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Chapter 1 – Events

Thursday 24th December, 2015

Willows Nursing and Residential Home, Upper Fronton, Northern England.

 

It was a cold Christmas Eve morning. A sharp frost had coated the ground, the grass, the pavement and the road, so the decapitated head of a white-haired old man didn’t look out of place as it came to rest against the wheel of a parked car.

A few minutes earlier, the elderly residents of the Willows Nursing Home had been enjoying the warmth of their modern, purpose-built home in the sleepy suburb of Upper Fronton in the north-east of England. The home’s open plan gardens bore all the hallmarks of winter and Christmas; the interior was adorned with a multitude of festive decorations, while outside in the garden a tree was illuminated by Christmas lights. A set of fibreglass reindeer, complete with sleigh, had parked themselves on the lawn of the front garden. Outside, Bernard was placing food on the bird table in front of the window. Inside, Albert exited his room and prepared, walking frame in hand, for the arduous journey along the corridor. He walked slowly and deliberately. In the vast, well-lit day room, a tall, traditionally-decorated Christmas tree occupied pride of place beside the entrance. Some of the residents were reading, some talking, some laughing and joking, while three female nursing assistants cared for them. One was helping a woman named Joan to rest, another was handing out cups of tea, and the other was helping a lady with a jigsaw at a table.

“Come on, my love. I’ll help you. How many pieces is it? Five hundred or one hundred?”

Margaret, the purple-haired lady, replied, “I think it has five hundred. My daughter brought it for me. I think it’s a Constable painting.”

“I don’t know the artist, but it’s a nice scene. Right, let’s find those corners, shall we?”

As the nurse uttered those words, an explosion rang out. Debris flew through the air as if in slow motion, searing its way through the building and scattering the garden and open plan lawns of adjoining houses. Momentarily, everything came to a halt— the only movement and noise being debris hanging from the structure and the piercing sound of the fire alarm. A few neighbours started to appear in the street, running to the scene in disbelief. Screams came from within the home. Nurses began to exit from a side door with bloodstained elderly residents, and the neighbours closed in to help, passing the decapitated body. As the survivors emerged, they could hear sirens approaching, intermingled with a symphony of alarms from the home and nearby cars. Two people had died, seven were seriously injured and twenty-three suffered minor injuries.


***




A short while later, a small, well-placed camera fixed high up on a lamppost recorded images of the uniformed police officers arriving with their plain-clothed colleagues. A pair of hands expertly worked across a keyboard in front of three monitors. The view changed rapidly from screen to screen. Fingers controlled keys, a hand controlled the mouse and zoomed in on faces, taking snapshots of those of the plain-clothed police. The facial images were placed on a screen and a search initiated. The screens showed a scan of the facial profiles of the investigating officers, stopping occasionally when a match was made. The results were saved.


Monday 25th January, 2016

Little Coxford Hospital, Hampshire

 

Sharon, a medical secretary, was going about her work when a porter arrived at her desk with his trolley full of mail. He handed her a bunch of letters and a small parcel, then departed, leaving Sharon to deal with the mail for the day. Sharon began opening the small package addressed to Dr Dean’s clinic, and just as she did so, it exploded. Her screams echoed throughout the hospital and staff ran to her aid. Her left hand was severely mutilated and her body suffered multiple wounds from fish hooks and razor blades.


Wednesday 24th February, 2016

St Mark’s Steam Train Centre, Devon

 

Well-wrapped and excited school children boarded a steam train with their three female teachers. Once aboard, the man on the platform blew his whistle and the driver replied with the train’s piercing response. The railway man waved his flag and the train slowly left the pristine platform, gradually picking up speed.

On board, the thrilled children listened to their teacher. Some were staring out of the windows onto the moistened meadows and fields; some were playing clapping games; some were singing. After about thirty minutes, they settled down. The train was now at speed, bellowing steam as it passed through an area of woodland with tall spruce pines either side of the track. It slowed as the line started to incline gently. Suddenly, there was a loud explosion, mostly unheard inside the train carriages due to the thunderous noise of the engine and the children’s excitement. Two large trees toppled and struck the end of the rearmost carriage. The train jolted but continued at a slower speed for a short while. Passengers were thrown around the carriage like ragdolls, screaming and shouting. The train ground to a halt. A young female teacher got to her feet and headed for the door.

“Come on, slowly now, we have to get off.” The kids rose to their feet, some crying, others shouting to their friends. “Slowly. In a line, now. Go and stand over by that fence.” She turned to a dazed colleague. “Trudy, you stay with them, and I’ll go back inside.”

Trudy comforted some crying children as the young teacher boarded the train again. There were no significant injuries, and most of the ones suffered were nothing more than bumps and bruises. It could have been a lot worse.


Friday 25th March, 2016

Orenid Finance, City of London

 

Investment bank traders were busy at work on the 10th floor. The large screens of their computers were full of ever-changing financial data. Just another Friday at the office. A tall, clean-cut man in a blue suit entered a glass-walled office in which a balding man was meeting with his secretary.

“Do you have few moments, Sir?”

“Shaw, can’t you see that I’m in the middle of something?”

“I do apologise, Mr Atkins. However, I do urge you to make a brief pause and accompany me into the secure room for what I need to tell you.”

That statement caught the CEO’s attention and stopped him in his tracks. He hated using the secure room and only used it when necessary. Shaw wouldn’t have suggested it without good reason.

The CEO turned to his secretary.

“Carry on with those letters we’ve just worked on, and I’ll be back shortly.”

He walked across the room to where Shaw was waiting next to a sturdy door. Shaw punched in the code and moved forward to allow his retina to be scanned. The automated voice requested the second person’s data, and the CEO repeated Shaw’ actions. They entered a small holding room. Once securely between the two doors, they placed their feet on the templates on the floor and waited for the full body scan to be completed. They stepped towards the second door, and each placed their palm against the panel on the right side. After the palm scan, the door slowly opened and the two men entered.

“Okay, Shaw. What is it?”

“Can we wait for the door to close securely first, Sir?”

“Room secure,” an automated voice announced.

Shaw looked at his boss.

“Sir, we have been hacked like you cannot imagine. I estimate that up to seventy-five per cent of our data has either been acquired and or corrupted. And a large number of funds have been transferred.”

After a brief reflective silence, the CEO asked, “How much, and can we recover from this?”

“We estimate—”

A loud rumble was heard while the building shuddered. An explosion engulfed the tenth floor, bringing everything to a halt. The force of the explosion produced a fireball that streaked through the open space offices. The power of the blast hurled everything around: people, furniture, monitors, and glass shards flew across the trading centre. People screamed, bloodied, staggering to their feet, dragging each other towards the nearest exit. The building was ablaze, with smoke billowing in the howling winds. Approaching sirens sounded as hordes of people evacuated the building. Two people lost their lives and a further nineteen experienced life-changing injuries. Forty-seven others were injured, including seven visitors from a variety of institutions.


Sunday 24th April, 2016

Mediterranean Coast - Playa Azul, Spain

 

Some people were enjoying the sunshine and heat of the day. Parasols were dotted around on the golden sands. A couple was waist-deep in the sea on a relatively quiet stretch of the beach. As the woman wearing a red swimsuit left the water, it was clear that she was tall and slender with pale skin. Her husband moved a little deeper in the water, showing off. He was taller than his wife but heavily built, and not in shape. They wore the facial features of eastern Europeans, Russians. He dived under the water, larking about and seeking attention from his wife. Their bodyguards were at the water’s edge, ever alert.

There was a breaker of rocks nearby, from which half a dozen men were fishing. One appeared to be speaking into a mobile phone, discreetly watching the couple.

The man continued his dives into the water, and his wife headed to the shore with her back to him. He surfaced many times, continuing his frolicking.

The man with the mobile phone issued an instruction. “Now. Go now.”

Below the surface, two divers, one on either side, grabbed the flailing Russian and forced his head to the sea floor. They waited until he was lifeless, released him, and then slowly and calmly swam away from the scene.

The body floated to the surface where his bodyguards were the first to see it. They dived into the sea to his aid. The wife turned to see her husband’s body floating face down.


Wednesday 18th May, 2016

Kings Court Private Members’ Club, Chelsea, London.

 

Two suited gentlemen sat in ancient leather chairs angled towards the window. In between them stood an oak twist-legged table upon which their drinks are waiting.

“Have you read the news reports, Minister?”

“Commander, are you talking about the string of atrocities that have been committed over recent months?”

“Yes, Sir. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“I mean, we just can’t have someone’s head landing on the roadside of a residential care home in our country. It’s totally unacceptable.”

“It is, Sir,” the commander said. “It’s wholly unacceptable.”

“And while we know that it wasn’t an accident, we don’t know who did it, and why they did it?”

“I’m afraid that is the case at the moment, Sir. None of the usual forces or branches have been able to come up with anything. And nobody has suspected a link between them, let alone established one. That is, apart from the similarities with dates of course. And bizarrely nobody has claimed responsibility.”

“Has the press got hold of it yet?”

“Fortunately, not Sir. The nursing home was reported as a gas explosion. The train incident is more difficult to explain away. However, current reports are that the trees were old and weary. The letter bomb required a little more imagination, and we’ve linked it to a possible disgruntled patient. And the news of a Russian dying in Spain on holiday has not made our news at all.”

The polished mahogany-walled room in the private gentleman’s club in Chelsea fell silent.

“So, we have no motive nor modus operandi at all to go on?”

“No Sir, nothing except carnage and chaos. We have five dead, twenty-seven have suffered life-changing injuries, and one hundred and five have suffered minor injuries. None of this data accounts for psychological trauma. One thing that is clear is that they’re professionally trained.”

“Well, don’t just stand there, man. Go and get it sorted out! This can’t continue.”

“Of course, Sir. Do I have any particular parameters to adhere to in this undertaking?”

The wide-eyed minister glared at the commander. “I don’t care how it’s done, as long as it’s done … and quickly!”

“Very good, Sir. Leave it to me. I know just the chap.”


Chapter 2 – The Start

The rain was torrential and, ever the gentleman, Jago dropped Rebecca off by the cinema steps. The short drive that followed to the multi-storey car park was dense with traffic. Jago left a gap at the yellow-boxed junction as required, only to have it filled by a suped-up red VW Golf, complete with spoiler, white stripe and strange fluorescent blue underside lights. The whole street could hear the boom, boom, boom of its sound system above the noise of both the traffic and the unusual May rain.

From his raised position in the Toyota pickup, Jago could see that the traffic ahead had cleared quite considerably. However, the Golf had stopped moving. There was no indication that the car was in trouble, no four-way indicators, nobody leaving the vehicle. Then suddenly it sped off on the blue-tinged surface, causing spray from the spinning wheels, and headed for a considerable kerbside puddle that most drivers had avoided. From his seat, he saw a congregation under a bus shelter patiently waiting and vying for space to avoid the downpour. The Golf neared the group, entered the puddle and soaked the front row from head to foot before zooming off into the distance.

Morons, nothing but morons, Jago thought.

Jago’s thoughts faded as he approached the ugly 1970s monstrosity of a car park and drove up the first ramp. He paused, spying no little green lights above the parking bays. He climbed the next ramp and paused again, spotting a green light. He drove up to the parking space, swung his nose around in preparation for reversing and, just as he had started moving rearwards, a car swung straight into the parking allocation with a screech of tyres and a familiar booming sound that was accentuated by the concrete acoustics. Jago braked harshly, applied his handbrake and got out. He looked at the red Golf with its centre white stripe. Three young men were already getting out of the car, shouting and jeering at him over their little triumph. They had conquered the parking space. Jago shook his head and said nothing, got into the driving seat, slammed the gears into reverse, slowly disengaged the handbrake, and let the clutch go. His wheels span ferociously, followed by the banging and crashing sound of metal on metal ringing out. Jago drove forward, the three young men now either side of his pickup. They were desperate to open his locked doors and pounded on his windows. Jago smiled at the two trying to pull open his door and slammed the beast into reverse again, ploughing into the crumpled red and white wreck, his hefty tow bar creating more devastating damage.

He left the three to their compressed Golf and tirade of abuse directed at him. Having left the car park, Jago decided to enter the traffic once again and looked for another parking space. He pressed a button on his iPhone.

“Hey Siri, call Rebecca.”

“Calling Rebecca.”

“Hi Jago, where are you?”

“The car park was full. I’m going to have to find another one. Why don’t you go in, buy the tickets and keep warm?”

“Okay, see you soon,” she said in a soft-toned voice with a hint of a West Country accent. He liked it and found it warm and soothing to his ear.

He found a modern car park, twice the price, but it was clean, tidy and complete with CCTV on every floor. Jago drove to the third floor where he made sure that he’d found a space that was covered by the cameras. Donning his telescopic umbrella, he headed for the cinema through the wet streets.


***




They walked out of the screen room and into the foyer.

Rebecca asked, “Well, what did you think of the film? What was your best part?”

He thought.

“Well, it was clearly a work of fiction. Nobody that smart would find themselves in some of those situations.”

“But he was like you, an ex-military policeman. Don’t you two have anything in common?”

“He was an ex-US military policeman. Let’s be clear on that.”

“What’s the difference?”

Jago’s pride welled up inside him.

“The difference is that the Royal Military Police train to such a high level that no other can compare with them. I’ve worked with military police from other nations and it has not always ended favourably. That is not to say that there aren’t good investigators among them, because there are, and I have worked with many of them too. Come to think of it, the Yanks had some great kit, and their systems weren’t bad either. Truth is, we were jealous of some of it. There was one line I did like in the film that was very true, you know, the one where he says something like, ‘The difference between a civilian policeman and military policeman is that the civvy police are looking for a killer among innocents whereas all the suspects of a military policeman are trained killers’.”

She replied, “I see. Then I’m in good hands, am I not?”

She laughed while linking her arm in his and nestled her head on his shoulder. He squeezed her slender body closer to him, kissing her on the forehead and said, “It’s still raining. You wait here, and I’ll go and fetch the car. I’ll only be a couple of minutes.”


***




Jago stepped into the street and opened up his umbrella. On his way to the swanky car park, he passed a range of boutique shops, some with windows lit and others not. He used the reflections in the windows to his advantage. He habitually walked in such a way that he created angles by which to see if anyone was following him. Occasionally, he would pause and look in a window, his eyes focused on the dimly-lit space behind him. In his mind, he was never off duty, nor were the people he pursued. He arrived at the car park, ignored the lift and took the stairs to the third floor. The door from the stairwell to the parking area contained a small window through which he peered, surveying the area he was about to enter. It was bright, the car park full, and a couple walked arm-in-arm over to a blue saloon. As he opened the door, he caught a glimpse of a man in jeans and black leather jacket near the area of his pickup. He immediately recognised the clothing and scanned the car park for the other two men. As he neared his pickup, the other two emerged from between parked cars either side of him.

“So, we meet again, Mr Pickup Man. We figured that if you wanted to park, that you wouldn’t be too far away. It wasn’t difficult to find you.”

The three kept their distance.

“So, Genius. You found me. How do you want to play this?”

“Play? Oh, we’re going to play all right. We’re going to play with your head.”

To the men, Jago must have appeared to be an average guy of about five feet ten with slim build and displayed nothing visible to tell them otherwise. They might have also assumed that he would be a walkover for the three of them.

The three advanced towards him. Jago stood his ground and moved diagonally between two of them. One paused to turn towards him, and the other two collided with each other.

“Got some fancy moves have you, Pickup Man?” said the man in the jeans and leather jacket as he swung his right arm towards Jago.

In blocking the swing, Jago thrust the pointed end of the telescopic umbrella into the man’s windpipe. The man clutched his throat with both hands and, taking advantage of his vulnerability, Jago kicked him between the legs, leaving a crumpled heap on the floor groaning in agony. The other two were now on their way. One flew at Jago with open arms, his head tucked low in the hope of taking him to the ground. As soon as he’d grabbed Jago, he would have felt the downward thrust of Jago’s double-handed grip on the umbrella impact between his shoulder blades. On his way to the ground, his friend ploughed his fist into Jago’s left shoulder. Jago rotated his upper body to the left and, with his right arm, thrust his protruding fingers into the face of his attacker, making contact with eyes and cheek, creating just enough time for him to move in a sweeping circular movement to the right, taking his attacker off balance to land on top of his friend on the floor.

Jago stepped back. He’d done enough. The first was still writhing on the floor, nursing his balls and throat; another was groaning in pain while holding an eye; the third was just regaining his footing, attempting to get up. He looked Jago in the eye.

“Do you really want to carry on?” Jago said, looking straight back at him. “Do you really think it’s worth it?”

The man stood in silence, turned to help his friend to his feet and led him away.

Jago quickly checked the pickup for damage, found none and left the car park to pick up Rebecca.

He pulled up right outside the cinema.

“That didn’t take you long,” she said.

“No, it wasn’t far away.”

“Where shall we go? Your place or mine?”

“That depends on who’s got food in the fridge?”

“Well, as usual, mine is full of … nothing. So, I guess it’s your place.”

“Mmm, I’m not sure that I believe that.” She smiled. “But there again, if you have got food I would probably have to cook it anyway because you’re a lousy chef.”

Jago came back at her. “I am not a lousy chef!”

“Oh yes you are, and it’s about time somebody told you the truth.”

She laughed at the disgust displayed in the expression on his face.

“You really think I’m a lousy chef after all those meals I’ve cooked you?”

“Let’s just say, I think there’s room for improvement. A lot of improvement.”

“Well, let’s get to your place and I can prove you wrong. How does that sound?”

“That sounds great, except for one thing.”

“And that is?”

“How can you cook with nothing?”

“Don’t tell me your fridge is empty too?”

“I’m afraid so. You’ll just have to take me out to dinner. Chinese sounds really good. What are you going to order?”

Jago didn’t reply. They were already halfway to her place, and at the very next junction he did a U-turn and headed back to town to their favourite Chinese restaurant, The Emperor.

The rain subsided and Jago managed to park next to the restaurant with its grand entrance of brightly-decorated columns, complete with fiery dragons guarding the doorway.

“Good evening, Mr Jago. Would you like your usual table?”

“Yes, that would be fine, thank you.”

“And drinks, would you like the usual bottle of Rioja?”

Jago smiled. “You know us too well. Rioja would be perfect, thank you.”

They ate with chopsticks and the conversation flowed fluently. He had never had a relationship quite like this where there were no awkward silences, where one could discuss anything and everything. Well, nearly everything. He’d met Rebecca in a bank on the High Street where he’d had an account for many years. Having been away for three months on a case, he returned home to find a letter stating that he was overdrawn. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he read the letter, because his salary went into the account every month and his overheads were minimal. In fact, he had more than enough money for his lifestyle. He wasn’t frugal, just careful. And he didn’t spend for the sake of spending. He did like nice things like his wine, the best seats at the concert or the theatre and, occasionally, he would buy new clothes, but there was no way he could have been overdrawn. He called the bank and they had asked him to come in to speak to someone in the branch. It was during this meeting that their eyes locked. She had helped him solve his problem and when he had left he could have kicked himself for not inviting her out to dinner. He returned the next day and invited her out; they had been seeing each other for over a year.

After their third date, he decided to complete and send in the obligatory new relationship declaration to his superiors. He had to enter the usual stuff — name, address, date of birth and passport number — which required some rifling through drawers. Not the best activity to be caught at in a new relationship. But he’d had plenty of practice. The vetting approval came through within a month via a cold text message: ‘Subject vetting approved with minor reservations’. No other details were forthcoming. The words were sufficient to warn him to be aware of any untoward activities, relationships or ideological views. He accepted and didn’t feel too bad about the vetting procedure. After all, it was his world. He also thought that she was able to glean a fair amount of information about him through his bank account if she had the presence of mind. Although, she would only see the odd trip to France, frequent trips to Spain — no mortgage or loans. She wouldn’t see the numerous trips to a wide variety of countries over the years as those were all paid for by the business account.

They had just ordered coffee when his mobile phone came to life. He stared at the illuminated screen. It was the office.

“I’ll just nip out and take this call. I’ll be back in a moment.”

He exited the restaurant and wandered to where his pickup was parked.

“Jago here.”

“Ah, Jago, we have a trusted meeting request for you.”

“What do you mean trusted?”

“Well, he’s one of ours, but we have no name. I’m told that you will know him at the meeting venue.”

“Where is it?”

“I’m afraid all I have are the words, ‘Grade Three White Water’. I hope that means something to you, Jago.”

Jago didn’t respond; he fell silent, deep in thought. What does The Commander want with me after all these years? Didn’t think he was still around.

“Jago, are you there? Jago?”

“Yes, I’m here. When is their meeting?”

“Tomorrow at 0900 hours. Do you have what you need?”

“Yes, and I have the message. Is there anything else?”

“No, that’s all I have for you.”

Jago ended the call abruptly and went back into the restaurant.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yes, fine. That was the office, and I have to prepare for a meeting in the morning.”

Before he could continue, Rebecca cut him short.

“I know the drill. This is where you take me home, you leave, and I see you, maybe, in a few days. I may even get a call from you. But I know all this, don’t I, and here I am still with you, and I’ll be waiting for you when you get back. But then, you know that as well, don’t you?”

They both hated parting, and there was an uneasy silence until Jago broke it.

“Come on, let’s go.”


Chapter 3 – White Water

Having packed a light holdall, Jago travelled a couple of hours to Nottingham, stopping to grab an early breakfast at a motorway service station on the way. He didn’t usually eat a full breakfast, but as he was going to meet the commander, he thought it wise. Experience told him that anything could happen, and it probably would. It was 09:00 hours on Tuesday 17th May, and he sat in his pickup watching the meeting point at the water sports centre while having an electric shave. All was quiet with no one in sight.

He wondered what Rebecca would be doing now. Was she still in that huge king-sized bed, under the quilt, or would she up and about, wandering around, coffee in hand and listening to the radio?

His attention was drawn to a Land Rover with a trailer full of kayaks pulling into the car park. Two other vehicles arrived shortly afterwards, one of which had two kayaks on its roof. The group laughed and joked as they unloaded the multicoloured kayaks and changed into their gear. They comprised of three adults and some teenagers. Picking up their boats and paddles, they headed towards what Jago knew to be the man-made slalom course which, apart from some protruding concrete and the brow of a bridge, was not visible. In the water expanse behind the group, three quad shells glided through the water silently.

Jago drove the short distance to the car park he’d been observing and parked alongside the Land Rover and its trailer. He surveyed the area quickly before walking towards the slalom course.

Well, this place hasn’t changed much, he thought. In fact, it hadn’t changed at all. He remembered spending all the hours he could at the course, and in all weathers, fifteen or twenty years previously. He had enjoyed it, though.

It must be, what, fifteen to twenty years since I started here? No, it’s probably more. When I think of all the hours I used to spend here and in all weathers. I must have been mad. I did enjoy it though; it was like a family.

By the time he reached the first bridge over the white water, the first kayakers were paddling their way down the course. The leader was just approaching the Washing Machine, an aptly-named area of the course, famous for sucking you in and spitting you out in a variety of directions.

He wondered where it would spit out today’s willing victims.

Jago looked back towards the car park, the only real entrance to the course. He watched as a lone person walked around the bend towards him. He wore a heavy duffle coat with the hood up, while at the same time looking down and slightly ahead of him, giving the impression of a monk, complete with slow cadence and purpose. Smoke billowing from beneath the hood was the only giveaway of the person’s identity. Jago knew that the commander would wait until he was on the bridge and close to him before he spoke. There would have been no point doing it before because he wouldn’t have been heard above the raging white water and the slight breeze. The raging water would blot out any sound, and approaches from all directions were clearly visible. It was open yet private at the same time.

“Hello, Jago. Long time, no see,” said the well-educated voice between pursed lips that gripped a smouldering pipe.

“Hello, Commander. Yes, it’s been a long time. At least ten years. I thought that you would have retired by now. Our roles don’t coincide these days, so to what do I owe this pleasure?”

“Jago, my dear fellow. Straight to the point as ever. Let’s take a walk,” said the commander, indicating the path alongside the water towards the lake.

“Jago, do you remember all those years ago when we first met here?”

“I remember like it was yesterday. I was paddling my first competition here. We were competing against all the other cadets from the other services, and you were here to present the medals to the winners.”

“Yes. If I recall correctly, you won silver that day, and you were pissed off. For you, it was gold or nothing, and from what I hear you have retained the same attitude throughout your life to date. Is that a fair appraisal?”

“You tell me. You always knew everything,” said Jago.

“Oh, Jago. You do keep hold of stuff, don’t you?”

“You tend to when your home life is lousy, and some guy in a shiny- buttoned suit wearing a nice white hat gives you a medal and then proceeds to map out the next fifteen to twenty years of your life. Some of which, I might add, was not to my liking. In fact, it was awful. But I did it, I made a bargain. I agreed, and I guess that’s why I’m here talking to you now.”

“I know, Jago. I know it wasn’t all rosy, nor was it intended to be. Shall we say it was all … let’s see, what is that phrase? Ah, yes. ‘Character building’.”

He stopped and looked Jago in the eyes.

“Look, Jago. This reminiscing is all well and good, but we have work to do.”

“We? What do you mean we? I’m already deep into a case.”

“Ah, yes. The arms dealer fiasco. Well, I have to tell you that you have been taken off that case with immediate effect. You, and a team of your choosing, are going to work with me.”

“Now hang on, we put a lot of work into that case. You can’t just take us off it, just like that.”

“We know what it means for you see a case through. However, what we have in store for you is far more important than some piddling little arms dealer and his henchmen.”

Jago couldn’t believe his ears.

“Do you know to whom they are about to sell those weapons? If they succeed, we could have real trouble here on the UK mainland.”

“Yes, we are aware of that, which is why I’m asking you to hand over to Cousins and his team. You’ll meet tomorrow and brief him. How long do you need? One day or two?”

Jago could see that the commander was serious, and that this must be something big. The commander wouldn’t be involved otherwise.

“Cousins? Oh well, if I have to give up the case, at least the arms dealer won’t get away. With Cousins he’ll be lucky to come out of it alive. I’ll need two days, maybe three. Rob is out in the field, in Istanbul to be exact, and I’ll need to get a message to him to come in.”

Jago paused as if waiting for a response but there was none forthcoming. “I can use all of my team, can’t I?”

“Oh yes, you’ll need a good team, and maybe one or two extras. All of your choosing, of course. While I think about it, you may want to revise how many days you’ll need for a briefing.”

“Oh, really? Right, are you going to tell me what this is all about now?”

The commander reached inside his duffle coat and drew out a large manila envelope.

“Well, they say that there is no time like the present. So, here goes. Sorry about the envelope. I know that’s pretty old hat these days. But I’m a dinosaur. You know that.”

He opened the envelope and took out a bunch of papers and photographs. He drew one from the top of the deck.

“This first image shows the effects of a blast on an old people’s home last Christmas in a small place called Upper Fronton, in the north-east. It killed two outright and maimed eleven residents and staff.”

He handed Jago the photograph.

“I wasn’t expecting that. Who would bomb an old folks home, especially at Christmas? They must be hacked off or trying to get some serious attention. What type of blast was it?”

“Good question. Everyone initially thought that it must have been a gas leak of some sort, but that has been ruled out.”

“Then, what?”

“Well, all the usual avenues have been explored: propane, fuel on site, all sorts. However, there are indications that ammonium nitrate has been used. You know the stuff that was used in the Oklahoma, Bali and Oslo bombings? Regarding forensics, there have been a few bits, but nothing to speak of. Oh, and the device may have been placed on an exterior wall near to gas or the propane store. They’re still investigating.”

“Did you say last Christmas? How come we haven’t heard it in the news? It’s a primetime news story.”

“Indeed, it occurred on the 24th of December. We needed confirmation and couldn’t afford any mistakes. So, we slapped a ‘D’ notice on it.”

“Confirmation of what? Why was the home a target? Were they trying to get at a resident, or a member of staff for that matter?”

“My dear fellow, that’s the point. We don’t know, and that’s where you come in. I mean, after a comprehensive regional investigation, save for the type of blast, we are still none the wiser. Who else would we turn to?”

“And you want me to drop everything for this?”

“No Jago, not just for this. Hear me out.” He handed him a set of six photos and continued. “The following month, on the 25th to be precise, a letter bomb was sent to a small hospital in Hampshire. The secretary that opened it lost a hand and suffered severe injuries from fish hooks and razor blades. You can see the sort of stuff in the first three photographs. Again, after another thorough investigation, there appears to be no apparent motive or perpetrator.”

“So, there was no accompanying letter or phone message then?” Jago asked.

“No, nothing. And on February 24th, a group of school kids were on a trip visiting an old steam train in Devon when it was struck by a great ruddy tree that fell and crashed into the carriage behind theirs. Thankfully, nobody was badly hurt. An investigation revealed that there had been no wind, the tree was healthy, and it had been felled by an expertly-placed explosive charge that would have been remotely detonated. Forensics report that it was detonated via a mobile phone signal. These photographs show the damage to the train, the base of the tree site, and surrounding area.”

He handed Jago more photographs.

“Okay, three bombings so far. Where is the link? Is it the type of explosive?”

“No, I’m afraid not. They’re all different, as is their application. Although, there is clearly expertise here and that is probably military.”

“Is there a link between locations or individuals in those locations?”

“Not that we are aware of.”

“Are any demands being made?”

“No, none whatsoever. In fact, we have had no contact with anyone. No claims, no demands, absolutely nothing, and more worryingly, no one out there seems to know anything either. In March—”

“Don’t tell me — the 25th.”

“Oh, how astute of you,” replied the commander sarcastically, “Now you see why we have called upon your services. Yes, the 25th. Now, this is where it starts to get interesting. London-based Orenid Finance, a major government contractor for payments, suppliers, pensions et cetera were hacked, and payments made to pensioners and civil servants were severely disrupted.”

“Disrupted how?”

“Well, the IT boys tell me that it was quite a sophisticated attack, involving the usual re-routing across numerous continents, and it specifically targeted groups or clusters of payment receivers. They were in and out in fifteen minutes, but not before they had diverted over twenty-four million pounds and left a trail of damage that will take weeks, if not months, and millions more pounds to retrieve and repair. And that’s not all.”

“What do you mean, ‘not all’?”

“Shortly after the incident was detected, they detonated an explosive device in the server area of the building. It left three dead and seven with life-changing injuries.”

“Orenid Finance, why do I know that name? Have they had problems recently?”

Jago paced around in a small circle; he thought better that way. It generated energy for him.

“The hospital, what type of hospital was it?”

“Type of hospital? I’ll be blown if I know what type it was. It was a hospital. What’s the type got to do with it?”

“Was it an emergency unit, dementia care, geriatric, orthopaedic? I need to know what type it is.”

“Hang on, it must be in this file somewhere. Ah, here it is. It was a dementia hospital. Next to babies, probably the most vulnerable in our society.”

“Okay, the payments. I want profiles of who was paid and who wasn’t.”

“But … there are thousands.”

“So what? You do want this solved and stopped, don’t you?”

“Well, yes, of course. But it will take huge amounts of staff resources. I don’t know if I can—”

Jago cut him short.

“Commander, I don’t want to be rude, but I couldn’t care less how many staff it takes to get the job done, I just want it done. The resources are your problem. You want me to take this on, this is how I work. We get results, don’t we? That’s why you want my team, am I right?”

“Yes, of course you’re right. But remember, Jago. This has a political dimension to it.”

“Politics. I might have known. Isn’t there always?”

“No, not like this. This time it’s different.”

Jago had always been aware of the political ramifications arising from his work. In the main, he ignored them and got on with the job. After all, his political masters changed with the wind, but the real bosses remained in power and continued to pull the strings.

“What makes it different?”

“The politicians in the regions of each of these incidents are very twitchy. In fact, they are breathing down their respective police commissioners’ necks at every opportunity. They want results and quickly. Typically, they have no idea. They wouldn’t know a criminal or a terrorist if they came up behind them and bit them on the backside.”

“But each of them has only experienced one incident. What’s the big deal for them? Are they all from one political party or something?”

The commander’s tone softened. “Now, strangely they’re not. I just think it’s that the vulnerable have been targeted in their constituency. It is the fear of the unknown. You must consider this with whatever you need to do. Oh, and for the record … between us, I don’t care how you get your results, I just want a stop to this and quickly.”

“I understand, but today’s the 17th of May and you’re only giving me what, seven days at best, until they’re likely to strike again? And we don’t know when, where, why or who they are? I’ll call in my team and get working straight away. I’ll need all the appropriate and unrestricted access though. I don’t want any pathways blocked by any bureaucrats.”

“You’ll have what you need when you need it. If you do experience any problems, call this number and they will be sorted immediately.”

The commander handed Jago a card with a single phone number on it.

Jago thought for a moment. How come the commander came in person? And, why me? There would be others he could choose from.

“Jago, I know what you’re thinking. The truth is — I trust you. And I don’t know who else I can trust with this. It may be too close to home, and I can’t afford that. I know where your allegiances lie, what makes you tick, and that you will do whatever it takes. Jago, you know, I rather think that this may be one of your ultimate challenges.”

Jago made a mental note of the comment before responding. “We’ll see about that, won’t we?” He walked towards the end of the slalom course with the commander at his side.

“When you say ‘close to home’, how close do you mean? There is the obvious possibility of military knowledge in all this, but just how close?”

The commander removed the pipe from his mouth for the first time in their conversation and looked Jago in the eye.

“Let’s just say, nothing would surprise me these days. I have a hunch but that’s all. It’s based on nothing more than my intuition.”

“Would you care to share your hunch with me?”

The commander puffed on his pipe a couple of times before answering.

“At this juncture, I’d rather not. I don’t think that the unsubstantiated witterings of an old man are reason enough to break down what could be a number of false doors. Let’s just see what you chaps turn up, shall we?”

“I have one final question. What’s the significance of the dates and the value of the transaction? It’s a consistent message. So, what do you think it means?”

“I’m afraid that I haven’t the foggiest idea, but if anything comes to mind, I’ll be sure to let you know. Oh, and before I forget, there’s an outlier.”

“What kind of outlier are we talking about?”

“It may or may not be connected, nevertheless, it might be worth investigating a little. A Russian was drowned in shallow water on a beach in Spain. The details are in the file. Once again, there are no known connections.”

“Thanks for that, Commander. It was most enlightening. I’ll take a look at it. Anything else you’d care to share with me?”

“No, no, I don’t think so,” replied the commander who turned and started walking away while puffing on his pipe.

They walked the length of the slalom course, arriving at the bridge, and parted without a word.


Chapter 4 – The Briefing

10:30 hours 18th May

 

“Right, that’s Cousins and his team well briefed. Let’s hope that they don’t cock it up after all the time we’ve put in,” said Jago.

“Don’t worry, Boss,” Dom piped up in his northern accent. “I’ve worked with Cousins a few times in the past, and I know from experience that he hates gun runners. He’s served in a few hot spots and seen the effects first hand. They’ll never see him coming, and he holds no prisoners. He’d shoot them rather than deal with the paperwork.”

“Dom, you’ve been around forever. Is there anyone that you haven’t worked with?” said Abi, the youngest member of the team, yet with arguably the most crucial role of operations controller.

“Watch it, baby. Don’t get lippy. I might have to smack you.”

“Oh Dom, I’m scared. Mind you, there’s no chance of that happening, except in your dreams. I mean, how is an old man like you going to catch someone like me who can use her wheels to outrun anyone?”

Dom threw her a look and smiled.

“Do you two ever stop with the banter?” asked Fi, the newest member of the team and top-notch field operative.

“Fi, you know that’s the way we are. We’re made for each other. Right, Dom?”

“Yeah, right. It’s all in good fun and breaks the monotony, that’s for sure. It’s just a good crack.”

“Ladies and gents, shall we get on with it?” Jago said. He paused, waiting for their attention. “Right, you should have all seen the brief by now. Let’s get down to the details.”

The group sat attentively, brief in hand.

“We’ll start with the Willows Nursing Home. I want to know what kind of nursing home it was. Was it run-of-the-mill? Was it luxury? If so, how much were the bills? And who was paying them? I want a full profile of the home’s owners, staff and residents. And when I say ‘a full profile’ I mean full. I want complete backgrounds, family and extended family. Any name changes? Any criminal convictions? You name it, I want to know. While we’re at it, pay attention to the area. What was the specific meaning in targeting this particular place? The same goes for any significant date or time. I know the local boys have been very thorough, but they have yet to draw any conclusions. Abi, pull all of the files in the case and let Bernie have them.”

“Okay, Boss.”

“Bernie, I want you to know everything there is to know about the Willows Nursing Home, and I want you to know it like it was yesterday.”

“That’s fine, Boss, I’m already on to it,” said Bernie in his well-educated voice. Bernie’s intelligence analysis expertise was gained while working at the National Crime Agency. He retired early and became bored, resulting in him joining Jago’s team.

“Fi, I want you to get yourself down to Devon and speak to the local boys about the train incident. From what I’ve read so far, it’s one of those restored steam engine centres. A group of volunteers normally run the group and train rides to keep the pennies coming in. Find out what you can about the group and see if there is anyone we know. Oh, on the way down, do the same over at Little Coxford Hospital in Hampshire. Abi will give you the directions and a contact.”

“Will do, Boss.”

“In the meantime, I’ll get Abi to give the weapons intelligence a look over. There’s bound to be some signature in there somewhere.”

Jago looked over to Abi.

“It’s okay, Boss, I’ve got that covered.”

“Thanks, Abi.”

“I’m going to head over to Orenid Finance. I want to see what they do and how they do it exactly. I also want to get a better perspective on what was hacked and how. I’m also going to try to obtain some more CCTV footage and hope that we have better luck than the local boys.” Jago looked around the room at his team. They were the best for the job in hand. “As you know, Rob is still out in the field, and I’m going to reroute him on his way home.”

“Is he going anywhere lovely and cold, Boss?” Abi asked. “After all, he’s been soaking up the sun in Turkey for a good while now. He must be as brown as a berry.”

“No, Abi. Rob will be detouring to Spain to find out more about our dearly departed Russian friend. Where there’s help, there must be a paper trail of money and information, and we need to find it quickly.” He added, “Oh, and if they didn’t have help, we have other avenues of pursuit, don’t we? What about communications, known players et cetera?”

For the next hour, Jago and his team discussed the individual cases, examined scenarios and then attempted to hypothesise as to what the links could be. A central-hanging omnidirectional microphone recorded the meeting, after which it was encrypted by Abi.

“And I want to remind you that this is a Priority One classified case. It is not to be shared outside of this group with anyone. I repeat, anyone, and that is regardless of their position.” He paused again, this time for emphasis. He continued, “Fi, have you started getting the forensics from the bomb sites?”

Dom interrupted.

“Excuse me, Boss, when you say, ‘anyone’, does that include the likes of any member of the Joint Intelligence Committee? I mean, they have some clout when it comes to funding security ops et cetera.”

“Like I said, Dom, we do not speak to anyone. Besides that, they don’t fund our activities. That would mean acknowledging that we exist.”

The group fell silent. They knew from experience that this meant that it was highly probable that there was someone on the inside at work here.

Jago continued. “Well Fi, have you started getting forensics from the bomb sites yet?”

“Surprisingly, yes. How did you manage to get such easy access? Normally, I have to call in a few favours to get stuff this quick.”

“What can I say?”

“It will take some time to piece together some intel, but I’m on it. How long have I got?”

“I’d like some good weapons in three days or less. We need leads, and we need them fast.”

“Bloody hell. When do I sleep?”

“You don’t. Next?”

“I’ll do what I can today before I head off into the Devon sun. But I’ll continue with it when I return.”

“I’ve got all the files from each constabulary now,” Abi said. “And I’ve got the latest watch list from MI5. From what I’ve seen so far, the regions have done a thorough job, but they’ve all drawn blanks. Are we sure that these are all linked?”

“The truth is, we don’t know, Abi. But we do need to find out. What I need you to do with that marvellous detective brain of yours and your trusty computers is to sift out the finest detail that someone may have overlooked or missed. We need to join up the dots here.”

“Yes, I know, and I’ve got less than three days.”

“No, Abi. You’re the lucky one. You only get two days.”

“How come only two days?”

“You have Bernie, plus three assistants, and you have those super brain computers. Also, I need possible profiles ASAP.”

“But without me those lumps of plastic are useless.”

“Are you up for the challenge or not?”

“Sure, Boss. Sounds like fun.”

“Dom, I want you to dig up some old friends and rattle their cages. Take whatever and whoever you need from the combat course in Joint Command. I’m sure that they would love some real-life practice.”

“But what about—”

“Don’t worry, Dom. I’ll sort out the red tape. You just get some leads. Somebody must know something. You can’t just go around using plastic and ammonium nitrate and not be noticed, can you?”

“Okay, Boss, will do.”

“Let Abi and I know who you’re visiting, and we can start building pictures, profiles and start mapping.”

“Abi?”

“Yeah, Boss.”

“Can you send a message to Resources and give them the tech requirements List A. We don’t know what we’re going to need in this case yet, but I want to be prepared. I don’t want to be held up waiting for delivery of anything. The sooner we order, the sooner we get.”

“Sure, will do. Hey, wait a minute — List A includes those new micro drones, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, the ones we used as a trial on the Hunter case.”

“They were fantastic, especially when linked up to my mobile.”

“Does everyone know what they’re doing?” Jago asked.

He let the room fall silent, waiting for a question or a comment. There was neither.

“Make sure that you report to Abi, who will be collating and inputting intel. I want to know what is going on out there and I want to pre-empt the next strike which will likely be in seven days. I have people to see and arrangements to make. Keep in touch. Oh, and don’t forget to use the mobile scramblers when you call in. Oh, and one last yet important thing to remember. We have no rules to adhere to, people. There are no rules of engagement. We do not have to play fair. I know that for some of you that this a concept that goes against everything that’s been drilled into you for many years, and it’s probably a shackle that you’ve been itching to remove for some time. Well, now is that time. We have our objective. How we achieve that is up to us. It’s fluid. We act and react however we want to achieve our aim.”

The room fell silent for what seemed an eternity.

Jago broke the silence.

“That will be all, people.”


Chapter 5 – Dom’s World

Dom started up his motorcycle, a powerful Stealth Hawk US import. It quietly purred as he put on his helmet. He loved the freedom that the bike gave him, and he wanted the flexibility and speed to get to where he wanted when he needed to. He was heading over to a Joint Command training facility to recruit willing bodies to help shake some leaves from the trees. As he parked his bike, he saw the familiar car of his long-time friend, Oz. Oz was the Joint Command Training Officer for face-to-face combat. He was an expert in a number of martial arts disciplines and had developed lethal combat techniques for Special Forces and other field operatives. It was in Oz’s wing that Dom hoped to recruit a team of six to lend him a hand. All those undergoing training were field operatives on downtime taking an advanced combat course. He didn’t anticipate any difficulties in recruiting willing participants.

Dom entered the facility and handed over his ID to the security officer at the desk. He glanced at the digital clock hanging on the wall behind the counter. 08:45 hours.

“Hi, I’m here to see Major Osborne-Wold.”

“Good morning, Sir. May I ask if you have a firearm to submit?”

“No, not today.”

The security officer wore no insignia to indicate to which force he belonged.

“Very good, Sir. You may proceed through channel five. That’s over there beside the guard.”

Dom strode over to the security channel, read the instructions and paused, waiting for the security staff to give the green light. The barrier lifted and he entered the sterile area between two screens. As the barrier closed behind him, a computer-generated voice instructed him to raise his arms above his head. He heard the swooshing sound of the scanner followed by the instruction to stay where he was. He noticed that the light panel in front of him had a red flashing light. He couldn’t go anywhere as he was sandwiched between the barriers with guards to the front and rear, both of whom now had their weapons in hand at the ready.

The security officer from reception walked calmly over to the channel.

“Sir, it appears that you have some items on you that you should have declared earlier and failed to do so. Would you now please kneel with your hands on your head?”

In a calm, yet defiant voice, Dom said, “I will not. If you recall, you asked me if I have a firearm to submit. And I gave you a truthful answer. Because I do not intend to submit it.” He thought for a moment and then corrected himself, “Them. I don’t intend to submit them, nor the knives that you failed to ask about.”

“Then, regrettably, you will not be able to proceed and we will have to—”

Another strong northern accent interrupted.

“I don’t think that that will be necessary. Open the barrier.”

The security officer was stunned. “But Major—”

“Don’t you ‘but’ me! Just open the barrier and let my friend through. Now!” He looked at the other two guards. “And you two can put those things away. They wouldn’t have been any use to you anyway.”

The security officer returned to his console and arranged for the barrier to be lifted. Oz moved forward to greet Dom, and they shook hands and hugged for a moment.

Oz spoke first. “Come on, let’s get inside, away from this madness. Now, what brings you here?”

“I agree, let’s walk and talk,” said Dom. “By the way, Jack sends you his regards.”

“Jack? Jack who?”

Dom just looked at him and smiled.

“You don’t mean Jack Jago?” Oz spoke in a hushed voice. “You’re not in with Jago, are you? My God! You want to be careful who you’re mixing with. He’s been an eternal hell for many on both sides. He’s an unruly so-and-so.”

“That’s as maybe, but he gets the job done, and I’m happy working with him from time to time. It keeps me on my toes, and there’s never a dull moment.”

“I bet there isn’t! Talking of which, what brings you here?”

Dom briefed Oz who suggested that Dom approached those who were nearing completion of their course.

“They would benefit from the practice, I’m sure. They’re a good bunch — mad keen and ready to return to the field. Do I need to sign anything?”

“Thanks, Oz. And no, you don’t have to sign anything.”

“I see. It’s like that, is it?”

“Yep, it’s like that,” replied Dom, smiling.

Oz waited, half expecting Dom to continue with some semblance of a story but he said nothing.

“You’re not even going to tell me, are you?”

Dom shook his head. “Nope, sorry. No can do, Oz.”

Oz threw his arms up. “Oh, what the hell. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

They left Oz’s office in silence and walked down the sterile corridor towards a lift. Once inside, Oz asked once more.

“You’re not going to tell me are you, Dom?”

“No, Sir, I am not.”

“Not even in this tin box, just between you and me?”

“No, Sir.”

The lift doors opened and Oz led the way to a matted dojo where six men were grappling with one another. Seeing the major approach, their instructor called them to order.

“Relax,” Oz said. “I want to introduce you to this young man. His name is Dom, and he is someone to trust. He’s on our side. In fact, you should know that he and I served together many moons ago and we had some hell-raising moments. He has other responsibilities now and is in need of a little unofficial assistance. You men are that unofficial assistance and this will count towards your, shall we say … practical assessment. Your instructor and I will leave you in Dom’s capable hands.”

“Thank you for the introduction, Major. I’ll take good care of them, I promise.”

Dom waited until Oz and the instructor had left before he started briefing the men.

“Gentlemen, this is a ghosting operation. We have two targets — one in Kensington, London, and another in Portsmouth. Both of them will be protected, and we will have to use the element of surprise to grab them. We have ongoing intel regarding their movements. Specifically, where they will be today and tomorrow. I would like to take them both today as this case is time sensitive.”

“What will we be travelling in?” said one of the men.

