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For Sarah & Tris.

Our kind of trouble


PROLOGUE

How far would you go to save a loved one? Your own flesh and blood?

This far, I think, as I ease open one of the art nouveau panelled doors and step inside the ruined building. This is journey far enough into darkness for any rational human being. Except, I can probably delete ‘rational’ from that. I am driven by something that lies much, much deeper in my brain, far removed from the civilised centres.

My rubber soles make the merest squeak on the stained terrazzo floor. The interior reminds me of a cathedral: a great soaring dome, supported by once-gilded ribs, now cracked and denuded of decoration. At some point, it must have rivalled the great casinos of Europe in grandeur. In fact, it would have made Monte Carlo look like a branch of Betfred. I can almost hear the laughter and the chink of glasses from the fin de siècle beau monde.

Almost.

The ghosts are drowned out by the squelch of fresh pigeon droppings underfoot. I glance upwards and one of the perpetrators sets flight, the flapping filling the cavernous space above my head, echoing around the balconies and balustrades.

I stop and listen as the bird finds a new perch and coos appreciatively. A few of his feathered companions join in, but silence quickly resumes. I listen for any further disturbances in the air. Apart from the drip of water from a breach in the roof and the occasional hiss of waves on the promenade outside, it is eerily quiet.

Wherever they are, the men I am looking for aren’t in the building. At least, not this part.

Why would they be? It might be out of season, but the roof leaks, the pigeons shit and there’s always the chance of an idle tourist wandering in. A tourist who would find themselves with a hole in the skull quicker than they could think: ‘Oops, wrong turn!’

No, if I have guessed correctly, the gathering of men must be below my feet, in the cellars – catacombs? – of this derelict building. The Void, as it is known. I have to go down there. I can hear my partner Freddie’s voice in my head: Wait for back-up, Sam Wylde.

But there is no back-up. My back-up is either dead or damaged.

I’m on my own. Not even Freddie at my side.

I place the holdall I have been carrying onto the floor and crouch next to it. With gloved hands I pull the zip. It comes smoothly. Always lubricate your zips – I’ve watched people die because they couldn’t open a zipped pocket to pull out a weapon in time.

I peel the sides apart so that the bag gapes at me. From within I take out a gun. It’s the kind of gun that would get me a hefty prison sentence if I were to even possess it in the UK. If they knew what I intended to do with it, what hate was eating up my heart, they’d lock me up and throw away the proverbial key.

I began this part of my life as a bodyguard: Sam Wylde, Personal Protection Officer. Now, I have moved on to something much more proactive.

I am here, if necessary, to kill.

I stand and check over the FN P-90 in the thin light that is streaming through the grimy and broken windows in the hall. It’s a weird-looking weapon, all right. Made of polymer, it could pass as a ray gun in a 1950s science-fiction film. Or a device for vacuuming the interior of a car. But it can be fired one-handed, can penetrate body armour at one hundred metres and its magazine carries an impressive fifty rounds.

But even fifty rounds won’t last long on full automatic.

I stuff two extra mags behind my own body armour and switch on the laser-dot system. As I move the weapon, the glowing spot dances on the far wall, over the scabrous rococo plasterwork. I imagine it exploding into dust.

I make sure the safety is on, just in case instinct – or rage – takes over.

As I look up and scan the higher floors, I notice a circular space where perhaps an internal window once sat. It is empty now; any decorative glass long gone. I draw the laser over it. It reminds me of the ‘murder holes’ the Taliban favoured in Afghanistan; small gaps in the walls of the compounds through which they would lay lethal fire on our patrols before disappearing into a warren of houses behind them. Shoot and scoot, as it was known. But the dot is lost in empty space. Nobody is up there getting a sighting on me.

I kill the laser, take out a Glock and put it in my belt, tucked down against my arse. I don’t feel its polymer body because of the thin neoprene wetsuit I’m wearing under my clothes. I have a few other bits and pieces to conceal around myself, but most of the items I will need – including a second Glock – are in the small black rucksack I thread my arms through. I put on a head torch, but leave it switched off. Same with the throat mic assembly.

I hear Freddie again, using my army nickname; a phantom crackle in an imaginary earpiece.

Ready, Buster?

Ready.

Satisfied I am done, I slide the holdall into a corner, then check everything is tight, from bootlaces to bra straps.

It is.

I’m ready to go.

As I head for the stairs, limping to ease the residual pain in my left knee, I try to recall how all this started; how I ended up looking for the men I might have to hurt. Correction: want to hurt. The answer is always the same.

Albania.

Albania, a man named Adam and a nagging question: How did I know it was a hit?


PART ONE


‘Suppressed grief suffocates, it rages within the breast, and is forced to multiply its strength’




ONE

‘Albania? And you said yes?’

The sentence, with its imaginary accusatory finger, hung between them. Kath opened the fridge, took out the milk and slammed the door shut. Adam heard the various half-full condiment bottles racked inside rattle together nervously, as if they knew what was coming. He braced himself as he sat at the kitchen table.

The water hissed from the fancy boiling-water tap into the teapot. It was the latest toy in the house. Cut out the middleman: lose the kettle, scald yourself direct from the tap instead. Adam thought the water came out a degree or two below the ideal temperature for a decent cup of tea. Kath accused him of being ‘too anally Yorkshire’, even though it was many years since he had left Leeds.

