Riley wasn’t going to share that with Ms Carver. ‘I hear voices’ wasn’t going to look good on his psych evaluation. It was up there with ‘I see dead people’.

‘I’m sure it says in my file that I am divorced.’

‘It does. So, no meaningful relationship since?’

Define meaningful. ‘No.’

Ms Carver scribbled some more. ‘My aim here is not to judge you, Staff Sergeant. PTSD is caused by a trauma. In order to cope with that trauma, we create a coping mechanism. But sometimes the coping mechanism acts like a blockage. Things build up behind it. We have to find ways either to remove that blockage or put a different, less damaging, coping mechanism in place.’

‘I don’t know about coping mechanisms. I know I made some bad decisions.’

‘That doesn’t make you a bad person.’

‘I feel like that is what I am being accused of here,’ he snapped at her.

‘Not at all.’ Then another change of direction, so fast he almost got whiplash. ‘How do you relax, Staff Sergeant?’

‘Relax?’

‘Yes. How do you take yourself out of the everyday? Sport? Reading?’

‘Not much of a reader,’ he admitted. Everything he knew about literature he owed to his grandmother who had tried her best to make him appreciate everyone from Dickens to John Dickson Carr. ‘I used to fish.’

‘No longer?’

‘Not for a while. I…’ He flashed on the ropes and hooks they used to drag bright yellow palm oil containing HME – Home Made Explosive – out of the ground. It was a different kind of angling altogether. The reason for ropes was that HME was unstable and trying to pull out the charge by hand was risky. As an added bonus in the bad-for-your-health stakes, latterly Terry had discovered anti-lift devices – detonators underneath the explosive, designed to deploy if the pressure on them was released. There was a terrible maths to dealing with HME. A five-kilo device meant the victim losing a leg. Ten meant two legs. Any larger and you were red mist. The few times he had tried fishing since Afghan, the lines and hooks had caused sweaty, unwelcome flashbacks.

‘Go on,’ she prompted.

‘I like birds.’ He was hesitating because of the response of the average squaddie to such an admission. The ribbing could be unrelenting. And rarely funny. ‘Hey, Riley. I just saw a Greater Spotted Arse in the showers.’ She showed no reaction, of course, to his revelation. ‘I sometimes go birding. It takes me out into the countryside.’

‘And you enjoy that?’

‘Yes.’ Not just the birds; in fact, they acted more as an excuse to get out into the fields and woods, a landscape totally different to that of Afghan. The love of English nature had been there before Helmand, of course, a legacy from his grandfather who taught him to identify not just birds and the telltale signs of fox, deer or badger in an area, but plants such as blackthorn, fleabane, dogwood and figwort. But the smells and sounds of a stroll in the country helped remind him he was no longer in that benighted country and, God or Allah willing, never would be again. Its rugged beauty failed to compensate for the dead and the maimed that populated his image of it.

‘It’s a very solitary activity. Birding,’ said Ms Carver, looking up from her notepad. Her head was tilted to one side and Riley could tell she thought he was an unsuitable candidate for birdwatching.

‘Not always. You get something like a Pallas’s grasshopper warbler show up on its way to India and there’ll be coachloads.’ These were hardcore ‘twitchers’ of course, the sort of birders who chase around the country at the mere whiff of a rare sighting. That wasn’t Riley. He just liked walking the footpaths with a pair of binoculars in his pack, just in case. The army gave him enough lists to tick without doing it as a hobby.

‘It’s a very male pursuit. Or so I understand.’

‘What does that mean?’

She made a note without answering. ‘And isn’t it usually older people who take it up?’

You ought to get out more, he thought. There were millennials with binocs and bivouacs out there these days. ‘Not so much now.’

‘Can you tell me about your marriage?’

Back into the minefields of his past. ‘There’s not much to tell. It was just like the song. “Too Much Too Young”.’ Too many months away from home, leaving a wife to get lonely and often scared. Too many fraught reunions, when you drop back into a world where you have to shop and put out the rubbish and worry about schooling and reading the electricity meter. Too many two-week leaves where you have just maybe started to adjust to Civvie Street, at which point you were whisked back to a combat zone. Too many drunken rows. It has a name, apparently. ISS: Intermittent Spouse Syndrome.

‘You know what EOD stands for?’ he asked.

‘I know. It’s in your notes. Explosive Ordnance Disposal,’ the therapist translated.