“We’ll be in two grab vans. And they’re waiting nearby.”

“The first of the targets is known as ‘D’. He’s a Caucasian male of forty-three years of age and London-based.”

Dom opened a file and took out a photograph, which he passed to the man on the end of the line.

“Here’s a photo of him that was taken three days ago. He normally travels in one car with an Italian personal aide, a bodyguard and a driver. There are two more bodyguards in the second vehicle, which is always to the rear of the principal car. One of the bodyguards in the second vehicle is also the driver.”

“Are they armed? If so, what with?”

“The bodyguards and drivers will be armed. Intel suggests that they have Heckler and Koch semi-autos and possibly an MP5. We don’t know about the aide, but we can assume that they are.”

“So, we have some heavyweight targets then.”

“Yes, we do, but we also have no rules of engagement. So, if they want to play, so can we, but with no restrictions. Are you clear on this? And more importantly, are you comfortable with this? It’s okay if you’re not. No one is forcing you.”

“What about cameras? They’re bloody everywhere,” asked an unshaven man of slight build.

“Don’t worry about cameras. We’ll black out the area and block mobiles during both snatches.”

“Any more questions regarding this target?”

He made eye contact with all of them and no further questions were forthcoming.

“Okay, let’s move onto target number two. This Portsmouth-based young man of twenty-four thinks he’s invincible, just like Superman. He’s been lifted many times and has always managed to get off without so much as a parking ticket. He’s trigger happy and is likely to shoot you on sight, so we need to be quick. I need him fit and well, so I suggest that we Taser him ASAP. That’ll calm him down for the transfer. He normally travels with an overweight driver who can hardly get in and out of the car, but can seriously drive, and a Chinese male, who by all accounts is Bruce Lee reincarnated. Taser him too for a quick take out and pin the driver so that he doesn’t take off. Are there any questions regarding this target?”

“Can we ask what the interest is in these targets?”

“You can ask, but I cannot give you an answer, save to say it’s a matter of national security.”

The man shrugged. “Okay, fine. I was just interested.”

“Anything else?”

Dom paused before continuing.

“Right get tooled up, and blacks are the order of the day. If you haven’t got any with you, go and see the Quartermaster and he’ll kit you out. It’s now 0930 hours. I’ll meet you back here at 1015 hours.”

The men dispersed, chatting as they left the room, and went upstairs.

Dom called the drivers of the vehicles and arranged for them to be ready in the nearby underpass.


***




“Control, this is Delta One, we’re in position. Over,” Dom called in.

“Delta One, this is Control. I hear you loud and clear. Targets are moving as expected. Their ETA is, wait … three minutes. Over.”

“Roger, that, ETA in three minutes. Keep the channel open. Blocks on in two minutes then. Over,” Abi replied from the control room.

“Roger. Blocks in two minutes and counting. Over.”

“Delta Two, this is Delta One, do you copy? Over.”

“Delta Two, understood. Over.”

“Wait for my mark … wait.”

“Deltas One and Two, blocks are on and targets are approaching. Over.”

“Roger that, Delta One.”

“Roger that, Delta Two.”

“Hello all stations, this is Delta One. GO, GO, GO!”

The vans moved off slowly and joined the traffic. They knew that they had a blackout time of two minutes to effect the snatch. The targets had pulled up in their white Mercedes saloons one behind the other outside of the Harp Tavern on Spall Street, just as indicated by intel. The bodyguard got out of the principal target’s car from the passenger seat and was making his way around to open the rear door for his boss. At the same time, the bodyguard in the rear vehicle did the same. Just as the principal car’s door was being opened, the vans boxed in the vehicles and the team swept into action. Two members of the group held the drivers at gunpoint, demanding the keys, while the two bodyguards on the street were taken down swiftly by two team members and duly PlastiCuffed.

The driver of the principal vehicle reached for a pistol, and a shot rang out, leaving him dead. One team member guarded the cuffed bodyguards while another member started removing their weapons and mobiles. Dom and another of the team dragged the aide out of the vehicle. He was shouting frantically with his arms and legs flailing about … until he was Tasered. Dom pointed his MP5 at the target and asked, “Would you mind stepping out of the vehicle, Sir?”

“Go to hell! Do you know who I am?” the target responded, with a dark piercing stare.

Dom nodded to a team member who had just taken out the driver, and he moved into position beside the target’s car door.

“Sir, I haven’t got time for this. Would you mind stepping out of the vehicle?”

As the target started to respond, Dom shattered the window glass with a firm tap from his centre punch. He punched a hole in the glass with his fist, and as the target covered his face from the glass, Dom reached inside and grabbed the abundant hair with his massive hand, dragging him from the car. He was pinned to the ground, cuffed, searched and dragged to the open door of the front van. They threw him in, face down, and placed a hood over his head.

By this time, a group of men had exited the pub. Two moved towards the team which aimed its Sig pistols at them to hold them off as they backed up into the vans. The unplated vans sped off as the doors were sliding shut and turned an immediate left out of the sight of onlookers. They then adopted the speed of the regular traffic and separated.

The crew of Dom’s vehicle knew the silent routine, and one of them prepared and administered a dose of sodium pentothal to the target. Once it was established that he was under, Dom checked in.

“Control, this is Delta One. Target one secure. Over.”

“Received Delta One. Blocks removed and drone in observation. Over.”

“Received. Over and out.”


***




The vans briefly pulled over to apply a false vehicle registration and then maintained visual contact with each other as they re-joined the Portsmouth-bound traffic along the A3. Control had disabled the roadside cameras when the vans exited London and for the following thirty miles. The plan was designed to leave enough doubt in the minds of anyone who could have been watching.

Dom called in.

“Control, this is Delta One, any obs from the drone? Over.”

“Delta One, this is Control. Only that the Blues are in attendance after vehicles had left the scene with the other targets. Over. Other than that, nothing to report. Over.”

“Roger that. Over and out.”

Dom hadn’t expected any flack or follow up. The last thing the target and his team wanted was to have the police crawling all over them. It was probably some unsuspecting member of the public who had called it in, and by the time the police unit had attended it would all have been tidied away. All any witnesses could say was that they saw two black vans and some men dressed in black with guns who dragged a person away. The police would soon conclude that it was the action of a rival gang. Dom was confident that by the time a report had been filed, his crew would be in Portsmouth snatching target number two.


***




Dom and his team met at the rendezvous point, close to the old Royal Marine barracks. One team parked their van in Prince Albert Road, from where they could see the Three Marines pub, and the other team parked in the supermarket car park on Highland Road, facing eastwards towards the pub, covering both approaches.

“Control, this is Delta One, do you copy? Over.”

“Delta One, this is Control. Target is en route with an ETA of five minutes. The target is driving a black four by four, registration Whisky Kilo one six Papa Quebec. Over.”

“Roger that. Over.”

“Target is travelling westwards. There is only one, repeat, one passenger. The other male alighted earlier on the other side of the city. Over.”

“Roger that. Over.”

“All stations, this is Delta One. Target ETA four minutes. I repeat, four minutes, wait out. Over.”

It was 16:30 hours and the local school traffic had dispersed. There was a lull and Dom’s team calmly waited for the target’s arrival.

Dom spotted the four by four. It had slowed to a stop outside of the pub just as the intel had indicated.

“Delta Two, this is Delta One. GO, GO, GO!”

Both vans sped towards their prey, only to watch it start up and continue eastwards. Not knowing if they had been identified or not, Delta Two stayed in the traffic flow and Delta One waited a little longer at the junction of Prince Albert Street and Highland Road before indicating right and joining the traffic some four hundred metres behind the target.

Dom spoke to the driver. “Where the hell is he going? Keep them in sight but keep back as much as you can.”

They drove for a few hundred metres, past the cemetery, and the target turned left into Festing Road.

Meanwhile, Delta Two had continued in the flow of traffic and, in order to remain parallel with the other team, had driven to the traffic island then turned right onto Cromwell Road and onto Eastern Parade.

Dom called Delta Two. “Delta Two, this is Delta One. What is your position? Over.”

“Delta One, we’re on Eastern Parade travelling west and just approaching Helena Road on the right. Over.”

Dom rapidly scanned the satnav.

“Delta Two, this is Delta One. Roger that. Continue past Festing Road, I repeat, Festing Road, and pull over near the small lake area, maybe on St Helens Parade. Over.”

Dom has been doing this line of work for a long time and trusted his gut instinct. He and the teams had spent an hour familiarising themselves with the immediate area upon their arrival. They’d already planned routes, rendezvous points, emergency egress and extraction points. It was second nature to all of them; that’s how they survived.

The target drove to the end of Festing Road, indicating their intention to turn right as predicted.

“Hold back a little,” Dom said. “The others are around that junction. Let’s see where this pair is going.”

As they approached the junction, Dom couldn’t see Delta Two and the target was just leaving his sight around a left-hand bend.

“Pick it up now, so we don’t lose sight.”

The driver sped up with just the right tempo so as not to attract attention. They neared and then rounded the bend. Until that point, they couldn’t see the target nor Delta Two due to the dense overhanging trees and shrubs, and an awkwardly placed bus stop.

“Hold back, he’s pulling over. And would you look at that? He’s parking right behind Delta Two.”

“Delta Two, this is Delta One. Do you have a visual on the target? Over.”

“Delta One, that is a big affirmative. Are you coming up behind and shall we effect the op now? Over.”

Dom watched as he approached and saw that the target and his passenger were leaving their vehicle. Nearby was a group of about twelve elderly people ambling alongside the parked cars.

He made a judgement call.

“Delta Two, this is Delta One. Negative. Wait, wait, wait. Over.”

Dom’s van pulled over about fifty metres behind the target’s vehicle. They watched as the target and his companion filed around as they stepped over the low fence and walked towards the lake.

Dom got out of his vehicle to get eyes on the target.

The target continued towards the end of the water, which featured a broad curve to a point where the path widened. The two suddenly sprinted and then leapt up onto the perimeter wall of the grounds. Once on the wall, they descended to the roadside and ran in front of the traffic onto the promenade on the seafront. They were now out of sight.

“Delta Two, this is Delta One. Do you have them in sight? Over.”

“Negative, Delta One, I’ll send a mini drone. Over.”

“Roger that, I’ll wait for the image. Over.”

The door of the van opened, and a hand stuck out with an open palm facing upwards, upon which sat a mini drone. Within seconds, the drone’s rotors had kicked in, and it took off high into the sky. The controller in Delta Two guided it high above the tree-lined path, high enough to be above the treetops. It followed the curve of the path and took up position in a treetop. Its onboard HD camera relayed live images to both vehicles, and they caught sight of the target and his companion. They watched them approach a café kiosk and make an order. They waited, received their drinks, then took a seat on a nearby picnic table, sitting across from one another.

“Delta One, this is Delta Two. Over.”

“Go ahead, Delta Two. Over.”

“Delta Two, targets relaxed, taking a drink. No counter-surveillance evident. They seem relaxed to be targets. Over.”

“Delta Two, this is Delta One. I see what you’re saying, yet the intel has been coming in on this X-ray for quite some time now. Maybe he’s just overconfident. He’s young and probably thinks that he is invincible. We’ll soon see. Over.”

Fifteen minutes later the pair looked as though they were finishing their drinks.

“Delta One, this is Delta Two. Over. They are on the move in the direction of their vehicle. Over.”

“Delta Two, this is Delta One. Let’s wait until they return to their vehicle and effect the op then. That is unless things change here. Keep your eyes peeled. Oh, and is there any sign of their mate that left them earlier? Over.”

“Roger, Delta One. We haven’t seen any sign but will keep a lookout. Over and out.”

The targets dodged the traffic on the main coast road, scampered back over the wall and dropped down on the other side onto the lakeside path. They were busy talking as they sauntered towards their vehicle. As soon as they came into sight, the mini drone was brought back into the van.

“Hello, all stations. This is Delta One. Wait, wait, wait.”

The pair left the concrete path and were now on the grassy area, just about to step over the small wire fence towards their vehicle. The target took out his car keys and pressed the remote unlock button.

“All stations. GO, GO, GO!”

The target was heading for the handle of his door when three armed men approached, one from the front and two at his rear. They said nothing. Instinctively, the target attempted to reach inside of his bulky hoody, and as he did so, a blow rained down on the back of his head and another in his right kidney, causing him to drop and buckle at the same time. As he was hooded and PlastiCuffed, he was relieved of his holstered Glock pistol and searched for more covert weapons. They found none, although they did relieve him of his two mobile phones and car keys. He attempted to call out and was met with a full-on assault in his midriff, causing a sharp intake of breath and gasping under the hood. They dragged him into the van of Delta One where a member of the team joined him to search more thoroughly, before administering a sedative.

The target’s passenger friend had been dealt with swiftly. He hadn’t even reached the other side of the vehicle when two of the team forced him to the ground at gunpoint. He was gagged, hooded, PlastiCuffed at his wrists and connected at his ankles. He was also relieved of his mobile phone, knife and small Smith & Wesson revolver.

“Throw him in the back of the truck and lock the doors,” a team member suggested.

Within seconds, he was in lying prone in the rear seat foot well of the truck from where, under the strong sedative, he could barely hear anything prior to his inevitable unconsciousness. The two vans departed and disappeared into the traffic.


Chapter 6 – Helping Out

It was 13:30 hours. Jago slipped into a quiet doorway in St Christopher’s Place, a popular area for bars and restaurants just off of Oxford Street. He had just finished a meeting with his long-time friend in MI5, Brett Chambers, in Carluccio’s restaurant. As Jago called Abi in Control, he noticed that Brett had started to disappear among the throngs of menu-reading customers. He kept an eye on Brett’s direction, unconsciously watching his back.

“Abi, do we have anything regarding the significance of the dates yet?”

“Not yet, Boss, I’m still running the possibilities, and nothing is jumping out at me. The obvious thing may be a payday, anniversary, or even a standing order. But unless we know what connects all the dots, we’re in the dark. Did you get any info on the target destinations? Are there any known links?”

“No, nothing, but I have someone taking a look at a different angle for us. He’ll call later. If I’m not around, he’ll be on a secure line. His name’s Brett. How is Dom getting on?”

“He has both targets, and they’re en route to the House of Hell. Once he’s there and all is secure, he’ll stand down his team. He asked what time you would arrive?”

“Tell him that I should be there by 1600 hours, 1700 at the latest. He can always start without me.” Jago paused. He knew only too well that the targets didn’t stand a chance with Dom. “Does he need anything?”

“No, Boss. He’s all good. I’ll pass on your message.”

“Okay, I’m going over to Orenid Finance. I’ll be in touch.”

For some reason unbeknown to him, Jago had continued to look in the direction Brett had headed after their meeting. His friend was just reaching the end of St Christopher’s Place and coming out onto Wigmore Street. As Jago finished the call to Abi, he glimpsed two men leaving their seats outside of a brasserie. One was tall and athletic and wearing a dark suit; the other smaller but stocky in build. Both had very dark hair and olive-coloured skin. It may have been a coincidence, but the manner of their movement had purpose. They appeared to ignore everyone around them and they weren’t talking as they were walking. Their gaze was forward, in Brett’s direction. By this time, Brett was nearing the junction of Wigmore Road. Jago called Brett, who invariably wore an earpiece, but this would not have unduly alerted his followers.

“Hi, thanks for the meeting just now. I thought that you should know that you may have company, possibly two Middle Eastern or Asian males, about two to three hundred to your back.”

“That’s great, that’s all I need. Do you have a description?”

Jago relayed their descriptions.

“Brett, my first impression is that they don’t seem too careful. They’re sticking together and not worried about anyone on their tail. I’ll sweep my area for any others before I close in. Can you take them to RV3 via RV5?”

“Okay, will do.”

Jago and Brett had established rendezvous points across the city over the course of many years. Jago needed a strike point and was quick to identify the first potential location. Brett maintained his usual pace and took a dogleg path across Wigmore Street to Jason Court leading onto Marylebone Lane. He continued in a northerly direction past Bentinck Mews and the Ivy Café. He remained on Marylebone Lane and approached RV5, the café on the corner of Cross Keys Close.

Brett called Jago. “Approaching RV5 in one minute.”

“Good, I’m close by. Don’t go into the café. Turn right in Cross Keys Close and go into the restaurant directly in front of you. They’re holding back so speed up your step as you turn into the close and they won’t know where you’ve gone initially. And then call in for one of your support teams.”

“Got it, I’m turning the corner now.”

Brett stepped up his pace as instructed and almost burst into the restaurant. Once inside, he went straight to the rear of the restaurant area and asked to make a reservation for the evening. While Brett was waiting for the smart maître d’ to look through his bookings, he kept a close watch on the entrance through the small, partially screened windows. He also made the coded call for support. As he was making the call, and just as expected, two dark figures passed by, with one stopping momentarily in an attempt to peer inside the restaurant. At this point, Brett casually dropped to the floor, pretending to tie a shoelace, knowing that he would be shielded from view by the maître d’. He waited before slowly rising to discover that the man had moved on.

Outside, the pair had reached the end of the dead-end close. They looked for an open door or passageway. There were none. And then they felt like they were in the presence of someone.

Jago stood leaning against a red-brick wall on one side of the close.

“Can I help anyone?”

They looked at each other. The stocky man spoke with a Middle Eastern accent.

“No, no thanks. We’re lost, but we can find our way.”

As he spoke, his companion had started to draw out a knife from his waistband. He advanced towards Jago with a glimmering six-inch blade. Meanwhile, the speaker began moving towards him as well. Jago weighed up the options: keep the pistol holstered and minimise the noise or take them both out quickly. He chose the first option, enjoying the exhilaration of hand-to-hand fighting. He was good at it and was always ready for some practice. As the knife swiped towards him, he easily avoided its reach and deftly stepped inside towards the attacker, taking the knife arm and twisting it back on itself. The rest of the owner’s body followed, hitting the cobbled ground with a resounding thud.

The knife was released and Jago stomped on the assailant’s throat while breaking his wrist. As he turned, the second man arrived and clumsily made a grab for the knife that was now on the floor. As he stooped to reach for it, Jago took the advantage and launched a swift kick to the man’s side. He was winded and tried to get up, only to be kicked full-on in the face, which finished him. His companion was in agony, desperately trying to breathe and get to his feet. Jago stepped over and kicked the man square in the balls. The crumpled heap was going nowhere and gave no resistance as Jago relieved him of his Caracal pistol, complete with orange insert, wallet and mobile phone.

Brett arrived at the scene.

Jago smiled.

“Oh, nice of you to turn up at last. Here I am slaving away to protect you, and you show up when it’s all done.”

Brett looked at the state of the bodies and then at Jago. His face was blank, almost as if he were in shock or disbelief.

“Okay, so you think I’m losing my touch, eh?”

Brett didn’t reply.

“That’s alright because I can fix that.”

And Jago bent down to grab the groaning man’s abundant hair, lifted his head and punched him in the face.

“There, is that better? Now go and search the other guy and take photos.”

“Right, okay. Support will be here in two minutes,” Brett said, spurred into action.

Brett rifled through the pockets of the stocky gent who was out cold. Apart from a wallet and some credit cards in different names, there wasn’t much to be gained. However, Jago had more luck. He’d taken the man’s mobile phone and was busy looking at photos of Brett and some Arabic text on it. He tossed the mobile to Brett.

“You’d better give this to your boys, who had better be here soon.”

“Why is that?”

“Well, one could think that if this pair is part of a grab team, there must be at least another one of them nearby, possibly in a vehicle. Let’s hope your boys get here first.”

“Do you mean that they—”

Jago butted in. “Yes, it looks as though you were their target. What kind of stuff are you into these days?”

A nondescript grey van appeared around the corner. It drove slowly down the close, flanked by two armed men who were continually looking about them.

Brett received a message on his mobile. It was the support van’s registration. He quickly verified the van and breathed a sigh of relief.

He turned to Jago. “It’s okay. They’re ours.”

A white van entered the close behind the support van. Shots rang out, and one of the support officers dropped. The grey van drove a diagonal across the close, shielding Brett and Jago. The driver alighted, moved to the front of the vehicle and joined the other support worker in returning fire.

“Keep an eye on this pair, I’ll give them a hand.” Jago was gone, pistol drawn ready to assist.

The driver was returning fire over the van’s bonnet while the other was shooting with a narrow arc of fire from the restricted tailgate view. The van was taking hits. Jago knew that the assailants were using machine pistols, and possibly two of them. He crawled partway under the van and could see the feet of one assailant. Jago fired a few rounds, bringing the man down to the ground, and shot him again twice in the torso. On the left, the support officers had wounded the other who was making his way to the front of the grey van, firing heavily — so much so that the driver was unable to return fire and the officer at the tailgate couldn’t see. As the attacker neared the bonnet of the support van, Jago rolled under the van and fired multiple shots from his prone position. The assailant stopped shooting, slumping to his knees against the wall, still with weapon in hand. Jago got to his feet while training his pistol on the man’s head as he closed in. The man lifted his weapon slightly, and that was excuse enough for Jago to finish him off. Not that he needed one.

A second support team arrived with an armed response unit. They secured the area and Jago gave his report and slipped away.

His mobile rang. It was Brett.

“Jago, thanks for that. Thanks a lot. I’ll get that info over to you ASAP.”

“No problem, Brett. Stay safe.”

Jago kept his mobile in hand for another call.

“Abi, will you tell Dom that he’s on his own. I got waylaid and won’t be able to get to him. We can’t wait, so he’ll just have to get on with it.”

“Okay, Boss, will do. You okay?”

“Yes, sure, never better. I’ll call in later.”


Chapter 7 – The List

Jago entered a tall, glass-walled structure in the heart of the financial district. Moments later, he was being accompanied by a smart young lady who reminded him briefly of Rebecca. He hadn’t really had time to think about her and took delight in the moment. They reached the desk of the CEO’s gatekeeper, a busty redhead in her forties, whose face was adorned with freckles below the line of her Gucci-framed glasses. The young woman introduced Jago.

“Mrs Poole, this is Mr Gale. He’s here to meet with Mr Atkins.”

Mrs Poole dropped her head and peered over her glasses at the young woman. She said nothing and looked down at her diary which was open at the day. She then turned to Jago.

“You don’t appear to have an appointment. And an impromptu meeting with Mr Atkins is out of the question. Good day.”

She turned side on to her computer and ignored the pair who looked at each other is disbelief.

The young woman stood with her mouth wide open and her arms outstretched. She clearly did not know how to respond to such rudeness. Jago winked at the young woman and asked her, “What’s your name?”

“Jane, I’m Jane.”

“Jane, it’s been lovely to meet you. I’m Jack. Now please get a proper job and don’t ever end up like that.” He pointed to Mrs Poole.

“Now, promise me, Jane?”

Jane found herself nodding her head and saying, “I promise, I won’t end up like that.”

“How dare you—” Mrs Poole started to say before Jago got stuck in.

“Lady, who do you think you are? I mean, people have died here. Some have sustained life-changing injuries. Does this outpouring of rudeness come naturally to you or do you have to practice often? Perhaps you went on a course for it? I mean, you’ve nearly got it, but it’s not quite refined enough for me. I like feisty redheads, but only when they’ve got the wherewithal to support their open disregard for others with action. What is it with you? Has the boss stopped shagging you or something?”

Mrs Poole sat flabbergasted.

“Now, listen. I’m from the Government Security Division, not that you asked, and I’m going in to see Mr Atkins. And if anyone stands in my way I’ll add them to the list of the severely injured. Do you understand me?”

There was no response.

“Oh, you’re not so vocal now, are you? Well, I’ll take that as you won’t be stopping me. You just sit there and stew a while, you rude old bat!”

Her hands covered her face and Jago indicated to Jane that she should leave. He entered Mr Atkins’ office without knocking and found the CEO staring out of his window.

“Good afternoon, I’m Mr Gale and I’m involved in the investigation of recent events here. I suppose that you have already been asked this, but I want to know if you can think of anyone who would want to do this to the company?”

Atkins turned towards Jack and made eye contact.

“I’m sorry, do you have an appointment?”

“No, I do not have time for appointments. I’m trying to catch a killer and a thief. I take it you want the perpetrators caught, don’t you?”

“Yes, yes, of course I do. Look, I have been asked all of these questions many times before and the answer remains the same. I cannot think of anyone who would commit such a horrific crime.”

“Did the other investigating officers take a list of your investors and recipients?”

“Yes, of course they did.”

“And they were given the complete list, were they?”

Mr Atkins paused before replying. “What are you insinuating?”

“You didn’t answer the question. Were they given the complete list? I mean, you and I both know that some silent investors wouldn’t want to be identified, don’t we?”

Atkins looked out of the window.

“I mean, if they had money, position, power, something to hide. They’d want to be in the background, under the radar, wouldn’t they? I’m talking about this list. Where is it?”

“Who are you?”

“I’m the one who’s going to sort out this mess, but I need the information that I’ve requested to help me do that.”

“I can’t risk the reputation of our business, the confidentiality of our clients for a mere list of names!”

Jago paced around the office once and then sat on the opulent sofa. He put his feet up on the back of a statue of a bull on the glass-topped table.

Some minutes passed in silence and Atkins looked around.

“Hey, what are you doing with your feet on there? Take them off at once.”

“You’re used to getting your own way, aren’t you? Is that what being a CEO is all about? Let me tell you this. I don’t particularly like people when they kill and maim innocent people. My job is to do something about that, something permanent, if you get my meaning. It’s just work, you understand?”

Atkins was now listening.

Jago continued, “But you know what I despise most?” He waited a moment for a response but none was forthcoming. “Go on … guess.”

“I … I don’t know. What?”

“I despise those who seek to put finance, reputation and their own feelings of grandeur before justice for the innocent, the lost and the injured. Now, these types of people I would take great pleasure in dealing with. You see, that wouldn’t be business — it would be personal. Those victims are real. The dead cannot be replaced, and many with serious injuries have been left with physical and mental scars that cannot be cured. And when someone has the audacity to block my path in finding the perpetrators, it infuriates me and I cannot be held responsible for my personal feelings.”

As he finished his monologue, Jago withdrew his Sig from his shoulder holster and placed in on the table beside the bull.

Atkins rose slowly from his chair. “Are you threatening me?”

“Absolutely, yes. I want that list and I want it now. You see, the clock’s ticking before whoever is responsible for these events strikes again and I’m getting impatient. Now, the list. If you please.”

Atkins poured himself a whisky and gulped it down in one mouthful. Jago took this as a positive.

“Well done, great decision. Now, can we get on with it, and then I can be on my way?”

Atkins walked over to the steel door on the far wall, punched in some numbers on the keypad beside it, and then positioned his eye for the retina scan. Jago appeared by his side and Atkins entered the space while Jago looked on. Atkins felt for a tab on the edge of the carpet and slowly lifted it, revealing an underfloor safe. He turned, entered the combination, placed his thumb against the scanner and the safe opened. He reached inside and produced a black file.

“All the names you need are here, but I can’t give you the file.”

Jago replied, “I shall only need it for a moment.”

He took the file to the desk and opened it up. He saw that there was a list of ten pages.

“Are there any other names that I should know about? I warn you now that I wouldn’t be so nice and polite if I had to return.”

“No, no, they’re all there,” Atkins replied sheepishly. “There are no others.”

Jago proceeded to scan each page with his mobile phone and sent the document to Abi. He then handed the file back to Atkins.

“Well, Mr Atkins, thank you for your time. That concludes our work here today.”

“Wait, there are three more names missing from the list. I’d forgotten about them as they’re all due to be cashed in today.”

“What does that mean exactly?”

“It means that the investor has chosen to withdraw their investment or that they have come to the end of the agreed investment period. My secretary, Mrs Poole, has the details. I’ll get her to bring them in.”

Atkins instructed Mrs Poole to bring in the file. It contained just four sheets of paper. Jago scanned them and sent them to Abi as he had done with the others.

“Thank you, Mr Atkins.”

He left the office and calmly walked past Mrs Poole.


Chapter 8 - Questions

Donning a balaclava, Dom entered the room. The light was deliberately dim. There were no windows and the floor sloped from the sides to a central drainage point much like a walk-in shower facility. Only this drain was much more substantial and covered by a steel mesh grid that measured about two and a half by one and a half feet. The figure suspended by his feet was still clothed and bound at the rear by the PlastiCuffs. He wore a gag of rags and duct tape. From his inverted position, the man had a good view of the drain hole, the dirty floor and the brown tiled walls. A single plastic chair stood beside the door. He could see that the chain was fixed to a cleat on the wall and, if he struggled, he could see that the chain passed through a heavy-duty anchor shackled to the ceiling. A shudder ran through him; this was a purpose-built room and he was most likely not its first occupant.

Walking around the hanging specimen, Dom looked down at his captive’s face as he twisted his head awkwardly, trying to make eye contact with Dom. Dom spun him around on the chains from which he hung, then stopped him with a jolt and removed the gag. The man gasped for breath.

Dom spoke softly.

“Now let’s start with your name.”

The man managed a spluttered response. “I know my rights. I want a phone call and a lawyer.”

Dom didn’t respond verbally. He held the body still and attempted to reposition the gag as the man wriggled, preventing him from doing so. Dom let the body go and waited for him to stop moving before he let rip with some blows to the man’s torso. He waited for stillness again. The guy was no match for Dom who’d done this before, many times. He applied the gag, spun the specimen around and left the room.

A short way down the dark corridor, Dom entered an identical room which also contained a man hanging from the ceiling. This specimen was younger and cockier than the other seasoned brute. He hung motionless.

“Good evening, Mr Mathews. Mr Ian Mathews, twenty-seven years of age, born in Portsmouth, son of retired naval officer, Michael Mathews, fifty-six, a widower. Mother Irene died three years ago aged fifty of cancer. My, my, Mr Mathews. That’s tough. But it doesn’t explain how you got into gun running now, does it?”

The hanging man was silent and still.

“Oh, you’re the silent type, are you?”

Dom knelt down and held the man’s head firmly. He looked into his eyes, looking for signs of consciousness.

“Now, let me tell you this. Hanging upside down can be painful … and dangerous. The Romans used to use this technique as a form of torture. Not that I’m torturing you. I’m merely giving you the incentive to cooperate. You do understand the difference, don’t you?”

There was no response.

“Okay, have it your way. You see, and please understand that this is a crude explanation — I’m not a doctor or anything like that. I haven’t got the same regard for human life as a doctor would have.”

He paused for effect and then continued. “Now, where was I? Oh yes, when you stand upright, your legs can pump the blood back to your body. But your brain, it can’t do that. It doesn’t possess the right kit. That’s why if you stay upside down too long, you risk a brain haemorrhage, and with that, maybe even a stroke. That wouldn’t be good for your health, or your business, would it? I mean, who would want to buy guns and stuff from someone who can’t walk and talk properly? Oh, and the other thing is this. Your organs, kidney, liver, et cetera, they will gradually succumb to gravity and put pressure on your lungs which are accustomed to hanging the other way. The lungs are working against the weight of your liver and intestines, and the breathing muscles have a difficult time overcoming that. So, you have the added risk of suffocation. Now, that’s an awful way to go when you don’t have to.”

Dom paced around the room.

“Slowly you’ll find yourself losing focus, you’ll be on the verge of slipping into unconsciousness, and then who knows what will happen?”

Dom spun the man around violently and left, securing the door. Before he returned to Ian’s unknown companion a little way down the corridor, he peeked through the small pinhole in the door. The man’s spin cycle was coming to an end and he was wriggling. Despite the silence, he’d heard Dom’s words and he was squirming. Dom smiled. His man, Ian, was behaving just as expected.

Dom entered the other chamber.

“You are Lee Vincent-Cole, thirty-six years of age, born in Norwich. You’re a small-time gangster, arms supplier, pimp and a whole stream of other lowlife titles. And you’re gobby. I don’t like gobby. Normally I’d break your jaw to shut you up. But today’s your lucky day because I need you to talk, and you may find that a tad difficult with a jaw fracture. So, it’s just as well that I have other things that I can do.”

Lee looked Dom in the eye in defiance. Or was it fear? Dom wasn’t sure; the stare could be difficult to define sometimes.

“Oh, you’re giving me the eye, are you, eh? Well, that’s fine with me. You’ve been upside down for about an hour and a half. Normally, at the two-hour mark, you start to slip into a state of unconsciousness. And then you just drift off. If you’re lucky, you may wake up, but you’ll certainly not be the same person you were when you came in here. Likely, you’ll be a cabbage with brain damage after all the blood drowns your brain, which can’t get oxygen because your lungs are under downward pressure from all of your other organs.”

Dom sat on the chair, crossing his legs and folding his arms.

“I’ve got time to watch. You know, it’s fascinating what the body can and cannot do, and everyone is slightly different. How are you, by the way? Are your eyes losing focus yet?”

Lee starts to wriggle hard.

“Now that won’t do you any good. In fact, it will bring on the onset of fatigue more rapidly. I’d stay still if I were you. Now, earlier you mentioned a telephone call, and a lawyer, didn’t you?”

Lee nodded violently in agreement.

“You see, the thing is, if you get arrested by the authorities, that’s the normal procedure. But I’m not the authorities. I have no rules to follow, except my own. I know, it’s a luxury these days. Nevertheless, that’s the situation, and I thought that we should be clear and upfront about that.”

Lee stopped wriggling and stared at Dom, and then his body rotated a little. Dom moved a chair and Lee tried to turn to see what was happening. Dom placed it near to Lee and stepped towards the wall with the cleated chain. He pressed a button on an industrial-looking control pad. Lee lowered just enough so Dom could manoeuvre him onto the chair. Once in place, he removed the gag.

Lee gasped for air and moved his legs.

“Now Lee, doesn’t that feel better? I mean you can breathe now and maybe you’re getting some blood flow back into your legs at last. And your head, does it feel clearer? Now, that’s how it can all stay if you decide to cooperate. Do you understand?”

Lee maintained an intense gaze.

“Now, If I were you, Lee, I’d be thinking of what type of bullshit I can get away with here. The thing is that you don’t know what I know about you, do you? If you were to lead me up the garden path, I’d just hang you and leave you. It is as simple as that. If you want to risk that, that’s fine with me. But my preference is to finish business and all be on our way. Comprende?”

“What do you want to know?”

“Now that’s more like it.”

Dom produced a digital recorder and set it to record.

“You don’t mind, do you? My memory isn’t what it used to be. Okay, this should be simple for you. I’m interested to know who you’ve been selling military-grade explosives to, here in the UK and Europe?”

“I can’t give you all of my clients, I’ve got a reputation to consider.”

“The thing is, Lee — I can call you Lee, can’t I? If you’re dead, you have no reputation. If you’re alive, you can salvage your reputation. I’m only interested in certain parties.”

“Which parties? Maybe I can tell you about just them?”

“No, I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. I need all, and I’ll only act on the ones that I need. The rest is yours to carry on with.”

Lee’s face was set, almost expressionless.

“Look, Lee, what other option do you have? Look where you are.”

“I can’t, I just can’t.”

As soon as he’d repeated himself, Dom was on him, reapplying the gag. He then pushed the button to lift the chains.

“Don’t waste my time, Lee. I’ve got work to do. You’ll only get one more chance, and then we’re done.”

Dom left the room abruptly, slamming the door behind him. He paused to spy through the pinhole. His captive was still. Very still.

Dom calmly walked down the passageway to a small room where his pack was stored and took out a flask of tea and a packet of biscuits. He sat, placed his watch on the table and started drinking his tea and eating some biscuits. Dom knew how much time he needed and had his work off to a fine art.

“Ian, Ian, Ian. I hope that you’ve had time to reconsider, because time is running out. For you at least.”

Dom placed the chair in position, as he had with Ian’s neighbour, and started to lower him again, finally resting him in the chair.

He removed the gag, watching as his chest expanded, desperately sucking in air.

“Take it easy, Ian, you’ll hyperventilate if you carry on like that. Breathe naturally while you can.”

All of Dom’s words were designed for maximum effect.

Ian moved his chained legs as much as he could.

“I don’t suppose that you could undo these for a while, could you, so that I can stretch my legs?”

“That, young Ian, depends upon you and your level of cooperation. I mean, I have a job to do, and I do it well. And you want to return home to carry on life as you knew it, don’t you?”

Ian looked at Dom and then the floor.

“I suppose you’ve had plenty of time to think while suspended in here, haven’t you? I wonder what you thought about? Your parents? How you ended up in this mess? How your life could have been different? I bet you’ve thought of it all. I know how many thoughts you can think of in a short space of time, how many times you can turn them around, play them back and forth. You can do it a million times in next to no time. Am I right?”

Ian responded without hesitation. “Yeah, you’re right, a million times. Now, what do you want from me? I’ll tell you anything, except about my business. What are you anyway? A jealous boyfriend? Competitor? You’re not a cop, not even one of those plain clothes jobs. Who are you?”

“What I want to know in exchange for your freedom is simple. I want to know who you have sold military-grade explosives to in the last year? And I mean, I want to know them all.”

“I can’t do that, it’s business. You know, privacy and all that.”

Dom knew that this youngster would be more problematic than his neighbour by his attitude before and during capture. He was overconfident, he felt that he was untouchable. Even now, chained, he had an air of arrogance that would need to be dealt with swiftly. Dom moved to hit the button to raise the chains.

Now there was urgency in Ian’s voice. “Hey, what are you doing?”

“You’re not cooperating, and I haven’t got time to play, so I am returning you to your, shall we call it … ‘the position of destiny’. This is where you experience all of those symptoms that we spoke of earlier. You get to have first- hand experience, here in this dark, ugly place. And just because you couldn’t help me, you’re no use to me anymore.”

“Wait! Wait!”

“What?”

Ian was struggling.

“Let me help you out here. Look up there,” Dom said, pointing to the ceiling three inches slightly to the right of the chain coupling.

Ian looked up to see a small pipe with an open end. He hadn’t noticed this before, and it blended in with the colour of the ceiling. He traced it along the ceiling to the wall where it dropped to a small tap and valve. Attached to it, in an inverted position, was a thick plastic bottle. It was similar to a bleach container, white with no markings. Dom turned on the tap and there was a slow hiss accompanied by the gurgling sound of liquid.

Dom took out a folding blade and grabbed Ian’s collar. He cut off a fair chunk of it and placed it on a barely visible mark on the floor.

“Watch this, Ian.”

They waited a short while in silence until a single drop appeared at the pipe’s opening. It clung to the edge, like a thick oil leaving its bottle. And then it dripped onto Ian’s collar with a burning hiss.

“Impressive, isn’t it? I learned this from the streets where gangs use acid as a weapon against one another.”

“And, what’s your point?”

“Ah, my point. Here’s my point.”

Dom dragged Ian from the chair and held him under the dripping pipe.

“Wait! Wait! What are you doing? You can’t!”

There was a faint sound and the burning smell of the liquid making contact with Ian’s clothing, just on the right side of his chest. Then it hit Ian. He cried out in pain, his body writhing as it pierced his skin. As he was dealing with this violent invasion, another drop penetrated his clothes through to his abdomen.

Dom grasped Ian by the shoulders and spun him around so that he was swirling outwards from the central point of suspension. Another drop penetrated his skin, just under the chin.

He screamed. “No! You can’t do that! No more, no more!”

As Ian’s body continued to whirl, Dom left the room. He’d deliberately not replaced Ian’s gag, as he wanted his neighbour, Lee, to hear the echoes of pain.


***




“Okay, Lee, where were we?”

Dom leant over and removed the gag. Lee spluttered, fighting for breath.

Lee spoke in a rasping voice. “Let me down.”

“What have you got for me?”

“I’ll tell you what you want if you let me go.”

Dom walked over and pressed the button to lower Lee, only this time he let him down all the way to the floor. Lee tried to get into a seated position but failed.

Lee sucked in the air and heard a shrill scream from his neighbour.

“I’m not the only one then?”

“No, Sir, you are not.”

“So, are we square? You get your names, and I walk?”

“That’s the agreement. You give me what I want, I’ll do some checking, and then you can go home in one piece and, more importantly, alive.” Dom looked him in the eye. “If you lead me up the garden path, I can assure you that our next brief encounter will not be so friendly.”

“Okay, okay, I get you. I just need time to collect my thoughts.”

“Time is something you do not have.”

Another well-timed scream came from his neighbour.

“Are you ready with the names, then?”

“Wait one minute.”

Dom dials Abi.

“Hi, I have some names for you to record. Wait.”

Dom nodded to Lee, indicating that he should begin.

“Give full names, aliases and locations.”

Lee threw a look at Dom.

“You said names only.”

“And now I want more.”

He thrust the phone towards Lee’s face.

Lee started. “Mitchell … Mitch they call him in Hastings. And Rafa in Croydon. Then there’s Brian Temple in Ladbroke Grove, and—”

“And?”

“And some guy who calls himself The Judge. I don’t who he is, or where he is. He contacted me on a secure private number. I don’t know where he got the number from.”

“How did the deal go down? And was he buying?”

“We negotiated a price, and the cash was delivered by some pizza delivery boy. I then released the codes for the goods to be picked up from the warehouse.”

“Okay, which pizza company and where’s the warehouse? You may as well give me the codes too.”

“The pizza boy is our usual delivery boy from Luigi’s around the corner. I think his name is Mark. The warehouse is an old arch on Edward Place in Deptford, number twenty-three.”

“And the entry code?”

“Punch in 160775. Once inside, it’s in reverse, 577061.”

“They haven’t changed, have they?”

“No, no, they haven’t changed, I swear.”

“That’s all of them? That does seem like big business to me. What did he buy?”

“Some C-4, Dets and half a dozen claymores.”

“How much is some C-4?”

“Twenty M118 charges plus sixty blasting cap holders. And that is all.”

“So, you don’t have any cameras in the pickup area, or someone close by watching and recording then?”

Lee averted his eyes.

“I thought so. Who has the footage, or better still, who was there?”

“I was there with my number two, Arnold. I waited on the road in the flats overlooking the site and Arnold hid in the undergrowth over the road. That bastard took Arnold out. He took him out professionally. One guy in black clothes and a ski mask punched in the numbers. He went inside. Then a dark blue van with no plates showed up with two guys. They were in black as well. They loaded up. And then the two guys drove off.”

“And the other man, where was he?”

“He walked calmly over to the fence, stared up directly at me and pointed at me as if he were going to shoot me. I found Arnold later after the guy had walked out of sight. He’s a bit of a nutter if you ask me.”

“Description?”

“I don’t know, white, six feet two. He moved kind of softly but quick. I don’t know how to describe it. He wore dark clothing and a balaclava and gloves, so there wasn’t much more to see.”

“Did he have an accent?”

“I never heard his voice. He used an electronic voice synthesiser on the only two calls that he made. For all I know, someone else could have called.”

“Do you record your calls?”

“Of course I do, why?”

Dom spoke into the phone. “Did you hear that?”

Abi’s faint voice responded.

“I have it now and checking,” she said. “Here we go, one call in November last year and one in February. I’m scanning them now.”

“And Rafa and Temple, what did they buy?” Dom asked.

“Rafa is normally into small stuff, but this time he wanted half a dozen claymores and four M72s. I could only get the M72s. He was well pissed off. Temple wanted twenty MP5Ks with a thousand rounds of ammo.”

“What the hell does he want twenty MP5Ks and all that ammo for? That’s some serious shit. Did they say what they wanted it for?”

“What do you think? Of course they didn’t tell me! And I didn’t ask either. Business is business. Now can I get my phone back when I get out of here?”

“You’ll get it back. Don’t worry.”

Dom held the phone to his ear, waiting for Abi to give the okay.

“All done. I retrieved that. I need access to the phone though. Don’t give it back to him just yet. Get the PIN code.”

“Understood. Lee, I need your PIN code.”

“Ah, what? Okay, it’s 9128.”

“Right, Lee, here’s how it works. You stay here until you get picked up, and someone will give you a nice ride home. Well, near home. You’ll have to remain trussed up, but you won’t be hanging anymore.”

“Yeah, yeah. I get it. You get your information and get going. How long will I have to wait?”

Dom checks the time on his phone.

“They should be with you within an hour or so.”


***




Ian was wriggling something awful and cursing under the gag. He was sweating profusely, and it had all congregated around his head. His hair was soaked.

“Ian, how are you doing? Have you made a choice yet?”

Ian stared at Dom, picking out his eyes from the balaclava.

“Are you not responding? Do you want some more time to think?”

Dom strode towards the door and heard a muffled response.

“Let’s save time here. I don’t want all the hassle of getting you down only for you to turn around and tell me to clear off. So, I’ll ask the questions, and you blink twice for yes and once for no. Okay?”

Ian blinked twice.

“Oh, you’ve got the hang of this. Right, are you now willing to cooperate?”

Ian blinked twice again, and this was immediately followed by the hissing sound, then the burning smell of another drop of acid falling onto him.

Ian let out a muffled response. “Aargh!”

Dom walked over to the tap and slowly turned it off.

“Let’s see if you’re good to your word. But first, let’s sort out some of these little burns, shall we?”

He reached into a flat panel on the wall and drew out a length of hose, directing it at Ian’s feet. Cold water splurged out, and Dom sprayed it all over Ian’s body.

After a couple of minutes, Dom switched off the hose and lowered Ian to the ground, removing the gag.

Ian shook his head, rotated his neck and stretched his body the best he could under the circumstances.

“Is that better, Ian? Let’s get down to business, shall we?”

“What do you want?”

“Just as I said before, I want to know who you have sold military-grade explosives to in the last year. And, I want to know them all.”

“That stuff is so difficult to get hold of, you know that.”

“And the relevance of this is?”

“I spend all my time researching, wining and dining contacts, and you want me to expose them, just like that.”

“Yes, I do. I couldn’t have put it better myself. But I should let you know that you’re wasting my time and annoying me slightly, and that is not something you want to do.”

“Right, here are the names—”

“Wait a minute,” Dom cut in.

He called Abi again. “It’s me. I have more for you. Are you ready?”

“Ready this end, fire away.”

“Okay. Now.”

Ian hesitated. It was unbearable.

“I can’t, I can’t.”

“So, let me get this clear. You would prefer to rot here rather than pass a couple of names to a guy you don’t even know? How does that figure, Ian? I mean, I thought that you’d like to get home. Maybe I’m wrong.”

Dom pressed the button to raise Ian again.

His voice was urgent this time.

“Okay, Green … Arthur Green. Or should I say, Sir Arthur Green.”

“And what did he want?”

“He, err … bought three kilos of Semtex and a dozen dets. He arranged it and some other guy collected. I don’t know who he was. Green probably acted as the middleman and made a tidy sum. He usually does.”

“And?”

“And there was this weird guy. Wouldn’t meet me face to face, everything by message. He even had the funds delivered in cash by FedEx.”

“What was he buying?”

“Just two kilos of C-4 and some dets.”

Dom sensed that he was holding back.

“What else?”

“This was a creepy deal. I’m telling you, it wasn’t normal.”

“Okay, I get the message. Now, what else did he have?”

“He had two of those new Light Anti-Tank Weapons — I think they’re called NLAWs — four clays and two M72s.”

“How did he get the goods? Come to think of it, how the hell do you manage to get NLAWs? They’ve not long been released. Okay, don’t bother to tell me, just tell me how he got the goods.”