As she fussed with making the tea, Adam looked beyond his wife, through the window, to the rain sweeping across the South Downs. A glorious landscape most of the time, it looked less than inviting with a wind-blown downpour billowing in curtains across the low hills. There was a point in his life when he would have been out there, swathed in Craghoppers or The North Face, head down against the squall, walking the dog. But their flat-coated retriever had expired before its allotted time, thanks to some inbred genetic predisposition to cancer. Six months had passed since the poor animal had been put down. They had recently started to talk about a successor, but only tentatively. In truth, there was a sense of freedom that came with not having to worry about daily walks or who would look after it while they were on holiday.

Still, right at that moment, he’d rather be out there braving needle-sharp rain on his face than waiting for Kath to blow.

He glanced at the half-finished crossword and read fifteen down. A confused poet faces a vast emptiness. Four letters.

‘When?’ she finally asked, planting the mug in front of him. It was one of the thick pottery ones she had bought in Lewes. He hated the feel of the fat rim against his mouth. It was like drinking from a chamber pot. Not that he had ever done that. The fact Kath was using those mugs suggested she was less than pleased by his news.

‘When?’

‘Friday.’

‘Friday? This Friday?’

‘It’s a newspaper, Kath. They like to strike while—’

Adam never got to complete the platitude. ‘Conor is coming home for the weekend. You know that.’

He knew his son too well to allow him to be used as a weapon. ‘Conor is coming home to lock himself in his room between trips out to Brighton getting pissed with his mates. He isn’t coming to see me.’

Kath pursed her lips and he thought about telling her she shouldn’t. The resulting lines didn’t flatter and . . .

He smothered the thought.

He could talk. Neither of them was getting any younger. What’s that coming over the hill? as the old pop song went. Why, it’s fifty. Well, in his case it was. Kath could look in the rear-view mirror and still see forty.

She sat in front of him, both hands cradling the mug, head over it as if she were hoping the steam would clear her sinuses.

‘Did Rory do it just to piss me off?’

Adam shook his head. ‘What you or I think doesn’t come into it—’

‘Oh, bollocks. He must know I can’t even bear to hear the name of that fucking place.’

Albania.

‘Look, he knows I speak the language. Well, sort of. And I’m associated with . . .’ The rest of his sentence deserted him, giving an impression of guilt.

‘Associated with? Is that what you call it in the office?’

Adam closed his eyes. At work on the newspaper, on the five-a-side pitch and in his seat at Brighton & Hove Albion, he had a reputation for . . . robustness. For the odd hard tackle and a command of fruity language. But faced with this, his defences crumbled and he was continually on the back foot.

With Kath making all the running he felt like Superman must whenever Lex Luther plucked out a chunk of Kryptonite.

Powerless.

It was the guilt that sucked the energy out of him, of course; the nagging feeling that he had done her wrong, as they said in country and western songs.

‘Look, Kath, there are two towns locked in a power struggle. It’s like A Fistful of Dollars: two families facing off against each other . . .’

Kath gave a hoot of laughter. ‘And you’re John Wayne, are you?’

Clint Eastwood. But he kept quiet. Pedantry never ended well with Kath.

‘In which case, you shouldn’t have given up the gym membership when we moved, should you?’

Kath had recently commented on his ‘man boobs’, which he thought unfair. He was in pretty good shape for his age, especially compared to some of his colleagues. But it was possible that Tuesday night five-a-side wasn’t enough to combat his red wine and curry (albeit not together) habit.

‘And look, I know you went to Helmand and to Syria, but you’re no longer a front-line reporter. No John Simpson, anyway, ploughing the same furrow as an elder statesman. Your cutting-edge days are over. Human interest is your beat—’

A flash of anger made his words bright and brittle. ‘Don’t tell me what my beat is. I did that exposé on cam girls in Romania, didn’t I?’

She sniffed. ‘I thought that was just an excuse to look at porn for a week.’

Angry now. ‘And the people who make their fortunes from trading poor girls as sex slaves – that’s not a cutting-edge story? Or relevant? Or important?’

She had no answer to that. After a while, her voice modulated somewhat and she said: ‘And you got death threats after that article. And the book.’

Only on Twitter, he thought. And only if he were to go back to Romania, which he had no intention of doing. Although he wasn’t stupid enough to think Albania was a day at the beach.

‘I’m not going there to take them down all guns blazing, Kath. Simply to observe and report. And I’ll get some material for the novel. It’s a good cover. They don’t like journos sniffing around, but if they think they might get mentioned in a book . . .’

At least she didn’t laugh at that. Adam was working on a semi-fictionalised version of actor Anthony Quayle’s time in the Special Operation Executive (SOE) in Albania during the Second World War. His agent hadn’t achieved a particularly large advance for the novel – ‘Who’s even heard of Anthony Quayle these days?’ the young editor had asked – so it was coming along very slowly. That and the fact Kath huffed every time she stumbled across one of his books on Albania left on the coffee table or next to their bed, as if she had found a copy of Men Only or some such. Did they still publish such mags in the day of the internet, he wondered? It was a long time since he had felt the urge to look along a top shelf.