‘Nope. Every One’s Divorced. It’s an occupational hazard.’

‘But you have a daughter.’

He smiled for the first time, as if on safer ground. ‘Yes, I have a daughter.’

‘Let’s talk about her.’

‘There’s not much to say. Ruby. Thirteen. She lives with her mother. Lived.’

‘Why past tense?’

‘She’s at boarding school most of the time.’

‘You sound like you don’t approve.’

‘Well, I tried it once. Didn’t like it. To be fair, Ruby seems to be getting on with it.’

‘And how often do you see her?’

Not often enough was the answer, not since Izzy, her mother, had upped sticks to run an art gallery in Padstow. It wasn’t hard to see why Izzy enjoyed school. Thirteen-year-olds might prefer boarding in the Cotswolds to a Cornish tourist trap. ‘I’m seeing her tomorrow, as it goes, Ruby. Last day of school. We’ll spend a night together.’ Along with her mother, unfortunately.

It was at that moment that both his phones rang, work and personal. He could ignore the latter, not the former. Although he was not on the active list, he still received alerts from HQ.

‘Excuse me. I have to take this.’

‘Of course.’ She checked her watch. They were almost done anyway.

He scrolled down the alert. It was what they called a ten-liner, telling him there had been a bomb and detailing where and when. It was the ‘where’ that brought him up short.

‘Fuck,’ he said to the phone, then to Ms Carver: ‘Sorry.’

‘What is it?’

‘A bomb.’ Not only that, a bomb in a town he knew well. Riley got to his feet, looking for his things.

‘Hold on. You’re not on duty,’ she reminded him.

An ATO is always on duty, he almost said. ‘I know the location well, though.’ He slipped on his jacket. He was leaving no matter what, but he knew enough not to storm out. Not unless she got difficult. ‘They might need me.’

She only hesitated for a heartbeat, then, ‘We’ll schedule the next session later. Go, if you have to.’

Riley didn’t need telling twice.






FIVE

Riley gave thanks that he had signed out a car-pool Audi rather than bringing his own VW. The A3 was nippier and came with superior comms. It also smelled better. Before he had set off, Riley had checked his personal phone, which had rung at the same time as his army one. It had been Ruby. Probably checking he was still coming to the concert tomorrow. Who knew, now the EOD boys had deployed? Rather than ring her back, he had texted that he would call her later. He wasn’t entirely certain that would be the case.

Driving north in a manner best described as controlled recklessness, Riley managed to get hold of Spike after a half-dozen attempts. Spike was the new him. That is, he had the job Riley should be doing rather than unzipping his emotions in some godforsaken office. Graham ‘Spike’ Denman was still a working ATO, not parked on some shelf. Riley was already a third of the way back to the barracks when the ATO finally picked up.

‘All right, mate,’ Riley said. ‘I got the alert. I know there’s a shout on.’ Thank God they hadn’t taken him off the Intel list when he was moved from active service. ‘What’s the score?’

Spike knew he would know what the incident entailed, so didn’t bother repeating the details. ‘We’re deployed at the request of East Midlands CTU.’ This was the regional Counter Terrorism Unit. ‘We’re in the truck. We’ll be out the gate in five. Fuckers, eh?’

‘Yeah. Fuckers.’

The ‘we’ Spike spoke of was the EOD response team. Spike was the sergeant in charge, and his number two, probably a corporal, was responsible for all the kit, including the explosives, the robots, the electronic jamming gear, the metal detectors, and Kevlar bomb suits. There would be a private or lance-corporal along, too.

‘Wait for me,’ said Riley. ‘I’ll jump on board. Give you a hand unloading and setting up the ICP.’

A pause. ‘Can’t do that, pal,’ Spike said flatly. It wasn’t unfriendly, just a fact.

‘Come on, for fuck’s sake, Spike. You need as many hands as you can get.’ He could already picture the scene, the devastating aftermath of a bomb in a public space. He had seen it in Afghan, the flattened, blood-soaked market place, police station, polling booth. And now the UK again. How fucking dare they.

Stay focused, he told himself.

‘I need all the operational hands I can get,’ said Spike eventually. ‘But you’re not operational, mate.’

‘Hold on.’ Riley floored the pedal on the Audi, flashing his lights as he overtook a string of caravans, which had emerged like mayflies at the first sign of good weather. The lead driver in the caravan convoy leaned on his horn as Riley pulled in just in time to avoid headbutting a Tesco lorry. He gave the caravanner the finger, even though he knew the driver wouldn’t see it through the tinted windows of the A3. It made him feel better though. Bloody civilians. They had no fucking idea.