“They were left on a small boat in Poole Harbour.”

“Why Poole?”

“I don’t know. That was the deal.”

Dom kept the phone near Ian’s mouth.

“I haven’t got any more clients like you’ve asked for. I’ve got other clients, but none of them asked for explosives, only these two.”

Dom asked Abi, “Did you get all that?”

“Yes, loud and clear. I’ll need his mobile too.”

“No problem. I’ll get the PIN too. You can send in the relocation teams now.”

“Will do. I’ll task them now,” replied Abi as he hung up.

“Well, I guess that’s us all done, Ian. You’ll get taken home, and you’ll get your mobile back in a couple of days.”

“And the ties?”

They stay on until the help gets in. But at least you’re not hanging around anymore, are you?”

Dom left the room, removed his balaclava and checked that he’d collected both mobile phones and wallets. He put them in a pouch on the door handle of Ian’s cell with a note.

For A with love x


Chapter 9 – The Profile

Jago entered the office to find Abi and Bernie engrossed in their tasks. Bernie was working with an, as yet, unknown female. She was probably in her early thirties, with short auburn hair, a cream flowing blouse and black trousers. Jago didn’t disturb them.

He had chosen the disused red-brick school, commonly known as ‘The Ranch’ among the team, especially. Although it was ageing, it had been kitted out with state-of-the-art technology and contemporary furnishings. Jago’s choice was due to its unremarkable yet defendable location. All four sides of the building were continually monitored. A natural meandering curve in the River Thames flanked two sides of the north-facing property, providing a physical, protective barrier. Also, there was an underground quay where fully-prepared fast boats waited. There were three roads leading to and from the building, with each one monitored by CCTV. Capture drones and lasers could be deployed to prevent aerial surveillance or attack, although this was work in progress.

The entrance to the building was under cover of natural shrubs and trees, concealing it from the road, thus limiting any view of the gated entry and its sophisticated security access system leading to monitored underground parking.

“How are things coming along, Abi?”

“Going good, Boss. I have Dom’s results which I am still cross-checking on the systems.”

“Who’s Bernie with?”

“Oh, that’s Sue Evans, the geo-profiler. They’ve just got the prelim profile report, and they’re working on possible locations now.”

Jago took a mental note. “Okay, so what do you think so far?”

“Well, your list doesn’t cross-reference with anything that Dom’s provided … yet.”

Abi spun her chair around and wheeled herself across to another computer that had been flashing and beeping for the last few moments.

“These are the results from the list you provided. I wanted to see if anyone was linked to the locations, people and funding that we have so far.” She pointed to a diagram on the screen. “You can see that so far there are no links. But we’ll just keep changing their variables. It’s only a matter of time.”

“So, there’s no link between the Orenid and any of the targets?”

“Not that we know of … yet.”

“Have you tried looking at spouses, relatives, workers?”

“We’re on that now. Those variables are in the second phase, and this Hot Brain Intel Software is the best there is. It’s not even on the market yet.”

“So, no Russian investors?”

“Well, yes, there’s a couple, but none of them is a spouse of our dead Russian. Her name is Alexa Petrov, now widow of said Bogdan Petrov the deceased.”

Jago thought aloud. “Did he have any sisters, a half-brother, ex-wives, a love child … anything?”

“I’m on it, Boss. Give me a chance.”

Jago gazed out of the window. “We don’t have time, Abi. We need information, and we need it now.”

Abi knew Jago well. Three years ago, Jago had picked her up. She had been a deeply depressed, whisky-drinking, wheelchair-bound ex-squaddie. Jago had trawled the veterans’ forums and websites looking for someone with the relevant skills to run his control centre. He’d heard a rumour about Abi, who had been with 18 (UKSF) Signals Regiment and was detached to the SBS Signals Squadron. She’d been in a helicopter when it was downed in Afghanistan. She sustained a fractured pelvis and a spinal injury, resulting in the loss of both legs. She’d attended all the rehab on offer, but when she started out in civilian life, she took to the bottle and her life spiralled downwards. Jago found her in a squalid studio apartment and paid for her to get the help she needed. When she was cleaned up, Jago took her to dinner in style, then offered her the Ops Control job.

She understood that Jago would not rest until he’d caught those responsible for the crimes that they were investigating. He may have only taken the case a couple of days ago, but he owned it. It was his responsibility to see it through to the end.

Bernie appeared from his self-imposed hibernation with the geo-profiler. “Boss, take a look at this.”

Bernie had laid out some witness statements that had been gathered from door-to-door enquiries.

“Okay, I’m looking. What am I not seeing?”

“Well, this elderly lady, Mrs Fisher, calls in a sighting of a UFO, bless her. She states that she’s seen it a few times and the date on this is the 19th December, but she remembers it also being there on the 15th of December as well, because it was her neighbour’s birthday and they were chatting over the garden fence when they both saw it.”

“So, what have UFO sightings got to do with us?”

“Hear me out, all will become clear.”

Bernie directed Jago to the map on the stand and continued. “Mrs Fisher lives in Ash Close, and her property backs onto some fields south-west of the Willows. In the distance, here.”

He pointed to a piece of high ground overlooking the village. “Here’s a perfect vantage point to launch something like a drone or radio-controlled helicopter or plane.”

“Wait, where are we going with this?”

“We have nine individual sightings of something in the air around the village during that back end of November and throughout December. But we have no reports after the explosion. Some have been reports of isolated incidents. And some comments were gleaned from remarks in the statements of the door-to-door enquiries. Most people thought that some kid had had a drone for his birthday or something. The thing is that there has never been anything reported before or since. If it were a kid, surely they’d still be flying it about today, wouldn’t they? You see, it’s not always what’s there. It’s also what’s not there that counts. Some of the elderly say that they’ve seen a UFO, while the younger generation tends to describe it as a drone of some sort.”

“I see, so you think that someone has been conducting some surveillance?”

“Maybe more than that.”

“What do you mean exactly?”

“Now, this is only my theory, but I think that something like this could have delivered the payload.”

“Really? You think that a drone could have delivered the explosives? Isn’t that a bit far-fetched?”

“I don’t think so. Look, the home had CCTV in the front and rear, and in the main entrance porch. And nobody has shown up on the footage that can’t be accounted for. Think about it. How could the explosives get to be near the gas boiler area, here, to make it look like an accident?”

Bernie pointed to the architectural plan of the home. The primary gas boiler area was indicated as being on the east side of the building, the exterior of which ran along a pathway wide enough for a man and wheelbarrow. The other ran from front to rear. Judging by the marked camera angles, any access would have been covered. Besides the plan were some photographs of the property before the explosion. Jago looked at the partition of the neighbouring property on the east side. It was a six-foot fence with trees and high shrubs on the neighbour’s side.

“And here was the fence intact, before the blast. Could someone have entered from here?”

“No, Boss. The vegetation is far too dense and besides, it’s been checked, and there are no signs of entry.”

“So, you hypothesise that they may have used a drone to deliver the half a kilo of explosives?”

“Yep, they could fly over the field of view from the cameras undetected, hover, lower, drop off the bomb, and up and away. Companies like Amazon have been playing with this technology to deliver their products. So, it’s completely feasible. With some drones, they could even nudge it into position once on the ground. I’ve done quite a bit of research, and some drones are quite quiet. It may also be reasonable to assume that the drone may have been fitted with video and sound recording for a live time feed. If that was the case, the controller could have been miles away.”

“What’s the range and the load limit of these things?”

“I’ve actually seen one that can carry a payload of six kilos with a range of five kilometres. The controller wouldn’t have to be in sight. They could be parked up somewhere. However, I do think that they would have been closer at some point to make a visual on the target. And that would marry up with two of the statements. Now, where are they?” asked Bernie, trying to find the statements within the mountain of paperwork and files on his desk.

“Don’t worry, just tell me.”

“The two statements both mention that they saw the silhouette of a man on the outcrop behind the village. It was an early afternoon with the sun at his back, hence the silhouette. There was no real description other than that.”

“And the time?”

“One on the 14th about 1500 hours, and the other on the 17th about the same time.”

Jago thought for a few moments.

“Bernie, get hold of Traffic Master and Highways to see what cameras were in position within a five-mile radius. No, make that ten-mile radius of the village. I want a record of all vehicles in and out on that day, especially if it places someone there between 1300 and 1700 hours.”

Feeling chuffed with himself, Bernie replied, “I’ll get onto it right away.”

“Good work, Bernie. Oh, one question … would the blast be consistent with your theory according to the experts?”

Bernie smiled, “Of course, Boss. Why do you ask?”

“No reason, I’m just thinking aloud. Abi, that software, what do you call it? Hot Brain?”

“Yeah, that’s right, Boss. What about it?”

“How much did it cost us?”

Abi laughed. “Do you really want to know, Boss?”

Jago thought about the question.

“I suppose not. Sounds like it’s better that I don’t know. Never mind. Just work it to death to get what we want.”

“Will do, Boss.”


***




The still light of evening was drawing in, and Jago was aware that the attackers could strike within days. He still didn’t have a clue as to where that would be, or why. It played on his mind. He’d mentally rehearsed a thousand scenarios based upon the limited information he had and all his years of experience.

“Abi, what news have we had from the profilers?”

“Sue has a copy of the profile that she’s working with. She’s going over the statements with Bernie. Do you want to see my copy?”

“Thanks, Abi.”

Jago retired to a small, low-lit desk area in the corner of the room to read undisturbed.

 

CLASSIFIED

This profile has been compiled at short notice and is based upon a theory that the pieces of evidence from the incidents presented are linked in some as yet unknown manner. Should new evidence come to light, this profile may be liable to change.

 

Preliminary Offender Profile

Organised - planner, observant, multi-skilled, i.e. use of technology, transmitter, detonators, explosives, evasion, field craft, blending capability.

Education level - intelligent although no evidence of academic training or reasoning at this stage.

Intelligence - sophisticated in approach, may be employed and in an active personal relationship.

Of the recognised types of intelligence, the subject demonstrates:

Naturalist Intelligence

The ability to be sensitive to features of the natural world (clouds, rock formations). This ability was valued in our evolutionary past as hunter-gatherers. In this sense, the subject may be utilising this sensitivity, and/or their skills and expertise, to achieve their aims. More data would be required to compile a complete profile.

Logical-Mathematical Intelligence

Logical-mathematical intelligence is the ability to calculate, quantify, consider propositions and hypotheses, and carry out complete mathematical operations. In the case of our subject, they are using related abilities. They must be calculating time, distance, effect, probability and risk. They must by nature be hypothesising, rehearsing, and reaching calculated conclusions. They are clearly demonstrating symbolic thought in that every act is a symbol. We may not yet understand the meaning, but they do, and so may someone else. It has to mean something to someone. Every act has displayed sequential reasoning skills, and inductive and deductive thinking patterns.

Our subject is a strategic thinker and planner, and they are ahead of us all.

NOTE: In dealing with these persons one must realise that every action, no matter how small, is arranged in advance; it forms part of a much larger picture.

There is insufficient material to assess whether the subject demonstrates a degree of interpersonal, linguistic, or existential intelligence. However, this cannot be ruled out.

Bodily-Kinesthetic Intelligence - If we are to assume that the acts were perpetrated by the subject in question, one may consider that a high degree of bodily-kinesthetic intelligence is at work here. The subject would have the capacity to manipulate objects and use a variety of physical skills. We can also conclude with the assumption that this intelligence is also at work as this involves a superior sense of timing and the perfection of skills through a mind-body union.

Spatial Intelligence - The subject demonstrates some characteristics attributed to spatial intelligence where core capacities include mental imagery, spatial reasoning, image manipulation, graphics and artistic skills, and an active imagination.

Tendencies - Aversion to impulsive acts, to take control of situation, act, victims.

Anomaly - covers tracks, does not hide acts, yet admits no culpability, seemingly random, yet professionally planned acts of violence. Possibly affected by trauma.

Age - likely to be early to late thirties.

Gender - Highly likely to be male.

Race - as yet indeterminate.

Residency - May be married, have close relations, and be liked by a tight circle of friends who are highly likely to be loyal to the subject.

Proximity - Indeterminate, although due to the geographical spread of the acts may not have a fixed abode. It is assumed that the acts would require physical onsite reconnaissance and planning time in each location, even with the support of technology. Some areas were quite remote and not well supported by internet-based technologies, although, it is possible that the subjects may have access to satellite imagery.

Social Skills - All but one target was not in contact with another human being. Skillset allows for murder at a distance. This is not to say that they are not capable of face-to-face murder.

Work and Military History - Likely to be highly trained in the military, currently serving or recently discharged.

Trophies/Souvenirs - no evidence to support this activity.

Modus Operandi - Difficult to determine due to varying nature of incidents.

Hypothesis - Limited information suggests the following hypothetical MO:

• Indicates covert point of entry - and egress - be free to strike again at will. (Note: not fanatical extremist);

• Create maximum effect with single act on each occasion;

• Unpredictable;

• Determined approach.

Method of Entry - Unknown

Tools - Explosives, timing devices, expert knowledge, scuba equipment, radio communications (possible).

Time of day - Time of day is varied and appears to be dependent upon the required effect. However, the date of the acts has a pattern of the 24th or 25th day. This is to be determined ASAP as it may provide vital input into the MO.

Signature - Not determined at this time due to the different type of victims, location, and methods employed. Although, a high proportion of victims have tended to be vulnerable members of society. It is therefore assumed that they are using these as an instrument to inflict terror/horror on someone (or some organisation) close to the victims.

 

Preliminary Conclusion

The subject is either a serving member of the security services or military, probably Special Forces-trained. They may be a Reservist or have been a full-time serving member who has recently been discharged. If the latter were the case, this possibility would be proposed owing to their current knowledge of weapons, tactics and technology.

Highly probable to be a small cell of persons with complementary skill and mind-sets.

 

Jago sat back in his chair. He was thinking and, as always, when he was sat down deep in thought, he put his hands on his head. He concurred with the theories outlined in the profile, and part of him wanted it to be some other type of person — a criminal or a terrorist — but not military. Not in service. But why? Why turn? It made no sense.

“Abi, Bernie, have you both read this profile?”

The answer came in unison. “Yes, Boss.”

“So, if we add in the use of drone technology, it supports the theory that we’re dealing with security services, serving or ex-Special Forces. And maybe more than one person. If there were, say, two of them, they could have complementary skills. One could be a techie, comms, satellite imagery, drones, while the other could be more on the sharp end, Special Ops.”

“Sounds great, Boss. Right up your alley,” quipped Bernie.

“And the geo-profiling. How is that going?”

“Much like the profiler stated. Difficult to determine due to the varying locations.”

Jago thought long and hard. He was pacing this time.

“What if we take the profile as it is, assuming that they’re serving. What security or military installations have we got near the crime scene locations? Bernie, can you run that on your system?”

“I’ll do it right away and get Sue to take a look.”

“Yes, that’s good. But don’t let any of the installations know that you’re running it. If they’re still serving, we don’t want them alerted.”

“Understood, Boss.”

Bernie set to work immediately.

“Abi, I want a list of all recently discharged security and military personnel with Special Forces training.”

“Okay, when you say ‘recently’, how recent is that? Six months? Twelve months?”

“Let’s start with six months and see what that turns up. And can you give me Dom’s list while you’re there. I’ve got to make some house calls. I’ll be taking one of the Stealth Hawks. Are they all charged and is the tracking working?”

“Yes, the signal is at full strength. And the bike has been fitted with the new, experimental laser. It costs a packet so please be careful with it. The bike mounted range is about half a mile. The controls are self-explanatory.”

“And the list of locations?”

“The list is in order of distance from here. You’ll see that Mitchell in Hastings is already in custody, so he’s scrubbed. That leaves Rafa in Croydon and Brian Temple in Ladbroke Grove. By all accounts, Rafa is in over his head and not likely to resist. In fact, he’ll probably wet himself when he sees you. But be careful with Temple — he’ll have backup, and he’s quite handy himself. The last one is Sir Arthur Green. He’s at the opera this evening at Covent Garden starting at 1930 hours until 2245. He’s in the balcony, box seventy-one on the second floor and alone, evidently. The addresses are synced up with the satnav on your mobile. Just plug into the bike and play.”

“Well done, Abi. You have been busy. Anything else?”

“Are you wearing the D-ops lens? You know, the one that I gave you that captures the MPD image.”

“What the hell are MPDs when they are at home?” Bernie asked.

Abi threw him a look.

“They’re Micro Protector Drones. Jago has three of them on his belt. When he’s in a tight spot, he launches them by throwing them up in the air, and they’re programmed to establish an observation perimeter around him and him only. The images are streamed live through a lens that Jago will be wearing on his right eye. It’s similar in size to a contact lens but much like a helmet-mounted display in miniature. It came complete with optical tracking and it’s equipped with day, night and brownout systems. That way he can have eyes in the back of his head, around corners and, at times, through brick walls. And our dear old boss will come home to us in one piece. Do you remember the course that you went on a few months ago, Boss?”

“Okay, I get the message, Abi.”

He placed the lens into his right eye and adjusted his focus for a few seconds.

“There, are you happy now?”

“Very, Boss. Very happy. Oh, and before you go, I wanted to tell you that the security turrets are operational as of three hours ago. And before you ask — yes, they have the anti-drone sonic feature.”

“How many do we have?”

“We have five in total, all fitted with infrared heat-seeking and night vision. The two rear turrets are paired up with four floating sensors in the river. They’ll detect and record any approach from the water. The rooftop turret has all of the usual devices for recording plus an anti-air assault detection and a response capability of neutralising the threat with 7.62mm rounds. Its 360-degree mounting provides great initial protection and plenty of warning.”

“Thanks for the update, Abi. Let’s hope that we won’t need to use them. But seeing as we don’t know what we’re up against, I guess we’d better be prepared for the worst-case scenario.”

Jago put on his black motorcycle jacket, turned towards the door and left.


Chapter 10 – Planning and Evaluation

In a busy high street location, a man wearing a green weatherproof jacket entered a door in between two shops. He climbed the drab staircase, put the key in the lock of an old wooden door and entered a dingy, unfurnished flat.

“You’re back sooner than I expected.”

“That’s because everything worked like a charm, Mart,” said Jed, the more muscular of the two.

“Has anyone cottoned on to us yet?”

“If they have, brother, they’re keeping quiet about it. I’ve monitored all networks, and I’ve heard and seen nothing.”

“Has no one ever got close yet?”

“Nope. Either they haven’t got a clue, or they’ll be breaking the door down at dawn. I have curry?”

“I thought that I could smell it. I’ll go and set it out.”

Marti headed to a large room full of cardboard boxes and wooden crates of all shapes and sizes. He started positioning some of them as makeshift table and chairs.

Jed entered a musty bedroom that housed two camp beds. He removed his jacket, revealing a shoulder holster and two spare magazines, as well as the dark hilt of a knife peeking out from behind the right hip of his waistband. He removed his earpiece and stuffed it into a jacket pocket.

Tall, gangly and wearing nerdy glasses, Marti passed by the room. “Jed, you’ll see that I’ve placed two crates together to make a table.”

“I see it, are you coming?”

“Yeah, I’m just grabbing some beers for us. They’ve been soaking in the sink. Did you get us any clacky?”

“No, the supermarkets have got too many cameras. I’ll get some tomorrow from the newsagents. Do you want milk or dark?”

Marti pulled up a small box and sat at the makeshift table. “Tell me all about it then?”

Jed distributed the food.

“Chicken jalfrezi with pilau rice, and a king prawn bhoona with rice. Shall we have half each? You okay with that?”

“Yeah, sure. And this? Is this the naan bread?”

“Yes, take yours. I’ll get mine later.”

“You haven’t said anything yet. Come on, tell me. I’ve been cooped up in here all day. I need to hear something from a fellow human being.”

“You’re so impatient sometimes. The good news is that we’re all set.”

Jed stopped to continue eating.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, that video from the fly-on-the-wall camera. You know, those micro drones are brilliant, they are. The footage we got of our man and his bit on the side is priceless. It will destroy him.”

“I saw it coming in. It’s not the bit on the side that’ll destroy him, it’s the fact that she’s dead, and it looks like he’s done it.”

“Marti, how’s it going with Detective Inspector Small and his family issue in sunny Yorkshire? Is his eye well and truly off the ball yet?”

“Oh yeah, a fine piece of work, even if I do say so myself. His good little boy has been found in possession of Class A drugs in full view of college in the main corridor. There were so many people around at the time, it can’t possibly be hushed up.”

“Excellent.”

“Wait for it. The best part is that the kid is in a York City custody suite and Daddy’s frantically trying to get him out. He’s so busy that he’s passed all of his ongoing cases to his next in line. She’s some overworked tart on secondment from the Met. It looks as though she hasn’t got a clue or the time to get a clue. So, we’re good there.”

“What about the train?”

“Mmm, nothing going on there really. They’ve stopped all future departures, and our man is still there every weekend, looking after his beloved steam locomotive. Why didn’t you go for the engine? Are you going soft or something?”

“Soft? Nah, maybe a little nostalgic. He was a good commanding officer back in the day. He deserved to be rattled, not roasted.”

“How do you know he was rattled?”

“He’s still got clearance. He’ll know what was used and how, and he’ll be rattled, alright. Mind you, he might not know why and that’ll give him some sleepless nights.”

“What are we going to about Dr Dean?” Marti asked. “Are you sure he knows that the package was for him? But apart from feeling sorry for the secretary, it seems that nothing much is affecting him. He’s carrying on as normal.”

“I think that we’ll have to arrange another visit to Dr Dean. We’ll need to plan that one out more carefully.”

“And what about our lovely donation from those bastards at Orenid?”

Marti paused before answering; he knew that his response wouldn’t sit well.

“It’s tricky, Jed. We need to make sure that the paper trail doesn’t lead to us. It’s going to take some time. There are limits on transfers, and if we go over at any time, it sets off an alert. If we do them too often, they also set off an alert. So, little by little, it will get done.”

Jed fixed his gaze on Marti.

“Then we need to prioritise more. Anyone in more need gets the donation first. It’s only right. Can you tap into the charities to see who has made applications for funding?”

“Yes, I can go in and have a look. How about those who are too proud to ask but are still in need? What about them? How do we get to them?”

Jed swigged his beer down.

“Access the records of those discharged and find out their medical status on discharge. Then compare them against the charity applications. That should just leave the rich Ruperts, and most of them can fend for themselves. If there’s any left, we can share the love.”

“So, what’s next, Jed?”

“Let’s think about Dr Dean, our illustrious military psychiatrist. How can we cause him pain? What are his weak points? Where can we inflict the most suffering on that bastard? I’ll teach him to meddle in military affairs.”

“Yeah. Okay, Jed, we know. But what shall we do with him?”

“He’s single, right?”

“Yeah.”

What does he do in his spare time? Where does he go? What does he spend his money on? Who does he spend it on? I want to know everything.”

It was 23:00 hours, and Jed was putting on his jacket to go out.

Marti was sat at a computer.

“Right, I’m on it, Jed. I’ll let you know when I have something.” Marti looked up. “Where are you going?”

With one hand on the open door, Jed replied, “I need to prepare some more kit for the next phase. Our decision-maker extraordinaire needs something special. He needs to experience something bloody awful and something that’s very public. He is going to hurt so much when we’ve finished with him. That bastard signed away the lives of so many with the stroke of his pen, and I’m going to top him. I’m going to top him for all of the boys and girls that he’s shit on. And I’m going to love every minute.” He started to walk through the door but popped his head back round. “I might even get you to video it, and we can distribute it, or put it on YouTube or something.”

He closed the door behind him, and Marti listened to his footsteps getting more distant.

Marti sat at his central computer and started accessing the vetting databases for information on Dr Dean. It wasn’t long before he reached the doctor’s vetting forms and interview transcripts. He read that both the doctor’s parents were dead, he’d never been married and, for the last ten years, had had an on-off relationship with an American professor from the University of Maryland Psychology Faculty, USA. The woman’s name was Professor Jean Beck. He played golf twice a week and enjoyed the theatre and opera. He lived in a luxury apartment and employed a woman to clean and shop for him three times a week. The rest of the time he worked and this involved assessing servicemen and ex-servicemen for PTSD.


***




Jed arrived at the closed black-door entrance to the Club Paradiso, a seedy establishment on the Tottenham Court side of Soho. He rang the bell, and a head height slide opened to one side. A pair of green eyes set in an olive-skinned face looked him up and down.

“What do you want?”

“Tell Jacobo that J is here. He’ll know who I am.”

Jed knew that it would take a little while, so he perched on the low wall of the pathway leading to the entrance. As the black cabs passed, he was relaxed, confident in his ability, his current activity and its purpose. He could hear the echo of thumping music from the basement on the other side of the black door. The music wasn’t to his taste, but it didn’t bother him. The door opened, and a hand beckoned him inside. The guard motioned for Jed to lift his arms to be searched. He found the holster and removed the Glock. He also swept his body with an electronic countermeasures scanner for devices.

“What else do you have?” asked the guard. “There’s always something else.”

Jed placed his foot on the first stair of an ascending staircase, lifted his trouser bottom and produced a small calibre pistol. He handed it to the olive-skinned man.

“Don’t you have a knife?”

Jed produced a short-handled combat knife from his waistband and tossed it over.

“That’s better. He’s down below, the second door on the right. You’ve got twenty minutes. Oh, and J, I’ll need your mobile.”

Jed reached into his pocket, ensured that his phone was locked, and reluctantly handed it over.

Multicoloured lights swirled across the dimly-lit vinyl-covered walls of the stairway. The tread on the stair carpet was almost as bald as the guard at the door, and the sound of the grunge-type music blaring out drowned out everything around. Jed turned right, entering a shabby room without knocking. The awkwardly placed shade on the lampstand in the far-right corner was crimson with a floral border. It was at odds with its otherwise bleak surroundings. The two sturdy black leather chairs and teak table positioned in the centre were also incompatible with a white garden chair and a bar stool.

A voice sprung from one of the chairs. “Hey, what the hell! Don’t you knock? Hasn’t anyone got manners anymore? Shut the door and keep out that godawful noise! We’re soundproofed in here. It has its benefits, if you know what I mean?”

Jacobo was a stocky, slightly overweight Latino whose command of the English language was average. He wore a vest and shoulder holster, allowing visitors a view of his sleeve tattoos on both arms and his pearl-handled Smith & Wesson. The ripped jeans and Nike trainers seemed out of place on a middle-aged man.

Sitting quietly in the other chair was an older Latino. He was smartly dressed, wearing light slacks, a dark open-necked shirt and a beige jacket, along with some fancy, shiny, laced shoes. He appeared relaxed and attentive yet remained silent.

“You knew that I was coming,” said Jed. “Your man told you that. Why should I knock when I know that you’re already waiting for me? Let’s cut the chat, there’s no time for it. You want two brand new Light Anti-Tank Weapons, and I have them, so let’s make a deal.”

The two Latinos glanced at each other.

“I like that — a man who’s straight to the point. I assume that the Light Anti-Tank Weapons are brand new and the real deal, not some inferior trial version?”

Jed nodded affirmatively.

“Then we need to discuss the price. What do you want for them?”

“Oh, I don’t want your money. I want to use some of your resources.”

“Interesting proposition, my friend, but that will depend on the resources you need. They’re not cheap, you know.”

Jed sat down in the white plastic chair and proceeded to outline his proposal.


Chapter 11 - The Visitations

Jago was cruising on his Stealth Hawk motorcycle. He loved the freedom and flexibility a bike afforded him. It was twilight, and the low light reflected on the wet road surface after a recent shower of rain. He glanced briefly at his GPS as he was nearing his target location. He turned off the main road onto Tamworth Road and then right into Frith Road, cursing the GPS as it didn’t register the fact that it wasn’t a junction. It had two yellow bollards barring entry which Jago duly ignored and rode through with ease. Reaching his destination, a single drive entry point in between two rows of terraced houses, Jago rode a little way past the junction and stopped in front of a terraced house. He dismounted and casually walked towards the driveway, halting for a moment. He scanned the property at the end of the drive. It was an ordinary, slightly run-down industrial unit with a blue skip full of rubbish outside. He also noticed that some broken wooden pallets were strewn across the small car park and a cheap single CCTV camera focused on the poorly-illuminated driveway gate.

Jago turned and decided to remount his bike to continue around the block, searching for a better vantage or access point. A few hundred metres ahead, he came upon a yard with a single-storey building set back from the road. The typical 1970s concrete structure had a fire escape to its right. Jago parked his bike, waited for a moment and vaulted the low, locked gate. He climbed the metal fire escape and, on reaching the top, looked over the target property. Jago fitted his eye lens and set two MPDs to search and report mode, launching them into the air. Within seconds, he was receiving information of two access doors plus one shuttered bay area. The lights were on in two rooms upstairs on the east side, and two vehicles were stationary on the far side of the building, out of Jago’s immediate line of sight. A white Mercedes contained one male, possibly an Arab, who appeared to be reading a newspaper. Jago directed the MPD to a position whereby he could record the registration plates of both vehicles, then called Abi.

“Abi, I’m sending you some images of two plates and one IC6 Arab male. See what you can find out. I’ll wait until I hear from you.”

Abi entered the data and retrieved the plate details in a matter of seconds. Meanwhile, the facial recognition system busied itself trawling for the identity of the IC6 male. The image presented wasn’t a perfect angle, nor was it captured in the best light conditions, so it was possible that some variations could be created.

“Boss, the Merc is registered to a company based in Fratton in Portsmouth. Its name is Amir Holdings Limited. I’m just searching the registered activity, here it comes. They’re an import-export company of giftware. Directors are Ahmed and Aziza Fawzi; they are brothers. No records found in any database. They appear legit.”

“Okay, what about the driver?”

“I have three partials, I need a better image really, but with the partials, I have one possible associated with the Portsmouth area. He’s an Abdi Hamdi, aged forty-two. He’s a former wheelman and thug for a London-based group of smugglers. He served five years for GBH on a police officer. Seems that he disarmed a firearms officer during a raid on a warehouse and knocked him senseless. It took three people to restrain him.”

“Okay, I have that. And the other car?”

“The good news is that the blue Renault belongs to our man Rafa. I guess Rafa has his own goons, so take it easy on them, Boss.”

Jago attached the silencer to his Sig Sauer P239.

“Will do, Abi. Is everything okay at The Ranch? Any more developments?”

“All good here, no developments so far.”

“Right, I’m off.”

Jago directed the MPDs towards the edges of the windows to peek through the little slither of light where the louvre blinds didn’t quite meet the side of the windows. All he could see was the shoulder and back of a head of a seated man and a bottle of whisky on a table. The other MPD swung around the building where one blind was only half closed. From this position, Jago could see that Rafa was stood facing a seated Arab, and near the door stood a suited Arabic man with his arms crossed. Jago expected a fourth person, someone on Rafa’s side. He shifted the MPDs back and forth and came upon a tall male leaving what appeared to be the bathroom. He joined the others, and they all seemed to be getting along well. Jago retrieved his MPDs and waited until darkness fell. He sat on the stairway, listening to the reduction in traffic noise. A couple of dogs barked intermittently and not necessarily at each other. Families in nearby houses arrived home from work, and he could hear cooking preparation, voices and music in the surrounding neighbourhood. He found it somewhat calming, yet strange, to be so still in a city while all around him so-called normal life continued. He often thought how normal people would react to some of the stuff that he had to deal with. Would they be more fearful that these things happened in the background of their lives, or would they be all for meeting it head on and supportive of his role?

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of an engine. He looked over to the far side of the building from where the sound came. There were beams from headlights. Someone was getting ready to go. The white Mercedes slowly emerged, parking by the main entrance, and a shadowy figure alighted. He opened the passenger door, illuminating the interior for a few moments. The passenger came into view and entered the rear of the car which then exited the yard and out of sight down the driveway into the ever-diminishing traffic.

It was time. Jago scaled the wall and leapt over to the other side where he deftly climbed the single-storey building, using the window frames and protruding brick structure for hand and footholds. He was nimble and alert. Once on the roof, he walked carefully around the edge. Partly so that he could see if anyone emerged but also because it should be an area that was more structurally sound.

Jago launched the three MPDs in protection mode. They immediately covered him on three sides, continually scanning for threats. He checked his lens, adjusting his eyes, and descended as soon as they were in position, moving to the ground beside the doorway. He repositioned an MPD aloft to check where Rafa and his friend were. They were sat at a table drinking. Jago slowly opened the door under the cover of a dog barking. He’d got halfway up the stairs when the dog had finished. Jago waited to see if the dog would start up again. There was no noise so he decided to ascend the stairway. He reached the door at the top of the stairs, with his Sig Sauer at the ready, and entered the room. The two startled men reached for their weapons.

“Now, now, you don’t want to be doing that. Leave them alone and put your hands on the table. I only want to talk.”

The two men complied and placed their palms flat on the table. Jago pointed his pistol at Rafa.

“Rafa, move your chair further under the table. Use both hands. Do it slowly.”

Rafa reluctantly complied.

“Now, toss me your gun using one hand only.”

Rafa moved slowly, released his pistol from its holster and tossed it onto the table. Jago stepped forward, picked it up and stuffed it into his waistband.

“You,” Jago indicated to the other man. “You do the same, chair under the table first and then the pistol.”

The man did as he was told.

Jago collected his pistol and also placed it into his waistband.

“Rafa, keep your hands on the table, and you, sit on your hands and don’t move.”

As soon as they were both where Jago wanted them, he pulled up a chair and placed the back against the table. He sat astride the chair, looking deeply in Rafa’s eyes.

“I want to know why you’ve been buying explosives?”

“I haven’t—”

“Tut, tut. Now, don’t lie to me from the outset, as I’m likely to get hacked off. We both know that you have. I just want to know what for.”

“You’re not a cop, are you? And you’re not going to arrest me, because you can’t,” replied Rafa cockily.

“No, you’re right, I’m not going to arrest you. I’m not going to do anything with you, just yet. But I will shoot your friend here if you don’t stop wasting my time.”

The man who was sitting on his hands started to fidget.

“No, don’t even think of moving. Stay put.”

Jago pointed his pistol at the man and looked at Rafa.

“What have you got to tell me?”

“I’m telling you no—”

Rafa was cut short by the popping of a suppressed firearm, and his right-hand man reeled backwards off the chair. Rafa went to get up.

“Stay!” commanded Jago. “It’s only a shoulder wound. He’ll live … for the moment.”

Rafa looked at his grimacing friend rolling around on the floor in agony. He stilled himself, thinking of a way out.

“I know what you’re thinking, Rafa, but you have little choice. Now tell me what I want to know, and I’ll get going. It’s that simple.”

Rafa remained silent, and Jago calmly shot his friend in the lower leg. Blood splattered against the wall as he screamed in pain.

“Okay, okay. I bought some …”

Jago pointed the pistol at his friend’s other leg.

“You were saying?”

“I bought four M72s and a couple of cheap Berettas, that’s all.”

“Are you sure, Rafa? I mean, your friend here will be limping for a while now, but if I shoot the other leg, he’ll be out of the game for quite some time. Do you want to tell me anything else?”

Rafa looked at his friend and then looked down at the table.

As Jago dialled his mobile, he spoke to Rafa. “Let me help you out.”

Abi answered, “Yes, Boss?”

“Listen, I want you to send two ambulances to this location in ten minutes. Tell them to expect two males with gunshot wounds.”

“Will do.”

“Now Rafa, it’s now or never. Your choice.”

“Okay, who are you?”

“Never mind, stop stalling and tell me what I need to know.”

“Okay, okay, I bought six claymores from some guy.”

“What did you want six for? Starting a war, are we? Or were they destined for someone else?”

“They were for some guy. I don’t know his name, I never saw him. He just called me.”

“Tell me about the guy you got them from? Where’s his place?”

“I don’t know. He literally appeared here one night, wearing all black and a balaclava. Told me that he had six claymores for sale. As it happened, I had a customer waiting. He said that he needed to offload them within a week. When he called to deliver them, he told me that he didn’t want paying in cash. He needed a favour.”

“Interesting, and what would that favour have been?”

“He wanted me to arrange an accident for someone. I told him that I couldn’t, but I knew someone who might be able to help him. It was in Spain, you see. I can’t go back there, I have issues. You understand?”

“Yes, Rafa, I understand. Now, who would this person be? And who was in need of an accident?”

“I can’t—”

Two shots rang out from the silenced pistol and the rounds slammed into the thigh of the man on the floor.

Rafa spoke rapidly. “Diego. Diego Castella. He’s in Valencia. His numbers on my phone. Take it.”

“Oh, I will, I’ll take the phone. But you didn’t tell me who was going to have the accident, or when it was?”

“Some Russian guy. It was a money issue, a debt I guess. I don’t know, really, I don’t. It was sometime around last Easter, March time I think.”

“You did good, Rafa. Is there anything else that you want to tell me while I’m here?”

“What are you going to do with us?”

“Well, that depends on you and what you do. Firstly, an ambulance will come and collect your friend here. The local police will likely get involved, and you can claim it was a gang thing. If I let you loose, I might need to contact you again, but I don’t want this hassle. If you don’t help me, you will stop operating, because you will cease to exist. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, yes, I understand.”

Jago backed out of the door and descended the stairs. He saw in his MPD lens that Rafa had picked up a pistol and was heading his way to the top of the stairs. Jago turned, paused, took aim and, as Rafa emerged, gun in hand, Jago shot him twice. The crumpled body rolled halfway down the stairs. Jago could hear the ambulance sirens approaching. Leaving the area the same way he’d entered, he sent his latest intel and instructions to Abi.

 

Start of Message

Task Rob to meet José Luis Rodriguez of the Guardia Civil in the Comandancia de la Guardia Civil de Valencia, the address is: Carrer de Calamocha, 4, 46007 Valencia. Tell him to mention my name and the word ‘Tomatina’. He’ll know what that means and help you. Rob’s after a guy called Diego Castella, of Valencia. You can trace his mobile, which is 645329162 and send Rob the details. He was approached to arrange an accident of a Russian around last Easter. See what they can find. They have little time.

End of Message

 

After donning his helmet, he synced his mobile with his headgear and started up his bike before riding into the night.


***




Jago called Dom using the helmet microphone, and he answered almost immediately.

“Dom, are you secure?”

“Switching now, Boss. Okay, secure. What’s happening?”

“Are you free at the moment?”

“Yeah, I’m heading out to The Ranch, why?”

“I won’t get in all of my visits. Can you take number three, Temple? Abi will fill you in. I’m en route to number two before it gets any later.”

“Sure, no problem. Is there anything that I should know?”

“No, not really. You know that number three’s recent shopping spree comprised of twenty MP5Ks, don’t you?”

“Oh, so that’s number three, is it? Thanks a bunch, Boss.”

“No problem, Dom, he’s all yours. You ought to know that I may have a lead regarding our Spanish incident. Abi is contacting Rob.”

“Okay, speak later, Boss.”


***




Jago arrived in Floral Street, adjacent to the opera house. He took out some shiny black shoes from the pannier and ducked into the dim lights of Hanover Place. He quickly took off his bike kit, put it into a bag and clipped a dickie bow on his shirt. He replaced his boots for the shoes and placed the kit in the bike’s pannier. Impeccably dressed, he headed for the opera house entrance. Turning the corner, he brushed past a passer-by who skilfully slipped a ticket into his pocket.

Jago entered the foyer and noticed a tall man with short, brown hair in a grey suit. He was wearing a black shirt, a black tie and a bulge on his right side. The man was loitering in the lobby; he wore no earpiece, plus there was no sign or sound of a radio link. Jago made a mental note that he was a left-hander and displayed no evidence of overt comms.

Jago handed the usher his ticket. “I’m afraid I’m frightfully late, will they let me in?”

“Of course they will. The staff will open the door for the next scenery change. It should be in about ten to twelve minutes. Oh, I see that you’re in a box. Are you sharing?”

“No. I’m not sharing. I do apologise, perhaps I should have said. Is it a problem?”

“No, Sir, not at all. Why don’t you go on up and by the time you get there it will be time to go in. Do you need directions?”

“No, no, thank you. I know where to go. Thank you for your help.”

Jago started to walk and then stopped and turned to the young woman.

“I’m sorry, but would you care to come here for one moment, I’ve just forgotten which staircase to use.”

“Certainly, Sir. I’ll be right over.”

When she arrived beside him, he whispered to her.

“Please keep calm and listen to what I have to say.”

She looked at him blankly.

“There is a man over there in a grey suit, black shirt and tie. Do you know what he’s doing there?”

“We thought that he was waiting for someone. Why?”

“Well, he could be waiting for someone, but I don’t know what his intention is. You see, he has a gun in a holster under his right arm.”

“How would you know that?”

“Oh, I’m a tailor, and I used to do all of the suits for Scotland Yard detectives and the Royal Protection teams. They have a special cut, you know. And his most certainly does not. I take it you have a protocol for this type of thing, do you?”

“Err, yes, we normally evacuate the building if there’s a threat.”

“Perhaps I may suggest a discreet call to the police and ask for their advice. They’ll ask if you have seen the gun. Just tell them that a member of the public saw it. I don’t want to miss any more of the opera, you understand?”

“Yes, of course, Sir. We couldn’t have that, could we? I’ll make the call. Can I send them up to you, if need be?”

“Yes, no problem. You know where I’ll be, don’t you? I think that it’s Box 70.” He glanced at his ticket. “Yes, that’s it, Box 70.”

Jago made his way to the entrance to Box 70. There was another grey- suited man, smaller than the one in the lobby but slightly wider. He looked at Jago with suspicion.

Jago approached him. “I wonder if you could help me. You see, I haven’t got my glasses with me. They’re in my wife’s handbag, and she’s in the ladies. Would you check my ticket and make sure that I’m going into the right box, please? I wouldn’t want to upset anyone.”

The man in grey paused to think about it for a moment. “Sure, I can do that. Let’s have a look.” He checked the ticket. “You’re on the right track. I’m outside Box 71. Assuming they’re in order, the next one on the right is yours. You know that you have to wait for a break before you can enter, don’t you?”

“Why yes, that’s what they told me downstairs. Thank you for your help.”

“No problem, enjoy the show.”

Jago waited for a moment, and then the light came on, indicating it was time to enter. Jago made out that he didn’t see it.

The grey-suited man tried to attract his attention in a low voice. “Hey, you can go in now.”

Jago was facing away and didn’t respond, and the man drew closer and tapped him on the shoulder. “I said, you can go in now.”

Jago looked startled, and the man pointed to the lamp.

“I’m sorry, I’m a little hard of hearing these days,” said Jago in a vulnerable voice.

The man opened the door to Box 70 and gestured the way for Jago.

“Why, thank you. That’s very kind of you.”

As the man was closing the door to leave, the music had restarted. Jago beckoned him to come close and pretended to get out a business card. The man drew close and Jago leapt at him, thrusting his hand into his throat and smashing him on the side of his head with his own pistol that Jago had just relieved him of. He was out cold. Jago removed the magazine from the gun and stuffed both separately behind the curtain, either side of the box. He closed the door quietly and headed towards Box 71. He waited for a crescendo in the music and didn’t have to wait long. He slipped into the box, and the only occupant of two seats continued to face forwards, glued to the stage. Jago boldly sat in the empty chair. Sir Arthur Green didn’t move a muscle. He wasn’t at all perturbed.

They sat in silence until the next lull, at which point Green turned to face Jago.

“You’re not the police. Maybe MI5 but I doubt that seeing as you’ve got past two of my men to get here and you’re not bothered about your fingerprints. The likelihood is that you don’t exist.”

“Outstanding, Sir Arthur. I’m impressed. I’m here because I need some information.”

“I thought as much.” Sir Arthur gestured towards the door. “Shall we walk a while? It was awfully boring, anyway.”

They left the box and walked down the passageway in silence towards the central stairway. They headed for the Paul Hamlyn Hall Champagne Bar which was virtually empty. The bar staff were busy preparing for the interval.

“Can I get you a drink?” Green asked Jago.

“I’ll have a small Shiraz.”

Green ordered the Shiraz, and a G and T for himself, and the barman said that he would bring them over.

“Let’s sit over here, it’s a little more private,” said Green, extending an arm outward towards the far side of the room.

The seat was tucked slightly under the stairway of the South Balcony and next to one of the vast pillars that supported the glass arched roof. Jago sat where he could best observe the entrance to the bar.

He watched as Green stared intently at the bar area.

“You know, they’ve refurbished this place brilliantly. I love the quilted effect of the bar and how it contrasts with the wooden flooring, don’t you?”

Jago looked over at the bar. “I hadn’t noticed. Well, I just didn’t pay attention to it. But now you mention it, yes, it does work well together. I must remember that for my flat. Mind you, my flat is a considerably smaller space.”

“May I ask the reason for this unexpected visit? Oh, and before you answer that … are my staff well?”

“I can only speak for one of them, and he’ll be fine and in need of a paracetamol or two, nothing more. His pride will probably hurt more than his head.”

“I see. Is that what’s in store for me?”

“I shouldn’t have thought so, not with your intelligence. I only want to know a little about one of your recent purchases, nothing more than that. I want to know why you purchased three kilos of Semtex and a dozen detonators?”

“My, my, you are well informed. I’m not sure that I should divulge my clients to complete strangers, but in this instance, I’ll gladly tell you. You see, I ordered the goods for a long-standing client of mine who appears to be a little off the rails at the moment. And they haven’t paid me yet. You must understand that it was a mere business transaction, nothing more.”

“So, who is this derailed individual, and why did he want the goods?”

“Oh, my dear chap, it’s not a he. It’s a she, and she’s rather well connected, if you know what I mean.”

“Okay, so who might that be then?”

“Her name’s Irene Grimshaw.”

“Grimshaw. Why do I know that name?” Jago paused. “Oh, I know. Don’t the Grimshaws run a shipping company?”

“Amongst many other things, yes they do. And Irene has a few, shall we say, sidelines. And let us not forget good old Lord Grimshaw. He’s a formidable chap. I take it that you are aware of his reputation?”

“Err, not really, no. Should I be?”

“My dear chap, you have some homework to do.”

Jago’s eye caught the entrance of Sir Arthur’s man from the box. And apart from looking displeased and nursing the side of his head, he was searching, scanning the area for either Jago or Sir Arthur, or both. His eyes met Jago’s, and Sir Arthur felt the tension rise.

“Oh dear, I do hope that nothing unpleasant is going to happen.”

“That’s rather up to you, Sir Arthur. He’s your man. Can you control him, or are you happy for us to wreck the place?”

Sir Arthur stood and beckoned his man to come over. The man walked over and placed one arm under his other, as if he were about to draw his pistol. Jago was already prepared as Sir Arthur walked towards the man, meeting him halfway across the floor. He appeared to speak with the man calmly, and the man was flailing his arms around as he remonstrated with his employer. It seemed that Sir Arthur wanted his man to leave and walked with him back towards the entrance. Jago took the opportunity to slip away through the dimly- lit passageway, through the kitchen and out the back, past some employees who were out on their smoke break.

He called Abi.