The truth was, the novel was a way out. A fresh start. He felt increasingly alienated from the paper and its so-called core values. And the hordes of millennials that seemed to swell on a weekly basis. He doubted half of them were even on a salary. Barbarians in Supreme hoodies at the gates, ready to sweep the old guard away and take the plum assignments. But he didn’t want to go out with a whimper; didn’t want to move to editing the puzzle page or some other remote corner of the enterprise.

One last big piece, then he’d be off: head held high, dignity intact. Oh, and maybe a redundancy package after so many years of sterling service.

‘So this was Rory’s idea?’

Now, this was the tricky part. The tip-off about the two small communities in Albania supplying nearly all the sex traffickers in Europe had come from a Dutch Europol investigator, whom Adam had interviewed for his article. They had stayed in touch and over a drink in London, the Dutchman had told him about Golan and Cerci, the Sodom and Gomorrah of the sex trade. Apparently, the Kurds controlled the general peoplesmuggling across most borders, but the Albanians were the specialists. They dealt in carnality.

It was Adam who had pitched a story about it at conference. But it might be better to gloss over that . . .

‘I think it came from Martin.’ Rory was the magazine’s editor. Martin was deputy of the whole paper. ‘But the mag is the best home for it, so Rory took it. That bloody Nina wanted it. I’ve still got the marks from her sharp elbows as she tried to get my own bloody story off me.’ Nina was Scottish, abrasive and clearly feeling the same sort of pressures as Adam from the upswell of younger talent. It was a little like fighting for the last seats in a lifeboat. ‘I sent her packing, mind.’

He knew from the way she stiffened that he had said the wrong thing. ‘You fought for this?’

The temperature dropped as if the weather outside had breached the kitchen walls.

‘It has nothing to do with her, Kath. I don’t even know where she is now. Not in bloody Albania, anyway.’

‘I’m still going to kill Rory.’ Kath knew Rory of old. Adam and Rory had been something of a double act when they were all at university. Sharing a flat, a high tolerance for alcohol, a love of The Smiths and a lot of women.

‘He must have known that it would upset me . . . Oh, fuck it.’

She got up and strode out with a purposefulness he recognised.

‘Don’t give him a hard time. He’s only doing his job. It’ll only be a few . . .’

There was a rustle of heavy fabric from the hallway as she grabbed her coat. The front door slammed. He heard the throaty growl of her Mini and the spatter of wet gravel against the windows as she wheel-spun down the drive.

He sipped his tea, relishing the sudden calm. All things considered, that had gone better than he had expected.



Her name was Roza – Rozafati in full, but she preferred the truncated version. She had just turned nineteen when she had been trafficked from Albania in 2009 with all the usual promises of a soft and affluent life in Western Europe.

She could be a waitress. Perhaps, if she wanted some extra money on the side, a stripper. Or a table dancer in the West End of London. It wasn’t exactly the promise of an easy life, but it beat the prospects she had at home.

The reality, though, was much worse than what she left behind when she climbed in a battered Cibro minibus, everything that mattered to her stuffed into a single suitcase.

After being gang-raped several times along the way – a tried-and-tested device to render sex meaningless to the girls – she had ended up in England, in a brothel above a kebab shop in Ealing. After three weeks – three very long weeks with up to a dozen ‘clients’ a day – she had escaped.

Unusually, not only did Roza speak English, she was articulate and resourceful. She managed to find a refuge and they contacted the newspaper. At last the reporters had someone who could tell their own tale, without translators; a woman who was traumatised but would unflinchingly explain what had happened to her and thousands of others.

The magazine article that Adam wrote grew into a book – The Shame Road – using Roza’s story to expose the whole cesspit of human trafficking that was going on under everyone’s noses. Adam estimated that, in London, everyone was within at least half a mile of a trafficked person.

One night during the book tour, after too much champagne, Adam and Roza had found themselves in the same room and the same bed. He was so drunk he had forgotten that he had invited Kath to join them for the final few dates of the trip.


TWO

It was a slow and steady climb through the mountains of Northern Albania to the turning that would take Adam to the rendezvous point where he was to pick up a local ‘fixer’, the newspaper’s person on the ground. The road was wide, but covered in potholes, which meant Adam progressed in a series of sinuous curves until oncoming traffic forced him to endure the suspension-threatening jarring of the craters. There were still dirty patches of snow, like frozen cowpats, dotting the sides of the so-called highway, and much more of it capping the mountains. The sky, though, was a clear, crystalline blue, dissected only by the thin white razor-cut of a jet’s vapour trail. He wondered if the circling dots he could see beneath the airliner were the fabled eagles of Albania. In reality, they were more likely to be common-or-garden buzzards.

He had been driving for several hours and his arms were growing weary. The further he got from Tirana the more the country looked like the cliché of a place out of time; the way it would have been when the SOE men had landed, only to find themselves pawns in the war between King Zog and the communist partisans.

He passed villages where the rooftops were made from old drop containers from the war, hammered flat and now rusted to a deep, deep brown. There were goats wandering into the road; horse-drawn carts; scrawny, yappy dogs; tiny farms that could barely feed one person, let alone the six he saw working the land; women in shawls and headscarves, age indeterminate. And then he glimpsed a vulgar monstrosity, all pillars and gables and a satellite dish so large it could be used to search for signs of intelligent life in the universe.