‘Who is the duty officer?’ Riley asked once he had a clear road in front of him once more.

‘Nichols.’

Riley nodded to himself. Captain Nichols. Plum in his mouth and a metal rod up his arse. No, that was unfair. He wasn’t a bad Rupert, but he was a typical freshly minted Sandhurst boy, in that he liked to do things by the book. But they rubbed along okay, as much as an NCO and an officer ever did. Nichols would have overall command of the team’s deployment. But the ultimate way of dealing with the device, be it robot, human or controlled explosion, that was the ATO’s call.

‘Dom,’ said Spike. ‘I gotta go. Got comms coming in re the scene. I’ll call you. But don’t come. Too many cooks.’

‘What do you mean by too many—?’

But he’d gone. Too many cooks indeed. Or, put another way, don’t come here telling me how to do my job. He understood that. Nothing worse than a second ATO going: Oh, I wouldn’t cut that wire. Especially one who had been stood down. Riley turned off the hands-free and the radio kicked back in.

‘Reports are coming in of a possible bomb explosion in a suburb of Nottingham…’

It was like winding back the clock. Knife and machete attacks, using trucks and cars as weapons; they were the current preferred methods of jihad, if that was what this was. Bombs were old school. Bombs were Afghan. Bombs were him.



The EOD truck had already left for Nottingham by the time Riley made it to the Loughborough barracks. But Nichols was still there, just putting his gear into an unmarked BMW 5 Series estate. Riley parked the Audi at an angle that wouldn’t have been out of place on the streets of Rome and jogged over.

‘Sir. Captain Nichols, sir. Wait.’

‘Ah, Staff,’ Nichols said by way of greeting. Nichols was about the same height as Riley, but bulkier and with a thick neck. His face was fleshy, with a prominent nose that had been broken at some point. His blue eyes were clouded with suspicion. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Permission to accompany you, sir?’

‘To where?’

‘The site of the explosion, sir.’

‘We have our ATO, Staff Sergeant Riley,’ the captain said stiffly. ‘Graham Denman is in charge. But I’m sure you can make yourself useful here.’ The words were clipped and stern, designed to brook no argument. ‘There’ll be Intel to be distributed.’

So he was to be a messenger boy now? Fuck that. He had defused more bombs than they’d collectively had hot dinners. Leaving him behind made no sense at all. He pulled back from giving the officer a piece of his mind. Softly, softly. ‘Sir, listen. Spike is a good guy, but he doesn’t have my experience. Nobody here does. You know that. I won’t get in the way.’ He didn’t want to sound desperate, even though he was. This was a chance to get back into the thick of it.

‘Too many cooks.’

Christ, was that the thought of the bloody day? ‘How do you mean, sir?’

‘There can only be one ATO, Staff. You have a tendency—’

‘I won’t,’ he blurted. ‘Have a tendency. No tendencies. Promise.’

‘I’m sorry, Dom, but until you are signed off by the PAS people, my hands are tied.’ He didn’t sound particularly sorry to Riley.

Riley was aware that one misplaced word would blow his chances. He did have a trump card to play. ‘The thing is, sir, it’s my hometown.’

‘What is?’

‘Nottingham.’

Some of the wind went out of Nichols’s intractable sails. ‘Really?’

‘Yes.’ Riley nodded to emphasise the point. His memories of Nottingham weren’t always fond, but that wouldn’t stop him exploiting its misfortune for all it was worth. ‘It is. I grew up there. My mum still lives there.’ Well, it was a kind of living. ‘I know those streets like the back of my hand.’

‘You know this Sillitoe Circus?’

‘Not exactly. That complex is after my time. But I know the area. What’s left of my family are there.’

‘And they might well have been caught in the blast, which will put an emotional strain on you—’

That book again. He was quoting chapter and verse. If there is a personal dimension to any case, stand your man down.

‘That is very unlikely. My mum lives in a care home.’ It was a little more complicated than that, but it would do. ‘She won’t have gone walkabout. Sir, think about it. You are leaving your most experienced EOD guy back at base.’

Nichols grimaced. ‘It’s my operational decision.’

‘I appreciate that.’

‘I can’t risk you upsetting the chain of command.’