“Abi, I want to know everything there is to know about an Irene Grimshaw. Part of the Grimshaw Empire. It seems that she has an unhealthy sideline that we need to know more about.”

“Okay, I’ve got that, Boss. I’ve had no news yet from Dom. And Rob hasn’t arrived in Spain yet to meet with this José Luis Rodriguez of the Guardia Civil in Valencia.”

“Right, it’s 2200 hours, and I’m going for some food, I’m starving. I’m available if you need me. Let me know when Rob does get there.”

“Righty-o, Boss. What are you eating? Italian?”

“Not sure yet. Mind you, there’s a nice French place nearby that serves some great food and a decent red.”

“Enjoy, Boss, and think of us slaving away here with our cups of soup.”


***




“Boss, have you finished your meal?”

“Why, Abi?”

“It’s just that I need to tell you that Rob can’t make the trip to Spain. There’s been an incident at the airport, and he’s helping the authorities with a known player. Do you want me to task Dom?”

Jago thought for a moment.

“No, book me on the next flight. What time does it take off?”

“Wait one second, Boss, I’ll check. The next flight to Valencia from Gatwick is at 07:40 arriving at 11:00.”

“You want to be careful, old Hot Brain there could do you out of a job. Book me on it, and I’ll be back soon to get some shut-eye and pack.”


Chapter 12 – The Temple

Dom arrived at the address Abi had given him for Brian Temple. The target property was a large detached house set in a couple of acres of land on the edge of Richmond Common. It had a number of outbuildings, possibly stables or accommodation for the security staff. The house and buildings surrounded a central gravel courtyard. There was a manned gatehouse at the entrance and a locked side door in an adjacent wall. There were no neighbours for miles. Dom passed the property and discovered that circling the house wasn’t possible unless he was on foot, as rear access was through a substantial amount of woodland and over a couple of fields. Dom assessed the rear approach and found it to be monitored by infrared sensors and security lights. Dom couldn’t see the other side of the door so he launched a couple of MPDs to establish a better view while the light lasted. He watched the picture on the lens in his right eye. The door was situated in the west corner of the courtyard, hidden from view of the gatehouse, and nobody seemed to be patrolling in that area. He considered scaling the wall, but it was overgrown and coated with damp lichen, making it difficult to assail. He chose to pick the lock instead, knowing that a camera was positioned in the corner brickwork above the door. Once inside, he took the chance that no one would be monitoring a screen from a comfy console inside the house twenty-four seven. Dom saw that the camera was basically a home-installed kit, nothing sophisticated, and took out his laser pen. Holding it steady in his hands, he pointed it at the camera lens and stepped back a couple of feet. His intention was to overload the light-sensing components and render it useless. Once satisfied, he stepped into the shadows against the wall and slowly advanced towards the main house. He watched the interior lights through the draped curtains of the large patio doors. He stopped and looked over to the gatehouse where its occupant was busying himself on his mobile phone. Whatever he was doing required a lot of concentration. Dom took full advantage and proceeded with caution. He had no way of knowing how many people were inside the property. Ahead of him, but past the patio doors, was another entrance. It looked like an entrance to a passageway alongside the house. Rather than go in blind, he threw up an MPD and set it to night vision mode. He crouched down and, with his mobile phone control, guided the MPD to both the entrance and the rear. The passage was clear so he guided it down at height. Twenty metres to the left was a door that had been left ajar. Farther still was an opening to a well-lit open space. Turning left revealed another patio door and this one was half open. Dom had two possible access points and nonchalantly strolled past the doors in the hope that any occupants would think he was a member of staff. He left the MPDs: one perched high on a rafter, the other on the guttering, just in case. After a few metres more, no alarm had sounded and the gatehouse guard was still glued to his phone screen. Dom slipped into the passageway and rapidly covered the five metres to the first door. He could just make out Pachelbel’s Canon playing in the background. He heard footsteps on the hardwood flooring. Someone was coming. They stopped, and Dom slipped inside, moving off to the right into a laundry room. The music got louder as a door opened. Footsteps could be heard once again, closer, and then closer still. Dom hid in the room. The footsteps stopped — the main door that he had just used for entry was closed shut — then followed the audible turning of a key. The sound of footfall disappeared into the distance, accompanied by the closing of a door and the lowering of the music once more.

Dom waited for fifteen minutes before approaching the door to the utility room, gun at the ready. He noted that the key to the door’s mortice lock was missing. He made a mental note, should he need a quick exit. Turning right out of the utility room led him to a left towards the music or a right towards the rear of the property where he knew there was a patio door that was previously open — and remained so. He turned right. The room comprised a large, highly-polished dining table with eight elegant chairs, and a huge solid-wood sideboard upon which sat various oriental ornaments and a silver tantalus holding spirit decanters. At the far end of the room stood a Steinway open-topped grand piano. Various paintings adorned the walls, none of which Dom recognised. As he reached the corner of the room behind the piano, Dom noticed a tall glass display cabinet housing military figures, medals and a couple of old pistols. The surrounding wall featured military wall plaques. There were a couple of military intelligence units, one of a signals regiment, and some mounted photographs, apparently taken of personnel on a tour of duty.

The light switched on, and Dom swung around, weapon at the ready to pick a target. He chose the tallest of the three men, who happened to be unarmed. The other two pointed their guns straight at him.

“Well, well, gentleman,” the unarmed man said. “It looks as though we have an intruder. Let’s see, is it a common burglary or something more sinister?”

Temple left a silence for Dom to fill. He didn’t; he just trained his Glock on Temple’s chest.

“Not a burglar, then? Are you here to do business? And if so, is that business in my favour?”

“That depends upon you, Mr Temple. All I am after is information.”

“Then why don’t you call like most normal people?”

“I figured that it wouldn’t get me what I wanted. Anyway, this is far more fun.”

“I know that mentality only too well. And as a result of you being here, I owe you a favour.”

Surprised, Dom replied, “You do?”

Temple then turned to the man with the pistol and smashed his fist into the side of his head. The man reeled and Temple continued laying into him. The other guard was distracted enough for Dom to advance about half the distance towards him. As he did so, the guard caught his movement in his peripheral vision and quickly thrust his weapon towards Dom. Dom stopped and, at that moment, Temple halted the thrashing and composed himself. The guard lay groaning on the floor.

Temple sounded angry. “Who are you and what do you want?”

“I’m nobody, and I just want to ask you some questions, nothing more than that.”

“Place your gun on the table and step over here.” Temple indicated for Dom to move beside the dining room table.

Dom placed his gun carefully on the table and did as instructed while constantly watching the gun pointed in his direction.

“Sit here on the end chair and tuck it under the table. Then place your hands palm down on the top of the table so that I can see them.”

Dom did as instructed and, in the process, managed to activate his MPDs by the using a discrete button on the dark ring he was wearing. They would monitor his movement, stress levels, pulse and body heat. If they were to reach a heightened level, a transmitter would send a signal to Abi back at The Ranch.

Temple sat opposite, and the remaining guard stood behind, out of his sight. Dom assumed he had a gun trained on him at all times.

“Vincent, would you search our guest please?”

Dom saw a chance to regain control. He knew that the guard, Vincent, would have to let his weapon hang to search him properly. He was also so close to the table that he couldn’t be appropriately searched, as the guard wouldn’t have access to all of his body.

Dom watched the reflection in the patio door as Vincent let his weapon hang on its sling, freeing up both hands to search him. The outer pockets were searched first and the contents — a map, a laser light and some gum — were thrown onto the table. He then slipped a hand inside Dom’s inside breast pocket.

Dom pressed both hands onto the table, adding pressure to the heels of his hands while simultaneously driving up and backwards with his legs, and upwards through his feet. He applied pressure to Vincent’s hands, trapped inside Dom’s jacket. In a rapid circular motion, he rotated his body inward towards Vincent. And as they fell to the ground, Dom grabbed the gun sling and wrapped it around Vincent’s neck, grasping the grip and placing his finger on the trigger. The barrel was now well and truly in Vincent’s rib cage.

“Relax and I’ll back off. Don’t do anything stupid, now. I only came here with some questions. So, don’t ruin my trip by me having to pop you, because I will if I have to.”

Vincent looked relieved when Dom unwound the sling from around his neck.

Temple hadn’t moved. He’s a cool customer alright, Dom thought. I’ll have to watch this one.

“Empty your pockets,” Dom said to Vincent.

He pulled out two chairs from the dining table.

“Get under the table, lie down and don’t move.”

Once Vincent was in position, Dom replaced the chairs, trapping Vincent underneath. Any movement would alert Dom.

He strolled over to the other end of the table, all the time keeping his eyes on Temple. He retrieved his gun and possessions and walked close to Temple.

“Mr Temple, I think that the questions I’m going to ask you are quite simple.”

“Fire away. You’re the one with the hardware. Who am I to refuse a man with a gun?”

“Tell me, your transactions around April to May time of this year? What have you been buying and why?”

“Oh, come on. You want me to incriminate myself to you.”

“Hey, you would only be incriminating yourself if I were a police officer or something similar and I’m not.”

“What are you then? Intelligence service?”

“It doesn’t matter what I am. The question matters and I need an answer. Then I’ll leave.”

Temple raises his eyebrows. He was perplexed.

“Then you must be a rival buyer then. And you’re trying to muscle in on my business, is that it?”

“Nope, I don’t want your business either. Just answers.”

“What do I get out of this confession?”

“Freedom. Exactly what you have now. I get my answers, then I Ieave. It’s that simple.” Dom added a caveat. “That’s not to say that I won’t return if your answers prove to be false. Then you will have a problem, and you’d sure as hell better make sure that your affairs are in order, if you know what I mean?”

Temple nodded. “Okay, and if—”

Dom cut in. “You’re wasting time. Just answer the question.”

A chair moved. Vincent had started to move, and Dom bent down to make eye contact with him.

“Don’t even think about it, just don’t.”

Dom stood waiting.

“Do you mind if I look in my mobile? I need to check the dates and clients,” Temple asked.

“Get it out slowly and place it on the table. Operate it on the table so that I can see what you’re doing. Don’t try anything.”

Temple reached for it slowly and followed Dom’s instructions. He started searching the screen.

“Ah, here’s one. April the eleventh I purchased a consignment of old SLRs. They were destined for Africa. They were sent directly; I never saw them. I don’t see anything these days; it’s all done electronically.”

“And …?”

As Temple searched his phone, Dom spotted in his lens, via the MPD, that the gatekeeper was armed and advancing towards the open patio door. Temple must have alerted him. Dom moved closer to Temple as if to look at his phone, but instead struck him with the butt of his pistol. Temple thrust his hands to his head to protect himself from further blows, but Dom’s weapon was already trained on the door. He watched in his lens as the guard drew nearer and nearer to the door. At the moment he appeared, Dom lunged at him and tackled him to the floor. The guard had no chance and was now looking down the barrel of Dom’s gun.

“Toss the gun over here and kneel. Sit on your hands and don’t move.”

The guard complied and then caught sight of Vincent under the table.

“I take it he was your last chance? That was stupid, alerting him. Now we all know where we are, perhaps you’ll get on with answering the question. I’m getting bored now.”

Temple responded while clutching his bloodied head. “I also purchased some MP5Ks and ammunition.”

“How many, and for whom?”

“Oh, come on, I mean—”

Dom hit him again with the butt of his gun.

“Alright, alright! I bought the MP5Ks for a client, for direct delivery. They were bound for the Newcastle area. That’s all I know.”

“Surely you must know how many, and how much ammo? Nobody does a deal without knowing those details.”

“Twenty. That’s right, twenty and five hundred rounds of ammunition.”

“And the client?”

“They’ll kill me if I tell.”

“I’m sorry for the cliché here, but I’ll kill you if you don’t. It’s your choice.”

Dom pointed the gun at his temple.

“Fitting, isn’t it? Firing at the temple of Temple.”

Temple could feel the cold metal touching his skin. He knew the man he was dealing with was a professional, yet he didn’t know his limitations. So far, Dom hadn’t killed any of his men. He could have, but he didn’t, and he didn’t seem agitated.

“I can’t tell you, and I’ll take my chance.”

“Wrong answer.”

Dom moved the barrel to the trapezius muscle, the strip of muscle that ran from the side of Temple’s head to his shoulder. The soft fleshy part. He fired, and Temple flew backwards in his chair and to the ground, screaming, clutching his neck.

The guard who was sitting on his hands started to move and Dom fired at him, hitting him in the arm.

“I told you not to move.”

He turned back to Temple who was writhing in pain. He steadied him and placed the gun in the same position but on the opposite side.

“Tell me now!”

Temple had clearly had enough.

“It was that group who are anti-capitalists. You know, the serious loonies. The others mean well with their demonstrations and all that, but this group are willing to take it to the next level. They’ll turn their guns on anyone in their way. They’re paid well though and I don’t know how they’re funded, but they must be connected.”

“Do you have a name? You must have a name?”

“Only one, he may be a Geordie. I’m afraid I’m not that good on accents. He’s definitely from the north, you know, Newcastle, Sunderland or somewhere near there. Winters something … Winterstein, or Wintersgill. That’s it. Wintersgill. His name was Wintersgill.”

There was silence in the room. Temple looked up and around. He slowly got to his feet and saw that Dom had left and taken his mobile phone with him. Temple felt uneasy, vulnerable. Perhaps for the first time.


Chapter 13 - The Valencian Connection

Jago arrived in Valencia at 11:00 hours and went directly to the barracks of the Guardia Civil in Calle Calamocha. The barracks ran the whole length of the street. It had one stone-arched entrance, which featured a disused sentry box beside it. Cameras had replaced the guards. The two-storey rectangular building expanded over to the street behind, creating a block-type appearance. Once through the archway, Jago arrived at a security point to the left, which opened up into a large courtyard. The actual offices consisted of the inner walls of the courtyard and the outer walls of the building itself. Every exterior wall window contained metal bars preventing entry and exit.

The officer on duty wore a uniform of blue trousers, green shirt and the unusually-shaped black Tricornio hat. He wore the rank of a cabo mayor, a corporal. He requested identification in impeccable English.

“Good afternoon, Sir. May I ask the purpose of your visit, please?”

“Good afternoon, I’m here to meet with José Luis Rodriguez. I’m sorry I don’t know his rank these days.”

The corporal smiled. “Don’t worry, neither do we. I’ll check the log to see where he is, or when we can expect to see him. He belongs to our counter-intelligence unit, and we don’t see him every day, you understand?”

“Yes, I understand very well,” replied Jago.

“May I have some identity please? Your passport will suffice.”

The corporal looked at the passport photograph and then at Jago’s face. Without being asked, Jago removed his sunglasses. The officer passed the passport to a colleague to make a photocopy. The corporal looked Jago up and down and noted that he wore a beige Americano-style jacket, a dark open-neck shirt, beige slacks and soft shoes. He carried a soft brown leather haversack.

Jago waited a couple of minutes for the corporal to check his computer screen. He also made a telephone call before addressing Jago once again.

“Señor Jago, he may be here in one hour. Failing that, he will return at one o’clock in the morning. He has a meeting to attend. I suggest that you take a coffee in the café on the corner and return in one hour.”

“That would be good, I could do with a coffee. Thank you, gracias.”

“As you wish, Señor Jago. We’ll see you in one hour.”

Jago ordered a coffee and some tortillas in his rusty Spanish. He sat at a table on the pavement of Café Flor de Chufa and called Abi at The Ranch.

“I’m waiting to meet our man.”

“Swilling down some Sangria beside some pool are we, Boss?”

“Actually, no. I’m sat on a roasting hot aluminium chair on the street corner opposite the barracks. And I’m drinking coffee and eating an omelette.”

“Ooh, touchy. Things are progressing here. It will be good to get the lowdown on what’s happened at your end. And do me a favour: check to see if the first investigating officer is still the same one, will you?”

“The same one? I don’t understand.”

“Boss, can you just check? You see, it may be important for us as a number of them have had to be replaced already.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll check. I want to visit the scene as well as have access to the documentation while I am here. So, expect some photos or copies to come your way.”

“Okay, Boss, no problem. Enjoy your coffee and eggs.”

 

An hour passed and Jago returned. The corporal recognised him immediately.

“I’m sorry, Señor Jago, he won’t be here until tonight as I said before. Shall we expect you then? If so, I’ll mention it to my relief on my transfer of duty.”

“Yes, I’ll return at one o’clock. Thank you, gracias.”

“Very well, have a good afternoon, Señor Jago.”

Abi called Jago.

“Hey, Boss. Can you go secure?”

“Secure now? What’s up?”

“I just wanted to explain a little. You see, Bernie and I have noticed a pattern emerging.”

“What’s that, then? A pattern between the events, something apart from the dates?”

“No, something more sinister than that. It seems that, except for the Spanish job, all the lead investigators have had to hand their cases to someone else because of a personal circumstance. Don’t you find that strange? That’s why we asked you to check.”

“Tell me more, Abi.”

“Okay, let’s start with the nursing home in Yorkshire. Detective Inspector Small has taken compassionate leave due to his son being arrested for possession of Class A drugs. Now, his son, John, has no record. He’s a straight A student doing well in education, taking his A-level examinations and looking to study engineering at Manchester. He protests his innocence and the drugs were found in his college locker by a sniffer dog in full view of everyone. Detective Inspector Small is devastated and trying to help his son. He’s handed his caseload to Detective Sergeant Eleanor Price who has little experience in this area and, on top of her existing workload, will need a huge amount of time to play catch up.”

“And this is not the only one?”

“No, Boss. The officer in charge of the investigation into the exploding tree on the train line, DS Tanner, is having unexpected marriage problems. Apparently, his wife has been running up debts on their credit cards but denies this. He’s also on compassionate leave. God knows who has his caseload because they’re experiencing a manpower shortage in his area.”

“And the hospital in Hampshire?”

“Hampshire is a little different in that the counterterrorism unit are … well, were, dealing with the case. But get this, the officer in charge, Brookes, has been seconded to a task force and forced to hand over the case to the local force. And that brings me to the Orenid investigation. Bizarrely, the investigating officer lives alone in an end of terrace property. Like us, he doesn’t get to see the inside of it too much. But on the one day he happened to be able to sleep in his bed, the house catches fire. That poor bastard nearly lost his life. He’s in the hospital with minor burns and the effect of smoke inhalation. He’s on sick leave, and his caseload has been reassigned.”

Jago was pensive. “I see what you mean now. There’s certainly a concerted effort to throw the investigators off the scent. Send Bernie to interview each of them. I want to know everything that has happened to them since their investigation started. How were they identified? Were their names in the news or what? I mean, that can’t be the case with the CT unit; they never mention names. Someone must be watching them.”

“Okay, Boss, will do.”

“And send a countermeasures team to sweep the area of each incident for any transmitting devices, hidden cameras specifically. And tell them to do it covertly. I don’t want to let on what we suspect if they’re still active.”

“Understood, Boss. Can I use a close protection sweep team?”

“Yes, that would make sense. Do we have access to one?”

“Yes, do you remember Mullins’ crew?”

“Oh yes, they’ll be ideal. But negotiate with him, he’ll always try it on.”

“Fair enough, Boss. Leave it with me.”

“I’m going to get my head down for a few hours. Do you have anything else?”


***




Jago refreshed himself after his short sleep before leaving the hotel to catch a taxi. The ride was rapid through the clear Valencian streets to the barracks of the Guardia Civil in Calle Calamocha. Upon arriving, he entered an office. Sat across the table from him was José Luis Rodriguez. He was a small, skinny man with olive skin and thick, dark hair as well as the constant companion of a cigarette in his mouth.

“José Luis, it’s good to see you. How many years has it been?”

José Luis leapt to his feet and grabbed Jago in a bear hug, and then shook his hand.

“Jago, it’s great to see you, amigo. And, to answer your question, the last time I saw you was after the joint anti-trafficking job back in 1999. Do you remember? It was a long, hot summer that year and, after the operation, I took you to the Tomatina. Do you remember this?”

The husky-voiced Spaniard laughed at the memory he had conjured up in his mind.

“How are you? A little older but looking very fit.”

“Yes, I’m good, and I see that you’re still on those,” said Jago, pointing to the cigarettes.”

“Oh these, these keep me going.”

“And how’s business? If you’re as busy as we are you’ll be rushed off of your feet.”

“We’re all busy in this business. Crime never stops, does it? I’ve been preparing for your visit. Or I should say that I’ve been preparing for one of your men to visit. Is he okay?”

“Yes, he’s fine, just held up in Turkey.”

“Oh, that’s good. However, I’m glad that you’ve managed to come in person, it’s been too long. Here are the files regarding the Russian but I suspect that you’ve already seen these, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I have, but it’s good to see them again.”

Jago sifted through the papers and photographs. He’d remembered that the faxed document had twenty-seven pages and this file had twenty-eight.

“Can I ask why this file has got an extra page compared to that faxed over to us previously?”

“Really? Let me see.”

José Luis checked the file.

“Ah, now I see. The extra sheet is a, how do you say … a handover sheet. The investigating officer has changed.”

“Is that usual?”

“No, not so usual. But it says here that the officer lives with his mother who has been taken sick. He is on leave to care for her.”

Jago noted the information.

“Can we visit the crime scene? And can we see Diego Castella?”

“Your first request is easy. I’ll take you there at ten in the morning. There’s a nice bar close by and we can have almorzar.”

Jago missed the word. It may have been José Luis’ accent or that Jago was so out of practice with the language. So he asked, “Al … what?”

“Breakfast, brunch, whatever you call it. We always eat mid-morning and take a beer or two.”

“Oh, I remember. It seems so long since I’ve spoken Spanish. It’ll come back to me.”

José Luis lit another cigarette and looked at the ceiling thoughtfully.

“As for Diego Castella, let me speak to some of my men and see if we can locate him. I’ll have an answer in the morning. Where are you staying?”

Jago looked at his mobile phone.

“The Ayre Hotel Astoria.”

“Oh, you have money! A good expenses account, eh? I’ll drop you off. I pass near there on the way home. Come. If you like, I’ll pick you up in the morning at nine forty-five. Is that okay?”

“That’s great. Thanks.”


***




They discussed the target, Diego Castella, whose name was given by Rafa. The Guardia Civil were interested in having Rafa returned to Spain, as they needed to question him about a few money laundering offences, as well as organised crime activity: murder, arson, gun running and a whole host of other lesser crimes. Jago explained that Rafa was in the hospital after receiving a couple of gunshot wounds.

“He’s under guard at the moment, but I’m sure that we can get the wheels in motion for his extradition.”

“That would make a lot of people happy,” responded José Luis. “That would make them very happy indeed. One particular mother would be very pleased to see him here. Mind you, we would have to prevent her from killing him after what he did to her son. He ran guns for Rafa in the early days, and Rafa had got under the skin of a notorious drugs cartel in Mexico. They were really pissed off with him. He has, how do you say, done the dirty on them in a deal. One day, they asked Rafa to join them on a cruise. Now, no one in the cartel had even seen Rafa in the flesh, so he sent Emilio, who was of similar age and stature, and asked him to pretend to be Rafa. He did this thing, and during their little cruise they hacked off his feet and hung him over the side in shark-infested waters.”

“What a set of bastards.”

“The thing is, they must have known who Rafa really was because they made a video of the whole thing and sent a copy to Rafa and the family of Emilio. So, they all saw that after every time a shark tore a piece off Emilio they lowered him to just above the water, and you could see that the sharks were leaping out of the water tearing him to pieces. He died a very horrible and painful death for Rafa. And this is only one thing that he has done among many, many others.”

“I can see why he’s wanted so badly.”

“Yet Rafa still has some loyal friends. Some of them look after his prostitution business while he is away, while others continue to extort money from the main bars and restaurants throughout the city. Nobody has really replaced or challenged him even though he is not here. It’s really quite strange.”

“And our man, Diego Castella, is loyal to Rafa?”

“Oh yes, he’s his right-hand man. He’s like his brother.”

“That’s interesting.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I say that the relationship is interesting, or possibly going a little sour, because it was Rafa who gave us his name.”

“Oh, he did? Then that is interesting. They could have separated, argued, or they have planned to set us up. You know, lead us in and then kill us to keep us quiet. That’s Rafa’s style alright.”

José Luis held up his pistol.

“I don’t suppose you have been able to bring yours, have you?”

“I would like to have, but I’m afraid not.”

José Luis beckoned Jago over to a steel wall cabinet which he was unlocking. He opened the double doors to reveal a small armoury.

“Take your pick. What are you comfortable with? HK? Sig? Beretta? You choose.”

Jago closed in, perusing the weapons on display.

“I think I’ll take the KK VP9 and the Sig MCX, if that’s okay with you? Oh, and a couple of these flash-bang grenades. And this combat knife. Do you have a knife shoulder harness?”

“I’m sorry, a what?”

“You know, a harness to hold the knife under here.”

Jago demonstrated to José Luis what he wanted with his hands: a knife harness that he could wear with easy access under his left arm.

“Ah, one of those. No, I’m afraid that our budgets don’t stretch that far.” He laughed. “You’ll have to tuck it into the top of your waistband and be careful how you move.”

José Luis made a note of his weapon choices and handed him two magazines for each. Jago stowed them away in his small haversack and looked at José Luis expectantly. José Luis quickly read the disappointed look on Jago’s face and handed him two more magazines for each weapon.

“And here’s two more for good luck. What are we going to do, start a war?” said José Luis dryly.

“No, we’re going to prevent one. One thing that I’ve always been taught is that a lot of firepower is never enough to overwhelm an unknown enemy. And although we have this guy’s name, address, and a little history, we don’t know him well enough to plan accordingly.”

“Very well. Do you think that I should call for a support team then?”

“No, no, just the two of us is good. He’ll be underwhelmed by numbers yet overwhelmed with firepower. We’ll be fine. You might want to let them know that we’re the good guys in all of this should they need to come out at any point though.”

As Jago spoke, José Luis added an HK MP5 to his personal armoury and filled his pockets with flash-bangs grenades. He then made a short telephone call while Jago scoured the office and found an old tourist magazine.

“José Luis, have you got some scissors and Sellotape?”

“Err, I think so, somewhere. Why do you need these things?”

“I’m just going to improvise a little.”

Jago entered the adjacent office where he spotted a pair of boots sitting in the corner. He proceeded to remove the long laces and set to work making an improvised harness from the shiny paper, Sellotape and shoelaces. Within minutes, he’d made a harness which he fixed in place under his lightweight jacket.

Jago placed the knife in position and successfully extracted it a couple of times. “That’s it, I think that I’m ready.”

“Oh, you think that you’re ready, do you? Well, it’s now three minus ten, let’s go and see if anyone is at home.”


Chapter 14 - Nightlife

Driving the short distance through the well-lit city streets, they passed small groups of people who were walking in the street after a night out. They were happy and loud, but not a problem. They passed two marked national police cars and a city police van en route to the old district of Carmen. They stopped and parked outside some of the bars and restaurants of the Plaza de la Reina, got out of their old, battered Peugeot and made their way on foot towards the cathedral. The streets highlighted the apparently derelict facades of the houses. The overhanging iron balconies contained washing lines, bicycles and the odd plant pot. Many of the houses had small wooden doors, whereas some featured large oak double doors, big enough for a horse and cart to pass through in a bygone age. Some aspects had not changed for centuries. As they advanced to the cacophony of distant barking and revellers echoing through the streets, Jago peered through the occasional open door, beyond which, in most cases, were beautiful courtyards. He was surprised. As he was peering into one such property, José Luis spoke softly.

“Diego lives in a house like this. We are close now. Do you hear the bark of a dog getting louder?”

“Yes, it’s bound to upset the neighbours.”

“Nobody here is going to complain, I can assure you of that. Diego is ruthless, maybe more so than Rafa. As we turn the next corner to the right there is a street immediately off to the left. That´s Calle Puzol and his house is the second on the left.”

“Is there a rear entry?”

“We can go through the courtyard and over the roof of the house on the corner and then into his courtyard. But I think that it’s just as good to go in the front. If he decides to leave over the roof tops, we’ll follow. But there’s no need to get too adventurous when a front door will do. As we go in, I’ll deal with the dog. You take the stairs to the right and I’ll take the left.”

“But what about the rooms on the ground floor?”

“Nobody ever lives in those. They’re for the donkeys and the rubbish of the house — trastos. You understand?”

Jago raised his eyebrows. “Okay, you know what you’re doing.”

They reached the corner of the street, closing in on the dog’s continual barking. Jago figured that it couldn’t have been announcing their arrival because it had been barking all the time they had been on foot. José Luis walked casually, with Jago a step behind. As they levelled with the house, they could see that the double doors were open, and, beyond them, a closed metal gate. On the other side of the gate sat the barking dog. Jago scanned the area for more life as José Luis fed the dog something. He stood watching the dog devour what he had given it.

“What are we waiting for?” asked Jago.

There was no reply. They were now both watching the dog. It had finished chewing and was now staring to its front, not barking, just looking directly ahead.

“Watch this,” said José Luis.

He called to the dog and, as it turned to respond, it stumbled and fell in a crumpled heap. Turning to Jago, José Luis said, “That’s what we were waiting for.”

They opened the gate and each headed for the merged stairways that were positioned right of the courtyard. They curved upwards and met on a first-floor balcony. As Jago went up the stairs, someone started shooting at him. He returned fire while advancing at pace. Reaching the top of the stairway, he looked across to see that José Luis was nearing the top of his stairs. Jago knelt, peering around the opening to a central passageway, off of which were two rooms to the left. Their doors were shut. Jago couldn’t see to his right side due to a huge plant pot blocking his view. José Luis indicated with his hands that there were two more rooms.

“Well, the neighbours must be awake by now,” José Luis called to Jago. “So, we have nothing to lose. You watch and I’ll throw.”

He took out a flash-bang grenade, pulled the pin and threw it into the centre of the passageway. The sound of the explosion was deafening and echoed throughout the area. Sure enough, two people emerged from one of the rooms on the left. One ran ahead while the other stopped to fire bursts left and right. Jago dropped to a prone position and fired a double tap. The shooter went down. The runner was now out of sight and José Luis and Jago took after him at speed. They stopped at the end of the passageway, scanning and listening.

There was a noise high up on the right from a metal fire escape. Jago ran at the hanging rungs and launched himself up to pursue the shadowy figure. Once at the top of the building, he paused, waiting for a sign. For a second, there was a silhouette moving gingerly across the rooftops. Jago watched the intended direction of his prey. He looked down briefly to José Luis and, with a hand signal, indicated the direction. He then made off over the rooftops to intercept.

Meanwhile, José Luis took the more sedentary path towards the intercept point. He’d climbed onto balcony after balcony while occasionally looking up to see either the runner or Jago. He thought Jago was very agile and moved like a goat on the side of a mountain. He apparently had no fear of heights nor narrow walkways as he avidly pursued his prey. José Luis watched with admiration. He himself had reached the final balcony in the row and the only thing to do was enter the building and exit the other side. He slowly opened the balcony door where a couple was sleeping. The door squeaked and the wife stirred and sat bolt upright.

José Luis flashed his identity badge.

“Policia, Señora, don’t bother getting up. I’ll let myself out.”

She sat in shock as José Luis passed through the room and into the main apartment. She heard the door being unlocked and then shut as he left the apartment. He found himself on the first floor of an inner courtyard and picked up his pace as he had lost sight of the rooftop pursuit.

Entering a passage and walking down the left side, he heard a noise of someone dropping heavily. He paused and sank low in a doorway with his Beretta trained on the darkness ahead. There was a moment of silence and then the sound of someone walking slowly. Then the sound of someone sliding down metal. José Luis realised that it must be Jago in pursuit. The slow footsteps gathered pace towards José Luis as the thud of Jago landing was evident.

José Luis called out to the startled man in the shadows.

“That’s far enough Diego! Stop where you are, or I’ll shoot you!”

The man stopped and José Luis just caught the movement of Diego’s arm as he raised it to shoot at him. José Luis fired and Diego evaded the shot. He ducked into a doorway and returned an automatic burst in José Luis’ direction. Jago had crossed the passage and was now on the same side as José Luis, with Diego pinned in the middle. The only way out for Diego was to give himself up, die or enter the door he was pinned against. It was obvious that he was going to choose the latter and José Luis was ready for that option with flash-bang in hand. Shots rang out as Diego aimed at the locked door which he then kicked open. José Luis and Jago didn’t fire upon him, preferring to take him alive if possible. Diego entered the apartment and Jago and José Luis followed rapidly and at the ready.

Diego had rushed down a corridor. They heard a window opening. There were no sounds of any occupants and, as the pair advanced, Jago caught sight of Diego frantically trying to open the tall, old window. He indicated to his companion that he should toss the flash-bang. José Luis threw it along the floor and down the passage. As it exploded, they advanced on Diego who was writhing on the ground with his hands on his ears. He was disarmed by Jago and PlastiCuffed in seconds, well before José Luis had even got any handcuffs out. Jago then proceeded to gag and hood the captive. Diego groaned and fought against the gag to little effect as José Luis and Jago grasped him under each arm and led him towards the apartment’s exit.

“Jago, keep your eyes open for his friends. They won’t want him captured for their own sakes.”

They negotiated Diego through the doorway, with Jago exiting first. He paused as he looked down the passageway, left then right.

“Clear.”

They ushered Diego into an elegant passageway that was adorned with elaborate golden wall lamps and lavish rich-red decor.

“Turn left, to the end, and the stairs and elevator will be on the right.”

They moved at pace, with Diego having sense enough to slow them down by slumping his bodyweight and dragging his feet. He did this once and they dragged him a few feet but Jago quickly grew tired of this tactic and thrust his open hand onto Diego’s throat. Diego tried but failed to gasp due to the gag. He inhaled strongly through his nose, desperately trying to catch air to breathe. His effort was stifled by the hood, and the gag prevented further inhalation.

Jago turned to José Luis. “Tell him to start moving or something else might happen.”

José Luis translated the message and Diego nodded as best as he could.

“Let’s go.”

“Stairs or elevator?” asked José Luis.

“You take the elevator with him, it’s only two floors, and I’ll cover the floors below. Take him to the first floor and wait for me. When it’s all clear we’ll go to the ground floor.”

Jago ensured that they were securely in the elevator and then headed for the stairs. Checking that the coast was clear, he hurtled himself down the two flights of stairs to the next floor. He slowly opened the door, peering from knee-height level. It appeared clear so he opened the door further. Still clear. The elevator arrived and the door opened with Diego crumpled in the corner. Jago looked at José Luis quizzically.

“He’s okay, he just needed some instruction, that’s all.”

“Right, let’s go down to the ground floor.”

The elevator door closed and Jago entered the stairway again. He descended cautiously. He reached the turn in the stairway; it was clear. He descended the final few stairs with his back to the wall. As he reached the last stair, he darted to the opposite corner, covering both possibilities from a different angle. It was clear. He made for the door and slowly opened it, gaining an inch-by-inch view of the courtyard ahead. He scanned the area for signs of life. There was an eerie calm. His senses told him that this would be a moment of danger. A bell rang to announce the arrival of the elevator. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, as always. He dashed for the now open doorway of the elevator and grabbed Diego’s free arm. He and José Luis used Diego’s body in front of them as a shield. They moved to the right towards the exit, their eyes scanning every nook and cranny, then, in the corner of Jago’s eye, the leaf of a potted plant moved, so he thrust Diego to the floor and José Luis loosened his grip and pointed his pistol to the front.

Meanwhile, Jago trained his weapon on a quivering palm tree. There was no wind and no other apparent reason for the tree to move; there had to be someone there. He released his grip on Diego, and José Luis pushed a knee into the back of Diego’s prone body. Jago advanced, ready to engage. A silhouette emerged in the form of a weapon. It was just about aligned with him as he double-tapped his pistol. The man slumped to the ground at the foot of the pot. A shot then rang out from above and Jago dashed for cover under the balcony with José Luis and Diego. Their attacker needed to move in order for them to have a line of sight. José Luis covered one side and Jago the other, ready for contact. José Luis fired first and the attacker ran towards the balcony opposite them, firing back. Jago took aim and, with a single shot, stopped the attacker in his tracks. He dropped to the floor, the echo of the shots still ringing out in the courtyard. They waited for silence and made for the exit into the street.

“This way,” said José Luis. “It’s safer to take the alleyways than the main street.”

They scurried across the street to the first alleyway. Jago disappeared inside first and signalled to José Luis to advance with Diego. As he did so, he looked beyond Jago’s position in front, keeping to one side of the passageway so that Jago could alternate his head movements to maintain a vigil behind them. They maintained this tactic until they appeared at the opening of a main street, Carrer del Micalet. They waited as the occasional car passed by in the distance, ever alert and wary of anyone approaching. Some women were returning home after a night out. They were loud but happy and moving slowly along the street.

“It’s too risky to return to the car. We can stop the next taxi over there.”

They covered the Plaza de la Virgin and huddled down in a small seating area under some trees. Jago was holding Diego tightly from behind and covering their rear while José Luis watched and waited for a taxi to appear. After ten minutes or so, José Luis broke cover to flag down a taxi. He spoke briefly with the driver before returning to help Jago with Diego. As they headed for the taxi, shots rang out from a distant tower. José Luis dragged Diego into the taxi as Jago knelt and returned fire. His shots were rapid and deliberate, taking out one of the lights nearby. He returned to the cover of the trees and changed the magazine.

Jago shouted to José Luis. “Don’t wait! Go, and I’ll make my way.”

José Luis passed the order to the driver, who didn’t need telling twice, and they sped off into the night. The shooter took a shot at the taxi, and Jago gave covering fire, forcing the shooter to retreat. He waited until he could no longer hear the taxi’s engine, then realised that the group of women were screaming in the street. They were no doubt sobering up quicker than anticipated. Jago ran along the street, maintaining a view of the tower. He saw a man move on its roof, and slowly approached the edge of the building that connected to the cathedral. The alleyway was well lit and empty, save for some large rubbish containers. He moved along to the other side and could see an open door. He knew that he could choose to leave the area but instead he pursued the shooter. He sidled up in the shadows and heard the unmistakable sounds of footsteps coming down the stone stairway inside. He sank down on his haunches, weapon at the ready. His target came into view, cautiously exiting the cathedral door with his rifle at the ready. Every few steps, the target stopped and peered up and down the street. Police sirens could be heard in the distance but closing in. The target picked up pace and looked right towards Jago, motionless in the shadows. His guard was down and Jago seized his chance. He emerged from the shadows, advancing at pace, and, as the target started to turn, Jago fired twice. The shooter collapsed in the street, his weapon tumbling down to the ground.

As Jago approached, the shooter tried to grab a pistol in his waistband. He was too late as Jago despatched him with a single shot to the head. Jago searched the man’s jeans pockets for anything of interest and found a single piece of folded paper, upon which was a handwritten note:

Es imperativo que a Diego ahora. Si no lo haces, no regreses.


Chapter 15 – The Hospital Visit

Jago arrived back at the Guardia Civil barracks and asked for José Luis.

“Señor Jago, I have a message for you that José Luis is in the hospital. We have a car that can take you there. Please wait a moment.”

Jago wondered if the shooter’s stray shot had caught José Luis.

“And the prisoner, where is the prisoner?” asked Jago.

“The prisoner is at the hospital too. You were very lucky to get out of there alive, Señor, fortunate.”

Jago sat on a bench at the side of the vast courtyard. He could just make out the stars above through the gaps in illumination. The sky was crystal clear and, as he adjusted his eyes, he made out star formations that reminded him of a time in his younger days when he was in training on Dartmoor on a summer’s night.

“Señor, your driver awaits you over here,” the corporal indicated towards the waiting car.


***




As Jago entered the main entrance of Hospital Clinico, two burly Guardia Civil officers challenged him. Thankfully, his driver had followed him in and explained to the officers who he was.

“I’ll take you to José Luis. This way please.”

As they walked down the grey-walled corridor, the officer said, “José Luis told us how you saved his life more than once this night. We’d like to thank you. He is one of our best officers.”

“We were just doing our jobs, nothing more. Is he alright?”

“He is, but I’m afraid that his captive is wounded and in surgery.”

They reached the third floor where more officers met them. José Luis appeared and greeted Jago, and, as he did so, the driver saluted him and promptly left.

“Jago, thank you for what you’ve done, but I fear that your efforts may have been in vain. Diego was shot twice and is in surgery. His chances are fifty-fifty.”

“Well, we tried.”

“And the shooter, I hear he didn’t make it?”

“No, I’m afraid he didn’t. But he did leave something for us.”

“Oh, he did? How generous, and what was that?”

Jago handed José Luis the note.

“What does it say? My Spanish is a little rusty, but I think that I get the gist.”

“It says, ‘It is essential that you kill Diego now. If you don’t, do not return’. It’s an order, but I wonder from whom? I’ll get this sent over to our experts immediately.”

“Wait, let me take a photo of it, and I’ll send it to my team too. You never know what they’ll come up with.”

Once Jago had taken the photo, José Luis turned and spoke to one of the officers present and gave him the note, sending him on his way.


***




“You know, the view of the city from up here is amazing. I’ve always liked it. The mayhem below seems quite insignificant, don’t you think?”

Jago sipped his coffee while taking in the view and taking note of the Guardia Civil spotters.

“It’s quite something. In all of the times I’ve been here, I haven’t seen it from this perspective. It’s quite special. You’re taking no chances with Diego, are you? You think that they’ll come and get him?”

“Oh yes, they’ll come and get him. Or they’ll kidnap the family of one of the staff and get them to finish him off for them. They’ll then kill the victims, of course, to tie up any loose ends. That’s how they work. We have to prepare.”

They waited long into the night, taking the occasional coffee but always returning to the roof.

Suddenly the radio came alive.

“Two vehicles with four men in each have parked in the car park over the road. The spotters are watching them on the west side.”

The radio spluttered out more information.

“Another car has parked on the north side. It has two occupants. It’s probably the boss. If we look over the north side, you can see it directly below. It’s the one that’s reversed into place to get away more quickly. They know the layout well. From their position they can observe any movement out of the rear of the hospital should we choose to take Diego out.”

“Can you show me?”

“Sure, this way.”

As they walked to the position, the radio crackled again.

“There are eight men, three of which are heavily armed, and they’re heading towards the main entrance. I have ten officers in that area. They can hold them off, but they don’t have the firepower. So, a tactical support team is on its way, along with the regional helicopter.”

They reached the north side and peered over the edge.

“You see the big silver Audi? That’s them.”

“I see. Do you have rope and harness?”

“I do, but what would you want with these things, my friend?”

“Let’s get them, and I’ll tell you while we set up.”

“If you’re thinking of doing what I think you’re going to do, you’re crazy.”

“Do you know any other way? They’ll see anyone coming at them straight away. This was so they wouldn’t see anything.”

“Very well, have it your way, you crazy man, you! But I insist that you take Amadeo with you. He’s trained in these sorts of things and loves it. He speaks English well. He’d love to help you. Maybe you can take out one each, on either side?”

“That’s the point — I don’t want to take them both out. I want the boss man alive.”

“Ah, okay, whatever.” José Luis turned to Amadeo. “Did you hear that? Don’t get trigger happy.”

The sound of automatic weapons exchanging fire could be heard below. It echoed around the surrounding buildings.

Jago and Amadeo prepared for their fast rope descent. Amadeo was preparing for a rearwards descent when he looked over and noticed that Jago was making a face-down approach.

“I see that you like things interesting, Señor Jago. Very well, I’ll join you.”

He changed his rig, and when they were both ready, they edged to the parapet above the eight floors beneath them. Jago took the left side and Amadeo the right.

“Remember, don’t shoot your man. Let’s go, on three. One, two, three.”

They ran down the building in unison and stopped at the agreed halfway point, and, looking at each other nodding, descended the remaining distance.

Amadeo was taken by surprise as Jago launched himself onto the roof of the car above the driver. Amadeo landed and quickly trained his weapon on a smiling man. As he looked through, he saw the contorted body of the driver crushed against the steering wheel.

Jago joined them, and his eyes met Amadeo’s momentarily.

“Bosses don’t drive,” said Jago, opening the car door.

He dragged the man out of the car by his abundant hair. Where his hair went, his body followed. He flung the chunky man to the floor face down and PlastiCuffed his hands behind his back. While searching him, he asked Amadeo to ask the man his name.

“¿Como te llamas?”

The only response was for him to spit on the ground.

“Not talkative, eh? Listen, there’s a radio in the footwell of the driver’s side. Get it, will you?”

Amadeo retrieved the radio.

“What are they saying?”

“Something about getting ready to go in. They want the final word from their jefe, their boss.”

Jago dragged the man to his feet. He delivered a couple of punishing blows to his stomach and one in his solar plexus. He removed the neckerchief from around his neck and tied it in place as a gag.

He allowed his man to regain his composure and dragged him towards the west side of the building where shots could still be heard. They were sporadic now.

“Come on, let’s go. Let your guys know that we’re coming in from the north side and that they can stop shooting at the bad guys. But make out they’re firing.”

Amadeo relayed the message as they quickly covered the couple of hundred metres to the corner. The man made to run free from Jago’s grip, but he just bolstered him against the wall and laid a couple of solid fists into his side. With his back now to the wall, Jago struck the man’s forehead with the heel of his hand, sending it back onto the concrete wall.

“Amadeo, grab him and stick the barrel of your pistol in him. When I say, call out to his men and tell them to put down their weapons or you’ll shoot their boss. Give them a few seconds to think about it. Repeat yourself once, then leave them to think for about half a minute.”

“Okay, but then what? What if they don’t put their weapons down.”

“Shoot him.”

“I can’t just shoot him.”

“Why not? If it defeats the situation, that’s what’s called for. But don’t worry, you won’t have to. Give me one minute before you bring him out. Are you ready? And ask that helicopter to move its light away for a couple of minutes.”

Amadeo rapidly relayed the messages.

“Err, okay. I’m ready. You have one minute from now.”

Jago slipped in a pair of headphones and made for the street. He started walking nonchalantly along the road as if he were a passer-by without a care in the world. Any onlooker would see that he was probably listening to music. He’d walked about two hundred metres when Amadeo brought out his catch. He ordered the men to lower their weapons as agreed and the gunmen paused, calling to each other for instructions. During this pause, Jago came up from their rear left flank. He shot two of them and, as they slumped to the floor, the remaining gunmen turned towards him, firing wildly. Changing direction, he sought cover from some parked vehicles. He moved to his right and emerged behind two of the gunmen. As they swivelled towards him, he swiftly shot them both. By this time, the Guardia Civil support team was arriving and was busy dealing with the two remaining gunmen who quickly surrendered their weapons.


***




Amadeo had ensured that his captive was handed over to a high-security team for safekeeping. He met Jago on the steps to the hospital entrance where José Luis was waiting.

“Nice work, very imaginative. This is not the sort of way that we would deal with things, but I wish that it was more often. Amadeo, you now have this highly effective experience behind you, and you need to share it with your peers.”

“Yes, Capitán, I have learned a lot tonight, thanks to your Señor Jago.”

“You did well, and we set out to accomplish what we wanted to achieve. José Luis, you still have a strict guard on our man, don’t you?”

“Well, we have two wounded, so I have reduced the guard to one person at each location rather than two. Why do you ask?”