Gangsters. Drug lords. Traffickers. Scum.

Or was that another cliché and these people actually owned a Starbucks franchise in Tirana?

Maybe. But there were bad men hereabouts.

He wasn’t that far from the Yellow House, where terrible atrocities had been perpetrated during the Kosovan war. Allegedly, he reminded himself. But trafficking human organs was not his story, and the Yellow House was old news.

He turned the radio on and promptly turned it off again. He wasn’t in the mood for Albanian hip-hop. In fact, he’d never be.

For several miles, the road hugged the shore of a lake created by a monstrous concrete dam visible in the far distance, the artificial waters black and uninviting. Shortly after passing the dam itself, the air around it humming with power, a sign indicated he should turn left and begin his ascent. The road up to the rendezvous point was steep and sharply curved, but its surface was mercifully free of potholes. It was etched into the side of a mountain with a sheer drop on one side and laughably flimsy crash barriers in place only at selected corners.

As he continued to climb, the trees thinned before disappearing completely as the bends tightened. He tried not to look down over the cliff edge to his right.

Adam felt content. So far the research for the novel was progressing nicely. As it was largely fictional, he didn’t have to worry too much about nailing down the exact topographical – or geographical – details. Quayle had spent most of his time in the south, living in sea caves, but Adam’s novel was to be more impressionistic than historically accurate. He had managed to get a stack of self-published wartime diaries by men nearly all long dead, who had come to this cold, inhospitable country to help the partisans. He was planning on weaving their stories into Quayle’s. Inspired by actual events. Isn’t that the phrase to use when you’ve made a lot of stuff up?

Tirana had gone well. In a dilapidated, fusty bar to the north of King Zog’s brutalist Royal Palace, Adam had met with two old men who had known Enver Hoxha, the future ruler of Albania, back when he was leading the partisans against the Nazis. Neither of them remembered Quayle, although one of them had met his predecessor. The other bloke had been born near Golan, one of the villages Adam was heading to. He had provided deep background about its rivalry with neighbouring town Cerci, which dated back hundreds of years. He had given the pair a card with his email address, asking them to contact him if they remembered anything else. But at their age, they probably forgot a little more about the war with each passing day.

Through Viora, the paper’s attractive but sullen Tirana fixer, he had also met a ‘retired’ people-smuggler who’d sworn it was a humanitarian calling. No sex involved. Just desperate, frightened human beings. Willing, no doubt, to pay a fortune to cross from Libya to Greece. He had made Adam’s flesh crawl as he’d plied him with bottle after bottle of Birra Tirana. But, of course, he knew about Cerci and Golan. Who didn’t? the man had said with a wink.

Adam couldn’t bring himself to give the man a card. He never wanted to hear from that creep again. But the information he had obtained was copper-bottomed and flexing his journalistic muscles had put a spring in Adam’s step. He felt a long way from Pets’ Corner.

A battered piece of wood nailed to a tree, full of what looked like buckshot scars, displayed partially erased symbols for food, drinks and washing facilities two kilometres ahead. He slowed a little. Behind him a Fiat he hadn’t noticed honked and pulled around, scattering stones and dust over Adam’s bonnet.

The inn was a surprisingly grand structure: two wooden storeys, a slate roof and a terrace out front, with metal tables and chairs spread across it. Next to the main building, a new wing was being constructed out of breeze-block. The severe, square, flat-roofed box showed no heed to the style of the original architecture. It would look like a brutalist parasite latched onto the side of the traditional inn.

Wait outside, had been his instruction. We’ll find you.

Adam parked up, collected his map, notebook and the two-day-old Times from the passenger seat and got out. Despite the sun, the chill of the air at that altitude bit at him so he fetched his jacket from the rear. There were two other sets of customers outside: a group of three men, each dark and moustachioed, and two women, thirties maybe – one fair, the other dark – who had their own map spread out on the table and appeared to be arguing.

He sat just out of earshot of the others and ordered a coffee from the waiter. As an afterthought, he added a slice of ravani. With luck it would be syrupy sweet and sickly to counteract the bitterness of the coffee. He began to work through the newspaper’s crossword.

Four down. Dog – a stray – circling English person who enunciates badly? Eight letters.

He put his elbows on the marble table top and it tipped. The heavy disc was merely resting on the metal base. He took his weight off the top and it banged back down into place.

The noise made the women look over and he smiled; a quick tight grin that was simply an acknowledgement of his clumsiness. However, one of them – the blonde – took this as permission to come over.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, in English. ‘Can we borrow your map? Our satnav is playing up. I just want to compare yours to ours.’

‘Sure. Where are you going?’

‘Golan.’

It was one of his stops, but he didn’t say anything. He had no intention of getting embroiled. But why would two Englishwomen want Golan? Unless, he thought queasily, they were reporters, also on the story. He looked the woman up and down. There was a flintiness about her that suggested she might be in the game.

He handed over the folded map. ‘How did you know I was English?’

‘It must have been the Union Jack on your back,’ she said with a smile.

‘That obvious?’