‘I understand. But you’ll be taking a peashooter and leaving the bazooka behind.’

Shit, had he just called Spike or Nichols or both a peashooter? That wasn’t what he had meant.

Despite that blunder, Riley could see doubt spreading across Nichols’s face now. The man knew it made sense. He simply didn’t like to admit it. ‘All right, get in. But you are to be present in an assistance capacity only. Understood? You are assisting me.’

Riley felt an unfamiliar burst of warmth in his chest, a little detonation of pleasure and relief, a welcome change from the corrosive anger that so easily took up residence in there. ‘Sir. Thank you, Boss.’ He risked the informality, hoping it would better convey his gratitude, and climbed into the passenger seat before the captain could change his mind.



Although the BMW was unmarked, it was equipped with blue lights and siren and Nichols turned both on for the drive north up the A60. Most of the traffic in front melted away as the BMW approached. They would catch up with the truck well before Nottingham. Riley was watching a red kite hovering over the edge of the road, when the captain interrupted his thoughts.

‘Notts or County?’ Nichols asked as they weaved across lanes.

Nichols’s radio crackled from its cradle on the dash. It was the command and control centre back at Loughborough base which would be monitoring all the emergency services and would relay the salient points to Nichols. ‘Multiple casualties reported in the incident.’

He blanked the news out. They would only get the real picture once they got to the incident site. ‘Sorry, sir?’

‘Football. Were you brought up a Notts or County fan?’

‘Green and Whites,’ said Riley, meaning Nottingham RFC.

Loughborough command and control cut in again. ‘Nottingham has triggered its MIP.’

Every city has a Major Incident Plan, the one its emergency services practise, hoping it’ll never be needed.

‘Oh, rugby.’ Nichols’s face brightened in surprise. It was as if only officers were allowed to like games with funny-shaped balls; footie was for NCOs and the like.

‘Sir. My grandfather liked rugby, so…’

‘Did you play?’

He sensed what Nichols was thinking as he glanced over. Riley was nobody’s cliched idea of a rugby player. No broken nose, no cauliflower ears or missing teeth. Didn’t have more bulk than a Westinghouse fridge and was a shade over average height. But he had broad shoulders, thanks to the weight-lifting regime his grandad had introduced him to and which he continued into the army, albeit in a more desultory fashion. He also had very good ball control and a decent turn of speed. ‘Centre,’ he said eventually.

‘One hundred metre cordon in place around incident site.’

‘Ah. Fly-half myself. And your father?’

Riley shrugged. He knew Nichols was just making conversation to avoid brooding too much on what awaited them. ‘My dad didn’t like sports.’ Only the horizontal kind. What was this? A job application? His father hadn’t been around to teach him the love of anything, end of story. He certainly wouldn’t have shown his face at his grandad’s. The latter blamed his father for Riley’s mother’s mental fragility. His philandering and fecklessness had certainly taken its toll, but Riley had heard from an aunt that his mother had been something of a family rebel with unpredictable mood swings even before her marriage. ‘A bit of a maverick’ was the phrase she had used and mimed the smoking of a cigarette. Although it wasn’t tobacco that she was suggesting his mother liked to inhale.

‘Police Incident Commander confirmed as Chief Superintendent Shirley Garcia.’

Of course, Riley had grown to embrace a football team. You had to in the army, or any male institution. It seemed a betrayal of his rugby roots to choose another Notts footie team, though, so he had opted for Arsenal, simply because it was the sort of name an Ammunition Technical Officer should like. He still remembered the friendly rows with Moe the terp, who was a massive Liverpool fan, even though he had no idea where or what the city was. He had nicknamed him Scouse and the lad called Riley Staff Sergeant Gooner.

‘Correction. Multiple fatalities. Double figures.’

They both looked at the radio, as if the deaths were its fault. ‘Shit,’ said Riley glumly. The arrogance and inhumanity of terrorists – our cause is worth taking innocent lives for – always made him furious. Right then he wanted to punch the dashboard. Had it been his car, he might have.

‘East Midlands CTU attending. ETA twenty-five minutes.’ The local Counter Terrorism Unit, which would provide back-up for the city’s trained firearms officers.

‘There they are,’ said Nichols, pulling him back into the moment.

Sure enough, the truck was just ahead of them. Nichols swerved the BMW in front of it, keeping the blues’n’twos going as they scythed their way towards Nottingham and the scene of the crime.
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