“I have a feeling that this was a rouse, a distraction. They had greater firepower and could easily have stormed the building, but they didn’t. Okay, they weren’t expecting our move, but they could have caused more damage than they did. Maybe they’re trying another way. Can we check the boss’s whereabouts for the last twenty-four hours? Maybe it will lead us somewhere?”

“Yes, we can check. Is there anything else?”

“Yes, can you check to see if anyone’s swapped shifts in the hospital today or volunteered for extra work? If they have, I’d like to have their mobile phones checked for messages and calls, and a patrol car sent to check on their families.”

“As you wish. I’ll arrange it now. Oh, and by the way, Diego is conscious. Shall we speak with him?”

“Let’s do it now. And can you redeploy the guards? Get them to check all staff in and out of the room especially. Better still, do you have your own Guardia Civil doctor?”

“Yes, we do, but why?”

“If we can get them here, they can check any medication that is being administered.”

“Oh, I see.” José Luis turned to Amadeo. “Can you call base and request the doctor to attend?”


Chapter 16 – Ways and Means

Upon entering the guarded private room, Jago spoke first.

“Diego, I know that you speak English. I think that you must know something significant. Tonight, they sent eight men to kill you, and after all the good work the surgeons have done to save you.”

“Lies, lies, they wouldn’t do that. I don’t believe you,” said Diego.

Jago opened his mobile and selected the photo of the handwritten note. He showed it to Diego.

“The person who shot you from the rooftop was not shooting at the Capitán or me. He was shooting at you. And then they sent people to finish you off here in the hospital. You must know who ordered this and why?”

Diego read the note and rolled his eyes. He recognised the handwriting and knew who had written the note.

“Diego, you’re in the middle here. You can go to prison for many crimes, I’m sure, but they will get you inside. How long will you last? You can help us, and we can help you. Your other option is that we take away the guards and leave you here to fend for yourself. Which will you choose? Oh, and don’t take all day thinking about it. We’re going for a coffee with the guards, and we’ll return in fifteen minutes for your answer if you’re still alive.”

He heard them invite the guards for a coffee and their footsteps as they disappeared into the distance. Diego tried to get up out of bed, but apart from the mass of tubes and wires he was connected to, the searing pain prevented him from doing so. He was sweating like he never had before. Diego heard a noise and some voices. He nervously kept watching the door and saw the heads of two people pass his room. It went quiet again. He was just closing his eyes when the door flew open and a nurse entered. She unhooked the chart at the foot of the bed and started to read. She moved closer to the machine that continually beeped and ticked, scrutinising the flashing screens. She recorded what she observed on the charts. Diego watched her every move. She muttered something incoherent to him and left. It was quiet again. His pulse raced, his perspiration increased. It was more than he could bear. He willed Jago and José Luis to return.


***




Fifteen minutes passed and each took a seat beside Diego’s bed. José Luis spoke to him in Spanish.

“Diego, I can speak with the prosecutor for you. Maybe we can get you a new identity, but you need to help us out. We cannot do anything unless you do. For you that is a big help, you know that. You also know that without a new identity you’re a dead man. At least this way you have a chance to live. You won’t be able to see your family again, but you can live.”

Diego’s eyes fixed on José Luis before answering in English for the benefit of Jago.

“How do I know that they won’t kill my family? If they know that I’m alive somewhere, they’ll get my family. What are you going to do? Give them all new identities?”

“Why would they attack the family of a dead man? That would serve no purpose.”

“What do you mean ‘dead man’?”

“I mean, we fake your death and give you a new identity.”

Diego thought long and hard. He knew that he had no choice.

“Okay, I’ll tell you what I know. But you’ve got to get me out of here. It’s too dangerous.”

“I agree, it is too dangerous,” Jago said.

At that moment, Amadeo knocked on the door and asked to speak with José Luis outside of the room.

“Capitán, we have discovered that a doctor’s wife and two children have unwanted company at their house and that the doctor has instructions to administer a lethal dose to the prisoner.”

“I see. Does that doctor know that we know?”

“No, Capitán, not at the moment. We have his house under surveillance and two snipers in place. It appears that there are a man and a woman at the house with guns.”

Jago asked to speak with José Luis in private, and they walked down the passage to find an empty room.

“This is our chance,” Jago suggested. “We get them to think that Diego has been killed by the doctor and maybe they’ll let the family go. Do you think that is feasible?”

“It could work, but we would need some assurance.”

“What kind of assurance?”

“I’m not sure at the moment.”

“José Luis, do you think that I could have the use of your Guardia Civil helicopter for an hour or two?”

“Err, yes, I think so. But what for?”

“If I take the boss and one of his cronies for a little ride, maybe the boss will tell me what we want, then we don’t need Diego to tell us, do we?”

“But the boss won’t tell you anything. That’s why he’s the boss.”

“We’ll see, it’s worth a try.”


***




Jago stood on the helipad with the boss still PlastiCuffed. They stood just beyond the rotors of the MBB BK 117 helicopter.

Jago asked, “José Luis, are any of these two related to the boss?”

“Yes, they are both cousins of his.”

“Does the boss have a favourite, or a more trusted one?”

“According to the data that we have on them, the slimmer one, Paco, spends more time with the boss. The other one, Carlos, is along for the ride. He’s just helping make up the numbers.”

“Okay, good. Send Carlos back alone and bring Paco with us.”

“What are we going to do with the both of them?”

Jago pulled José Luis to one side and explained the details of his plan.

“Very well, Jago. You seem to have everything under control. I’ll get everything ready that you’ve asked for. Give me five minutes.”

“That’s great, we’ll get loaded up then.”

José Luis indicated to a Guardia Civil officer to bring Paco over to join Jago and the boss.

The helicopter co-pilot slid open the rear door and helped Jago guide the boss into the helicopter. Jago sat him in a seat against the far wall but in the first row of three seats that backed onto the cockpit. They helped Paco into his position which was a seat next to the sliding door. This meant that one place separated Paco and the boss. It also meant that Jago and José Luis had plenty of space for themselves.

Jago ensured that the two gagged captives were buckled up. They eyed up one another, unable to speak.

“Would you tell them that I am going to remove their gags and that they’re not allowed to speak to one another?”

“Certainly.”

As José Luis explained, Jago removed the gags. They were ready for take-off. The helicopter took off into the night sky above the brightly-lit streets either side of the dark stain of the dry river bed of the Turia. Within moments, it would have been difficult for anyone inside to determine the direction in which they were going.

“Right, José Luis. Let’s get down to work. Ask the boss here who hired him to take out the Russian?”

José Luis placed a set of headphones on the captives and translated the question, which was met with a hostile response.

“He says that you can go to hell.”

“I can see that this might be tiresome, and my patience is wearing thin. Ask him how he was contacted for the job?”

Once again, José Luis translated the question and the boss just shook his head in defiance.

Jago removed his headphones, rose to his feet and secured a blindfold around Paco’s eyes. He then applied the same to the boss.

“Let’s fly a little while and let him think about it,” said Jago.

Jago sat back and relaxed as the helicopter took a route that was straight one minute and banking the next. There was a kind of hypnotic quality from the sound of the rotors and the motion created. Jago, who loved flying in helicopters, was almost in a trance when José Luis interrupted him.

“My friend, time is running out, we will need to wrap up soon.”

“I hear you. Ask the pilot to hover, will you?”

As soon as the helicopter adopted the hover mode, Jago slid open the door, and a rush of warm air gushed into the cabin. Jago reached over and unbuckled Paco who immediately lent into the helicopter, fearful of the open door despite his being blindfolded.

“Right, José Luis, ask the boss the same questions but let him know that Paco is near an open door and we are hovering at height. If he values his cousin’s life, now is the time to cooperate.”

José Luis translated the message to the boss. There was silence. Paco called out to the boss, “Mother of mine, give them what they want, nothing is worth it! Nothing is worth dying for!”

Blindfolded, the boss turned towards the sound of Paco’s voice. “I’m telling them nothing, they’re bluffing. They’re the law, and they cannot kill us. Look, we have no weapons in our hands, we’re not shooting at them. They have rules, they won’t kill us.”

José Luis translated the boss’s response for Jago who was already on his feet, grabbing hold of Paco by his upper-body clothing. With all his might, he threw him out of the helicopter. Paco tried to resist, begging for his life, and then all that could be heard was his diminishing scream. Jago slammed the door shut and removed the blindfold from the boss.

The boss adjusted his eyes and looked around the cabin. Paco was nowhere to be seen. He slumped with his head down, staring at the floor.

“Tell him, if he doesn’t cooperate he’ll end up like Paco.”

José Luis conveyed the message slowly and deliberately, allowing what just happened to be absorbed. He then repeated the questions from earlier, and the boss started to talk. José Luis translated the answers.

“He says that his cousin in Colombia used to be in the military and has worked with a British man who was also in the military. They have become good friends during the battles with the drug cartels, and the British man saved his cousin’s life on more than one occasion. His cousin owed him a favour and that favour was to kill the Russian and make it look like an accident.”

“And the cousin’s name, how can we contact him?”

The boss answered in English, “He was Antonio Ruiz.”

“Was?”

“You cannot contact him, he is dead. The FARC killed him in an ambush six months ago.”

“What is the name of this British soldier?”

“I don’t know his real name; my cousin used to call him Star Wars, I don’t know why.”

“Star Wars, what does that mean?”

“As I said, man, I don’t know, it’s just what he called him.”

José Luis interjected. “And who actually did the killing?”

“I have no idea, it went out to an anonymous party. All I know is that they came from some Eastern European country. They’re long gone by now.”

“And Diego, why would you want him killed?”

“Diego has been doing some of his own business lately, but on my territory. He didn’t think I’d find out and this little fiasco provided the perfect opportunity to get rid of him before he gets, how you say … too big for his boots.”

Jago asked, “Was the British soldier white or black?”

“I don’t know, white I guess.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I saw a photo of my cousin and a couple of other men. They all had their faces camouflaged — they both looked white.”

“Both?”

“I don’t know who the other one was. It was Star Wars that went out on the joint operations. My cousin said that he was very effective, very fierce and ruthless. He didn’t care who he killed or how they were killed.”

“When was this?”

“I suppose it was about two years ago, maybe eighteen months. I’m not sure really.”

“Come on, think.”

“Okay, it was two years ago. It couldn’t have been sooner because my cousin’s wife had just had their second baby.”

“I think we’ve heard enough, let’s return to base.”

The helicopter flew for about five minutes before it landed at the hospital helipad. As they exited, the boss locked his eyes on Paco who was standing near the building with a couple of Guardia Civil officers guarding him.

The boss couldn’t believe his eyes, and while they walked the thirty metres towards him, he cried out, “You bastards! You bastards, you tricked me!”

José Luis replied, “We have our ways. Sometimes they work and sometimes they don’t. Today they worked very well, thank you. Thank you so much for telling us everything.”


Chapter 17 – Sweeping

“Bernie, come and look at this,” said Abi, glued to one of her floating screens.

“What have you got?”

“We’ve had the area swept for countermeasure devices around all of the incident sites and look what we found. It’s not transmitting any longer but it’s worth taking a closer look.”

“What is it?” asked Bernie.

“It looks like a high-quality fish eye camera that can transmit. It was found on the underside of a lamppost outside the residential home. You know, that part that hangs over. It was in the crook of the overhang. It could have been transmitting images before, during and even after the incident.”

“Why do you say ‘after’?”

“How else would they know who was in charge of the case? They probably gathered images of the crime scene staff and cross-referenced them with the local police. They could have even used facial recognition software. Once they knew who to target, they could create a distraction, such as the kid with the drugs. When Daddy is preoccupied, the case gets passed on to someone else who starts from scratch, therefore buying them more time.”

“Then we must assume that they’ve got access to all of the police databases.”

“And it’s no coincidence that all of the investigating officers have had to hand over their cases!”

“Do we have more devices at other locations?”

“No, not yet. But I bet they’re there somewhere. I’d better tell the boss.”

“I’d wait if I were you. I might have something to add shortly. I’m just sifting through some checks that I’ve done on the residents at the home. Give me a minute.”

“What have you found, Bernie?”

“I’ve fed in the names of the residents and the staff of the home to try and see a connection.”

“But haven’t the local plod already done that?”

“Well, yes, but I’m also cross-referencing the names with previous names, maiden names and the visitors in the visitors’ book over the last twelve months.”

“And?”

“And, my friend, it seems that one of the victims that was wounded and lost a limb is the mother of one of our politicians, Mary Harker, MP for Strelley. It seems that the mother, one Mrs Eileen Steele, was divorced, remarried and then widowed. And the home had her first married name of Burns recorded as her maiden name.”

“I’ve never heard of her. What’s the significance anyway?”

“That I don’t know yet. But it’s our only lead apart from a seventy-five-year-old resident who died in the blast. He was an ex-con. He did a nine-year stretch for robbery when he was in his early twenties and there’s nothing recorded since. I’m going to take a hunch and trace the life of Mary Harker.”

“You want me to tell the boss?”

“Yes please, and I’ve checked all the military installations near the incidents and, apart from London, which is obvious, there are military bases in Hampshire, Devon and North Yorkshire so they could have used any one of them. I can’t really do any more digging without getting involved with each base. Ask him what he wants me to do in this respect?”

“Okay, will do, Bernie.”


***




“Hi Abi, Fi here, going secure.”

“Hi Fi, secure this end.”

“Abi, I’ve a report from the St Mark’s Railway Conservation Club in St Marks, Devon. Virtually everyone there is a retired engineer and railway enthusiast in the locality. Nobody stands out apart from an old retired colonel, Owen Andersen-George. He’s ex-parachute regiment, Special Forces and for the last twelve years of his service he held a desk job at the MOD. He’s been retired a couple of years now, though, and it seems that he loves trains. Have you got all that?”

“Yes, received, Fi. Do you have sit-rep on the hospital?”

“Yes, the secretary is obviously still on sick leave. She’s in a bad way and the hospital don’t know whether to expect her back or not. As for Dr Dean to whom the package was addressed, he seems pretty normal. His work as a consultant clinical psychologist does not appear to be controversial, and he sits on a number of advisory boards for the NHS, Home Office and MOD. He’s in a long-distance relationship with a woman in the US. He is financially stable with no apparent skeletons in the cupboard on the home front. He’s not an obvious target.”

“And the hospital?”

“Again, it’s a normal hospital with no controversial research commitments. There are no cases of impropriety or negligence. The only real thing is that the birth unit is under investigation due to the high number of deaths over a twelve-month period three years ago. But it wouldn’t make any sense to direct anything at Dr Dean if this were to be the link. I’m just reporting this as it is the only issue that the hospital has outstanding. Oh, and there don’t appear to be any disgruntled ex-employees. I’ll get back to The Ranch by morning.”

“Thanks, Fi. I’ll pass on the sit-reps to Bernie. See you in the morning.”

Abi called across the office, “Bernie, I have Fi’s sit-rep coming your way.”

“Cheers, Abi. I’ll enter them into the mix.”


Chapter 18 – Barber Business

Marti pored over the documents that he’d printed, placing them in order and then pinning them on a corkboard.

A photograph of a well-dressed woman in her mid-forties featured in the centre of the arrangement. Pictures of a house, an official-looking building and various other locations surrounded the centrepiece.

“Jed, we’ve got what we need.”

“That’s great, Marti. Were they discreet?”

“Yes, they were discreet. They thought they were investigating a divorce case and the lady in question was the husband’s bit on the side. It’s bread and butter stuff for them. And they were from out of town.”

“How many knew of the case?”

“It’s a two-man outfit. So, if we need to remove them, it won’t be difficult.”

“Okay, okay. Do you have the flights booked?”

“Yes, of course I do, and everything is ready — your passport and driving licence. I’ve booked your hire car, a non-descript Chrysler. I thought that you’d like that?”

“You cheeky bastard, you know I hate cheap tack! What’s wrong with a Chevvy?”

“They stand out too much. And while you’re on the line, have you had that haircut yet?”

“I’ve booked it for the morning. Why? Is there a problem?”

“No, the hairdresser is fine. He’ll have what you need. You just need to give him one thousand.”

“Bloody hell, that’s steep.”

“Do you want it or not?”

“Yes, I want him,” Jed said. “I knew that bastard had snuck back in the country. He’s responsible for killing many of our lads, and he’s going to pay.”

“You’ll have to be super careful, they’re bound to be watching him.”

“Yeah, I know, but they won’t dare get too close, and they’ll have blind spots. I’ll be okay. Is there any other news?”

“Things seem to be hotting up in Valencia,” Marti said. “They appeared to be onto our supplier out there and failed to terminate the delivery.”

“Oh, that’s not good.”

“Don’t worry Jed, I have it under control. The supplier has had surgery, and we intend to cut off the supply, if you get my drift?”

“Okay, I’ll leave it with you. But don’t screw this up. It could ruin our other plans.”

“I won’t screw it up as you say. What time’s your haircut?”

“Ten thirty, sharp.”

“Okay, I’ll speak to you sometime tomorrow then.”


***




Jed was wearing blue denim jeans, a checked shirt and a green fleece jacket. He looked at Bobby’s Barbershop from over the road with its swirling barber’s pole above the glass-paned doorway. He passed by and then walked back on himself, all the while maintaining a watch on the single-fronted window, and occasionally looking about for any signs of surveillance. He spotted one blue van with two male occupants and mentally noted their descriptions. He looked at his watch. Ten twenty-seven. He crossed the busy road and paused to pretend to look into the newsagent’s window at the public notices. He was, in fact, adjusting his view in the reflection to see if he was being followed. He wasn’t. He glanced at the van again where its occupants remained. They appeared to be talking to each other. He turned down the street and calmly stepped into the barbershop. Inside there was one young man having his hair cut and one elderly gent reading a newspaper as he waited. The portly barber stopped cutting and said, “Can I help you, Sir? Do you have an appointment?”

“Yes, at ten thirty. I have an appointment with Bobby. Are you Bobby?”

“No Sir, I’m Joe. Bobby will be down in a minute. You’ll be his next customer.” He pointed over to the old man and continued. “Our friend here is waiting for me. Take a seat, he won’t be a minute.”

Jed sat down and picked up a magazine. It was one of those men’s magazines that he didn’t much care for, but it was something to while away a few minutes. His reading was disturbed by a short, squat man, possibly of Greek or Turkish origin.

“Good morning, is it Mr White?”

“Yes, good morning. How are you today?”

“I am perfect. Shall we go over here?”

Bobby indicated towards the empty chair farther into the shop. Jed removed his jacket and hung it on the coat stand next to the cash register. As he sat down, Bobby wrapped a plastic cover over him to prevent hair falling on his clothes. Bobby had concealed an envelope in his right hand under the cover and left it in Jed’s lap. As he tied the cover at the rear of Jed’s neck, he asked, “And how do you want your cut today, Sir?”

“Can you just make it tidy for me? I have a business trip and want it to look smart.”

“Certainly, Sir.”

Bobby started cutting Jed’s hair and two men entered, sat and waited. The man in the chair left, and the old man was now receiving a trim, not that he had much to cut. He was done in five minutes and paid his fee to Joe. The younger of the two men hesitated, then sat in the barber’s chair. He didn’t much look like he needed a haircut, and Jed saw in the mirror in front of him that the man had glanced over at the other sat waiting. They had entered separately and had not spoken. But they were together sure enough. They were the men from the van. Jed was on his guard and spoke softly so as not to be heard above the blaring radio. “Bobby, are those two friends of yours?”

“No, they’re not with me, if you understand what I mean?” He raised his voice so that the others could hear. “Would you like to continue reading your magazine? I’m glad we have them donated by clients because they cost so much these days, you know.”

“Yes, that would be good. I was reading the one with the exercise plan on the front.”

Bobby passed Joe and the waiting man to get the magazine, handing it to Jed upon his return.

The men had watched Bobby, and that gave Jed enough time to take out the envelope from under his clothing and replace it with the one Bobby had given him. As soon as he received the magazine, he slipped the brown envelope into the pages of the magazine and continued reading, making comments about the exercise article.

Bobby cut Jed’s hair slowly, pausing to chat as if they were long lost friends. Bobby knew the game well. Joe had cut one man’s hair and was now offering to cut the other’s. It was clear that the two were in a dilemma. The one who had finished needed to leave to not arouse more suspicion, and that would leave the other vulnerable in the barber’s chair. They had no option but to take that course of action. This they did with one putting on his brown leather jacket and the other taking his rightful seat.

“Mr White, the other has gone,” whispered Bobby.

Jed handed Bobby the magazine. “Are we finished?”

“Yes, Mr White, I think that this concludes our business today. That will be twenty-two pounds for the haircut please.”

Jed paid Bobby and asked, “Do you have a bathroom that I can use?”

“Sure, it’s up the stairs, first door on the right.”

Jed climbed the stairs and headed for the front window. He looked out onto the cloud-covered street through grubby net curtains. It didn’t take him long to spot the brown leather jacket of the man sitting in the blue van across the street, about thirty metres from the shop front. He ducked into the bathroom, flushed the toilet, ran the tap and descended the staircase. He entered the shop, grabbing two pairs of scissors from the disinfectant jars and a towel. He came up behind the man in the chair quickly and flung the towel over his head before thrusting the point of the scissors either side of his neck. Startled, Joe stepped back in shock and Bobby took him to one side. The man started to move his arms.

Jed spoke calmly. “Now then, keep your hands on the chair’s arms. Who are you and what do you want?”

There was no answer. Jed applied pressure with the scissors.

“Time is not on your side, and I need an answer now.”

The man gave a muffled response.

Jed released the towel so the man could speak more clearly.

“We were hired to watch Bobby and record his activities.”

“Why couldn’t you do that from outside?”

He pressed the scissors firmly again.

“We have been, but he doesn’t usually take clients to the rear of the shop so we thought that we’d get a better look close up. That’s all, nothing more than that.”

“Who’s paying you?”

He pressed again.

“I don’t know. Honest, I don’t know. The boss gets the jobs in and shares them out.”

“Stay very still, I’m going to search your pockets with one hand, and the other will still be at your neck. One move and I’ll drive it in. You understand?”

“Yes, I understand.”

Jed tightened the towel again to give the man something to think about as he placed one pair of scissors in his back pocket. He reached inside the man’s jacket and took out a wallet. He deftly flicked it open and put it on the stool beside him.

“Gerry Granger, eh? Well, Gerry, you’re in over your head here, young man, well over your head.” He carried on sifting through the contents, checking a couple of bank cards, a couple of store and supermarket loyalty cards, and then he came across a Defence Discount card.”

“Who did you serve with, Gerry? Where did you serve? Maybe we’ve crossed paths before?”

“I was in the Guards, based in Victoria Barracks, and I’ve toured Iraq twice and Afghanistan once. I don’t know if we’ve crossed paths or not.”

“Were you a good soldier? Were you a better soldier than you are a snoop?”

“I guess so. I served for five years, and I’ve only been working in this job for five months.”

Jed continued to search and produced a mobile and slid it into his pocket. He felt for a microphone and anything else.

“What have you and your mate recorded?”

“I don’t record. He wears a body cam. We’ve recorded everyone coming in here for the last week.”

“And today, did you record me?”

“Yes, we saw you enter, and after that, we entered. Carl would have positioned his coat to record you at the back of the shop.”

“Well done, Gerry. Now we’re going to move out of the chair and to the back of the shop. Don’t try anything stupid now.”

Jed turned to Bobby. “Set a chair in the corner for your mate here.”

Bobby complied, and Jed guided Gerry over to the chair. He was slightly taller but slimmer than Jed.

“You got a wife and kids, Gerry?”

“Yes, I’m married, and I’ve got three kids.”

“That’s good. If you want to see them again, you’ll do as I tell you. You understand, don’t you?”

“Yes, I understand.”

“It’s only a job Gerry, it’s not Queen and country anymore, so it’s not worth being stupid. Now, sit down.”

Gerry complied, and Jed started to tie him to the chair with the hairdryer cables and a couple of capes. He gagged him with the towel.

“Where’s your back door, Bobby?”

“Down the passage, over there.”

Jed took off down the passage and left through the door. The rear of the property was old, probably pre-war. Red-brick walls divided the concrete-paved yards. Tall wooden gates provided access to a shared pathway, overgrown with weeds and littered with rubbish in this deeply uncared for no man’s land. He turned right and, within seconds, found himself on Turk Street. He crossed the street and immediately had the blue van in his line of sight. Its driver was busy watching Bobby’s shop ahead and to his right. Jed made his move, dodging the traffic by running at speed in a diagonal intercept. The van’s occupant, who was sitting in the driver’s seat with the window down, never saw him coming.

Jed struck the driver full on the side of the head, opened the door and forcefully encouraged him to move over through the agony of his pain. He resisted, and Jed sharply jabbed the man multiple times in the torso and again at the side of the head when the opportunity arose. The man quickly succumbed to Jed’s orders.

“Sit still and don’t move!”

Subdued and compliant, the man cradled his head while Jed searched him for the recording device. He found a camera, cable and a transmitter.

“Where are the recordings stored?”

Waiting for an answer, he rifled through the man’s pockets and found his wallet. He opened it and found a driving licence in the name of Carl McGregor. He also found a business card in the same name for an investigator’s company, Compass Investigation Services Limited. He pocketed the card.

“Carl, you’re not answering me. Where are the recordings stored?”

Carl spoke quietly. “They’re stored back at base. They’re transmitted live and stored there.”

“That’s better, Carl. Now I’ll just be on my way. But I’ve one piece of advice for you. You’re ex-service like your mate, Gerry, aren’t you?”

Carl looked up with interest. “Yes, why?”

Jed was now on his way out of the car and paused to answer.

“Well, you suck at this job, you’re worth better than this. Go and find that something.”

Before Carl could say anything, Jed was gone. He’d melded into the hustle and bustle of the street.


***




Marti was scanning images when the phone rang.

“Go secure.”

“Wait … okay, secure. What’s happening, Jed?”

“I’m sending you an image of a business card, and I want you to erase all of their recorded data for the last two hours. There were some private dicks watching Bobby’s place, and they recorded me going in. I want it all scrubbed. Can you do that?”

“Yes, no problem. I’ll take a look. Did you get what you needed?”

“I’ve got something, but I haven’t had a chance to look at it yet, wait out.”

Jed stopped in a doorway and opened the manila envelope. He took out a single sheet of printed paper and three photographs. He stared intently at the second photo, the one that apparently showed a man of South American origin, Cristóbal Pérez Díaz, taking tea in a meeting with two others. One of the others Jed knew as his late friend, Bart, Bartholomew Grimes, and the other an arms dealer named Green. The printed sheets gave details of a name, two locations, complete with dates and times.

The name was the alias of Cristóbal Pérez Díaz; he was using Cristóbal Vásquez Fuentes.

The first location was the Savoy Hotel, Savoy Suite Welcome, The Strand, London, on the 22nd May at 1100 hours and the second was The Courtauld Gallery, Somerset House, Strand, London, at 1830 hours (Private Tour).

In a low voice, Jed continued. “Yes, Marti, I have what I came for. I’ll see you later.”

“Okay, Jed. See you later.”

Marti knew that tone of voice; he’d heard it many times before when they were kids, and it only meant one thing: that someone had better watch out because Jed was coming for them.


Chapter 19 – Back at The Ranch

It was midnight when Jago arrived back at The Ranch and found Bernie engrossed in his screens.

“Hi, Bernie, any progress?” asked Jago.

“I’m trying to discover the meaning of the nickname Star Wars for our man in Colombia. I’m processing all of the characters and, of course, George Lucas and the names of the actors to see what comes up. Did we not get any other details?”

“I’m afraid not, Bernie. That’s all we have to go on, apart from the year. He was there two years ago. Search either side of that for military secondments, training teams, advisors, anything that would place him and any others there at the time.”

“Where’s Abi?”

“She’s getting her head down. She’s been flat out. Oh, and Fi will be back in the morning, Boss.”

“That’s good. Listen, I’m going to get something to eat and then get my head down for a couple of hours. Can you get a message to Dom and the others that we’ll meet to review intel at 1000 hours?”

“Will do, Boss.”


***




The team had assembled in what had become the briefing room. It was a large old classroom and still housed the blackboard and chunky metal radiators. The furniture, however, had been replaced with a more contemporary style. When Jago entered, the team had already started with their usual banter. Jago didn’t waste any time.

“Abi, can you get the ball rolling for us, please? Get us all up to speed, and Bernie, can you chip in when necessary?”

Abi stepped up to the front of the group. She had a laptop and projector set up. She first showed an image of the remains of the Willows Nursing Home.

“Right, folks, let’s start. This is the Willows Nursing Home. And by the way, I’m not going to go over any of the incident data as you should all know that by now, I will only refer to it should things change. We know that there were numerous sightings of a drone-type object flying in the vicinity in the weeks leading up to and including the date of the incident. Some of the old folk reported it as a UFO while the younger generation identified it as a drone. The police received some reports about this activity. However, other information was gleaned from innocuous remarks in people’s statements. On a couple of occasions, a person was seen on a rocky outcrop in the distance, possibly controlling a drone. It is possible that the drone was used for reconnaissance purposes, and it is also possible that the drone could have been used to deliver the payload. So, our targets are sophisticated and tech-savvy.”

Abi paused, looked around and asked, “Any questions so far?”

The group remained silent.

“Okay, we’ll continue. It should be noted that the officer investigating the incident appears to have been indirectly forced into handing over the case to someone new. I should say that this is a pattern that has emerged throughout, without exception. All of the initial investigating officers in charge of all the incidents have reassigned their cases to someone new. We believe this not to be a coincidence. After a countermeasure sweep of the Willows area, a camera device was discovered underneath the overhang of a lamppost outside the nursing home. We don’t know how long this was there but suspect that it was still active whilst investigating officers were on the scene. It is therefore possible that the perpetrators have been using facial recognition software and have access to all of the police databases of personnel. There is one other development at the nursing home and I’ll let Bernie tell you that.”

Bernie stepped forward.

“I’ve been checking the people at the nursing home. There was one ex-armed robber who died in the blast, and the only person of any significance that is linked to one of the residents is Mary Harker, Member of Parliament for the constituency of Strelley. It appears that the nursing home had entered her mother’s maiden name incorrectly on admission. I’m now in the process of tracing the life of Mary Harker. Should any of you come across any information that could input into this during your activities, please let me know as soon as possible.”

“Did the mother of Mary Harker come to harm in the blast?” Dom asked.

“I’m afraid that she lost an arm. She has been relocated to an undisclosed location. We’ve asked the local force to provide discrete protection at this stage as a precaution. And we’ve done the same for Mary Harker.”

Abi continued.

“Okay let’s move on to the train incident in Devon. Fi has been down to investigate, and the only real lead we have from there is a retired colonel, George Anderson, who is a railway enthusiast these days. He’s a widower and has been retired a couple of years. However, in his last few years of service he had a desk job in the MOD. We are looking to see if there are any connections.”

Once again, Abi paused to punctuate her delivery.

“Now, that takes us to the hospital incident in Hampshire, and once again Fi has made a visit here. Regarding the hospital and Dr Dean, there appears to be no significant controversy that is out of the ordinary. It is difficult to determine a motive at this stage and, in addition to the CT’s assessment and ongoing investigation, we are looking into the doctor himself, his personal life, his work life, and some of the extended activities that he has volunteered for, such as working groups, advisory groups et cetera. Now, the boss has been dealing directly with the Russian incident in Spain so I’ll ask him if he’ll brief everybody.”

Jago placed his bone china cup and saucer down on the desk and walked forward.

“Right, we had intel, thanks to Dom and his team, to suggest that our x-rays had purchased explosives and other items from a couple of known arms dealers. One of those arms dealers was a Croydon-based lowlife named Rafa. He turned out to be Raphael Serrano, wanted in Spain for some heinous crimes, not least: racketeering, extortion, prostitution, et cetera. Once located, I paid him and his friends a visit, and he gave us the name of his Spanish connection. It turns out that Rafa arranged for the Russian to be killed instead of payment.

“Rob was initially tasked to go to Spain to investigate. However, he was held up in Turkey, so I took his place. By the way, it looks as though Rob will remain on Cousins’ team for the duration. To cut a long story short, we managed to detain the named person, one Diego Castella. While on the way to custody he was shot and wounded, and his gang leader, along with some other members, attempted to storm the hospital to finish him off. The gang leader was detained and questioned, and as a result of that, we can place one of our x-rays in Colombia about two years ago in a Special Forces role against the drugs cartels. He was working alongside the Colombian cousin of the gang leader, and they called the target ‘Star Wars’. We are currently scouring the postings in that region for all special advisers, trainers, joint operations, et cetera. We’ll let you know as soon as we hear something.

“Another arms dealer, Sir Arthur Green, has been interviewed, and as a result, we are now looking into the activities of one Irene Grimshaw of the Grimshaw commercial shipping line. Evidently, Ms Grimshaw is not whiter than white. She is involved in some fairly murky deals. Dom, I want you to visit Ms Grimshaw, but before you go, speak with Abi and she’ll give you a complete update on her and her dealings.”

“Sure will, Boss, no problem.”

“Let’s now turn our attention to Orenid Finance. We managed to obtain a full list of investors, including the silent ones, and we’re still running it through our systems to see if there are any links. Now, here’s one piece of information I want you to know and understand. Our countermeasures team swept the sites of all of the incidents, and it appears that our targets had placed some remote cameras on at least three of the incident sites: the nursing home, the tree felling and the hospital. It is through these measures that we believe they have identified the investigating officers. Abi mentioned this earlier, and I want to stress that it seems they also have other methods and access to service and police records. What is now very clear is that all investigating officers who initiated the investigations have had some reason to be removed from the cases and they have been passed on to somebody else. This is apparently a deliberate strategy to throw the investigators off the scent and buy time for our x-rays. We should not underestimate their capabilities at this time. We do not know how many of them there are but can assume that their activities could have been carried out by as few as two people. One could be a technical specialist while the other an operational Special Forces specialist. Having mined all of the usual criminal databases, et cetera, nobody has come to the surface, which leads us to believe that they are unknown yet capable and highly motivated.

“As for their motivation, well, to be honest, we just don’t know at this stage. The psychological profile suggests that we are dealing with highly-trained individuals with multiple intelligences. Link that with the Colombian connection and we have at least one very specialised and dangerous individual to deal with. Let’s not forget that five people lost their lives, twenty-seven have suffered life-changing injuries, and one hundred and five have suffered minor injuries. And on top of that, we’re getting very close to the 24th and 25th of the month, and at this point have no idea where they will strike next, or why.”

Jago paused, allowing the information to be absorbed.

Abi spoke up. “Boss, can I just say that I checked out the MPs in whose constituency the incidents occurred, and none of them are linked regarding working parties, common interest groups or committees. Only two are in the same political party. So far, there is no obvious link.”

“Thanks, Abi. That’s good to know. So that everybody knows, Bernie and Abi have been working flat out using the new Hot Brain software. As soon as we have results, we will let you all know.

“Fi, I’d like you to get in touch with your Special Forces buddies, see what you can find out. Someone must know something; someone must be helping him … assuming it is a he? And access the attendance records for the up and coming black hat white hat conference, you know the ethical and non-ethical hackers’ party. Someone involved has some high-level technological skills, and it’s at these events that they like to show them off or learn more from others.”

“Sure, Boss, no problem. I’ve already asked around the main SF community and drawn a blank, but there are a couple of recluses that may know something. They’re off the grid, so I’ll have to visit them in person. They’re not that far apart.”

“Fine, take one of the Stealth Hawks if you like. Just get me answers. Meanwhile, I need to make a visit myself. I’ll return early afternoon. Are there any questions?”

“So, we have no idea where they’ll strike next?” Dom asked. “Not even a best guess?”

“I’m afraid not,” Jago replied in a low voice. “Not at this stage. We’ve just got to keep at it.” He looked around the room; the mood was sombre. “Right, let’s get out there and find these people, and take no chances. These are well-trained adversaries. The profiler seemed to think that every move is well orchestrated, and if we find them, it’s because they want us to. Bear that in mind as you go about your business.”

The group dispersed. Jago picked up his drink and continued to sip the cold tea deep in thought.

Abi wheeled over to him. “You alright, Boss?”

“Err, yes, I was just thinking, that’s all. Can I help you?”

“Well, I was just thinking, too. You see, the services have lost loads of people in the last few years with defence cuts and everything. Maybe we should be searching for a techie that’s been working in the corporate sector. You know, in the information security arena. If they have, they’ll more than likely have a recent security vetting status. There can’t be too many of them, can there?”

“Okay, pursue this. Do you need anything to do this?”

“Yes, I need clearance.”

Jago reached for his mobile and searched his contacts. “Call Dean Marsh on this number and go secure. Then give him the passcode EXEMUDRUN5. He’ll help you.”

“Okay, Boss, I’ve got that, EXEMUDRUN5. And you’re sure that he’ll know that?”

“Oh, I’m sure all right,” said Jago with a grin.

“Okay, you’re the boss,” said Abi, wheeling herself away.


Chapter 20 – Reminiscing

Fi was sitting astride the Stealth Hawk. She was riding along the M40 towards Oxford in the spring sunshine. She reached a junction just north of Oxford on the ring road so she could continue her journey into the Cotswolds. She arrived at the village of Great Rissington, riding along a narrow lane that curved left and right. On a small incline, she increased power and climbed the hill with ease. About a mile farther on, past some Cotswold stone houses, she came upon the Lamb Inn. The pub was also built in the local Cotswold stone and set back a little from the road. Upon entering the car park, she noticed a flagpole flying the Union Jack flag. She thought how appropriate that was given the fact she was meeting an ex-colleague from the British Special Forces. She went inside and found it to be a mix of modern and traditional decor. She scanned the area and saw Greg already sitting at a table in the corner of the room, pint in hand. Stags’ heads were mounted on Tudor-style panelled walls complete with replica beams and a floor of granite slate. Greg looked up and their eyes met. He got to his feet and walked towards Fi who met him halfway. They shook hands, looked at each other, and embraced.

“What are you drinking, Fi?”

“Thanks, I’ll just have a shandy. I’ve got more riding to do later.”

“You’re on the job, then?”

“Yes, Greg, I’m working at the moment, and this isn’t exactly a social visit.”

“I see, what do you say that we get the business out of the way first and then we have some food?”

“Sure, that sounds like a plan. Shall we take our drinks outside?”

“Give me a minute, I’ll just get mine.”

The pair ambled, drinks in hand, around the front of the car park, finally settling on a picnic table near the flagpole. Fi outlined the problem in as much detail as she was able.

“Bloody hell, Fi. Someone’s gone rogue. That’s not good, that’s not good at all.”

“But, Greg, you have any idea who it might be?”

“I can only think of two people who it might be, but they’re both out of the game now. There’s young Rich Mullins. He would have been up to those sorts of antics. That poor devil’s suffering with MS now. His fighting days are over. Mind you, he’s a lucky so-and-so in another respect.”

“How do you mean?”

“He’s only gone and won two hundred and fifty grand on the lottery. He’ll need it, mind you.”

“You mentioned another one?”

“Yes, and this is a bit of a dark character and is more than capable of the things that you’ve been talking about. But these days he’s caring for his wife. She’s seriously ill; I think it’s the dreaded cancer. He is absolutely gutted after all the years of service, and within eighteen months of leaving, his wife becomes like this. He’s too busy to be up to any antics. I think he might have had a windfall too as he’s had the whole house done up and adapted for her. He’s also got a new car and everything. Some top of the range four by four. I think that us Special Forces types are being looked after, don’t you?”

“Are you being looked after, Greg?”

“Fi, what kind of question is that?”

Greg fell silent.

“I came into a bit of money a while back. I received ten grand. It was sent to my house by courier and I had no idea where it came from. That’s ten grand to a knackered old SF hero from nowhere. Am I going to ask questions? Hell no! My family deserves a good time.”

“Has anyone else had a windfall?”

“A couple of the lads. They’re all different amounts and different couriers and always cash.”

Fi was thinking hard. She couldn’t connect the dots yet. But she was trying.

“Okay, Greg. If you do happen to think of anyone who would fit the bill, or hear anything, please let me know ASAP.”

“Yes, yes, I will. I just can’t think of anyone else.”

“Oh, you don’t happen to know anyone with the nickname Star Wars, do you?”

“Star Wars? What kind of nickname is that? No, I don’t, but I’ll ask around. Let’s go and get that food now, I’m starving.”

They sat down to excellent country fayre, complete with a couple of drinks. During lunch, they reminisced for an hour or so over their service together and the many operations they undertook. But Fi was thinking in the background. She couldn’t get the windfalls out of her mind.


***




Fi’s next destination was the Snowshill Arms set in the small village of Snowshill near Broadway, some thirteen miles away from her meeting with Greg. It was a relatively simple ride, mainly on a single road that was clear of traffic and surrounded by spectacular views of the Cotswold countryside.

As she arrived, she was presented with the centrepiece of the village, St Barnabas’ Church, a Victorian masterpiece surrounded by gravestones. The road that circled the church grounds was lined with fine stone houses. On the north-west side of the church, opposite the small village green and traditional red telephone box, stood the Snowshill Arms. Fi rode her bike into the car park at the rear of the pub.

She was slightly nervous about this meeting. Captain Ian Evans was a good soldier in his day. Rumour had it he had lost his way and was often confused. He was a well-respected officer and got on well with his subordinates, always leading by example, especially in tough times — and there had been plenty of those with operations in Iraq, Africa and Afghanistan. He had retired from service three years ago on medical grounds. Some said it was PTSD.

Fi entered the pub from the side door and saw the imposing figure of Captain Evans standing at the bar, glass in hand and a black Labrador sat beside him.

“Good afternoon, Sir. Long time, no see.”

Captain Evans turned around, and although he had been expecting Fi, he greeted her as if it was a surprise.

“Fi, my word, it’s so good to see you. How come you’re in this neck of the woods?”

This response took her by surprise, too, so she played along with the theme.

“Oh, I was just in the area, Sir, and popped in on the off-chance. How are you keeping?”

“I’m very well, thank you, Fi. I’m taking plenty of exercise as you can see.” He indicated the glass in his hand. “And, of course, I take Rover with me everywhere I go, so he gets plenty of exercise as well. Would you care for a drink?”

“Why, thank you, Sir. I’ll have a pint of shandy please as I’m on my bike.”

The captain ordered the drink and they exchanged pleasantries.

“Captain Evans, Sir, I’m doing a bit of work at the moment, and I think that you might be able to help me with a little bit of information and your ideas and opinions. You fancy a quick walk outside so we can chat?”

“That sounds a little cloak and dagger, Fi. Am I right?”

“I guess you could call it that. It’s just that you’re still in contact with some of the guys in the regiment and I thought you might know someone I was looking for, that’s all.”

They took their drinks and, along with Rover, walked outside across to the farthest picnic table from the main door and car park.

“Well, Fi, don’t keep me in suspense. Come on, spill the beans. What’s happening? Why have you come all this way to see me?”

The captain seemed more lucid now; he was far more aware of the situation around him. Fi chose her moment and gave him a rundown of the events.

“The thing is, Sir, you might unwittingly know someone who fits the bill, someone we’re not aware of. Can you think of anyone?”

“I can’t think of anybody that I’ve served with, but there was this one guy that I met at a PTSD group. It was at the hospital in Surrey a couple of years back. It was just at the time when the military were closing their hospitals, and we were all referred to NHS mental health units. The one I went to had a group of around twelve ex-servicemen who had recently left the job.”

“And what was this guy like? Why did he stand out from the rest?”

“He was really pissed off. He didn’t want to leave the service. I think he might be one of those that were made redundant, you know, ‘Service no longer required’ and all that. He was quite angry. He had all the signs of PTSD all right and, from what I can recall, we were all quite heavily medicated at the time. He refused to take his meds and left the programme.”

“Can you recall his name or the name of the hospital? If you can remember any dates, that would be good. It would at least give us something to work on.”

“Fi, I can’t even remember what day it is today, let alone dates from two or three years ago, I’m afraid.”

“And the hospital?”

“I do remember that it was in Surrey because it was near my aunt’s at Farnborough. I stayed with her overnight. I think it was called The Grays or something similar.”

“Thank you for the information, Sir. It was terrific to see you, and I wish you well for the future. If in the area, I’ll be sure to pop in to say hello and have a pint or two.”

“You do that, Fi. I’m always around here. The family wants me to run the hunt on the estate, but I can’t bring myself to pick up a gun anymore, so there is little use me doing that job, is there? I’ll find something to occupy me, I always do. You take care, Fi, and be careful in your work.”

Fi picked up her helmet and strode over to her bike with the captain and Rover at her side. She straddled the bike and started up. She extended her hand to shake hands with the captain.

“Take care, Sir. I’ll be in touch.”

Fi made the return journey without any detours back to The Ranch. In the middle of her ride, she couldn’t get the windfalls out of her mind so called Abi.

“Abi, I’ve had a couple of fruitful meetings, and I’m not sure what will become of the information I’ve got, but I think it’s worth looking into.”

“Hi Fi, that sounds intriguing. Tell me more.”

“The first thing is can you locate a mental health hospital in Surrey that is near Farnborough, possibly called The Grays. We need to look at patients that were there at the same time as Captain Evans, which was about two to three years ago. Evidently, there was a man on the course that might fit the profile. The captain claims that the man had classic PTSD symptoms, was very angry and refused to take his meds.”

“Do we know why he was so angry?”

“The captain seems to think that he may have been one of the many that were made redundant, and he didn’t want to go.”

“Oh, I can understand that.”

“The second thing is more of a hunch than anything else. You see, my friend, Greg, told me this afternoon that a number of the boys had come into a cash windfall. And we’re talking about some considerable sums of money here. It seems that at least three ex-Special Forces members have received large sums of cash from an unknown source via courier, one of which had enough cash to revamp his whole house to accommodate his sick wife’s needs, and enough left over to buy a fancy car. My contact claims that he received an envelope with ten grand in it. What do you think about it, Abi?”

“It sounds a bit odd to me. We do have anonymous benefactors in the world, but normally they set up trusts and don’t have the money delivered in cash via a courier anonymously. I don’t know where we would start to check this out. I’ll have to think about it. What were your initial thoughts, Fi?”

“I don’t know … I had the stupid idea that there was some Robin Hood factor at work here.”

“You mean somebody is robbing Peter to pay Paul?”

“Yes, something like that. The more I think about it, the more it makes sense. I mean where did that 24.25 million go?”

“Oh, I see what you mean. Now that’s an interesting prospect. So, we are asking is it possible that our targets actually stole the cash to redistribute some of it to ex-servicemen? A little like we do, but in another way.”

“Yes, a little bit like that. You see, the ones I know about would have been on benefits, and if the money had been put into their bank accounts via a trust it would have to be accounted for and may affect their benefits. Whereas a cash windfall delivered by courier wouldn’t be traceable and therefore wouldn’t affect their benefits. Unless they declare them, of course.”

“I follow you. Let me dig around to see what I can find. You don’t happen to know the couriers, do you?”

“I’m afraid not, Abi. I’m going to get off now and concentrate on the road. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

“Okay, Roger that. Ride safely.”