‘The clothes. The shoes. The Times crossword. Yes, pretty obvious. I’ll bring it straight back.’

Observant, anyway. Maybe she was a copper.

The coffee and cake arrived and he lost himself in the puzzle for a while. A tap on the shoulder startled him. ‘Thank you,’ said the woman, returning the map. ‘All sorted.’

‘You’re welcome.’

She hesitated, but he let the silence hang.

‘What brings you here?’ she asked eventually.

‘I’m researching something on Anthony Quayle. The actor. He was here during the war.’

‘I don’t know him.’

‘The Guns of Navarone. Ice Cold in Alex. That sort of thing.’

‘Oh. Well, my husband used to love those films. Good luck.’

‘And you?’

‘Hiking.’

He glanced at her feet and she caught his disbelieving look as he clocked her battered trainers.

‘The boots are in the car,’ she laughed, pointing at a Dacia FWD. ‘Right, thanks for the map.’

Adam watched her return to her table. He wasn’t quite sure what had occurred, but he was certain both parties hadn’t been entirely truthful. He definitely hadn’t been. The two women sniggered about something. He hoped it wasn’t him.

Mutterer – Four down, eight letters.

‘Mr Bryant?’ the waiter asked in a thick accent.

‘Yes?’

‘Phone call for you. Inside.’

He stood and looked at his phone. It had signal. But then plenty of people didn’t trust mobiles. He went to gather up his map and notebook but instead gestured to the women, asking them to keep an eye on his stuff. They nodded. He took the phone with him, though.

Inside was dark and warm, the air slightly gritty from an open fire, and he wished he could meet his fixer in there. The barman pointed to the rear of a long, wood-panelled corridor where, next to the foulsmelling toilets, a receiver dangled by its cord. He walked down the passage and picked it up.

‘Hello?’

There was a click and the line went dead.

‘Hello? Hello?’

After a few seconds of interrogating dead wires, Adam replaced the receiver and walked out. He found the waiter serving the women a second cup of coffee and vegetable pie.

‘Excuse me,’ he said in his halting Albanian. ‘Nobody there. Did they give a name?’

‘No, they didn’t say,’ the waiter replied in English.

‘Man or a woman?’

‘Woman, I think.’

Adam walked slowly back towards his table, checking his phone again. It wasn’t until it was almost upon him that he noticed the mosquito-buzz of a high-revving motorbike and looked up to see the rider and his pillion passenger, their faces obscured by heavily tinted visors. The passenger was trying to extract something from his unzipped leather jacket. Suddenly, an automatic pistol was in his hand.

It was then that Adam knew he was about to die.


THREE

It was only much later that Adam was able to piece together what had happened, replaying the few sound and visual clues that were stored in his subconscious. Just as he realised exactly what the rider and his passenger were about, he was hit from the right by what felt like a steam train whose brakes had failed. As he went down, an apparent flying saucer appeared, spinning through the air before him. He heard three or more cracks, which – thanks to his time in Helmand – he recognised as gunfire.

He hit the hard, unyielding terrace with a bonejarring – and it later transpired, rib-cracking – force that propelled all the breath from him. There was a flash of light and then the world turned to smoke. He must have passed out for a moment because he awoke on his back, a woman’s face inches from his own. At first he thought she was going to kiss him, but then he felt the jittery little slaps she was delivering to his cheek.

‘You OK?’ she asked. It was the dark–haired hiker.

‘Yes,’ he croaked. ‘You can stop hitting me now.’

‘OK, but don’t move. I heard something pop as you went down.’

‘I think that was my pride.’

Adam twisted his head slightly. One of the circular café table tops – the flying saucer – was lying in the road. The blonde was talking to the three other customers, who were standing next to it. One of them held a big automatic pistol in his hand. Adam could smell the fumes from discharged weapons swirling in the air.

His stomach cramped and he thought he might be sick.

‘What happened?’ he asked the woman. Then, as she touched his torso: ‘Ow, FUCK!’

‘Ribs bruised or cracked,’ she announced.

‘Who are you?’

‘Call me Freddie.’

‘Are you a doctor, Freddie?’

She shook her head. ‘Are you a gangster of some kind?’

‘What?’ he replied. Why would she think that? ‘No, of course not.’

‘Well, who have you been rubbing up the wrong way?’

‘Nobody.’

Now the blonde was standing over him. He had to squint as he looked up at her, the sun flaring behind her head. ‘Really?’ Blondie said. ‘Because someone just called in a hit on you.’


FOUR

They moved to the inside of the inn and switched on the lights, revealing necklaces of cobwebs hanging from cornices and picture frames that the dimness had helped mask. The three armed Albanians were left outside, to keep watch. In case the bikers returned, Adam supposed.

As Freddie bandaged him up using the first-aid bag from their car, the other one – Sam – told Adam what had happened.

The mystery phone call had tipped them off. Apparently, it was an old way to finger the right person. The ‘mark’ would be the one who took the call. As the motorbike approached, the pair had snapped into action before the passenger had even fully drawn his weapon. Freddie – the steam train – had launched herself at Adam while Sam had frisbee’d the unfixed table top through the air, pulling a muscle as she did so.

There were two bullet holes in the table, both meant for Adam.