Chapter 21 – The Theory

Jago wandered around the old, disused classroom. The desks and chairs had been neatly stacked in the corner of the room, revealing the old, grey-tiled floor. A large blackboard remained in place and, at the opposite end of the room, you could see the mark where the classroom clock had been hung over the years. He took out his mobile and dialled the number the commander had given him during their meeting at the water sports centre. It connected immediately. “Hello, Moffat’s Interiors, may I help you?”

“Hello, I have a message, and I need to go secure, please.”

“Certainly, Sir. Wait one moment.”

He waited patiently as usual and took the opportunity to look out of the window onto the school grounds, watching the river traffic in the distance.

“Hello, Sir. We are secure now. You may proceed with your identity first, please.”

“Jack Jago here with a message for the commander.”

“Verifying, Sir, I won’t be a moment.”

He waited a few more seconds before the familiar voice came back on the line.

“Very good, Sir. Can you give me the message, please?”

“I need a face-to-face meeting as soon as possible. I suggest somewhere nearby, such as the Household Cavalry Museum. End message.”

“Thank you, Sir. Your message has been sent. You should receive a direct response shortly.”

He didn’t get chance to say goodbye as the line was cut at the end of the conversation. It was pretty cold, but that was the world in which he lived and worked.


***




Wondering how long it would be before he had the return call, Jago decided to stroll around the grounds and check that all was secure. While at the rear of the old brick building, he examined the anti-drone turrets and came upon Abi who was out taking a ride.

“Where are you off to, young lady?”

“I just need to clear my head a while. I just have to do that from time to time, don’t you?”

“Yes, I know what you mean.”

“I do a few laps out here, and while I’m out here, I check the perimeter. Do you fancy a run? I’ll give you a head start, if you like?”

“Thanks, but I’m waiting for a call. I think I’ll take myself down the range. I’ve always found the range to be a place where I can think.”

“Okay, Boss, whatever is best for you. By the way, Fi had a fruitful day with her contacts. We are looking at the possibility of finding the name of an outpatient at a mental health hospital in Surrey.” She waited to see if he was going to ask a question before continuing. “She is also curious to discover how some ex-servicemen, specifically ex-Special Forces, came to receive unexpected cash windfalls. She thinks that we might have some kind of Robin Hood on our hands.”

Jago looked puzzled. “And do you think there’s any merit in this, Abi?”

“The captain that Fi spoke to described the man that attended his PTSD sessions as being a recent leaver — against his will I hasten to add — very angry, and on heavy meds. He then refused to take them and had to leave the programme. The question is, could he be angry enough to pull off the events that we are looking at?”

“Okay, Abi. Keep me posted on this, will you? Right, I’m off to the range, I’ll see you later. Enjoy your run.”

Abi set off into the distance and Jago made his way to the indoor range. The old kitchen that annexed the main building was the most natural part of the building to reinforce and convert into an indoor range. It had worked rather well. As Jago unlocked the magazine to gather his ammunition, his phone rang. It was the commander.

“Hello Jago, how may I help you?”

“Can you meet me as suggested, at say, 1400 hours?”

“Well, I see that you have selected somewhere that is conveniently close by. I shall be there at 1400 hours sharp. I’ll meet you at the Battle of Waterloo.”

“Thank you, Sir, I’ll see you then.”

Jago set a target and thoughtfully loaded a magazine. He cocked his weapon of choice, the Sig Sauer P239, and aimed. At first, Jago fired single shots, then he practiced a few double taps. He fired three magazines in all, bringing the target back each time to examine his handiwork, and was pleased with the result.


***




Bernie was busy cross-referencing some documents when he caught sight of Jago making his way to his room.

“Boss, do you have a minute?”

“Yes, Bernie, what is it?”

“I’ve been cross-referencing some documents that mention Mary Harker. You know, the type of documents that are put together by committees and working parties. They tend to have names of contributors attributed to them and the names of attendees, et cetera. It’s these documents that I’ve been cross-referencing against the names of other possibilities. And, I think I’ve come across one. See, Mary Harker and our illustrious Dr Dean are both mentioned in an intelligence review. It seems that Mary Harker was there in the capacity of an overseer, on the committee, and the dear doctor in the capacity of an independent but trusted medical adviser.”

“Okay, what does that tell us? What can we glean from this information?”

“I was hoping that this would be a start. It establishes that two of our personalities have been involved in the same sort of work at some point. I just need to mine a little deeper, but I wanted you to know because until now we’ve had very little to go on.”

“That’s very true, Bernie, well done. Make sure you brief Abi. By the way, this is the second op that you’ve worked on with Abi, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Boss. I suppose that she’s been with you about eighteen months now, hasn’t she?”

“Yes, I suppose it’s about that length of time. While Abi’s out having a run, may I ask how you think that she’s doing? I mean, I’m out and about most of the time, and we communicate and all that, but it’s not the same as being with her here all day, every day.”

“She’s a real gem. She’s fantastic at what she does, she’s a great controller, the best I’ve worked with. The only thing she could do with is more rest, but I guess that’s part of the job for all of us when we’re on an op, isn’t it? But to answer your real question, she’s settled, she’s settled very well considering what she’s been through. Being here, doing this type of work has been the best thing for her; she has a purpose in her life once again. Oh, and did you know that her coach down at the track thinks that she should go for the Invictus Games squad?”

“No, I didn’t know that. Thanks, Bernie, that means a lot. I’m pleased that she’s settled in, and as for the Invictus Games, do you think there is anything else we can do to help her?”

“I don’t know, Boss. I’ll think about it. Maybe we’ll have more time to figure that out once this op is finished.”

“Let me know if you come up with anything and I’ll have a think too. Right, I’m off to the city. I have a short meeting to attend.”

He left the office, pondering Bernie’s comments. He’d known and trusted Bernie for many years. He’d brought him in on the team for the operation because he was an excellent collator and analyst. He was a good man, able to complement and support Abi while keeping an eye out for her best interests. Jago highly valued Bernie’s opinion.


***




Jago strode across the expansive parade ground, en route to the Horse Guards Parade Museum. Passing the imposing bronze statue of Field Marshal Garnet Joseph Wolseley, Jago entered the main entrance. He’d visited the museum a couple of times, and while he knew the layout reasonably well, he was conscious that the museum changed its displays from time to time. He paid his entry fee and was given a map. He was early enough to have a walk around for a quarter of an hour. He’d never been inclined to be with horses, even when he was in the Royal Military Police where they had their own mounted section. It didn’t stop him admiring ceremonial uniforms on display, although it did put a shiver down his spine thinking of all the cleaning hours required.

It was 13:55 hours, and Jago made his way to the Battle of Waterloo as arranged. Sat on a chair was the commander, minus his duffel coat. Instead, he was wearing a rather smart pinstripe suit, complete with pocket handkerchief and service tie.

“This is one of my favourite pictures. It gives a real sense of the scale and absolute horror of war. It must’ve been ghastly to have fought in that campaign. One dreads another,” said the commander.

Both men stood before the Battle of Waterloo taking in its detail.

“Come on, then. I haven’t got all day, let’s walk.”

They walked for a few minutes, passing a few of the museum visitors, before eventually arriving at the stables. It was quiet save the odd grunt from a horse or two.

Jago came to the point straight away. “I’d like to know what you’re not telling me, Sir.”

“You don’t mince your words, do you, Jago?”

“No Sir, I don’t. I haven’t got time to do anything else.”

“Very well, Jago. I’ll tell you my theory, and it is just that — a theory. I think that someone has access to the highest level in government, in Parliament, and possibly higher, if you get my meaning?”

He looked Jago straight in the eye before continuing.

“By now you may realise that people in high places may have been affected by these incidents. Is that not so?”

“In fact, we only have information that one Member of Parliament, one retired military officer and one senior doctor have been affected to date.”

“Then my theory may not hold water. And I hope you’re right.”

“I did say ‘to date’, Sir. We’re still making inroads into this and we have no idea if, when and where they will strike next. We don’t even know why.”

“Jago, I have this nagging feeling that this is something to do with the military. I don’t know why, I can’t put my finger on it, but something somewhere has drawn my attention to this. And I can’t for the life of me think where from … and that worries me. I may be getting old and losing it a bit, although I don’t think that’s the case. I think it’s more that I’m more attuned to events due to my years of experience, shall we say. What I’m saying here, Jago, is that I’m entrusting this to you. I can’t fully explain it, but I do think people in high places may be at risk.”

Jago reeled at the commander’s revelation and, in a hushed voice, asked, “You don’t mean that the Commander-in-Chief could be at risk here, do you?”

“I shudder to think of it, but she does have the ultimate authority of the British Armed Forces, albeit from a de facto point of view. I know one could argue that the Prime Minister and Secretary of State for Defence are ultimately responsible, but let us not forget that all members of the Armed Forces swear allegiance to only the Commander-in-Chief, the Queen.”

“Have you discussed this with anyone?”

“No, I haven’t. You are the only person that I’ve discussed my theory with. Tell me, honestly, do you think that I’m a doddering old fool?”

“No, Sir. You’re no fool. I trust your instincts. Let’s just hope they’re not right on this occasion. Are you able to increase security without alerting anyone?”

“I don’t think I can. You see, I have no way of knowing who I can and cannot trust. We just need to move as expeditiously as possible.”

“I agree. I can assure you that we’re doing everything we possibly can. By the way, I think you should know that Lord Grimshaw’s daughter, Irene, is running a little sideline.”

“Oh, that is interesting. And may I ask what that sideline might be?”

“Same game as Sir Arthur Green. Arms dealing. Small-scale but arms dealing nevertheless. I’m not sure if she’s into a few other things. Would you prefer we keep this under wraps, or open it up a little?”

“Keep it under wraps for the moment. We may be able to use that knowledge to our advantage on a future rainy day. As for Sir Arthur Green, he needs to be reined in somewhat. Leave him to me.”


Chapter 22 - A Dangerous Side-line

Irene Grimshaw’s office was an imposing building outside the port of Tilbury. In the fine drizzle, the name ‘The Grimshaw Shipping & Holding Company’ featured on a mounted stone plinth on the wet drive. To all intents and purposes, it was just another office building on four floors. The interior oozed plushness and pure opulence but with its green glass walls it also appeared cold and austere. For many, it was just another office block. But for Dom, sat outside in his black van, it was much more. It was a fortress.

When he took a closer look, he discovered a manned gatehouse, complete with an electronic barrier. There was vehicle licence plate recognition technology, and an eight-foot perimeter wall, nicely designed and entirely in keeping with its surroundings. And then there was the state-of-the-art intruder detection system featuring a microwave and infrared detection technology around that wall. Dom also noticed that parked alongside the building to the left sat a dog patrol car. Through his binoculars, he could just see that inside the building’s main foyer there was a welcoming reception area manned by a couple of ladies, and not too far away stood two uniformed guards. They were positioned next to the half-height sensor barriers for staff and visitor access management.

Abi had furnished him with the plans of the buildings, which he oriented in his hands. The drawing showed the office block to be arranged around a central atrium. Each floor above the garden was connected by a bridge, except for the fourth floor — a solid full floor that housed the living quarters and private office space for Irene Grimshaw. He could see that primary access to this level was by lift, although it did show there was an emergency staircase within the building. The main entrance was to the front of the building, with a secondary entrance to the side and an emergency exit to the rear providing access to the central car park.

Dom needed to get inside the building and had little time in which to figure it out. He maintained his observation and noticed that some of the security staff took their breaks at the nearby café, which was a few minutes’ walk away. One of the men leaving the site wore a coat with ‘Atlas Security Dog Handler’ written on his back.

Dom left his van and took up watch at the alleyway situated halfway between the café and the Grimshaw’s. He was hoping that as the dog handler went to the café on his own, he would return on his own. Sure enough, about half an hour later, the handler started out alone to return to the site. As he neared the alleyway, the dog handler heard groans of pain coming from Dom who was curled up on the floor.

The dog handler ran to help. “What’s up, mate? What happened?”

Dom conjured up a response. “They attacked me. Two of them, they took my wallet and as I tried to resist they laid into me.”

The dog handler bent down to Dom’s level. “Okay, take it easy, where does it hurt?”

As he uttered his last word, Dom struck the man in the throat, eliminating his chances of calling out, and then proceeded to knock him out by applying a sleeper chokehold. Dom then dragged the man behind the big container bin in the alleyway and stripped him of his jacket, hat, radio and keys. Prior to leaving, Dom put the man in a safe position so that he could breathe, and quickly put on the jacket and radio. Fortunately, he was already wearing black trousers just like the dog handler. As he walked towards the gatehouse, he lifted his collar and fastened the slightly large jacket up to the top. He was barely visible. The guard in the hut didn’t bother coming out, he just waved, and Dom waved back and walked past the gate, striding out towards the parked van. He hoped that the dog inside would be understanding. He examined the paperwork and found the handler’s roster complete with his name and the name of his manager. He also found some much-needed treats for the dog who was getting pretty excited in the back. He grabbed the dog’s leash which laid on the dashboard. Dom prided himself on his ability to adapt to a situation, but this was a first for him and he had no idea how the dog would react. He tentatively opened the rear door and was thankful to find a cage door beyond that. He passed a couple of treats through the bars, and the dog stopped barking and responded positively. He gave a couple more treats before drumming up the courage to open the cage. He slowly unbolted the cage and opened the door. The dog sat staring at him, and ever so slightly moved forward, down on all fours. It seemed to know what it was doing, and Dom played along, reaching inside while talking. “There you go, fella, you and I are going to take a little walk.”

Dom clipped the leash to the dog’s collar and caught sight of his nametag. His name was Biscuit.

“Come on, Biscuit, let’s go and play.”

Biscuit was a powerful German Shepherd and, not knowing any dog commands, Dom needed all his strength to hold him in check.

Dom and Biscuit entered the building and were immediately spotted by one of the receptionists.

“I’m sorry, but you can’t bring the dog in here.”

“It’s okay. Mr Mason, Head of Security, has arranged for young Biscuit here to do some more training. He’s … well, that’s not entirely accurate. We’re on a course and he needs to get some practice in buildings. It’s okay, Mason has approved it.”

I don’t know,” replied the receptionist. “It’s highly unusual.”

At that point, one of the security guards stepped over, eyes peeled on the dog. “What seems to be the problem?”

Dom replied, “Oh, no problem. Young Biscuit here needs to do a bit of building training while it’s quiet that’s all. It’s all approved by Mason.”

“We don’t know anything about dog training inside. I’m afraid that you’ll have to reschedule.”

As the guard was speaking, Dom was releasing Biscuit from his leash. Dom circled the guard.

“Don’t worry, he won’t bite, and if he does it’s only a nip. Normally no more than a couple of stitches are required.”

The guard leapt over the desk for safety and Biscuit ran to the barriers where the other guard was standing. The guard looked up to see the dog bounding over to him.

Dom called out, “Whatever you do, don’t move! Don’t move a muscle and he’ll be fine. You haven’t got any drugs on you, have you? Because he’ll sniff them right out and then chew you up.”

The guard’s skin turned an ashen grey as he felt the dog’s presence close to him.

Dom saw that the first guard had retreated to the back-office reception along with the receptionist. He made his way to the lifts and called out, “I’m just going to plant some stuff for him to find upstairs. Keep an eye on him for a few minutes please?”

Dom entered the lift and pressed the button for the fourth floor. He removed the bulky jacket but retained the radio. As the lift door opened, Dom was confronted by a burly man dressed in a dark suit.

“Who are you? Where do you think you’re going?”

“I’m here to see Ms Grimshaw.”

“Do you have an appointment? I don’t recall that she has any appointments this afternoon. Let me just check the diary. Wait there.”

The man stomped down the passageway towards the unmanned desk. He then proceeded to flick through the pages of the diary before turning and asking, “What did you say your name was?”

Dom had disappeared, and the disgruntled man started to hunt for him. Meanwhile, Dom had found his way into Irene Grimshaw’s office where she sat with a bespectacled, grey-haired man dressed in a drab grey suit. No sooner had he entered the room than a third person presented himself to his right.

“Excuse me, this is a private meeting. I think you’re in the wrong place.”

Dom stood his ground and turned to the man, weighing up the situation. The man was in his late forties and about six foot two with a somewhat athletic stature but slight paunch. His dark suit fitted him well although a little tight across the chest.

“Well, this is the office of Irene Grimshaw, isn’t it?”

“It is, but you’re not invited,” came the reply.

Mason moved forward to grab Dom’s arm. Dom used the momentum of the forward movement to pull the man close, then sharply change direction, resulting in the man slumping to the floor in a heap. Dom remained standing, waiting for the man to retaliate. The man started to rise to his feet, glaring at Dom, no doubt for the humiliation he had received in front of his boss.

“Now you can just stay there,” said Dom, showing the palm of his right hand to the man as if to warn him.

Irene Grimshaw spoke. “Now, now you two. That will be enough of that in my office.” She fixed her gaze on Dom, “Who are you and what do you want?”

“Well Ma’am, I’m here to talk about your, shall we say, alternative business activities. Are you sure you want these two in the room?”

Irene Grimshaw was a slim, weathered-faced individual. She must’ve been in her late forties to early fifties and had a good figure for her age. She was impeccably dressed and wore a simple, elegant navy-coloured dress and expensive jewellery. Dom watched her as she paused. He thought that she would be weighing up her, somewhat, limited options. His directness sent her a clear message that he wasn’t going away until he got what he came for.

“Very well. You two may leave. It looks as though we have things to discuss.”

The grey-suited man hurriedly gathered his paperwork and stuffed it into a well-worn leather briefcase before shuffling out of the office. The other man rose to his feet and spoke. “But Ms Grimshaw …”

“It’s all right, Mason, you can wait outside. I’ll call you if I need you.”

He scowled at Dom and reluctantly left the room. Dom made himself at home and sat in a luxurious leather chair in the corner of the room.

“Would you care for coffee?” asked Irene.

“Why, yes. That would be very nice. It’s good of you to offer. I like mine black with no sugar.”

She walked confidently across the office towards the coffee machine. She knew he wasn’t going to harm her. If he had wanted to do that, he would have done what he wanted and left by now. She was intrigued and impressed by his sudden appearance and even more so by his confidence. She made coffee for them both and placed the cups down on the glass table in front of Dom.

“And how can I help you?”

Dom was peering at her legs and feet through the tabletop as he replied.

“Well, apart from the obvious commercial shipping that you run from here, a little bird tells me that you’re involved in some other activities. Activities that you would probably not advertise to the authorities. Am I right?”

Apart from slightly raising her eyebrows, she was noticeably undisturbed by his comment.

“In this day and age, and in the current climate, one must diversify. Is that such a bad thing?”

“I suppose that depends upon the type of diversification. You see, in my line of work, I’ve seen many people die and in the main those conflicts have been fuelled by governments and business interests. Whether agents have stirred things up and turned one group against another, or someone has been placed in power before their time, they have been supported financially and militarily. Then, of course, there are the arms dealers who win every time.”

“All sounds very interesting, but what has it got to do with me?”

“Oh, I see. You want to play that way. You want to see what I know about you just in case you tell me something that I don’t already know that will incriminate you further.”

“You can’t blame a girl for being cautious, can you?” smiled Irene as she sipped on a coffee.

“Okay, let’s cut to the chase. Why have you purchased three kilograms of Semtex and a dozen detonators from Sir Arthur Green?”

Irene stopped sipping her coffee. She placed the cup on the saucer and then set both of them on the table before rising to her feet. Silently, she walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window. She folded one arm across her chest to support her other arm, the hand of which was on her chin. She was thinking about her next move.

Dom let the silence linger. He had learned a long time ago that silence had power, which most humans under pressure would want to fill. He waited patiently, finishing off his coffee.

“I suppose you want to know who the customer was?”

“That would do for starters. I’d also like to know how the payment was made, where the delivery was delivered to, and how you were contacted throughout the transaction?”

“You don’t want much, do you? I have a reputation to maintain.”

“But Ms Grimshaw, you won’t have a reputation to maintain if you’re dead, will you?”

“Well, that was eloquently put. And whom, may I ask, would my killer be? You?”

“No, that’s not my thing. But if it turns out that your client is who I think they are, you may be in a great deal of danger. I’d ramp up my security if I were you. Those monkeys you have out there at the moment are useless, certainly against this particular person.”

She was pondering his words as she ambled over to her desk and took her seat.

“Come and sit down over here while I go through my diary and some papers.”

Dom complied and took the seat previously occupied by the man in the grey suit. He observed her as she meticulously pored over some files, documents and the pages of her diary. Finally, she turned her attention towards him.

“Right, here is the information you wanted. I was initially contacted via an encrypted email. After my reply, I was contacted via telephone. The caller used some speech synthesiser to mask their voice. His instructions were explicit. They were very organised.”

“And the payment and delivery?”

“They were to pay in cash, a mixture of unmarked notes, pounds sterling. And the delivery was slightly unusual in that he wanted our man to go to the Westfield shopping centre over at White City. He wanted him to wear a fluorescent jacket and take a coffee at Café Nero on the south-east side of the centre. The goods were to be carried in a white holdall.”

“I take it that this location provided some exits and options for transport?”

“Yes. It was near the car park, bus station, two metro stations and, of course, he chose midday on Saturday when it was heaving with people.”

“And how did the transaction take place? Did you see the buyer?”

“No, some kid turned up on a skateboard with a white holdall full of cash. He zoomed off while my man discreetly counted the cash. My man got a WhatsApp message telling him to look out for a kid in a red T-shirt and shorts. And ten minutes later, the kid turns up and takes the bag. That was it, that’s how it was played out.”

“I see. I assume you have no idea who kid is, and you had no one tailing him?”

“Of course not. That would be a very mistrusting thing to do with my clients, wouldn’t it?”

“And I don’t suppose you put a tracker in the bag either did you?”

“No, he made it very clear that, should anything like that transpire, he would take it very personally.”

“So, you understand what I mean about ramping up your security then?”

“Yes, I understand. Even more so now you’re here. No offence intended of course.”

“None taken. I don’t suppose you’d care to divulge how much the transaction was worth?”

“You’re right. I wouldn’t care to divulge how much the transaction was worth. I’m mean, a girls got to have some secrets, surely?”

She smiled and rose to her feet, outstretching her hand. “I think that concludes our business, don’t you?”

“I think it does, Ms Grimshaw. Thank you for your hospitality.”

He shook her hand and turned to leave her office.

“Oh, by the way …” she started to say.

“Yes?”

“After the transaction, he said that it went well and that he would contact me shortly.”

“And has he?”

She looked down. Her demeanour had changed. He thought that perhaps it had dawned on her how dangerous this man really could be.

“Yes, a week ago. He wants some more items.”

“What items?”

“More Semtex, more detonators, and twelve grenades. He wants them in a hurry, and I said it would take some time. Judging by his tone during the phone call, he doesn’t want to wait. He sounded …” She stopped speaking, thinking how to express her thoughts. “He sounded almost desperate. Yes, that’s it. Desperate.”

“When does he need an answer?”

“Tomorrow. My god it’s tomorrow, and I haven’t been able to source anything.”

“Not to worry. How does he communicate with you? Via mobile?”

“Yes.”

“Give me your number.”

She hesitated.

“You do want me to help you, don’t you? I mean, this guy is one to turn on anyone, and you’re not prepared for someone like him. You’ve been playing a dangerous game for a while, but you’re on a whole new level now.”

He let the information sink in.

She gave him the number.

“Okay, now I’ll do what I can to trace the call. But he’s clever, and it will probably not amount to anything. So, if I were you, I would tell him that you have all the goods minus the grenades. They would be the most difficult to obtain, wouldn’t they?”

“Normally, yes, but as it happens, I do have a supply more than his requirements.”

“But he doesn’t know that, does he?”

“No, of course not. If he were to know, it would affect the price considerably. One has to claim scarcity to get the price one wants. You know how it is — make them think that you’ve gone to great lengths to obtain their goods. It’s the same in any business, supply and demand.”

“I’m sure it is … I’m sure it is. Now, I have to make some calls, but I have to stick around for tomorrow. Are you all right with that?”

Irene looked him up and down. “Yes, I’m fine with that.”

“Then while I’m making my calls, may I suggest that you sort this out with Mason and try to make arrangements for some better protection for you and your staff, albeit on a temporary basis until we have a solution.”

“I will, and … thank you. I don’t even know your name?”

Dom paused. “Nick, call me Nick.”

He left the office and ignored Mason as he brushed past him.


Chapter 23 – A Culture Clash

Jed was sitting on his haunches in a doorway of a café on Exeter Road with the main entrance to the Savoy Hotel across the Strand in full view. The morning air was damp after the teeming rain which had persisted since Jed’s arrival in the early hours. Although the rain had stopped, puddles remained to create bright stepping stones in the gutters and divots in the tarmac. It was 10:45 hours, and Jed patiently anticipated the arrival of his target. It was 10:57 hours, and the target was due any minute. Cristóbal Pérez Díaz was known for his fixation with punctuality, but as Jed knew all too well, one couldn’t rely on the London traffic. Jed, with sleeping bag in hand and dragging behind him, crossed the road towards the entrance to Savoy Court and the principal entrance to the hotel. As he reached the corner, a sleek black Mercedes saloon swung into the driveway at speed. A car in front of the hotel was moving off, leaving space for the Mercedes.

Jed observed as Cristóbal moved swiftly into the hotel with one bodyguard beside him and the other bringing up the rear. The Mercedes sped off into the traffic. Jed knew there was little opportunity at this location and was resigned to waiting until later in the day.


***




It was 17:00 hours. Jed had smartened himself up, wearing a pair of light-coloured slacks, a polo shirt and a navy jacket. He also wore casual shoes, aviator sunglasses and an NY baseball cap. Carrying a small haversack, he now looked like an American tourist.

He knew that Cristóbal would not walk the short distance from the Savoy to the Courtauld Gallery. It would be too much of a risk for him. One thing he did know was that Cristóbal would not miss his private tour of the gallery for anything. Knowing the gallery would close in half an hour, Jed searched for a place to hide and found an empty office on the second and top floor. He knew it would remain unoccupied as he had watched the previous occupant leave some minutes before. He watched them descend the vast, ornate, circular staircase all the way to the bottom. They had taken their coat and bag, making Jed pretty safe in the knowledge that they wouldn’t return on the same day. The door lock was easy pickings for Jed who was well versed in methods of entry. He waited patiently.


***




Cristóbal and his bodyguards were met at the door to the gallery by a woman of slight stature whose hair was tied up and combed back from her face. She wore a navy scarf around her neck and rimmed glasses that didn’t suit her. They made her look somewhat masculine.

“Good afternoon, Señor Vásquez Fuentes. It’s a pleasure for us to have you here. My name is Eileen Simms, and I’ll be your guide.”

“Good afternoon, Miss Simms, I trust that you are enlightened as to the works of art here in the gallery?”

Although the greeting was polite enough, there was a pointed question in his words.

“My dear Señor Vásquez Fuentes, I’ve been here in the gallery for sixteen years. I’ve overseen the purchase, loan and restoration of most of the art that you will see here on display. I think that I’m in a good position to be your guide. But there is, of course, the digital guide, should you wish to use that service or a combination of the two?”

Cristóbal considered her offer.

“I am happy with the original arrangement, thank you. You may call me Señor Fuentes.”

Conscious of the bodyguard’s presence, Eileen said, “Look, Señor Fuentes, you’re safe here. The doors are locked. Why don’t your staff rest here while you relax in the gallery? It’s your choice.”

Cristóbal thought for a moment, discussed the matter with his guards and turned to Eileen.

“One will stay down here and the other on the top floor.”

“As you wish, Señor Fuentes, as you wish. Where would you like to start?”

“I would like to start at the top floor, please.”

“Very well, we have a lift over here.”

As they walked to the lift, Eileen explained that the gallery has nine exhibiting rooms on the second floor and that these are dedicated to Impressionism and the twentieth century.


***




Jed waited with the door slightly ajar. He could see enough through the thin gap between door and frame. He heard the sound of lone footsteps ascending the stairs. They were coming his way. Jed taped some material over his mouth and, with the cord from the blinds that he’d cut, he deftly tied his ankles to the chair and placed his arms on the chair. He looped some cord over his wrists to make out that he was bound. Once he heard the footsteps arrive at the top of the staircase, he made a grunting sound as he tried to call out through his self-imposed gag. He made as much sound as he could through the gag for a minute, but there was no response. He decided to rock his chair so that the legs made a dull sound upon impact hoping that, along with the grunting, it would attract the attention that he desired. He decided to knock a stapler and wireless mouse off the desk. That worked. Suddenly, he heard footsteps approaching and grunted louder, enticing his prey.

The door opened slowly. The bodyguard was cautious and rightly so. With the door half open and his hand still on the doorknob, the bodyguard’s eyes met Jed’s. Jed had widened his eyes and continued making efforts to speak. The bodyguard looked around the room and behind the door before advancing towards Jed. He spoke in broken English. “It’s okay, there’s no one here. I will untie you. Are you hurt?”

The bodyguard tore away the makeshift gag and repeated the question. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m not hurt. They just took my wallet, passport and camera. Then they tied me up in here. Thanks for helping me.”

“No problem. Let me untie your feet first.”

The slim short-haired bodyguard bent down on one knee to untie Jed’s ankles. After the second one was free, Jed let the loops of cord fall from his wrists and rained blows upon the bodyguard’s neck and back. He didn’t stand a chance and fell face down to the floor. He tried to regain himself but Jed expertly laid into him, rendering him unconscious in a matter of moments. Jed PlastiCuffed the unconscious body to the desk and gagged him for good measure. He then relieved him of his wallet, passport, radio and Beretta.

Jed made his way to Room 11b. It was at the end of the floor and the smallest connecting room of them all. His thoughts were that Cristóbal would be drawn into a false sense of security as he meandered through the first four exhibits, through the Impressionist landscapes and then on to the twentieth century French paintings. Of course, Jed knew that Cristóbal could divert rooms 9 to 13 but he also knew that this was highly unlikely. Cristóbal was a methodical man and would follow through the rooms in numerical order. This was the benefit of knowing your enemy.

Jed positioned himself on an Ottoman-type artefact adjacent to the entrance from Room 11a. He thought that Cristóbal would be in the moment and that his interest would be drawn to the painting in the centre of the wall on the right as he entered the room. He wasn’t disappointed.

Jed saw Eileen’s arm extend as she walked through the gap, closely followed by Cristóbal. He walked straight ahead with eyes fixed on a painting of what appeared to be a scene from heaven before them. Eileen was busy explaining its artistic traits and its history to a very attentive cartel leader absorbing every word.

“Would you both be so kind as to stay very still?”

The pair froze upon hearing the voice from behind them.

“Now, slowly raise your hands.”

After a short while, Eileen started to raise her hands while Pérez Díaz didn’t move.

“You heard me, Cristóbal. Raise your hands slowly, and no tricks.”

Cristóbal withdrew his hands from his blazer and slowly started to raise them. He then quickly positioned himself behind Eileen and produced a knife to her throat.

“I don’t know who you are. But would you risk the life of this innocent woman?”

Jed raised his pistol with silencer attached.

“I have no qualms with her; I’m here for you, and if that means she’s in the way, so be it.”

Jed aimed at the pair. Eileen’s eyes were bulging out of their sockets. She was desperately trying to take in what was going on and, even more so, what was being said. It was too much for her, and she fainted. As she slumped to the floor, her limp neck slewed its way across Cristóbal’s knife, opening her skin like meat on a butcher’s slab.

Her body hit the ground with a thud, and a pool of vibrant red blood appeared. Cristóbal looked at the woman, and Jed drew his attention.

“And now, Cristóbal, what are you going to do? I wouldn’t come at me with that knife if I were you because I’ll shoot you down before you take a step. Or are you going to drop the knife and raise your hands, like I asked? The choice is yours, and I’m waiting. I’m not a patient man.”

Cristóbal instinctively dropped the knife and raised his hands. Jed threw him some PlastiCuffs.

“Put them on and tie them tight with your teeth.”

Cristóbal did as instructed.

“On your knees, arms outstretched.”

Cristóbal complied. Jed walked behind him and started searching him, removing a radio, a passport and a wad of cash. Jed checked to see if Cristóbal was wearing a microphone or an earpiece. He had half expected it, but there was nothing.

“Lie with your face down on the ground.”

Cristóbal hesitated, which was a mistake. The next thing he felt was Jed’s boot in the middle of his back pushing him to the ground. Cristóbal expelled air forcefully as his body plunged to the floor and the impact of his face hitting the ground caused his mouth and nose to bleed profusely.

“You see, I know you understand me. If your English is good enough to be educated here in England at Imperial College, it’s good enough to understand my simple instructions.”

Jed searched Cristóbal’s legs beneath his trousers, finding a pistol strapped to his lower right ankle and a knife housed inside his left boot.

“Come on, get on your feet,” instructed Jed as he grabbed Cristóbal by his jacket between the shoulder blades and helped him to his feet.

Blood poured from Cristóbal’s nose and mouth all over the front of his clothing. Jed bent down to remove the scarf from Eileen who was lying motionless in a pool of her own blood.

“She won’t be needing this now, but you will.”

Cristóbal looked at Jed with open eyes as if to question, but it was quickly answered by Jed as he thrust the scarf into his mouth.

“Now, leave that there until I say it can be removed. Nod if you understand?”

Cristóbal nodded in affirmation and Jed motioned for Cristóbal to walk forward through the rooms. They walked the length of the upper floor rooms 12 to 15 and found themselves at the top of the staircase.

“We’re taking the lift,” directed Jed purposefully.

They entered the lift with Cristóbal in front. Once inside, Jed moved Cristóbal into position so he would be the first person to exit the lift, with Jed behind him. Upon reaching the ground floor, the lift door opened. Jed held onto Cristóbal’s jacket, holding him back, waiting to see if there was a response. Cristóbal tried to walk.

“Wait, not so fast.”

They waited a few seconds, and Jed listened intently for any clues. He didn’t want any surprises from the other bodyguard who may have been warned by any other means of communication. All seemed normal.

“Okay, let’s go.”

Jed guided Cristóbal out of the lift, turning left at the foot of the staircase. They were opposite the gallery entrance and ticket area. There was no sign of the bodyguard. Jed thought he must be in Room 1 and led Cristóbal to the narrow doorway towards that room. He paused, with Cristóbal to his front at the open door, and thrust his captive forward onto the floor.

A voice came from the left, and the bodyguard came into view, running to help his boss. As he reached Cristóbal, his eyes levelled at Jed and, as he reached for his shoulder holster, Jed shot him twice in quick succession. The man lurched violently backwards. Jed strode over and stood over the bodyguard who was still conscious and desperately trying to reach his gun. Jed fired a single shot to the head and blood splattered across the shiny tiled floor. Cristóbal was still prone but able to witness the cold-blooded execution of his cousin, Alvaro. Jed searched Alvaro’s pockets and found the car keys that he was looking for. He quickly turned to Cristóbal.

“Come on, we’re going.”

Cristóbal tried to speak through the gag and Jed removed it, temporarily allowing him to splutter out, “Why don’t you just kill me and get it over with?”

“Trust me. I have thought about that, many times. But I have a much better fate for you.”

He thrust the gag back into Cristóbal’s bloodied mouth, turned around and pushed him towards the exit. A man appeared. He was tall and suited, about fifty years of age. He was wearing the gallery’s identity badge.

“Have you got the keys to get out of this place?” asked Jed.

The man saw Jed’s pistol and spluttered, “Err, yes … yes I have the keys to get out. Take them, please take them, but don’t kill me.”

“Geoffrey, open the door and walk away.”

“But, but, how do you my name is Geoffrey?”

“You’re wearing an identity badge, Geoffrey, aren’t you? Now, as you move away, call an ambulance because you have an injured colleague on the top floor. After you’ve called the ambulance, go and give her first aid. You understand that?”

Geoffrey stared in amazement. The stress of the situation had made him fixate his eyes on Jed.

Jed shouted, “Geoffrey! Snap out of it and go and help your colleague, and don’t forget to call the ambulance first. She has a knife wound from this man here.”

“Now, go!”

Geoffrey ran to the back office and Jed could hear him fumbling with the phone. Jed pushed Cristóbal through the exit doors and towards the parked Mercedes. He opened the boot.

“Get in.”

Not having any choice, Cristóbal obeyed. As he lay inside the boot, Jed cut the PlastiCuffs and reapplied a new one with Cristóbal’s hands behind his back. He then applied another PlastiCuffs to his ankles.

Jed then sped off into the evening traffic.


Chapter 24 – Theories and Lives

Jed had driven for about thirty minutes across the centre of London before he arrived outside a pharmacy. He left the car and, once inside, gathered dressings, bandages, iodine and alcohol pads. He drove another quarter of an hour before arriving at an old 1970s style, run-down car park. Metal barriers surrounded the structure and bore a sign that read, ‘Due for Demolition - Keep Clear’ on every possible entrance. It had been out of use for years, apart from the odd skateboarder and some homeless people. But even they had left now as the demolition was due any day. Jed removed a fence panel, giving him access to the main entrance. The barrier was long gone, and Jed sped up the ramps to the top floor in the open-night air. The far right of the car park was in darkness; the old halogen lamps had failed a long time ago, and no other lights illuminated that spot. He parked awkwardly, leaving enough space to open the boot and get Cristóbal out. He got Cristóbal to his feet and waited. He looked him in the eye and said nothing. He was staring intently at him as if to look deep inside the man. Unnerved, Cristóbal desperately tried to say something through his gag, but all that could be heard was the traffic of the night and the odd siren leaving a shrill echo in its wake.

Finally, inches away from Cristóbal’s face, Jed broke the silence between them. “I bet you’re wondering why you’re here, aren’t you?”

Cristóbal frantically nodded his head — an action that was accompanied by more muffled sounds.

“Oh, you want to say something, do you? Okay, let me take out that gag.”

He removed the gag and dropped it onto the oil-stained concrete floor.

Cristóbal sucked in the air.

“You’re right, I am wondering what I’m doing here. Who’s paying you? I mean, you’re not MI5 or MI6, otherwise I’d be somewhere warmer and drier by now. And you’re not any counterterrorism nor anti-drugs agency for the same reason. And you’re certainly not part of any hit squad, otherwise we wouldn’t still be talking. So who are you? And more importantly, what do you want with me?”

“My dear Cristóbal, you are a little bit paranoid if I may say so. No, I’m none of those. I’m here for a higher purpose. I’m here to seek vengeance. You had a friend of mine killed … slowly. He died a prolonged and painful death because of you. And now it’s your turn.”

Cristóbal stared at Jed in horror. He’d heard the words, but it was the way in which he conveyed them that gave him the profound feeling of fear. This man before him would relish in killing him.

Jed removed a pistol from his jacket pocket. “But you know what, Cristóbal, death would be too good for you, even if it was a slow and painful one. So, I’ve had a better idea. This pistol that I took from you earlier, it’s nice. It’s a Beretta PX4 Storm Sub Compact if I’m not mistaken, isn’t it?”

“Yes, yes, it is. My cousin, Alvaro, gave it to me.”

Jed examined the pistol. “Have you tried it out yet? I don’t mean on the shooting range or anything, I mean the real thing. Have you shot anybody with it yet?”

“No, no, I haven’t,” came the nervous response.

“So, you don’t know how it will perform then, do you? I mean, you never really know until you use it for real, do you?”

Cristóbal was sweating profusely. He didn’t like where this line of questioning was going.

“No, you’re right. You can’t be sure until you use it for real. I’ve always prayed that I will never need to use it.”

“Tut, tut, tut, Cristóbal. You’ve killed and ordered the killing of many, many people and today’s your lucky day. You’re not going to use it, you’re going to be on the receiving end of it. That way you can see how it performs.”

Jed pushed Cristóbal against car park’s dark, pebble-dashed wall.

“Now, don’t you go moving, otherwise I might shoot something that I’m not aiming for.”

Cristóbal remained still, his eyes bulging as he followed Jed’s back. Jed stepped away a couple of metres before turning to face Cristóbal. He cocked the pistol and raised it, aiming high at Cristóbal’s head. He dropped the magazine latch for better grip, then removed the safety, moved slightly to the left and fired a round. Cristóbal squealed in pain as a bullet plunged into his left shoulder, puncturing the flesh and deltoid muscles. He slumped to the floor, his hands still tied behind him. Jed applied the safety, tucked the pistol in his waistband and, in a composed manner, walked over to Cristóbal.

“You see, that was from only a couple of metres away and, for a small toy like this, it packs quite a punch, doesn’t it? And don’t worry about the wound, I’ve got plenty of iodine and dressings. I’ll fix you up in no time. I had to pull a little to the left because I didn’t want to nick that artery in there, did I? That would be no good. I need to keep you alive … for the moment at least.”

Jed produced a knife, cut the clothes away from Cristóbal’s shoulder and dressed the wound. He tied the dressing and sat Cristóbal upright. He looked at him in the eye and asked, “Do you think that you can stand if I help you up?”

“Yes, yes, I think so. Are we going somewhere? A hospital?”

“No, no, we’re not going anywhere just yet. Come on, I’ll help you up.”

Jed helped Cristóbal to his feet and leant him against the wall. He then walked away for about a metre, turned, drew the pistol from his waistband, promptly removed the safety and fired another round which propelled straight into Cristóbal’s upper right arm. He screamed in agony and dropped to the floor, rolling around, writhing in pain.

“Hey, calm down. It’s only a flesh wound, nothing serious.”

He sat him up again, with Cristóbal screaming in pain.

“It hurts, eh? Well, I have no painkillers, so you’ll just have to grin and bear it, won’t you? Hold still while I dress the wound. We don’t want any major loss of blood, do we? Or anything worse, like an infection.”

Jed cut the sleeves from Cristóbal’s jacket and shirt, and examined the entry wound.

“You know, that’s quite a clean wound. It’s taken a little chunk of flesh right off at a slight angle. It must have been the way you were standing. Don’t you think?”

“You are crazy! You’re a madman! I demand that you get me to a hospital.”

“Oh no, you’ve got me wrong. I’m not crazy. Well, the doctors tell me that I have a little PTSD. I just really miss my mate that you killed slowly on video. No, I’m not a madman. I’m just plain mad at you. And I’m exacting some good old-fashioned revenge, justice … call it what you will. You know, an eye for an eye and all that.”

Jed looked at the state of Cristóbal, fixed his latest wound with copious amounts of iodine and alcohol, and applied a tight bandage.

“We don’t want you dying just yet, do we? Now let’s stand you up as best as we can.”

Jed heaved his man aloft and leant him against the wall again.

“Now, don’t you move. This won’t take a minute.”

Cristóbal pleaded, “No, no more please!”

Jed paused and replied in a furious onslaught.

“YOU’RE PLEADING WITH ME? WHAT GIVES YOU THE RIGHT TO PLEAD, YOU ANIMAL? YOU HAVE NO RIGHTS TO ANYTHING ANYMORE. YOUR RIGHTS HAVE BEEN CANCELLED. HOW DARE YOU PLEAD, AFTER ALL THE PEOPLE WHO HAVE SUFFERED AND DIED AT YOUR HAND. YOU’RE GOING TO PAY!”

Jed, almost frothing at the mouth, took a deep breath and composed himself. He stepped away, aimed at Cristóbal’s torso, removed the safety and then adjusted his aim, firing twice in rapid succession. Both bullets penetrated the same leg. One in the inner thigh and the other in the lower leg.

The thunderous impact of the rounds hit Cristóbal like a jackhammer. His torturous screams grew louder and dissipated unheard into the night sky. He collapsed. Pain stung intensely throughout his body, and he lost consciousness.

Jed cut away the trouser leg and applied iodine, alcohol and dressings to the wounds. He removed the belt from Cristóbal’s waist and used it as a tourniquet to his upper thigh, one hand-width from the groin where the femoral artery was shallow enough to be compressed.

Jed changed into black clothing from his haversack and pulled a black balaclava over his head. He tried it on his face, and it fitted snuggly. Jed then rolled it up and wore it as a small hat. He placed his old clothes in a pile and, using Cristóbal’s lighter, set fire to them against the wall in the centre of the garage. He waited until the flames died down and strode back over to Cristóbal. He took out his mobile and took a variety of photos before sending them to Marti and calling him.

“Marti, I’m sending you some photos of our man here. Can you make sure that they end up where we planned for them to go?”

“Sure thing, Jed. How is it going?” replied Marti as he opened the photos one by one, their images giving him the answer to his question.

“I expect that you can see that from the photos, right?”

“Yep, I can see that you’ve been busy. Talking of which, everything is set up for our supplier tomorrow.”

“Supplier? What supplier?”

“Jed, you know — Irene. Are you alright?”

“Oh, Irene. I remember. Yes, I’m good, I just haven’t slept well lately.”

“Are you coming back tonight? If you are, you can get your head down early and be ready for tomorrow.”

“I should be able to get back tonight. It’ll depend upon the drop. Look, I’ll speak later. Just make sure that those photos are placed where they need to be.”

“Okay, Jed, will do. See you later.”

Jed rummaged through the car where, fortunately, Cristóbal’s bodyguard had been reasonably well prepared. They had extra water, food, magazines, ammo and a basic first aid kit. Jed grabbed a couple of bottles of water, took a sip himself and poured the remaining contents over Cristóbal’s face. He gradually regained consciousness.

“How are you feeling, Cristo? I bet it hurts like hell.” He patted the wounded leg. “You see, I’ve patched you up. Now, we’re going.”

“To a hospital?” Cristóbal managed to ask desperately.

“No, not a hospital.”

He smiled, grabbed hold of Cristóbal’s left arm and helped him into the rear seat. He made and applied a makeshift blindfold from the sleeve of Cristóbal’s jacket.

“Now, you just sit there and make yourself comfortable. It won’t be long.”

Jed left the car park on the corner of White’s Row and Commercial Street, near the Christ Church Spitalfields. It was 22:00 hours, and Jed thought that his journey would keep him in Cristóbal’s company for another twenty to twenty-five minutes at most.

“Cristóbal, we’ll part company shortly. Is there anything that you want to say to me?”

“What do you mean ‘part company’ exactly?”

“You’ll see, Cristóbal, you’ll see. I just wanted to say that I’ve thoroughly enjoyed my time with you. Oh, and while you were out of it, I took the liberty of taking some photographs of you. Some people will obviously think that you are dead and I assume that a power struggle will ensue back home.”

“You can’t! What have you done? You’ve ruined me!”

“Oh no, not yet I haven’t. I haven’t even started to ruin you yet. I’ll tell you a little secret, shall I? I’m going to drop you off at New Scotland Yard where I think that someone in there will be very interested in finding you on their doorstep. Now, this can play out in at least two scenarios. There may be more, but let’s stick to two. Number one: your people think that you are dead and a power struggle takes place. In this instance, you will lose all of your assets and cease to exist. If you did turn up, by some divine miracle, they’d kill you on sight as you’d threaten their new-found power.” Jed slowed to ensure that he could tell Cristóbal his theory. “Now, scenario two is more interesting. Your people think that you’re dead, but in fact, you’re working with New Scotland Yard and the drug enforcement agencies. Now you’re dead on sight, and it’s highly probable that someone, somewhere will put a lucrative contract out on your head.”

Cristóbal remained silent, absorbing Jed’s theories and mulling over his own through the intense pain.

“You might be wondering how your people will find all of this information out? I can see that, but rest assured I have the means to leak the information to them in a believable way, a way that supports your bodyguard’s story when he returns home. You’ll never know if the contract is worth it. I might just carry it out myself for some pocket money. What do you say to that, Cristóbal?”

Jed turned at Blackfriars onto the Embankment.

“It won’t be long now. Oh, and when I stop, there won’t be time for any goodbyes.”

They passed the Embankment metro station, on past Whitehall Gardens, Horse Guards Avenue …

“That’s it we’re here, get ready.”

Jed pulled the balaclava over his face, steered the car into position and screeched it to a halt at the junction of Richmond Terrace and the Embankment, the corner of which held New Scotland Yard’s Headquarters. He leapt out and opened the rear passenger door. He heaved Cristóbal out of the car onto the pavement and fired two shots into the air. Two police officers were already heading his way. He returned to the car and drove off into the night.


Chapter 25 – Discoveries

“Boss, I’ve got Brett on the secure line for you,” said Abi with a sense of urgency.

Jago was in his sparse office that overlooked the old playground.

“Thanks, Abi, put him through.”

“Jago, are you there, Jago?”

“Hi Brett, how are things?”

“Oh, you know how it is, the left hand doesn’t know what the right hand is doing as usual. Anyway, I can’t be on long. I just wanted to give you a name. I’m sorry it’s only part of a name, but it’s something that came up during a discussion the yesterday.”

“Okay, Brett, any name would be useful, as would where the name came from, if that will help?”

“Name I have is Jed. I’m not sure which way to spell it, and it came from a South American source. They said this, in their words, ‘strange character’ was in the region about four or five years ago. He’s a white Brit. I’m afraid that’s all I have. I’ll let you know if I hear anything else.”

“I appreciate that, Brett. You take care now, and thanks.”

Jago ended the call and strolled over to Abi and Bernie. He observed how well the pair were working together. It was almost a shame to stop them.

“Abi, Bernie, I have a possible name for you from the South American connection. Name dates back to about four or five years ago. The name is Jed. Now, we don’t know if that is spelt with a J or a G, so we’ll have to be creative in our searches.”

“Okay, Boss, we’ll feed him into the system. Does anyone know what Jed stands for?”

“I think Ged, as in the version with a G, is a short form of Gerald or Gerard. But I don’t know what Jed with a J stands for. The only thing that I know of that is similar is the Return of the Jedi.” He stopped in realisation. “My god, that’s it!”

The others looked at him oddly, wondering what he was talking about.

“The Return of the Jedi.”

The pair looked blankly at each other.

“It’s a Star Wars film. Didn’t the character we’re looking for have the nickname Star Wars?”

It was evident that neither Jago nor Abi had any knowledge of the Star Wars franchise.

Jago piped up first. “Bernie, we’re glad that you’re here. We would never have arrived at that conclusion in a million years, would we, Abi?”

“Nope, I’ve never seen a Star Wars film, and I wouldn’t know any of their titles. So, hats off to you Bernie. All we need to do now is find his real name, and then the man himself.”

“I’ll leave it to you, then, shall I?”

“We’ll let you know when we find him,” Abi replied.

Abi and Bernie discussed the content for a short while and entered the variables into the system, which was securely linked to some high-powered databases. Bernie always said that the trick with the software was to introduce multiple variables and, as some became ‘fruitless eliminators’ as he called them, the cream of the crop surfaced. His thinking was that it might take a little longer to do this, but you arrived at your destination with a little more accuracy.


***




Jago sat on his desk. In fact, he rarely sat at his desk. He was contemplating Dom’s situation with Irene Grimshaw. Jago was thinking how it might play out. He thought about sending Fi as a remote support and wondered whether to tell Dom or not. He decided not. Picking up his phone, he gave the instruction, “Call Fi.”

After a couple of short rings, Fi answered. “Hi, Boss. How are things going?”

“Can you go secure, Fi?”

“Sure … secure now.”

“Where are you at the moment?”

“I’ve just finished meeting one of my contacts. I’m over at Sidcup. Do you need me?”

“Yes, I’d like you to go over to Tilbury Docks. Dom’s over there at the moment with Irene Grimshaw, at her offices on Dock Road. I want you to go over there as a remote support. Find a place where you can observe Grimshaw’s offices from a safe distance. I’m not going to tell Dom because he’s inside and I’m not sure how secure the place is. Maintain zero contact with Dom unless you have to and keep me posted about anything unusual in and around the offices.”

“Okay, Boss, will do. Can I ask a question?”

“Sure, fire away.”

“Is there something Dom should be worried about here?”

“I’m not sure. I just have a feeling, and I don’t like having those types of feelings. I’d rather have you go in to support should anything go awry.”

“I get it, Boss, on my way. Shall I let you know when I’m there and what my position is?”

“Yes, please do that.”

“Wilco, ETA thirty-five minutes, traffic permitting.”

Jago felt a little more at ease. He was more reassured with Fi in place, even though he still had the feeling and it made him uncomfortable.

I’ve been in this game a long time, he thought, and feelings like that count. They shouldn’t be ignored.


***




Jago entered the control area to find Bernie scanning three screens at once.

“Seeing as you haven’t spoken to me, you must be after Abi,” said Bernie. “She’s in her room dressing a couple of sores at the mo. But she’s alright.”

“Are you sure she’s alright?”

“Yes, she takes it all in her stride. She gets them every now and again and she never complains. Mind you, she’s had a few more lately with all the training that she’s doing. Have you seen her hands?”

“No, I haven’t. I’ll see her when she comes in.” Jago paused. “Have you come up with anything yet?”

“No, not yet, but I’m working on it. Did you know that Jed is short for Jedidiah? Although there are variations of the spelling which I am using in the mining. I just hope I’m right with this Star Wars nickname thing.”

“I’m sure that you’re right on track. It’s just a case of having some patience, as it usually is. Why don’t you have a rest? Make a coffee, eat a sandwich or something. I’ll hang on here, and if I see anything I’ll call you.”

“Really, Boss, that’ll be fantastic. I’ll only be twenty minutes, I promise.”

“Take your time, Bernie, you’ve been working flat out. Save some time for yourself.”

“I understand, Boss. It’s just that … well, you know, I love the thrill of the chase, I love finding that hidden piece of information.” He walked in the direction of the kitchen and paused, looking back at Jago. “You know what I mean, don’t you, Boss?”

“Yes, I know what you mean. Only too well.”

Jago sat monitoring the screens, his head toing and froing from one to the other, like he was sitting level with the net at Wimbledon. Ten minutes must have passed when one screen came to life with a series of beeping sounds. He viewed the screen carefully, and it had highlighted a name: ‘Jedidiah Slater, male, Caucasian, aged thirty-four and ex-military’.

“Bernie, Bernie!” called Jago.

Bernie came running back with a cup in one hand and half a sandwich in the other. The other half was in his mouth.

“I’m sorry to call you so quickly, Bernie, but this screen came alive with a name and I didn’t want to ruin any of your settings.”

Abi wheeled herself into the room.

“What’s all the excitement?” she asked.

Bernie was still chewing and couldn’t speak, so Jago filled her in.

“It’s just that a name appeared on the screen. By the way, are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine, Boss. Which screen lit up?”

“This one, why? Does it matter?”

“Well, that one is linked to the MOD and certain … shall we say, in-house databases. With a bit of luck, the same name will appear on one of these other screens. One is dedicated to financial institutions, DHSS, et cetera and the other to the police and security services. Let’s see what turns up, shall we? In the meantime, we’ll do the usual checks. We’re getting close now, Boss.”

“I hope so, Abi, I really hope so.”


***




Jago checked the time; it was 11:30 hours. He thought of Rebecca, knowing she would be on her morning break. Jago was unsure as to whether to call her. It was something he never did while at work but she kept popping into his head. He opened his phone and gave the instruction, “Call RAG.”

The phone rang three times before he got an answer; he knew that she was cautious in answering withheld numbers.

“Hello, hello, can I help you?”

“You most certainly can. You can speak to me nicely.”

She was in a room full of colleagues and tried to hide her excitement. “Oh hi, are you home?”

“No, I’m afraid not, I still have work to do. I was just thinking about you and realised it was eleven thirty and that you would be on your break. I couldn’t resist calling you.”

“Give me a minute, and we can talk.” He could hear muffled background noises as she left the room and headed for the stairwell. “I can talk now. What were you saying about not being able to resist calling me?”

He was different with her. She made him feel different, and that made him speak differently. “I’ve never done this before.”

“Never done what?”

“I’ve never, ever called anyone I’ve seen while I’m away at work. This is a new experience for me, and one I’m enjoying.”

“Oh, so I’m a new experience? That’s good to hear. I’m glad I’m not just run-of-the-mill,” Rebecca laughed.

“You know what I mean,” said Jago with a wry smile. “What I’m trying to say is that I have never felt like this about anyone before, and that’s a new experience. It’s that experience that’s compelling me to call you right now.”

“Well, if I had your number I’d be calling you every day, but I haven’t, have I?”

She had mentioned this before and was keen to get his number. He had maintained his professional stance and told her that he was unable to give the number due to his work situation. He didn’t expect her to understand and she didn’t; she occasionally asked from time to time.

“Be careful, I might just change my mind. You’re having an effect on me, and, like I said, it’s a new experience. Anyway, how are things? Have you been out?”

Without realising, he was checking up on her.

“Oh, wouldn’t you like to know? Of course not, where would I go and with whom? My fella is off gallivanting somewhere, allegedly working, and I can’t even contact him. It’s a good thing that I’m a patient lady, isn’t it?”

“It certainly is, and that fella is one lucky chap. Anyone I know?”

Her voice changed; she was little melancholy. “When can I see you again? Will you be away long? Can you please tell me if you’re in the country?”

“Rebecca, I thought that I’d explained this. My work is confidential, and I can say very little about it. In fact, I can’t tell you things like I will be away long or when we’ll see each other again because the truth is I just don’t know. Each project is different and dependent upon some variables beyond my control. I truly wish I did know, and I promise that I will tell you as soon as I do. I can’t wait to see you either.”

“I know, I know. I knew when I asked you. It’s just that I love having you near me and it’s tough feeling like this and not knowing where you are and when you’re coming back. Will it ever change?”

Jago didn’t know what to say; it had been like this all of his working life. It was all he knew, and he couldn’t imagine it changing anytime soon. He did have feelings for Rebecca, feelings he never had before with anyone else.

“Listen, Rebecca, all I can tell you is I am in the country, and I’ll try to call you more often. That’s as much as I can offer at the moment.”

She replied immediately. “Then I accept your offer. I accept that you can’t tell me what I want to know. And I don’t want to know what you’re doing. I just want to know that you’re there, that you’re all right, that your day is going well, and that we can talk and share. I don’t need to know the detail, just those normal things between us. Do you think we can at least do that?”

“Now you put it that way, I don’t see why not. Look, I have to go now, but I promise I will call you more often and we can discuss those things at least. How’s that for a start?”

“That’s a good start, much better than we had five minutes ago. I’m happy with that, are you?”

“Yes, yes, I’m thrilled with that. Anything that allows me to speak to you more often will make me happy.” He bit his lip and looked up as if he were asking for some kind of divine intervention to help him express his feelings. “I miss you, and I hope to see you soon.”

“I miss you too, and I’m waiting. Bye for now.”

“Bye, Rebecca. We’ll speak soon.”

Jago ended the call and, no sooner had he opened a file on his computer to complete a Declaration of Relationship Update form, Bernie called.

“Boss, we’ve got some info for you. It’s raw and incomplete but gives us something to go on.”


***




Abi read what they had managed to glean in the last hour.

“Boss, some of this is sketchy but it’s the best we have in the time we’ve had. It seems that Jedidiah Slater enlisted into military service at the age of eighteen, entering into the then Worcester and Sherwood Foresters Regiment. He was promoted after four years to Lance Corporal then to Corporal Class 1 three years later. He applied for and underwent selection for SAS training and was badged at the age of twenty-eight. He served in various parts of the world and, due to his linguistic abilities, concentrated on building links in South America. He mainly worked in training Colombian Special Forces and conducted drug enforcement liaison, which we all know means covert ops against the cartels. There are a couple of blanks in the information here, which I thought you might be able to clear up with his ex-commanding officers?”

“That’s no problem, just let me know who to contact.”

“The thing is, he was returned to unit under a cloud at age thirty-two. And there’s nothing in his paperwork to suggest any wrongdoing or any prior warning. Don’t they normally give a warning to anyone who is say, a little overzealous in their work?”

“Yes, it’s usual to get a warning about one’s conduct. But to be returned to unit straight off the bat is unusual. I’ll see what his ex-OC has to say.”

Abi continued, “And then he was placed in the main wave of phase one military redundancies. I can’t imagine that would have gone down well with someone like this. And his profile fits our target profile.”

“And what about now?”

“As far as we know, Slater is currently a civilian. He hasn’t joined the French Foreign Legion or anything, like many of the others. He did attend a clinic for treatment for severe PTSD but refused to take his medication and join in the group work. He was removed from the programme. That ties in with the information from Fi’s contact.”

“Do we have any idea where he’s living?’

“Nope, his whereabouts are currently unknown. The last address we have for him is his father’s house in Bristol. That’s the address for his driving licence and social security. It seems that he didn’t accept any of the resettlement training packages. He told them that he preferred to arrange his own thing. He was obliged to sign for unemployment and turned up at the office on the first day and hasn’t been seen since. We’re still checking his finances.”

“Okay, that’s quite comprehensive. Do we have anything on known associates or family?”

Bernie chipped in. “About known family, his father is still alive and works as a security guard in a retail shopping outlet. I have no information on the mother. As far as we know, he has a younger brother by two years, Marti Slater. Interestingly, he joined the Signals Regiment and was posted to Germany for his first five years’ service. He then served as a Special Forces Communicator for six years, attached to Hereford. He then returned to his regiment and underwent further training and served two years in the Electronic Warfare Unit.”

“I need to know more about their personalities, and can you get the profiler back here ASAP?”

“Boss, another interesting piece of information is that Marti volunteered for redundancy and resettlement during phase two of the redundancies.”

“Oh, he did, did he? So, one gets deliberately axed and the other volunteers, what a strange set of circumstances. But it does mean that they’re both free to cause havoc, doesn’t it? That’s assuming that Marti is working with him. We need more on his resettlement, training, employment, address, et cetera.”

“We’re on it, Boss. As soon as we get anything you’ll get it.”

“Right, Abi, send me the contact details of those OCs. I’m off to see Jed’s father. While I’m travelling, can you find out if he’s at work or home, please? Let me know en route. Oh, and one more thing. Don’t tell Dom anything just yet, in case his location is compromised. I know he can go secure, but we don’t know about the building. But do let Fi know, and get a photograph for us ASAP.”


Chapter 26 – Charity Begins at Home

Jago was roaring down the motorway on his Silent Hawk motorcycle when Abi called.

“Hi, Boss, can you go secure?”

“Give me five, Abi, and I’ll pull over at the next service station.”

“Will do.”

Within a couple of minutes, Jago pulled up into the car park of the Membury service area.

“Hi Abi, going secure now … secure. What do you have for me?”

“Okay, his father’s name is Dennis Slater. He’s currently on shift at a retail shopping centre called Cribbs Causeway, just outside of Bristol. I’d say it’s approximately one hour from your location. I’m sending you the coordinates now. We have no news on the younger brother yet, but we do have a photo of Jed. It’s not very up to date, about four years old, but it’s the best we have at the moment. I’m sending it through to you and Fi now.”

“That’s great, Abi. I’ll take a look. If I can manage to get a photo from the father I’ll send it on. Was there anything else?”

“Nope, that’s all for now, Boss.”


***




Cribbs Causeway was a sprawling shopping centre surrounded by car parking for those ready to part with their money. Jago didn’t frequent such places very often, preferring to shop when needed, and in a small selection of mainly independent stores. He parked the Silent Hawk outside and took a look at the photo of Jed that Abi had sent him. He’d seen thousands of pictures in his time and had a knack for retaining the image in his head from all the years of practice. He fixed his earpiece and collar microphone and checked in with Abi.

“Abi, I’ve just hooked up my comms gear. Testing. Over.”

“I have you loud and clear, Boss. Shall I keep the channel open?”

“Yes, for the moment. You never know what will happen.”

“Will do, Boss. Over and out.”

Jago walked up to the information board beside the entrance doors to assess the building, as was his usual practice. Once inside, he turned immediately to the left into the management offices, looking for anyone who could give him the whereabouts of Dennis Slater. The door was open, and a man dressed in a black suit was sitting staring at a computer screen. Jago tapped the door and entered. The man didn’t turn around or acknowledge his presence.

“Hello, can I speak to a manager please?”

The curly-haired man maintained his gaze on the computer screen.

“If it’s another customer complaint, I don’t want to know. Take it to the central information point and register your complaint there.”

“What if my complaint is about you and the service that you’re providing right now? Where do I take that complaint? To your boss?”

The man turned abruptly to face Jago. “I am the boss, you donkey. Who do you think you are? Now be a good chap and go and bother someone else.”

Jago quickly peered over his shoulder to see if anyone was nearby and, seeing that there was no one, stepped into the office. He closed the door behind him and the man went to get to his feet. Jago was too quick for him and pushed him back into his chair. The chair was on wheels and he rolled backwards. Jago grabbed the man’s throat and wheeled him along the office until his head rammed into the back wall.

“Now, you listen here. I’ve come here with a reasonable request, and you’re just plain rude. That is not acceptable in any walk of life. And if you are the boss of this place, isn’t it your job to set an example of excellent customer service? I think it is, you know. I also think that you’re in the wrong job. You need to think about what you’re doing. Now, I am only going to ask you this once. Are you listening?” He applied pressure to the man’s throat. “Where will I find Dennis Slater, one of your security guards?”

He released his grip to allow the man to speak.

The garbled reply came. “He can’t deal with anything personal, he’s on duty.”

Jago tightened his grip and pushed the man back into the wall. “Wrong answer. I asked, where will I find him?”

He released the grip once more, but not entirely.

“He’s patrolling the upper deck on the far side near Marks & Spencer.”

“That’s better. I only want a couple of minutes of his time. It’s a family issue. That’s okay, isn’t it?”

He tightened the grip somewhat before releasing once again.

“Yes, yes, it’s okay. Take as long as you need. Just leave me alone, please.”

As the manager was finishing his sentence, Jago hooked his foot around the upright of the chair and simultaneously applied pressure to the manager’s throat backwards, the result of which left him still in the chair but on his back on the floor with his feet in the air.

“Thank you so much for your cooperation. Have a nice day,” said Jago as he made his way out of the office.

Jago walked past busy shoppers and fancy displays in shop windows galore, none of which interested him. He was focused on finding his man, and it wasn’t a social visit. Jago looked up, scanning the upper floor for Dennis Slater as he headed for the escalator. He spotted a uniformed security guard who appeared to be in his mid to late fifties, about five feet seven inches tall, with a dark, rugged complexion. He looked around to see if there were any other security guards in the area and saw none. Jago went up the escalator and turned right into the path of the security guard.

“Hello, I wonder if you can help me?”

“I’ll do my best, young fella, what are you looking for?”

“I’m looking for Dennis Slater. You wouldn’t happen to be him, would you? He’s the dad of one of my mates.”

“Oh, well, that’s me! You found me. How did you do that?”

“It wasn’t difficult. I went around to your house, and one of your neighbours said that you were a security guard in a shopping complex. Seeing that this is the biggest one in the area, I thought I’d try here first.”

“Resourceful, aren’t you? Are you still in, or have they let you out?”

“I left a few years back. I thought as I was in the area I might catch up with Jed, or Marti. I know them both, but I know Jed better. Have you seen either of them?”

“As a matter of fact, I saw them both together last week. Marti had to go off early to a conference. You know they’re both working together in a consultancy, and Marti’s the IT expert. He seems to be in great demand, as he’s always zipping off to a conference here and there. You just missed Jed.”

Dennis pulled out a business card and handed it to Jago. It read ‘M&J Security Consulting’ and gave an address and a mobile telephone number.

“Oh really? That’s a shame. How long ago was he at home?”

“At home? No lad, he was here about ten minutes ago. His car’s gone in for a service, so he wanted to borrow mine because he’s got a job to complete before he heads over to the States for another one. They’re good lads, they are. They’re working hard. They’ve paid off my mortgage for me, they have. They wanted to move to a new place, but I know all the neighbours and the area. So, I wanted to stay put and they paid my mortgage off and told me to work less too. Mind you, I like the work. It gets me out of the house, you know.”

“That’s good of them, looking after their dad like that. What a shame I’ve missed him, I’d like to have caught up with him over a couple of beers. It’s a bit of a coincidence I know, but I’m off to the States myself next week. Wouldn’t it be funny if we were in the same place? Do you know whereabouts he’s going?”

“I can’t remember if it was New York or that other place where the White House is. That’s it, it must be where the President lives because he joked about going to visit him for tea and cake.”

“Oh, that’s a pity, I’ll be on the other side in LA. Did you say that he’s using your car? If you let me know the details maybe I’ll bump into him.”

“Well, he only left about ten minutes ago to do some shopping, and then he’ll be going down to the staff parking area. My car’s a Nissan Juke, nippy little thing it is, and I managed to get it in gunmetal grey cos I knew that the boys would appreciate that.”

“I’ve heard that they’re good cars. What’s the registration?”

“Let me see now. I have it in my wallet cos I can’t remember anything these days, not since the wife died.”

He rummaged in his pockets for his wallet and took out a small piece of paper with the registration written upon it. He showed it to Jago.

“I tell you what, my memory’s rubbish as well. I’ll just take a photo of it with my phone. I won’t forget it that way.”

Jago snapped the number and sent it directly to Abi, who was listening in and eagerly awaiting the details herself.

Abi confirmed receipt of the number. “Got it, Boss, and I’m tapping into the traffic and shopping centre cameras around your location now, over and out.”

Jago had heard the message but continued with Dennis.

“Dennis, it’s been great talking with you, it has, but I’d better get off now. Which way is out, Dennis?” As he spoke, he noticed that Dennis was speed dialling on his mobile phone.

“Who are you calling?”

“I thought that I’d give Jed a try. Here you go, it’s ringing.”

Jago thought quickly. “If he’s still here, why don’t you tell him that you have something for him and meet him in the centre, and then I can pop out as a surprise?”

Dennis nodded in agreement and the call connected. “Hi Jed, it’s Dad. I’ve got something for you, are you still in the centre?”

“Yeah, Dad, I’ve just been doing some shopping. I was just about to leave. Where are you?”

“I’m at the top of the escalators by the coffee shop. Where are you?”

“I’m on the ground floor on the main concourse near Pret a Manger. I can see you, Dad, I’ll be up in a minute.”

Jago hadn’t had time to move away from Dennis.

“Who’s that with you, Dad?”

“Oh, Jed. You’ve gone and ruined the surprise now. It’s one of your old mates from the military.”

Jed advanced and fixed his gaze on Jago. “It’s an old mate, is it? I don’t recognise him from here. Tell him to hold on, I’m on my way up.”

Jago held his position. “Abi, have you got the cameras for the main concourse leading to the escalators? Our target is approaching now.”

“Looking now, Boss, looking now … wait … okay, I think I have him. Blue jeans, white T-shirt, brown leather jacket, carrying two shopping bags.”

“Correct. I’m out in the open here. Maintain a visual on him. We may need some good facial shots if you can get them.”

“I’m trying, Boss. I have control of the cameras.”

Jed advanced further and stepped onto the escalator, maintaining eye contact with Jago who was smiling at him. Suddenly, he leapt over the side of the escalator and ran under the bridge towards the other end of the mall. Jago took after him on the upper level.

“Abi, he’s on the move.”

“I’ve got him, Boss, he’s going straight to your left, towards the M&S store.”

“Is there a way out of that store directly outside?”

“Just checking, Boss, just checking.”

Jago hurled himself down the stairway near the store, very nearly crashing into a small family.

He appeared outside the M&S store. “Did he go inside or elsewhere?”

“In, he went inside. I have limited cameras in there, but I do have the cameras on the exit. Go straight through the store to the far side. There’s an exit. I’ll let you know when I see him.”

Jago ran through the store at pace, rushing past startled shoppers and assistants, some of whom were calling security. He made it to the exit.

“Where, Abi? Where? I need eyes on him.”

“He hasn’t left here. He must have gone through the storage area. That’s north-east of your location.”

“Roger that, I’m off.”

Jago swept through the store, past the queue outside the changing rooms and burst through the service doors to the storeroom. He paused, waiting to spot Jed or hear a noise. He heard some workers cursing and shouting at someone; it had to be Jed. He ran in the direction of the disturbance.

Slightly breathless, Jago announced, “Security, I’m security. Where’d he go?”

“He went out into the service area; it leads to the car park.”

Jago followed the directions and exited the building. There were plenty of cars parked, and no one was running.

“Abi, can you see me?”

“Yes, Boss, and I’m scanning the area. Look left in the centre of all of the cars, there’s a group of people leaving a minibus, and just beyond that, there’s a man waving his arms around frantically. He’s got to be over there.”

“I’ll get over there. You sweep the area.”

“Will do.”

Jago ran over to the group of people and slowed his pace as he neared the man ranting and raving at someone. Then he heard the sound of a revving engine and increased his pace. Just as he was a car distance away, the vehicle sped off across the car park, leaving a white-haired man shouting, swearing and waving his arms around.

Jago appeared beside the white-haired man who asked him, “Are you the police? I want to report a stolen car.”

“I’m afraid not, Sir. They’ll be here soon enough, though. Just wait here.” He placed his hands on his knees like a runner finishing a marathon.

“Did you manage to get the vehicle registration, Abi? Model et cetera? Please tell me that you did?”

“Yes, Boss, I captured it all. He left via Merlin Road at speed for about a mile, adopted normal speed, and he’s headed southbound on the motorway.”

“Okay, keep him in sight. I’m going to get my bike. Give me the vehicle details.”


***




“Boss, you’re ten minutes behind him. He’s turning off at Junction 18 and taking the Portway towards Shirehampton.”

“Where’s he heading? Can you tell? And does his mobile phone correspond regarding the location or is he using diverted calls?”

“Bernie is looking at that now to see if we can trace the phone that receives the diverted calls. Wait a minute, Boss. He hasn’t appeared on the next traffic cam. He must have turned off somewhere near the park and ride scheme or into the residential area.”

“My bet is he’s gone into the park and ride to get a change of car. Have you got camera access in there?”

“I can get it, but he’ll be long gone by the time we get it. It’s probably better to check the occupants of all cars leaving the car park.”

 

Jed had entered the park and ride car park. There were plenty of good pickings in there. He parked his stolen car at the rear of the car park, near the fences and overhanging bushes. He then made his way cautiously through the multitude of cars, looking for something reasonably innocuous but with a little power if needed. He came upon a black BMW sports estate. It wasn’t a new model and was less conspicuous that some of the other cars with power. He deftly broke into the car and had it running within minutes. He changed his T-shirt for a blue shirt that he had just purchased and donned a baseball cap from one of his shopping bags. He placed his other clothing and leather jacket in the shopping bag behind the seat before driving onto the main road in the direction of the motorway.

Jago reached Junction 18 and was close to the park and ride. After a couple of minutes, he turned into the car park and slowly scoured the area for signs of Jed and the car. He spotted the stolen car at the rear of the parking area.

“Abi, I’ve found it. He must have changed cars, and he had plenty to choose from. Did you manage to get camera access here?”

“I did, but it’s a long shot. They have an old system and only capture every thirty minutes. Why?”

“I’m looking at a full car park here minus about half a dozen cars. That’s half a dozen empty bays. If I give you the bay numbers, can you check what was parked in that bay last? It might be worth trying?”

A short while later, Abi started passing the details of the cars and finally the BMW that Jed had taken.

“Here’s a possible, Boss, but the occupant has changed clothing. From the captured images, we can’t see a face or any features. Looks like he’s now wearing a blue shirt and a baseball cap, one of those with the large peak.”

“Okay, Abi, thanks. Let’s call it off. There’s no use in chasing a trained ghost. He’ll surface elsewhere. I’m heading back to The Ranch.”

“See you soon then, Boss. Oh, hang on a minute. Bernie wants a word.”

“Okay, put him on.”

“Boss, one of my old mates at the yard just called to let me know that one Cristóbal Pérez Díaz was delivered to the steps of New Scotland Yard last night.”

“Isn’t he on Interpol’s most wanted list? And what do you mean ‘delivered’? By whom?”

“Yes, that’s him, Boss. It seems he’s in a pretty bad way. Someone shot him multiple times, then tended his wounds before finally dumping him outside of NSY.”

“What’s the connection, apart from South America?”

“Cristóbal is a drugs baron, and he’s also got ambitions in other areas such as funding and supplying terrorism. He was in the same region of Colombia as our man, at the same time. And, he’s been reported to have held meetings with your friend, Sir Arthur Green. Our man was part of a four-man team advising government forces. One of the team had successfully infiltrated Green’s network and met with Cristóbal. The next thing you know is his body parts were delivered to the British Embassy in the post. They delivered one part a day every day over the period of a couple of weeks. Cristóbal openly took credit for the killing. And guess what? He was dumped off by a man that fits our man Jed’s description.”

“He’s loyal then. After all the carnage he’s created here, he’s remained loyal to his oppos and, because he’s kept him alive, loyal to his country. He wants the authorities to milk him because he’s no use anymore. He’d be better off dead.”

Jago fell silent.

“Boss, you there, Boss?”

“Yes, Bernie. I was just thinking. Can you pass this on to your profiler friend and see what she comes up with? Maybe we can use his shades of loyalty as an angle to get to him? Any news on the brother?”

“Okay, I’ll give her the intel straight away. And no. No sign of the brother yet.”


Chapter 27 – The Penthouse Problem

Dom stood looking out of the window of Irene’s plush office which overlooked a sea of parked cars destined for faraway places. It was partially overlooked by an older six-floor building.

There was a knock at the door.

“Come in.”

A security guard entered with a petite Latino woman.

“Ms Grimshaw, the caterers are here. Where would you like the food?”

“Would you take it over to the table near the coffee machine, please?”

The middle-aged woman smiled as she was directed to the table, and Dom kept watch over her movements while she pushed her two-tiered trolley, laden with an assortment of food chosen by Irene. Placing the food carefully on the table, the woman asked in broken English, “Shall I stay and serve?”

The security guard shrugged his shoulders.

“No dear,” Irene said. “That will be all, thank you.” She extended her hand out. “Here, this is for you.”

“But it’s already been invoiced to your company.”

“Yes, I know. But this is for you. Go and treat yourself to something nice. You deserve it. I ask you to come here at a moment’s notice, and you go the extra mile, and that’s worth something. Take the fifty pounds and treat yourself.”

With her smile beaming from ear to ear, the woman accepted the gift. “Thank you, Miss. Thank you very much.”

As the guard and caterer left the room, Irene asked, “Nick, or whatever your real name is, would you like something to eat and another coffee maybe?”

“Yes, sure. I wonder when he will call?”

“I’m sure that we won’t have to wait long. He seemed eager.”

They sat and ate from the arrangement of delicious food on display while they engaged in social chat. Dom knew that the building could be rife with listening devices and gave little away. And Irene sensed his guardedness.

“You don’t open up very much, do you?”

Dom shouldn’t have been caught off guard by her directness, but he was.

“I guess it’s the nature of the job, nothing personal. It’s just business. I’m sure that you understand that?” he smiled.

“Yes, I understand that. It’s a shame that we have these circumstances between us, don’t you think?”

Dom felt uncomfortable. Here was this wealthy, attractive, elegant, intelligent, if not foolhardy, woman being as direct as you like, right at him. He did find her attractive, but didn’t think that he, a modestly paid ex-soldier security operative, was even in her league.

“Look, Irene, I’m just here on business. Period.”

She persisted, apparently ignoring his response. “Do you have someone in your life already, then?”

He looked at her in the eyes. “I am unattached and I like it that way, and I’m very happy in my work.” He thought for a moment. “And I’m not looking for anything else.”

“Very well, I hear you loud and clear. You don’t find me attractive, and that’s that. I thought there was some—”

“Some … what?”

“Chemistry. I thought we had some chemistry.”

The phone rang, and they both glanced at each other.

“Don’t forget what I said: keep calm, be normal and as businesslike as you normally are. I’ll be listening.”

She answered the phone, putting it on speaker.

“Hello, this is Irene Grimshaw.”

“Irene, go secure … do you have what I asked for?”

She recognised the electronic disguise of the voice and did as instructed.

“I have two out of three, which under the time restraint isn’t bad.”

“What’s missing?”

She hesitated.

He sensed her reluctance to voice. “Don’t worry. On this call you can say, we’re secure, and nobody is listening in, are they?”

“No, nobody is listening in. I’m afraid that I couldn’t get hold of any grenades at short notice. But I have your other items. How do want them delivered, or would you prefer to collect? And will you be paying in cash again?”

“How much are the goods?”

“Well, let me tell you that it was challenging to obtain the goods at short notice, they cost me more than I have ever paid, and my source tells me that the cost has risen because someone has been using something similar around the country in recent months. They’re very reluctant to move these goods on in case they get implicated in something bigger. And I have to say, I too am a little reluctant.”

“Well, are you going to sell them to me or not?”

Her hesitancy had disappeared. She was the businesswoman now. “Oh, yes, I’ll sell. But I want a good price. I want forty-five grand, that’s pounds sterling, in a mix of unmarked notes.”

“No way! Forty-five grand? You’ve got to be out of your mind! I’ll give you twenty and not a penny more.”

“Look, the risk is high. It’s forty-five grand, take it or leave it.”

The voice on the other end changed. “You like to drive a hard bargain don’t you, Irene? What if I were to say that I wanted a discount because you lied to me? What would you say then?”

“What do you mean? I haven’t lied to you.”

“Tut, tut, tut, Irene. You have lied to me on three counts. I want a big discount now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Firstly, you tell me that you haven’t lied. That’s a lie. It’s a lie because you do have some grenades in stock. A little bird told me so. And … someone is listening in, aren’t you Nick, or whatever your name is?”

Dom disconnected the phone and moved over to Irene and whispered in her ear.

“Someone in your organisation is lying. They’re either telling you that the countermeasures sweep that you employ twice daily is fine when it isn’t, or you have an informer on your staff. Let’s test it out.”

She nodded in agreement. She was out of her depth and knew it.

Dom spoke aloud. “Irene, look you have countermeasure sweeps twice daily and you’re in the clear. So, you must have someone on the staff who is informing on you. Who could it be? Come on, we need some names now. Think!”

“It wouldn’t be Mason, or Virginia, or Carl. They’re the only ones who know about my activities.”

“Okay, so now we know who it wouldn’t be, what about who it could be?”

The phone rang again.

Dom whispered. “Come clean with him for the same price. Throw in the grenades, if you’ll excuse the pun.”

She smiled nervously at him. “Okay.”

“This is Irene.”

“I want all of the items for twenty-five grand, pounds sterling. You see I’m learning from you, Irene. Do you want to consult your friend, Irene? Go ahead. I’ll wait. Oh, and by the way, look out of the window,” he laughed.

They both looked out of the window, and Dom was the first to see a small drone perched on a windowsill of an overlooking building.

“Go on, give us a wave! Be friendly, guys!” laughed the electronic voice.

Dom switched on his mobile so that Abi could hear what was going on back at The Ranch.

“What’s the point of your little toy?” asked Dom. “I mean, a small drone overlooking our location is hardly manly, is it?”

“It serves a purpose. I can see what you’re doing and how many of you there are. Besides, it’s not the only drone that I’ve deployed.”

“Meaning?” Dom asked.

“Meaning that it’s unfortunate for you that you’re on the top floor of your little castle, Irene, yet beneficial for me. You see my other little toy is right above you, only this one is packed with a blast charge from some of your very own explosives. How ironic is that? So, if I don’t get what I want, at the price I’m prepared to pay, nobody will get anything from you ever again. Do you understand your predicament?”

“We do, and we’ll give you an answer in an hour.”

“No. I’ll call you in thirty minutes. Bon appetit! Oh, and don’t even think of leaving the room. I’ll be watching you.”


***




Abi had Fi on the line. “Did you get most of that relayed message, Fi?”

“It was a bad connection, but I think that I got the gist. There are two drones, one watching Dom and the other is likely to be on top of him, packed with a blast charge.”

“That’s it, Fi. One of the brothers, probably Marti, is close by. I guess that he’ll be somewhere high up. He’s controlling two drones and wouldn’t risk losing signal, especially with explosives. And if he uses it, he’s going to want to watch what he’s done. I’ll get the techies to try to block any signals in the area, but you may be beyond their reach. You’ll have to act quickly.”

“Roger that. Does Dom know that I’m on site yet?”

“No, and we can’t tell him because his location may be compromised. If you want to let him know, you’ll have to come up with a way.”

“Roger that, out.”

Fi was positioned in a four-floor building close to Grimshaw’s, where she could observe the comings and goings. She scanned the area with her digital laser rangefinder. She could see where the drone cam was, but only from the side. It was on the fifth floor of the neighbouring building. She descended part way down her building on the fire escape and leapt up onto the fire escape of the taller building. She rapidly climbed the stairway, pausing at the fourth floor to assess an access point before continuing to the fifth floor. She quickly realised that the fourth-floor access would be more accessible and attract less attention.

Fi disarmed the alarm connection and entered the building by removing the glass in the exit door. She raced to the fifth floor and tried to enter the room outside where the drone was sat. Quickly, she picked the lock and entered the large office. As Fi ran through the office, she grabbed paper and Sellotape from a desk. Arriving at the window, she slowly opened it behind the drone. She placed the piece of paper over the camera lens and Sellotaped it in place.

No sooner had she closed the window than the drone took flight. Fi quickly waved across to Dom, who looked surprised, then returned the gesture. After seeing what had just happened, Dom promptly left the office with Irene while Fi exited the building and watched the flight path of the drone. It circled the tall building once and ascended to the top floor. Racing up the fire escape, she knew that she only had minutes before the controller was aware of her existence and set the blast charge.

Fi arrived on the roof and could hear the drone coming in to land. To the left, adjacent to Dom’s location, was a small concrete structure, probably the machine housing for the lift inside the building. Fi saw movement. It was the antenna from a handheld control unit. Her man was on the other side of the structure.

Fi ran and leapt up, pushing her left foot onto the perimeter wall and rebounding upwards onto the roof of the small structure. She drew her Glock and made ready to attack. She knew that it was preferable to take him alive, but also knew that the decision would be in the hands of her target. The man knelt down, examining the drone he’d just brought back. He was audibly cursing and then realised that someone must be close. He slowly turned to look at the wall.

Pouncing feet first, Fi took her man down to the ground, impacting the top of his back. She’d taken the wind out of her target, who desperately struggled to get to his feet. By this time, Fi was a couple of metres away from him, directing her Glock in the man’s direction.

“Stay where you are and spread your arms out wide, palms down. Legs straight and apart.”

The breathless man didn’t respond.

“Do it now!”

The target looked up at Fi, his eyes trying to read the person with the gun trained on his head. He said nothing, and slowly complied. She tossed a PlastiCuffs towards the man.

“Put this on one wrist and then place your hands behind your back.”

There was no response.

“Look, don’t make me shoot you. I haven’t got time for this, just put the cuffs on.”

The response was slow, but it was a response. With his hands behind his back, Fi moved to the man’s right side and knelt down to secure the PlastiCuffs. As he did, the man rapidly rolled towards her, kicking at her legs and upper body, knocking her off balance. He grabbed for Fi’s gun arm, and Fi let rip with repeated jabs into the side of his slim body. But he maintained his grip on Fi’s arm and tugged at her. Both of them rolled a couple of times and the gun fell loose. They grappled on the floor, Fi trying to place her adversary in an arm and leg lock. But the gangly man wriggled free, heading for his drone controls.

Fi chased him, picking up her weapon and knocking him to the floor from behind, just before he could reach the controls. Now on the floor, he stretched out his right arm to reach the controls and Fi stamped fiercely on it, just below the elbow joint. She dropped onto the screaming man’s back. He was clutching his elbow, desperately trying to relieve himself of the wrenching pain in both his arm and back.

Fi took advantage and harshly grabbed the left arm, positioned it at his back, applied a PlastiCuffs, and then sharply pulled the right arm behind the man to fully restrain him. This final move met with some resistance and screams of pain. The man appeared to crumble and then he made one last attempt to raise himself up. Fi simply swiped him directly across the back of the head with the butt of her pistol, before finally applying the PlastiCuffs in place. The lanky body lay motionless on the sodden roof.

Fi called it in. “This is Fi, go secure. Over.”

“Go ahead, Fi. We’re secure.”

“I have one IC male who appears to be Marti Slater. I’ll just do a print and facial and send it through for confirmation.”

Fi tapped the app on her mobile phone and placed the man’s fingers on the screen. She rolled him over and photographed him, then made a short video of him, showing his whole body, clothing and nearby possessions.

“All done, sending now. Over.”

“We’ve got it, Fi. Wait, here it is. Confirmed ID as Marti Slater.”

“Right, I’m bringing him in, but I’ll need a car. You’d better send a bomb squad to the Grimshaw building. Over.”

“Will do. I’ll call Dom, and you can use his car to bring him in.”

Fi was rummaging through Marti’s pockets and a small rucksack. She found his wallet, a couple of receipts, a map, a couple of flash drives and some keys belonging to a car, plus other keys, possibly for a building.

“Hang on, I may have other transport. It looks as though our man here has his vehicle. I’ll just see if that is available. Over.”

Fi dragged Marti and propped him up against a wall.

“Look, Marti, it’s over. So, the best thing for you at this time is to cooperate. Where’s your car, van or whatever?”

Marti stared defiantly at her, remaining silent.

“Look, I don’t think that you understand what’s going on here. I bet that you think that you’re under arrest, don’t you?”

Marti looked up with a quizzical look.

“See, I knew that you thought that I was police. Well, I’ve got news for you, Marti Slater. I’m not the police, and I make up my own rules as I go along. Right now, I need to know what make your vehicle is, and where it is. And you’re going to tell me one way or another. It’s up to you.”

Marti maintained the cold stare and Fi heaved him towards the roof’s parapet. His long legs tried to strike out, but he was no match for Fi’s strength. He hadn’t counted on a woman being so strong. Despite his best efforts to prevent her, she continued dragging him closer to the edge. Once his head and shoulders were hanging over the edge face down, Fi asked, “What is your vehicle make and where is it parked?” She linked two PlastiCuffs and bound his ankles.

While Marti lay helpless, Fi jumped onto the small roof and cut down the flag. She cut a length of cord and created a noose, which she placed around Marti’s neck. She attached this to his bent knee bindings and left him face down on the floor.

“I need an answer. The next move is yours. Whatever you decide, I have no paperwork to fill out, nor reports to file … nothing. If you expire, I’ll just spend more time looking for your car, and you’ll be dead. It doesn’t matter to me whichever way you decide. All I need is for you to make up your mind and tell me your decision.”

She applied pressure to his lower right leg with her foot, and Marti gasped as the noose tightened.

She allowed Marti some time to get his breath.

“Well, what do you say, Marti?”

Marti spoke softly.

“It’s windy up here, Marti. I didn’t hear what you said. Repeat it.”

“It’s a white Ford van. It’s parked at the café on the main road.”

“There, that’s better,” said Fi, as she dragged him back onto the roof.

As Fi gathered up the drone controls, she continued to rummage around Marti’s rucksack before depositing them inside. She found some chicken tikka sandwiches in a package with the label ‘St Martin’s Food’ and a couple of cans of drink.

“Where did you buy these?”

“Why do you want to know? What does it matter to you?”

“Oh, I’m just curious. I don’t see chicken tikka sandwiches often, that’s all.”

Marti didn’t reply.

Fi continued rummaging and then read the receipt for the food. It was purchased that morning at Dan’s Café and Homemade Food, Acre Lane, Clapham SW2.

“Where have you been staying, Marti? You must have been keeping your head down somewhere?”

Marti hung his head in silence.

“Marti, Marti, Marti … you are not doing yourself any favours. And if you’re feeling it for your brother, don’t. He’s just about to get nabbed too. So we’re all good. You now need to make another decision. Cooperate and maybe you’ll see the light of day someday. Or not, in which case the best scenario for you would be to get topped, because you don’t want to be inside for the rest of your life, do you?”

Marti listened intently and said nothing.

Fi called Abi from the privacy of the corner of the wall.

“Abi, I’ll use Marti’s van. It’s a Ford parked over by the café on the main road here. And he’s not very talkative. I do have a receipt for a shop where he bought some food this morning.” Fi continued to give the details of the shop. “Do you think that you can find anything out from them? They’re bound to have CCTV. Over.”

“Thanks, Fi. Bernie is accessing the street cams to get the details of the Ford, and I’ll get onto the shop. Oh, hang on, Bernie has checked the van, and it has false plates. Over.”


***




“Hello Dan’s Café, Dan speaking.”

“Hello, I wonder if you could help me? I was pulling up outside your shop this morning when I was in a small collision with a white Ford van. We exchanged details in the street, and now I can’t read the guy’s writing. You don’t happen to know him, do you? He’s tall, slim, fresh faced, about thirty. He was wearing jeans and a blue jumper and black quilted jacket. Oh, and he was wearing a black beany hat.”

“Yes, yes, I know who you mean. That’s Marti. He comes in every morning. Different times, but every morning. I think he lives above one of the shops with his brother. Mind you, I’ve never seen the brother. Marti says that he works away a lot.”

“Thanks ever so much for this. I’ll try and find him this evening when I finish work.”

“That’s no problem. I’m glad to help. Oh, hang on a minute, my wife may know where they live. She helped him with his electric key card when they moved in a while back.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Yes, she knows. They live above Benedict’s Travel at Flat 102a.”

“Thanks, Dan, you’re a lifesaver. Have a good day.”

“You too. Cheers.”

Abi called Jago. “Boss, we have an address for the Slaters, can you get over there? Dom can be en route for support.”

Abi relayed the details in a text message.

“Thanks, Abi, I’ve got the address, and I’m on my way. You’d better put bomb disposal on standby.”

“They’ll be pleased. Twice in one day.”

“Tell Fi to bring Marti Slater to this address and park somewhere close by until I call her.”

“Will do, Boss.”


Chapter 28 – The Apartment

It was 16:00 hours. Traffic was starting to build up on Acre Lane, and it mainly consisted of mothers on the school run.

Jago parked just beyond the travel agents. He looked up to the window; there were no apparent signs of life. He looked across the street and decided to ring the doorbell of the flat diagonally opposite the target property. It was above the betting shop. A mature female voice answered, and within minutes Jago was upstairs, peering through the net curtains across to Slater’s flat.