One thing was for sure: whoever or whatever these women were, they weren’t on a hiking holiday.

The three Albanians were locals and, affronted by the attempted assassination, one of them had loosed off a couple of shots of his own at the bikers. Sensing they were outgunned, the pair on the bike had taken off.

‘What now?’ Adam asked as he gingerly slipped his T-shirt and sweater back on.

‘Rakia!’ said the barman, putting a tray of glasses on the bar. They were half full of a golden, syrupy-looking liquid.

Sam and Freddie both smiled at the barman and knocked their drinks back. Adam did the same, keeping his grin fixed as the fruit brandy scorched its way down his throat.

‘Who the hell are you?’ he asked.

The two woman exchanged glances. ‘Hikers.’

‘Bollocks.’ The journalist in him had finally kicked in. Hikers who knew the choreography of a drive-by shooting? Unlikely, it seemed to him. There was a story here.

‘Ex-army hikers,’ said Freddie.

‘Right.’ At least one part of that rang true. ‘What now? Is this Assault on Precinct 13?’

Blank looks.

‘Are we trapped here?’

Sam shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. My guess is those were a couple of kids. Cheap. Disposable. The men who sent them will be thinking carefully about their next move now they know they have opposition.’

‘Those guys?’ Adam pointed to the three men now drinking free brandy on the terrace. ‘I’m guessing them being here and armed was just blind luck. As was you two being here.’

‘Maybe, but they don’t know that. The kids won’t go back and say they were scared off by a woman with a loaded café table,’ said Freddie. ‘It’ll be an army they faced down by the time they get back to their bosses.’

‘They will beat the truth out of them,’ said the barman. He had laid a shotgun across the bar. He nodded at it. ‘If you need.’

Adam thought the mottled barrel and chipped hammers meant it looked old and neglected enough to blow up in your face, but Sam said, ‘Thank you. We’ll see how it goes. You know the men who did this?’

‘From Golan, I would guess,’ growled the barman. Adam half-expected him to hawk and spit from the way he said it. ‘Only the people there still doing this shit. Them and Cerci.’

Those were the two villages fighting for control of the trafficking business across Europe.

‘What are you really doing here?’ asked Sam. ‘And don’t give me that guff about Anthony Hopkins.’

‘Quayle,’ he corrected. ‘And it’s true. He was here in the war.’

‘But there’s more,’ Sam said flatly, ‘more you aren’t telling us.’

Adam lowered his voice. ‘I’m a journalist. I was sent to do a story on . . . on those two villages he just mentioned.’

Freddie took the shotgun off the bar, broke it, peered down the barrels and sniffed it. The barman put a handful of shells on the bar and she nodded her thanks before pocketing them. ‘They fuckin’ hate journalists round here.’

‘But I haven’t started,’ Adam protested. ‘Asking questions, I mean. Apart from in Tirana.’

Sam’s brow furrowed and Adam could almost hear the cogs meshing as she processed what little information she had. ‘Which means somebody tipped them off.’


FIVE

‘Why would anyone tip off the locals?’ asked Adam.

Sam shrugged. ‘I don’t know. You upset anyone in Tirana?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘Who were you waiting for at the café?’

‘The local stringer-cum-fixer, arranged through the paper. A decent guy by all accounts. I doubt he would bite the hand that feeds him.’

Freddie inserted two shells into the black holes of the gun barrels. ‘The Sayonara Syndrome.’

‘The what?’ Adam asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Sam, throwing a steely look in her friend’s direction. ‘And right now, it doesn’t matter. We have to get down that hill.’

‘But I have to go to Golan to do the story. I’m on assignment.’

‘Both cars?’ asked Freddie. It wasn’t addressed to Adam. In fact, it was as if he hadn’t spoken.

Sam shook her head. The next sentence was for his benefit. ‘No, we take the four-wheel drive. Adam can tell the hire company to come and get his. I’m sure Saban here will look after the keys.’

The barman nodded.

‘What about Leka?’ Freddie asked.

Adam looked at each woman in turn. ‘Who’s Leka?’

‘Leka is a man from Golan we have some interest in,’ Sam said.

‘I thought you were going there?’

‘We were.’

‘So we could all go. I have to get the story. My editor will kill me if I don’t.’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ said Sam. ‘Not now you’ve been fingered. We’d better stash you somewhere.’

‘How am I going to write a story if I’m stashed somewhere?’

‘You don’t think this is a story?’ asked Freddie. ‘Fuck me, you’ve got high standards, mate. You’ve almost been executed in a drive-by and now we have to get you down that mountain in one piece. Besides, I’ll bet you can get chapter and verse about the feuding villages from Saban. It’s Albania, not the moon. Barmen are still the source of all knowledge.’ Freddie held up ten fingers to emphasise her next point. ‘You’ve got ten minutes.’

But Saban was looking at Freddie. ‘Leka who?’

‘Leka Zogolli,’ said Sam.

Saban made a low snorting sound, like a bull gearing up for a charge. ‘How do you say in English? Cunt?’

‘Yup, that’s close enough,’ said Freddie.

‘Why are you interested in Leka Zogolli?’ Saban asked.

‘We . . . he . . . he’s causing us some trouble,’ said Sam. By trying to kill my boyfriend, she didn’t add. If ‘boyfriend’ was the correct term for Tom. She never could settle on a suitable description of their relationship. Whatever it was, Sam would rather he wasn’t murdered by Albanians.

Saban guffawed and banged the bar top. ‘I know how you can cause trouble for Leka Zogolli.’

‘We’re all ears,’ said Freddie.

Saban spoke quickly and softly, so softly that Adam couldn’t hear all the details. He caught a few stray words. Paris. Family. Children. Bastard.

When he had finished, Sam shook his hand like she meant it.

Then she said: ‘I need to ask another favour.’

‘What?’

‘Can you sell us some cement?’

‘Why?’ Saban asked.

Sam shot a glance at Adam. ‘Because we’re going down the mountain.’


SIX

Adam had emailed Kath but received no reply. He thought about sending a message to Rory, but decided to wait. Editors didn’t like being told a story had gone tits up, and he wasn’t sure how this was going to pan out. It all depended on two mysterious women.

He had been sent to sit at a table out of earshot, with a beer and an order to take shallow breaths to give his ribs a rest. As he did so, he watched the two women talk in hushed tones to the barman. At one point, a grin flashed across Sam’s face, softening her features. They were both attractive women, though the kind he would be wary of complimenting for fear they might take it the wrong way and crush his windpipe.

He had met women like that in Helmand: tough, capable, confident. But that was in an army situation. Off duty, they reverted to something softer, more – although he wouldn’t say it to their faces – feminine. But this pair . . . it was like they were ‘on’ all the time. Whenever one spoke to Saban, the other kept an eye on the door, and then they switched roles, instinctively, it seemed. And knowing there was a hit coming? They had to be some kind of Special Forces. But thank God for that.

When Adam reached for his beer he noticed his hand was shaking. He held it out and watched his trembling fingers.

‘Just a little shock.’ It was Freddie, standing over him. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

From the corner of his eye, Adam saw Sam slide a stack of money over to Saban and they shook hands once more. Then she went outside.

‘What now?’

‘She’s bought the cement from next door. And a bit of sand. Now she’s buying a gun.’

‘Look, I don’t understand—’

‘No, I know. But based on what Saban told us, we no longer have a need to go up to Golan. We have our story. You’ll get yours.’

Adam looked doubtful. ‘That’s easy for you to say. You don’t have to answer to editors who have forked out cash for this trip. What are you two going to do, then?’

‘Sam and I need to go to Paris – that’s where our leverage over Leka is – which means flying out of Tirana. So we can drop you at the airport. Now, take your beer, go and talk to Saban and ask him about what’s going on in those villages. Do not identify him as your source when you write it up. Understand?’

‘Yes.’

She grabbed his bicep as he got to his feet. ‘Or mention us by name or description. Clear?’

He laughed and winced as his ribs protested. ‘I never argue with a woman who owns a shotgun.’

‘Especially one who knows where you live.’

‘How’s that?’

‘We know where you work. Which newspaper. The next step is simple.’

‘I’ll keep it vague,’ Adam said.

‘Vague is good. We’ll be outside.’

When he had finished with Saban – the man really did have all the information he needed to write his piece – Adam went outside. The women had backed their Dacia up to the breeze-block shell and were busy loading hefty sacks of cement and sand into the back of it. With the rear seats down, they had created a walled area in the back.

‘What’s going in there?’ he asked.

‘You are,’ said Freddie.

‘They won’t stop an AK round,’ said Sam, pointing at the bags, ‘but pretty much anything else. Just as long as you keep your head down.’

Adam bristled. ‘No way. I’m not cowering in the back while you two play Calamity Jane.’

The women exchanged glances. ‘Well, yes you are. Either conscious . . .’

‘Or unconscious,’ completed Sam with a shrug. ‘Which might be better for us. Get your gear from your car. Don’t forget your passport.’

Adam’s phone beeped. It was a message from Kath: What kind of bother?

I’ll tell you when I get home.

If I get home, he thought. I’m trusting my life to two women who, despite their grim expressions, seem to be enjoying this. What if this was all a scam? He only had their word for the attempted hit.

Then he remembered what Saban had told him about the people further up the mountain and their disdain for human lives, which made him feel sick inside.

Another message from Kath: Are you OK?

Yes. Are you? Is Conor OK?

I’ll tell you when you get home.

Touché.

After he had fetched his bag and given the keys of his hire car to Saban, he threw his belongings into the Dacia.

‘You get in, we’ll put a layer between you and the rear door,’ said Sam.

He was about to climb in when he hesitated. ‘What is the Sayonara Syndrome?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Sam.

‘It clearly does,’ he replied.

It was Freddie who told him. ‘We had a captain in Iraq who used to make sure that every risky patrol was led by the same young lieutenant. To the point where it became a joke. We couldn’t understand it. He even made the guy use the Vallon – which is the metal detector for IEDs. I mean, a decent lieutenant will always take his turn. Just to show he won’t ask someone to do something he wouldn’t do. But it’s not his primary role. And every time the lieutenant went out, Dawson always said the same thing: “Sayonara”. Which doesn’t just mean goodbye, it has a we-won’t-meet-again finality about it. Sure enough, the lieutenant stood on an IED one day and boom. Dead. The following year, the captain married his widow.’

‘Nice. So he’d been . . .?’

‘Well, according to Freddie here, deliberately putting the lieutenant in harm’s way,’ said Sam. ‘He and the wife had been having an affair long before deployment. But that was war, not journalism. Get in.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘Just a thought,’ said Freddie.

‘Although not a good one,’ added Sam. ‘Freddie has a vivid imagination.’

‘I do when it comes to sex.’

Adam decided to change the subject. ‘Why are you helping me?’ he asked.

Freddie shrugged. ‘We’re PPOs. Bodyguards, to you. It’s what we do.’

That begged a whole fresh set of questions. But Adam kept his mouth shut and climbed into the rear of the car as they put an extra two layers of bags in position, so that he was barricaded in on all sides. He felt like a pig in a very dusty pen. As he tried to make himself comfortable he thought about the Sayonara Syndrome and laughed to himself. Not because of the captain’s shenanigans – that was monstrous – but the thought that Rory might have sent him to Albania to get to Kath. As if.

The Dacia rocked as the women climbed in the front and he heard them checking their weapons. Sam had gained an automatic pistol from the Albanian customers, who had now departed in a black Mercedes. Were they friend or foe? Who knew? Maybe it would be those guys waiting for them down the hill. He felt the fingers of paranoia squeezing his heart.

‘Who were the men with guns?’ he asked. ‘Cops?’

‘Not regular cops,’ said Sam. ‘Maybe Sigurimi or whatever the equivalent is now.’

Adam knew that the Sigurimi was the Albanian equivalent of the Stasi. And equally feared.

‘You trust them?’ he asked.

‘No,’ said Freddie. ‘Hard to tell white hats from black hats over here.’

‘What about all this extra weight?’ Adam asked, trying to get his mind off useless speculation about the loyalties of the men who had sold Sam a pistol. ‘Will this thing even move?’

‘We’ll mainly be going downhill,’ said Sam. ‘We’ll dump the cement when we’re in the clear.’

In the clear. She made it sound so simple. Like driving through a rainstorm. Except it looked like they were heading for a shitstorm. Christ, I’m really frightened, he thought.

He heard Freddie snap the barrels shut once more. ‘You ever see that film The Magnificent Seven? The original?’ Of course he had, but he didn’t answer. She was speaking to Sam.

‘It was hard to get away from it. Paul loved it. That and the bloody Great Escape.’

‘This reminds me of that movie. Steve McQueen says to Yul Brynner: “Never ridden shotgun on a hearse before”.’

‘Doesn’t that make me bald?’ asked Sam.

‘Doesn’t that make me dead?’ Adam shouted from the back, a slight tremor to the words undercutting his attempt at levity.

They both answered at once: ‘Not yet.’

The engine caught first time and grumbled a little as Sam gave it enough gas to compensate for the extra load, and they bumped out of the rough car park and onto the road down the mountain.


PART TWO


‘Let your hook be always cast. In the pool where you least expect it, will be fish’




SEVEN

How did I know it was a hit?

As I eased the Dacia out of the car park, trying to get used to the new distribution of weight, I knew I would be asking myself that question for a long time to come.

‘How is she?’ Freddie asked, tapping the dash with the barrel of the shotgun.

Skittish? I thought. Was that the right word? Though that suggested a prancing colt; something delicate and dainty. The Dacia was only a few steps up from a tractor. I settled on: ‘A very pregnant sow on four wheels.’

We’d been in FWD vehicles before, driving towards men who wanted to harm us. Iraq. Afghanistan. Normally, though, we had a bunch of hard-nosed squaddies with us, not a civilian hiding behind bags of cement. Although, to be fair, we hadn’t given him much choice.

We began our descent, with my foot hovering over the brake. The rear end felt twitchy due to the extra baggage. I reckoned the Dacia would prefer to come down arse-first. I had placed the automatic pistol in the centre console. It was a Beretta, with the older fifteen-round magazine. Worn, but OK from what I could tell from a quick once-over. In an ideal world I’d strip down and reassemble an unfamiliar weapon half-a-dozen times, putting a round through it at each rebuild. Just as Pavol, my Slovakian weapons tutor, had taught me. But this was a far from ideal world: I wouldn’t know if I had been sold a pup until I pulled the trigger. And that might be too late.

So, how had I known it was a hit? Not some sixth sense; not the hairs on the back of my neck or a gut feeling. I think it was the choreography. That’s what PPOs like me do. We visualise – or some sketch out on paper, napkins, fag packets, whatever is at hand – the possible lines of attack and escape; the threats and responses. You need to know how to extract the client – the Principal, in PPO speak – safely if shit goes down. So you sit and try to calculate what might be coming and from which direction. Those instincts tick over, even while you are not in paid employment, idling at a White/Yellow status. It is what makes PPOs such crap dining companions. They never just sit, relax and look at the menu. There is always at least one meerkat moment when they look around, calculating the odds.

So, while I was sitting at the café, I had already assessed we were vulnerable to a drive-by. I also knew the trick of identifying a target by phoning the venue. These days it was usually the intended victim’s mobile that rang, but maybe those lads on the bike didn’t have Adam’s number.
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