“Do you ever see anybody in that flat over there, Miss er …”

“Howe, with an e. Teresa. You can call me Tere. And no, I haven’t seen anybody there for days. The only person I see there is a big, tall, lanky fella. He surfaces once in a while and our paths cross on the way to the shop. He’s very quiet and never says boo to a goose. Is he in trouble?”

“I don’t know yet. We’ll have to wait and see.”

Jago peered across the road. It was a pre-war three-storey building with the travel agents occupying the ground floor, Slater’s flat on the first floor and another flat on the top floor that seemed to be partially in the attic.

“Do you know who lives on the upper floor?”

“Nobody. The textile shop a few doors down the road owns it, and they use it for storage.”

Jago’s phone rang.

“Boss, it’s Fi. I’m parked one street away with Slater.”

“Ask him if his brother should be at home.”

“Okay, hang on, Boss.”

Jago could hear Fi in the background.

“Marti, should your brother be at home right now? I’m asking because we’d rather enter in a civilised way than all guns blazing. It wouldn’t do anybody any good, would it?”

“No, he shouldn’t be at home, he’s away working at the moment.”

“Did you get that, Boss?”

“Yes, I got it. Bring Slater with you, and I’ll meet you at the front door. Give me two minutes.”

Jago turned to the woman. “Well, Miss Howe, I’m afraid I have to be going. Thank you so much for your hospitality. If I need a statement or anything from you, I know where to find you.”

“The pleasure was absolutely all mine,” she replied, busily scribbling down her telephone number on a piece of paper which she then thrust into Jago’s hand. “And if you need me for anything, you just give me a call, and I’ll help you as much as I can. And I mean … anything.”

Jago quickly thanked the woman and left the flat. As he waited for a gap in the traffic to appear to cross the road, he could see Fi guiding Slater towards the door. Jago joined them.

“Have you got keys, Fi?”

“Yes, here you are.” She handed Jago the keys and turned to Marti. “Are there any alarms or cameras?”

“No, no cameras, just an alarm. The code’s 1239 and the keypad’s on the left when you enter.”

Jago asked Marti, “Will Jed be home? “

Marti looked Jago straight in the eyes.

“I don’t know, we’ll just have to wait and see. He comes and goes as he pleases, and I have no way of knowing either way.”

“Very well. Is there a rear entry or exit?”

“The only way out of the back is through the windows.”

“Okay, Marti, I want you to give me a complete description of the building from the moment we get on the other side of this door.”

Marti spent the next minute explaining the layout as requested.

Jago, pistol discreetly at the ready, unlocked the front door and quickly pushed it open. His eyes fixed on the top of the stairs, ignoring the lumps of plaster hanging off of the walls and the dust and dirt on the well-worn wooden stairs. He flicked on the light switch, which had no effect whatsoever. Jago led the way slowly up the stairs. He was followed three or four steps behind by Marti, still restrained with his hands tied behind his back. Fi maintained a grip on the restraint with one hand while she held her pistol in the other. She deliberately left the door wide open behind her to provide a rapid exit, should it be needed.

There was a window at the top of the first flight of stairs, and Jago managed to open it about six inches. He threw out his MPDs and gave them a few seconds to take position at the back of the house. During those few seconds, he fixed the implant into his right eye and tested the signal. He had a complete view of the rear of the property, and one of the MPDs was able to get close to a dirty window through which hardly anything could be seen. At the top of the stairs, they found a turn to the right and more stairs before being confronted by a dark blue wooden door. Jago knocked at the door.

“Morning, here to read your meters.”

There was no response. Jago tried again, knocking a little harder.

“Good morning, I’m here to read your meters. Is anyone home?”

Again, there was no response.

Jago selected a key for the mortise lock and chose the Yale key for the lock at about mid-height, then slowly turned and opened them at the same time. The door creaked, losing the element of surprise Jago wanted to give. He quickly pushed the door fully open and entered the first room, pistol at the ready. There was no one home. He moved left and peered into the open bathroom. It was empty. He continued up a couple of steps into an open dining area, adjacent to the open plan kitchen. Apart from the dirt, it was full of boxes, and on the far side of the room, there were two benches providing support for a bank of six computers. The wall to his right was filled with maps, photographs, and Post-It notes — hundreds of them, all shapes, sizes and colours.

There was a window on the back wall. It was the window that the drone had been trying to peer through earlier. It looked as though it hadn’t been cleaned in years. In the right-hand corner of the room was a small passageway leading to the two bedrooms. So far, the flat proved to be unoccupied.

Fi entered the flat with Marti and they edged their way towards the kitchen, while Jago moved cautiously towards the passageway. Checking the view from his MPDs, all seemed clear from the outside position of the building. If Jed was there, he would be in one of these two rooms. Jago listened for movement. There was no sound, so he tentatively moved forwards to the door of the first room on the left. He slowly turned the handle and pushed the door open. He darted his head forward and back, gaining a quick view of the room and its contents. It was empty with bare wooden floorboards, dark painted walls and a minuscule amount of light coming through the filthy windows. He exited the room, turning left, and listened at one side of the door leading to the final room. Again, there was no sound and Jago turned the doorknob to push the door open. As he did so, he ducked back behind the frame and the protection of the wall. The door flung half open before it hit something on the other side. This room was not empty. He stepped inside to find rows of open boxes.

There was a familiar scent in the air. Metal. Brass to be precise. There were rows of boxes full of ammunition and stacks of magazines. There were open-topped crates on the left against the far wall, and two Heckler Koch MP5s were visible. In another lay three claymore mines and half a dozen grenades. The stack of crates in the centre of the room were still sealed. Cardboard boxes were stacked up against the wall behind the door. These looked to contain cables, camera lenses and other small electronic gadgets. But there was no sign of Jed.

Jago trod carefully, trying to be as quiet as possible. He scanned the walls and floor of the room and stepped out into the passageway, still scanning as he walked. He entered the empty room once again and searched the walls for signs of an opening. It was entirely plausible that there was a false panel in one of the walls or the floor; it wouldn’t be the first one Jago had come across. Then there was a small sound above them.

Jago directed his MPDs to the top of the house and, through his eye lens, surveyed the windows of the upper floor. He made his way to the dining area and out of the sight of Marti, making a hand signal to Fi to indicate that something was amiss above them. Jago then doubled back, re-entering the room with the ammunition. He carefully examined the cases in the centre of the room. The top of the cases was taller than he was, so he grabbed a chair to examine the highest point and there, among the dust, he saw the scuff of footprints and signs of movement. Above the cases was the ceiling rose and the old-fashioned plaited cord of a ceiling pendant without a bulb. It didn’t help that the decoration in the room was in a dilapidated state. Closer scrutiny revealed that there might be a cleverly disguised escape hatch.

Jago remembered that Tere Howe had mentioned that the upstairs flat was used for storage by one of the local shops, so he had to be sure it wasn’t just an employee that he’d heard. He looked out the front window and could just make out the fabric shop a few doors away. He made a note of the shop’s name, ‘Fabrics Unlimited’, and searched for their telephone number on his smartphone.

“Hello, good afternoon. My name is Jack. I’m currently looking for a property to rent. I’m told you have a flat above the travel agency that may be available. May I speak to somebody about it?”

“Hello, I’m afraid you’ll have to speak to the owner of the shop and they’re out the back at the moment. If you hang on, I’ll get them for you.”

“That’s very good of you. Listen, I’m in the property just below that flat. I’m on the first floor looking at it right now. Do you know if anybody is up there at the moment, so I can take a look at it?”

“No, there’s nobody over there. I’m alone in the shop, and the owner is in the back doing the accounts, so there’s nobody to show you now.”

“Oh, so there’s nobody available today?”

“No, I’m afraid not. I’m sure we can arrange another time. Do you want to leave me your name and number, and I’ll get the owner to call you?”

“No, it’s okay, I have to go shortly anyway. I’ll call them tomorrow to make an appointment. Thanks so much for your help.”

As Jago finished the call, he was already making his way to the stairs. On passing Fi, he whispered, “Keep him quiet, I don’t want him alerting anybody upstairs.”

Fi looked around the room and grabbed a dirty tea towel in the kitchen. She calmly strode over to Marti, grabbed his throat, forcing him to gasp for air, and then thrust the material into his mouth. Once in place, she released her grip. Before stepping out into the stairway to support Jago, she applied another PlastiCuffs to Marti’s bindings, attaching him to the old, bulky radiator.

Jago studied the windows of the upper flat via the MPDs. He waited patiently, his lens passing from one window to the other. Then, there was a movement. It was ever so slight, but a movement nonetheless, combined with a faint sound. Jago tried the door handle but the door was locked. Conscious that Jed and his brother were in possession of claymore mines, he decided to make a forced entry anyway. He fired a couple of rounds in succession, kicked the door open and stepped to one side. There was no blast. Jago speedily went inside, going from room to room, quickly followed by Fi. As soon as he entered the lounge, he saw a loft hatch hanging open in the centre of the room with a chair beneath it, still in place from where Jed had made his escape.

Jago followed, entering the obscurity of the attic space. He shone a small flashlight around but was unable to see anyone. And then he noticed a stack of bricks. He flashed the light further and could see that they had dismantled the brick partition between every house in the row to allow for a clean escape. This meant that Jed could have dropped into any one of a dozen houses along that row and left either through the front or rear entrance. Just as Jago was about to heave himself up into the loft, something caught his eye. He directed the flashlight to the previous arc that he’d made, and there it was — a thin wire, much like fishing wire, trailing alongside an opening in the partition wall. It was either a hoax or the real thing, and Jago wasn’t about to find out. For all he knew, the whole roof could have been wired up to an IED or claymore mine. He aborted his pursuit.

Jago called Abi.

“I’d like you to take control of the cameras surrounding my location. It looks as though Jed Slater has escaped via one of the properties west of here. He could have gone via the front or back. I want footage of everything from ten minutes ago, then continue monitoring the area just in case he’s holed up, waiting for complete darkness.”

“Will do, Boss. I’m on it now. Anything else?”

“Yes, get Bernie over here ASAP. And get him to bring his techie friend too. What’s his name, Leo?”

“Yes, Leo. I’ll pass him your message. He’s with the profiler just now.”

“He can bring her too. It would be good to get her view first hand. I bet she doesn’t get too many actual scenes. Oh, and when they’ve finished checking the IT stuff and the wall of many colours, you’d better let the bomb squad know that we have some C4, detonators and claymores to make safe, along with a ton of mixed ammo. But don’t call them until after Bernie has finished. Oh, and there may also be a string of IEDs in the loft space. You did have them on standby, didn’t you?”

“Yes, they are on standby, but what do you mean, ‘after Bernie has finished’?”

“Yes, call the bomb squad when they’ve finished. We don’t want them compromising any of the information, do we? And it might be a good idea not to tell Bernie about the bomb stuff until he’s finished. I wouldn’t want him to get nervous, he might miss something.”

“Okay, Boss. Whatever you say.”

“Abi, as it’s the 25th of May, has there been anything in the news today? Any event that may be linked?”

“Not that we’ve heard about. Maybe we got to them first?”

“I doubt that. There must be something. I’m going down and taking a video of the wall of information. I’ll send it to you and, while Bernie is getting over here, can you scour the news to cross-reference any names, places et cetera?”

“Send it over, and I’ll see what I can do.”

Jago and Fi returned to the Slaters’ flat.

“Fi, search him and his vehicle for any tracking device and ensure that the locator for his mobile phone is deactivated before you move. Then take him to The Ranch using the usual precautions. I’ll see you back there later.”

Jago entered the dining area and started recording the wall. There must have been an area of four square metres full of data. As he recorded, his attention was drawn to the many scruffy Post-It notes that adorned the wall, most of which contained a hastily-scribbled numeric reference. He mentioned this in the recording. There were also dozens of photographs of places and people, and he studied them for a few moments to see if any were known to him.

Amongst the mass of information were dates, and then on the wall beside a computer monitor was a long list of names with a military service designated beside each one. Some names were highlighted in fluorescent yellow while others not. Ribbons of blue, green, red and black were pinned across the wall connecting specific pieces of information. He found the ‘25th of May’ and followed the ribbons. They led to a photo of someone’s computer monitor in an old wood-panelled office. The letters DA were scribbled in the picture. Jago followed the green ribbon leading to the image of a man that Jago vaguely recognised. More green ribbons emanated from the image. One led to a list of what appeared to be more initials. Some of these had ticks marked next to them. The initials read (ES + MH) - OF - (DD + JB) - OA - TL - CH - WF. Below these initials was a broad red horizontal line under which featured more initials: CPD - AG - IG. Then right at the bottom of the list, in large red letters, were the initials ER.

Jago sent the finished recording to Abi, and then he took a photo of the list of initials. He sent it to Abi before calling her.

“Abi, go secure now. Over.”

“Secure now, Boss. Is everything okay?”

“Humour me, Abi. I’ve just sent you a photo of what appears to be initials. I want you to go through them with me now, based on the personalities that we know. Do you understand?”

“Yes, yes, I’m looking at them now. Okay, so let’s see. OF would be Orenid Finance, MH would be Mary Harker, and the plus sign would be the mother whose name escapes me. DD is perplexing. I’ll come back to that one. OA has got to be Colonel Owen Atkins.”

Jago waited as Abi analysed the pattern. She was good at analysis and had everything mapped out in her super brain.

“Okay, I think that I have it. DD could be Dr Dean and JB could be his lady friend in the US. Jean … something, I’ll check in a minute. And of course, CPD is Cristóbal Pérez Días, AG is Sir Arthur Green and IG Irene Grimshaw. The others I don’t yet know until I know what connects them all. Mind you, the last one rings a bell. ER.”

There was a deadly silence.

“Oh my god, you don’t mean …? No, it couldn’t be … could it? Boss, it’s not the Queen, is it? I mean it can’t be …”

“It may be, Abi. But you are not to let on to anyone else. I’m removing this list from view. If anyone asks, you know nothing.”

“Right, Boss. Can I ask, did you know about this before, you know, was this expected?”

“Yes, Abi. Someone high up suspected this. So, we have to move quickly.”

“Will do, Boss. I’m on it now.”

Jago made another brief call before leaving the squalid flat.

“Commander, you were right. We have one; the other has flown. And you need to adopt maximum protection now.”

“Understood, consider it done.”

Jago was leaving the building for the rainy street when Abi called.

“Boss, the letters DA could be Dorian Adler MP. He’s been arrested today on suspicion of accessing child pornography and redirecting European funding. His whole world has just collapsed in front of him.”

“Well, at least he’s alive. Get Bernie and the techie to search for evidence of anything that could indicate a plant. Normally with hacking, information is taken, and I’m sure that the opposite may have occurred here. Some digital information bomb could have been planted.”

“I’ll pass it on right away.”


Chapter 29 – Icing on the Cake

“Right, who’s for coffee?”

It was 04:00 hours and Jago’s turn to make coffee for everyone, but in truth he needed the distraction. He felt that sometimes it was better to absorb information than just let it be for a short while, to give the brain a chance to make sense of things.

He’d just got the coffee machine going and lined up the cups.

“How are you doing, Boss?” asked Bernie. “You haven’t slept for ages.”

“Oh, I’m okay thanks, Bernie, the coffee’s good and he’s still out there. How about you? How are you doing?”

“You know me, Boss. I’m not at the sharp end like you. Mind you, those bombs were a bit hairy today. Remind me to thank you for that someday.” He laughed as he walked away towards the office and Jago smiled to himself.


***




“Look, Marti, we’ve been at this a few hours now, and you know how it goes. But you can only stall for so long. You are implicated in whatever your brother does now, even when you are here with us. You helped plan his actions; you participated willingly.”

Marti stared at the wall ahead of him.

“You know that my boss spoke to your dad, don’t you?”

That drew a reaction. Marti changed his gaze to Dom.

“You got something to say about that, Marti?”

“Leave him out of this. He knows nothing. He’s a good man just getting by. He thinks that we run a successful consulting business.” He was quiet for a moment, then let slip out, “Well, that was the original plan.”

“Was it, Marti? Was the plan to set up in business together?”

Marti sighed. “Yes, that was the plan, and we would have been good at it, too.”

“So, what went wrong?”

“Jed. Jed got sick. You know he’s got PTSD. He attended the treatment for a while and suddenly stopped. I don’t know why. He just stopped. Then after about a month, he started to change. He got moody, more aggressive than usual, and paranoid. Everyone was the enemy. Whenever he stayed at the flat, he’d get nightmares and scream in the night. He’s not a bad person; he’s just sick, really sick.”

“Then for us to help him we need to know where he is. What’s the next phase of the plan, Marti? Come on, you’ve gone this far and you’d be helping your brother.”

Marti fell silent, and Dom waited patiently. The silence was broken by Jago sticking his head in the door.

“Coffee anyone?”

“Yes, Boss. I’d love one. What about you, Marti? Do you fancy a coffee?”

He nodded.

“I’ll stay here a few minutes. You go and get the coffees, they’re all ready in the kitchen.”

Dom stood up, stretched his arms and walked out of the room. Jago leaned against the wall with the wooden dado rail level with his waist. The lower half of the old classroom wall was a dull brown colour while the wall above was light and cream despite the years of neglect.

“Marti, I know this must be hard for you, and I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes right now. But you can still do the right thing and help us out.”

Jago paused to give Marti time to respond. He didn’t.

“I spoke with your father. He’s very proud of the pair of you, and this news is going to strike him hard. What are you going to say to him? I mean, where do you start? ‘Oh, Dad, I’ve been meaning to tell you that Jed and I have become domestic terrorists’?”

“We are not terrorists!” shouted Marti.

“What are you then, Marti? What are you?”

“We help those in need.”

“Oh, so you’re a pair of Robin Hoods, are you? How do you help those in need? By killing and maiming others?”

“They were the cause of the suffering in the first place.”

“I don’t understand, Marti. How were the old people and the kids responsible for the suffering of others? Explain this to me, Marti, because I am missing something here. It doesn’t make sense.”

“They were casualties necessary to bring pain into the lives of those who have hurt others. Others powerless to fight back, penniless, out of work, their lives destroyed.”

“I don’t understand this, Marti. Let’s try an example. Mary Harker MP. What has she and her fragile ageing mother got to do with this?”

Marti didn’t answer.

Jago sensed that Marti was opening up, so he persisted.

“What have eighty screaming kids under the age of ten and an old retired colonel got to do with this? And the secretary with no hand, what part did she play? Come on, Marti. Join the dots for me.”

“I didn’t know about the kids, you’ve got to believe me. We were only going to scare the colonel, nothing more. We know that he loved his trains and it would affect him. We weren’t going to hurt him, just warn him, that’s all. He was a good commanding officer in the past.”

“Warn him about what exactly, Marti?”

“Jed knew him from old and respected him back then. But he didn’t take kindly to his recent activities as a desk jockey.”

“And the secretary?”

“It wasn’t meant for her. It was meant for that bastard, Dean. He was supposed to be treating Jed for his PTSD and kicked him off of the programme. And then Jed found out that Dean was part of the cause of the pain.”

“What cause, Marti? What was he part of?”

Marti turned away. He’d stopped talking, for now. He realised that he’d said too much. Jago started to leave the room.

“I want a lawyer.”

Jago walked back over to Marti and stood close to him. In a low tone, he replied, “Marti, you mistake us for the police. We’re not the police, and you don’t get a lawyer. In fact, you’ll be lucky if you see the light of day ever again.” Jago turned and left the room, closing the door slowly.


***




“Abi, Bernie, there’s got to be a link between Harker, Dean and Colonel Atkins. See what you can find, and quickly.”

Jago saw that Fi was busy at a computer screen in the corner of the room.

“What’s Fi up to?” he asked Abi. “She’s in a world of her own over there.”

“She hasn’t moved for over an hour. I think she’s onto something. Let’s leave her to concentrate.”

“I can hear you,” Fi said. “For your information, I think that this lowly ex-soldier has found what we’re looking for. And I have found what your computer programs have so far failed to find.”

Jago, Bernie and Abi gathered around.

“This should be good,” said Abi, smiling as she wheeled herself over, before patting Fi on the back.

“Look, I’ve been reading all, and I mean all, the documents relating to the defence reviews and, to cut a long story short, it seems that Harker, Atkins, Dean and Adler all sat on the defence committee when the cuts, err … I mean restructuring, was being planned. They made the decisions that created redundancies. I mean, that could be the key … the redundancies. Maybe we have two disgruntled ex-employees.”

“I don’t know, Fi,” Bernie piped up. “Disgruntled employees don’t go around blowing people up.”

“They might do if they’re disgruntled ex-military employees that are sick.”

Jago thought for a moment. “But if I recall correctly, didn’t Marti volunteer for redundancy?”

Abi answered, “Yes, he did, he did volunteer. It was Jed who was forced.”

Dom entered the room with steaming hot coffee. “Okay, but what if Jed thinks that Marti, his little brother, was forced into redundancy too? Wouldn’t that just be the icing on the cake?”

“But wait, there’s more. We need to protect the others.” Fi wanted to finish her line of reasoning. “TL is Terence Latham MP; CH is Charles Huthwaite MP; and WF is Major Gen William Frobisher. They will all need protection.”

“Well done, Fi, good job. Haven’t you missed one?”

Fi studied the photograph. She’d concentrated so much on the list of initials that she’d completely missed the huge letters ER below. “You mean ER? No, I didn’t see those initials on any of the committees that I’ve read.”

Shaking their heads, the rest of the team looked at her with disbelief.

“What? What have I missed?”

Bernie spoke first. “Only Her Maj, Fi. She who paid your wages all of those years.”

Fi held her head in her hands. Bernie patted her on the head like a child. “Never mind, Fi, we’ve had a long day, and it is four thirty in the morning.”

“But what about protection for her? Who do we call?”

“It’s been arranged, Fi. Jago did it yesterday. Didn’t you, Boss?”

Jago was walking back with Dom to speak with Marti again.

“Yes, it was arranged yesterday, and I’m sure that Her Majesty will be enjoying a good night’s rest, which is more than can be said for the two extra crews they’ve drafted in to protect her. Why don’t you folks get some shut-eye for a few hours, or at least something to eat. Let’s meet at ten.”


***




Jago and Dom entered the secure room, and Dom walked over to where Marti sat.

“Marti, here’s your coffee. I’m sorry it took so long. I got held up, so I made a fresh one. Here are some biscuits too.”

“Thanks.”

Jago moved the chair to one side so that he wasn’t sitting across from Marti.

“Marti, why did you take voluntary redundancy from the service?”

Marti drank some coffee and ate a biscuit. Jago waited.

“I don’t know really. I guess they were making a cull and I could have been forced out, so I thought that I’d take the initiative and volunteer. I thought that I could make a go of it with my skills in civvy street.”

“That makes sense. You’re well trained and have plenty of experience and, by all accounts, you’re good at what you do. But Jed doesn’t possess a set of skills that are readily transferable into civvy street, does he? Of course, there’s work in private security, but it wouldn’t be the same, would it? Where does someone like Jed go? And then there’s his health. Sure, he’s physically fit and strong, but mentally he’s unstable. He needs help. But we need to find him first. Will you help us, Marti?”

“I can’t … I can’t.”

“Not even to help your only brother? If you’re worried that he’ll feel betrayed, we can sort that out. Or, are you worried that he’ll find out that you volunteered for redundancy? That’s it, isn’t it, Marti? You’re afraid of what he’ll do when he finds out.”

Marti’s head hung low. Jago had hit the nail on the head.

“Now that’s out in the open, you need to tell us where he’s gone. Your father mentioned that he was going away to the US. Where exactly would that be? By the way, your dad is on his way here to see you in the morning.”

Marti struggled for words. “No, you can’t. He can’t see me like this.”

“Then help us. Help us now.”

“Alright, alright. Jed’s going to pay a visit to Doc Dean’s woman. He hates Dean. Dean was on the committee that made the decision for the redundancies. He was also the medical advisor to the Defence Staff Review Board and held the post for the last three years. He’d published some medical papers and case studies of his work from which he concluded that the military would be better off using technology rather than manpower, owing to the traumatic effect of conflict on every soldier, no matter how well prepared or trained they are. The Defence Review Board cited Dean’s study as a ‘strong and compelling’ part of their rationale for reducing the numbers of armed forces personnel. Dean was also in charge of the PTSD programme that kicked Jed out. Jed wants him to suffer. He hates him with a vengeance.”

“What legend is he using?”

“I don’t know. He’s got a few.”

“Think, Marti, think. Were you there when he made the arrangements?”

“Yes, I was there, but I was busy doing something else. I didn’t pay attention. Jed may have used the legend for Barnes or Oxley. I don’t know which one he’ll use; they were both primed with passports and everything.”

Jago stood to leave the room. “Thank you, Marti, thank you. We’ll try to get your brother some help.”

“Okay, but what about me? What happens to me now?”

“To be honest, we don’t know yet. I have to make some calls, and I will tell them how you cooperated.”

Jago and Dom left, leaving Marti sitting with his head on the table.

Abi was preparing some food.

“Abi, I want you to check the manifest of all aircraft bound for Washington since 1900 hours yesterday. I’m looking for passengers with the name of Barnes or Oxley. Try spelling both with and without a letter ‘e’.”

Jago turned to Fi. “Can you find me a range of flights to Washington? I have some calls to make.”

“Abi, when you have a moment, can you ask Bernie to speak with young Marti about our community fund efforts. It seems that Marti and his brother had a similar idea, only they went about acquiring the funds in quite a different way. Now that he’s been nabbed, and it’s imminent that his brother will be, it would be a shame for their funds to end up elsewhere. Maybe we could get access to them, or should I say at least the interest, to further our cause. See what he can do.”

“Will do, Boss. I’m sure old silver tongue can reach some common ground with him.”


Chapter 30 – The Reunion

“Hi Ray, this is Jago. Long time, no speak. How are you?”

“Jago, I’ve often wondered where you are and what you’re doing, but not at midnight. I guess this isn’t a social call?”

“Not exactly, Ray. We’ve both got a problem.”

“You mean, you have a problem and now it’s going to become my problem too?” Ray laughed.

“I suppose you could call it that. You have a rogue ex-Special Forces soldier on your turf looking for a target. And I need your help.”

“Jago, you know the NCIS is at your disposal. How can I help?”

“I’ll get Abi to send over what we have so far. I’ll be making my way over to see you sometime later today or tomorrow, depending on flight times. It’s possible that he’s already on your turf, so you’ll need to warn the target as soon as possible.”

“How serious is this?”

“It’s serious … very serious. He’s trying to get at a friend of hers through her, and if that means killing her, he’ll do it. We just need to get to her before he does, and we need to bring him in. He is in serious need of some treatment.”

“Okay, Jago. I’ll let the guys at the office know to expect the information. Just let me know when you land and I’ll get someone to collect you from the airport.”

“Thanks, Ray, see you soon.”


***




Fi walked into Jago’s office. “Boss, I’ve got you on a flight at 1045 hours. You’re flying business class, and Abi has sorted out the clearance for your diplomatic bag.”

“That’s great, Fi, what’s my arrival time?”

“You should arrive at 1430 hours local time.”

“Thank you. Do you know if Abi has found out which name Jed is using yet?”

“It looks as though he’s using the name Barnes, James Barnes. He flew out to Washington two days ago from Heathrow.”

“Can you make sure that Ray Bradshaw at NCIS gets this information?” Jago took out a pen and piece of paper and started writing. “Here is his number and his email. Don’t worry about the time. He’ll be expecting the information.”

As Fi left the room, Dom entered. “Are you ready, Boss? I’ll drop you off at the airport.”

“Yes, I have everything I need documentation-wise, and my diplomatic bag is full of my toys. Okay, let’s go.”

“You sure that you don’t want to take somebody with you?” asked Dom. “I mean, this Jed is going to be quite a tricky character.”

“Dom, are you angling for a trip to America?”

“No, it’s just that—”

“Thanks for the offer, Dom, I appreciate that. I think my buddies at NCIS and I should be able to handle him. Anyway, somebody’s got to oversee Marti’s handover and tie up the loose ends surrounding his capture and the intel we have on his brother. That’s going to keep you all pretty busy until I get back.”


***




Jago arrived at Dulles Airport, collected his luggage and walked into the arrivals to find his old friend, Chris Murray, waiting for him. Chris was a chisel-faced, ex-US marine who had attached himself to NCIS some years before. He was a cool operator and someone you could depend upon if you found yourself in a tight spot.

“Well, well, Mr Jago, it’s good to see you. How many years has it been? Seven, eight?”

Jago extended his arm to shake Chris’s hand. “You know, it must be more like ten to twelve years. How are you, Chris? Did you finally get married?”

“I sure did. It was the best thing that ever happened to me. I have two little ones now as well, both boys. You’ll have to come over to dinner while you’re over here.”

“Now that’s a good idea, but first I’ve got some business to attend to. Have you heard anything from this end?”

“Nope, I just got in from a training course, and I was asked to collect you. And at this moment, I know nothing more than that. Perhaps you can fill me in on the way?”

They jumped into a black Chrysler and started out on the forty-minute journey to the Washington NCIS Field Office in Anacostia. On the way, Jago briefed Chris in explicit detail. This was a man he could trust, and he wanted to make sure that he had conveyed all the relevant information so that NCIS could help him capture Jed Slater, sooner rather than later.

He knew how they used to work ten years ago and figured that not much would have changed since then. When they had a few minutes to spare, they filled in the gaps from their years apart, and reflected upon some fond memories of service together.

Upon arriving at the imposing red-brick building, which could easily be mistaken for a factory, they turned into Defense Boulevard and approached gate security. The two men passed through without a hitch, and they proceeded to the main NCIS Investigation Station along Mitscher Road and left again into the car park of the three-storey building.

“Come on, Jago. Ray is inside with his team waiting for you.”

They entered the central lobby area and signed in with security. Jago was able to leave his luggage in secure storage and elected to take the diplomatic bag with him.

They entered the elevator and headed up to the third floor where they found Ray and three of his agents. They were kitted up and ready for the op.

Ray stepped forward.

“Jago, how are you? You know that you don’t have to send your domestic terrorists over here to make the excuse to visit us. You can come anytime, you know that!” he laughed.

“I do know that, Ray, and I have no excuse, except that work seems to get in the way of everything these days. Anyhow, you could have visited me anytime too, you know. It works both ways.”

“Jago, I want to introduce you to my team. Ladies first. This young lady is our newest recruit to the team. She’s the baby, and her name is Lauren. She may be the newbie, but I wouldn’t mess with her and neither should you.” He turned and stared at Jago right in the eye, and the whole room burst into laughter. A confident Lauren approached Jago and shook his hand.

“Hi Jago, it’s nice to meet you. We’ve heard a lot about you. Oh, by the way, seeing as Ray hasn’t mentioned it, I’m in charge of ops intel.”

“What I can only hope is that what you’ve heard is all true.”

Ray continued, “This is our cyber king, Matthew, and what he doesn’t know about computers, networks and all those things isn’t worth knowing about.”

“Hi Matthew, pleased to meet you.” Jago reached out and shook his hand.

“And last but not least is Mark who is in charge of field ops. If there is anything you need, Mark is your man.”

“Hi Jago, I do remember you from about eleven or twelve years ago. I’d just joined the service, and you were one of the instructors on a course I went on in Quantico.”

Jago studied his face. “What’s your surname?”

“Nicholls, Mark Nicholls.”

After a moment’s thought, Jago remembered. “Yes, I remember. I was helping out on the self-defence course for field operatives and, if I recall correctly, you’re heavily into jujitsu and aikido.”

“Yes, that’s me, and I’m still at it. And you?”

“Yes, I’m still at it too. I can’t seem to leave it alone; I love it. It’s good to see you again, and it’s good to have you on the team.”

“Okay, let’s get down to business,” Ray said. “Lauren, will you do the honours?”

“Sure. Gentlemen, this operation is codenamed ‘Big Ben’. Please make a note of that. As soon as we received the information about Professor Jean Beck, we dispatched a team to her residence only to find it empty. We contacted her superior and her secretary during the night. That didn’t go down too well, but hey, that’s life. It seems that Professor Beck is away for four days and that she has gone to Mallows Bay Park. It seems that she enjoys spending time with nature and photography. Her secretary seems to think that she is staying at the Beaver Lodge Homestead on Riverside Road. We have discreetly dispatched a State Trooper from La Plata to the area. The homestead owners, Kyle and Maureen Nisbett, report that Professor Beck has gone walkabout in the area for a couple of days. She regularly stays at this location and frequently goes off walking on her own. She knows the terrain very well and is a competent trekker. She does have a cell phone with her. However, she is inclined to leave it switched off unless she needs it. She will likely be wearing dark green pants, a light brown three-quarter walking jacket and carrying a small navy-blue rucksack. She may also be wearing a light brown baseball cap. She is forty-four years of age, five feet five inches tall and of slender build. Her shoulder-length hair is auburn, and she wears it in a ponytail. She has a tanned complexion. And if you didn’t know already, she is a professor of psychology.”

“Thank you, Lauren,” Jago said. “Do we know if she is taking photographs of anything in particular? Birds, butterflies, the water? Can we narrow down where she might be?”

“We’re approaching her sister who lives on the other side of the city to get an idea of her interests. So, hopefully, we’ll have a better idea and a recent photograph to distribute within the next hour.”

“And what news do we have of Jed Slater?”

“It appears that a man fitting the description of Slater, and calling himself James Barnes, entered the US via Dulles Airport two days ago. He hired a white Ford Escape for a seven-day period. The vehicle was fitted with a tracker that has now been disabled. Since then, he has visited Professor Beck’s office on the day of his arrival. He visited at around 5.30 p.m. He spoke with her secretary and was purporting to be a friend of Dr Dean, Professor Beck’s friend in England. I’m afraid that the secretary told him exactly what she told us. He’s got quite a head start on us, and the Nisbetts have reported that he has already visited them. He took their telephone number and said that he would call periodically to see if she had returned. We suspect that he’s been kitted out by an old buddy of his, Charlie Bright, a small-time hood involved in all sorts of unsavoury activities, including the supply of weapons and munitions. He’s got a place over in the salubrious area of Washington Highlands. We’ve put a raid on the place, and Bright has been brought in, but he’s remaining tight-lipped for now. Consequently, we have no idea regarding any weaponry he may have, but can assume that he’s well equipped, and we know that he is highly capable of using whatever he has. Photographs and updated descriptions of Slater have already been circulated. We have no further information at this time.”

Ray asked, “What about IMINT? Do we have any satellites available? Can we use any live feeds?”

“We have tried to obtain image intelligence using an available reconnaissance satellite, but at the time of passing it was dawn, and the amount of tree cover proved futile. The plan is to get on the ground first and assess the threat. The likelihood is that we’ll need a heat seeker at some point and we may have access from Quantico.”

Jago spoke. “In that case, we have no time to lose. How do we get to Mallows Bay Park? Is it far?”

“I’ve already arranged for some vehicles to be waiting for us when we arrive,” said Ray. “We’ll be taking a chopper down to a small airfield called Washington Field - 70MD. It’s about two and a half miles to a boat ramp where we’ve got a boat and a couple of wet bikes on standby. That way we can scour the shoreline by boat, truck and on foot. We will have approximately two hours of daylight left when we arrive. So don’t forget to pack your night vision gear.”

“Sounds good to me. You don’t happen to have a motorcycle, do you? It might be handy.”

“I’ll see if I can arrange one at the boat ramp. Okay, kit up! The chopper will be here in ten minutes, and our journey will take approximately thirty minutes. Oh, and I’ve alerted Quantico to let them know that we have an op in the vicinity.”

The team were busy preparing their kit and checking their weapons. All of them carried the standard issue Sig Sauer P239 sidearm and a CQBR Carbine. Jago was preparing his Sig Sauer P239 and his favoured HK-MP5SD.

“Ray, will we be able to use the chopper to search the area for his vehicle? It should stand out well.”

“Yes, it’s at our disposal for as long as we need it. Lauren will stay aloft, coordinating the aerial search. We don’t want a loose cannon running free, do we?”


Chapter 31 – Sunken Ships

The Bell 206L4 helicopter followed the snaking pathway south, mapped out by the meandering Potomac River. The sun was shining and reflecting off the large main window. After twenty minutes of flight along the tree-lined shoreline, the pilot made an announcement.

“Ladies and gentlemen, to our right we have the NCIS HQ and Quantico Marine Corps Base. We’re going to turn left inland, and we’ll be landing in about four minutes.”

Jago looked out of the window at the sprawling base alongside the river. He’d been there many years ago and forgotten just how big it was. He distinctly remembered the airstrip that ran along the banks of the river and marvelled at the pilot’s ability, as each end of the moderately short runway had its peculiarities. An overshoot in one direction would mean that you would end up in the river, whereas an overshoot in the opposite direction would place you in a real predicament on the riverbank.

Ray spoke over the headset. “Lauren, stay with the chopper and act as control from the air while conducting an aerial search. Matthew, we’ll drop you off at the homestead where you can work your magic on your computer and be there in case she returns, or he makes a call. I doubt if we will be able to trace it, but it’s worth a shot. Mark, you come with me in the truck, and Chris, you work with Jago. Is that okay with you, Jago?”

“Yes, that would be great. It’s been a long time since I’ve been on an op with Chris.”

The helicopter swept into the empty airfield close to the three waiting trucks. The team made for the vehicles and Ray signalled for the helicopter to take off as planned. As they assumed responsibility for the trucks from the delivery team, each team member conducted a radio check before setting off.

“Hello, all call signs. This is Sky 1. A photo of the professor is being sent to you now. Additional information: the professor is particularly interested in flora and fauna in and around the old sunken ships. Over.”

Jago etched her photograph into his mind, a skill that he had developed over the years. He’d already memorised the description of her clothing while noting that it could change.

Chris was driving and, with a map in hand, Jago asked, “Chris, where exactly are the sunken ships?”

“When we arrive at the boat ramp, they’re out in the water, right ahead of us. I have no idea how many there are, but there’s a lot and, depending upon the tide, they’re just under the surface of the water so we’ll have to be really careful on the wet bikes. It will be difficult to get to the land at times due to the sheer number of ships.”

Jago continued to study the map.

“Okay, if she is likely to be in the area of the ships, then we can concentrate on that first. We can assume that Slater doesn’t know her interest.” Then he thought out loud. “Or did the Nisbetts tell him where she’d be?”

“No, there was no mention of that in the brief. I’m sure.”

“Can we check?”

“Sure, I’ll get Matthew to ask them, he should be there any minute.”

“Okay, let’s assume not and ask Ray and Mark to head out to Sandy Point and double back on foot parallel to the river bank. And can you ask Lauren to concentrate on spotting the professor? If we can get her to safety quickly, we can bait Slater later.”

“Chris, this is Matt. I spoke with the owners, and they did not mention where she was going as they were not sure themselves. Over.”

“Roger that, Matt. Thanks, buddy.”

“Well, that’s good news, it gives us a slight edge.”

After the short drive, they arrived at the boat ramp where the two wet bikes were waiting. Chris already had the keys and they quickly prepared themselves. Jago made a mental note of the Zero motorcycle that he’d requested. It was parked alongside the jetty. Within a couple of minutes, they were on the water, making their way across to the shipwrecks.

They slowly glided along the river past the lines of rotting wooden hulls with the occasional lump of iron piercing the surface. The men couldn’t help being taken in by the eerie sight of the ships’ graveyard before them. There were rotting shipwrecks from all eras of American history laid to rest here, all with varying degrees of penetration of the water’s surface. They steered slowly northwards, all the time scanning the shoreline for the professor and Slater. They could barely hear the helicopter above the wind. It was circling above the canopy close to the tree line and beach of the river.

Ray and Mark arrived at Sandy Point. It only took them five minutes to reach the turnoff on Riverside Road but, due to the substantial vegetation, it took them about fifteen minutes to drive down the track to get as close as they could to the point. Weapons at the ready, they cautiously got out of the truck, surveying their immediate surroundings, looking for any signs that they had company close by or that someone has recently passed through. There were no clues. They proceeded towards the riverbank and slightly southwards.

Lauren and the pilot had been searching the immediate area for about twenty minutes when they saw what appeared to be a person lying on the ground in an area of fallen trees close to the riverbank. The weather was bright and sunny and about seventy-five degrees, entirely conducive to someone taking in the sunshine should they be in an appropriately sheltered spot. For someone taking time out for a few days, it would be idyllic and impossible not to take advantage of the day.

“Hello, all call signs. This is Sky 1. We have a possible sighting of a person lying among some fallen trees. They’re approximately three hundred feet from the point at the southern end of Mallows Bay. We are unable to land. Over.”

Jago and Chris trained their optics on the area and couldn’t see anyone.

“Chris, you stay in this area and keep your eyes peeled. I’ll get back to the point and get as close as I can to the land.”

“Okay, will do. I’ll let the others know.”

Mark and Ray received the message over their radios. Ray was taking point on the narrow path and spotted movement ahead.

“Down! Movement twelve o’clock.”

Both men sunk to their knees, weapons trained either side of the path to their front. There was no further movement.

“Mark, let’s move forward steadily. Keep your wits about you.”

No sooner had he completed his sentence than the pair heard the distinct sound of short-burst suppressed fire. Ray went down, and it was apparent that he’d been hit in his right leg. Mark moved to cover him, sweeping his carbine slowly from left to right. They couldn’t see where the fire had come from and were unable to locate a target to return fire. Ray had opened a trauma dressing and was struggling to apply a tourniquet to his upper right leg.

“Ray, you provide cover and I’ll apply the tourniquet. It will only take a couple of seconds.”

Ray drew his weapon into his shoulder. He was in pain but still able to focus on the task at hand. Mark turned quickly to apply the tourniquet and, as he did so, a single suppressed shot hit him in the back of the head and he lunged over Ray’s body. The blood, tissue and other human debris from the shot covered Ray’s vision, and the force of Mark’s body falling on him knocked his weapon to one side and off aim. Pinned to the ground, he desperately tried to move Mark’s body to one side, just as Jed appeared, aiming his weapon at Ray’s head.

Ray froze and fixed his stare on Jed’s face.

“Who are you? FBI, State Police, what?”

“NCIS, we’re NCIS.”

“NCIS, eh? How many of you are there?”

Ray remained silent and, with his hidden hand, he surreptitiously switched the channel of his radio.

“I haven’t got time to waste here. I’d appreciate an answer but equally, if you don’t want to speak, I respect that. I can also give you some incentive. Come to think of it, why don’t I do just that?”

Jed pulled his Glock from its holster and fired, shattering Ray’s right knee. Ray screamed in agony, clutching the wound site as bone fragments mixed with tissue and blood. His head was swirling with pain. He could just make out Jed’s faint voice.

“Now, how many did you say there were of you?”

Ray managed to spit out, “Go to hell, you sick son of a bitch.”

Jed laughed, grabbed Ray’s radio and kicked his carbine away from reach.

“You’ll live, old man, you’ll live. Toss me your cell phone.”

Ray complied, and Jed left as quickly as he had arrived.

Ray scrambled around, searching for a trauma dressing from Mark’s kit. He found it and quickly applied it as tight as he could. He reached for Mark’s cell phone. The keypad was locked but he could still use the emergency call facility.

“Hello, operator, what service do you need, please?”

“Listen, I’m Senior Field Agent Ray Eastman of NCIS. I’m on a live operation at Mallows Bay. I’m wounded and my partner is down. Repeat: partner down. I need to be connected to my team urgently. Call Washington NCIS Field Office for corroboration using the code 12 Zebra 264.”

“Wait, caller, while I verify.”

Ray tried to move and ended up rolling around on the ground in agony. However, the movement did allow him to reach Mark’s carbine. He fired a series volley of SOS shots into the air to alert the others.

“Putting you through now, caller, hang in there.”

“Ray, this is Ian Hopkins. What’s happening, buddy?”

Ray felt faint. “Listen good, ’cus I’m wounded and likely to pass out real soon. I’m at Sandy Point near Mallows Bay. Mark’s down. The perp is on the loose, north of the rest of the team’s position. Tell them to take him out on sight, he …”

The line fell silent.

“Ray, are you there, Ray? Hang in there, we’re coming. I’m sending a response team now!”

Jago was just hitting the shoreline when he heard the volley of SOS shots north of his position. That meant that the professor was between him and Jed Slater. He had to hurry. He ran over the dense shrubbery and made for the shale shoreline that was peppered with branches and other natural debris. The distance from the shoreline to the abundance of trees edging the tree-covered hillsides was about twelve feet at some places, less at others. Jago advanced at speed, glancing out over the water for any signs from Chris. He continued scanning the tree line for signs of Slater and the beach area for the professor. Jago was on high alert, a level where he felt most comfortable. And then, in his earpiece, he heard Lauren.

“There! Twenty feet ahead of you, to the right. The person is there!”


Chapter 32 – The Package

Jago advanced, noticing that some of the trees had fallen, creating a natural barricade from the south side. He cautiously edged his way around them, and then he saw someone … there was a woman wearing shorts and just her bra. She was about thirty feet away and laid out on a blanket, taking in the sun. He studied the area and walked up to her. Her eyes were closed and she had ear buds in her ears, obviously listening to something pleasurable judging by the smile on her face and the tapping of her fingers on the ground. It was definitely the professor. Jago knelt and heard Chris in his ear.

“Jago, a group of five kayakers have just entered the bay area from the north. They are approximately fifty feet out in the water and heading towards the wrecks. Over.”

“Roger that. I’m with the professor. Can you encourage them to move on, away from the shoreline? Especially after those SOS shots. Have you heard from Ray or Mark? Over.”

“Negative on Ray or Mark. I’ll try to move the visitors away and keep watch on the shore north of your position. Over and out.”

“Roger that. Lauren, are you there? Over.”

“I’m here, Jago.”

“Can you also keep watch north of my position, while I get this lady moving? Over.”

“Will do. Out.”

Jago remained in his kneeling position, facing north, and tossed over a couple of small branches to attract the attention of the professor. It worked. She sat bolt upright and, upon seeing Jago, snapped at him.

“Hey! What do you think that you’re doing?”

“Just here to save your life, Professor Beck.”

She didn’t hear him and wrenched the ear buds from her ears. “What did you say?”

“I said, ‘I’m just here to save your life, Professor Beck’.”

“But how do you know my name?”

“Excuse me, I’m Jago. I’m a Brit and I’ve come all the way here to save you. You see, there’s this guy who has it in for your friend, Dr Dean, and he thinks that getting to you will hurt Dean. But I won’t let that happen. So, if you will gather your things, we need to get out of here now.”

“What … what do you mean? There must be some mistake.”

“No, no mistake. Do you think that I’m here with all this gear for fun? This guy is seriously bad news and ruthless. We have to get you to safety now.”

Professor Beck was speechless and not moving.

“Look! Over there on the water, on the wet bike. He’s my partner keeping watch.”

She looked over with interest.

“Now, listen to the helicopter where my colleagues are keeping watch to the north, because we think that he’s in that direction … and close. We have to move. Now!”

Finally, she realised the urgency and gathered her things together.

“Put your top on, and everything else in your rucksack. Don’t leave a thing. Then put the pack on your back, it’ll be easier to move with nothing in your hands. She did as Jago had instructed, checking the ground where she had been lying. Jago moved closer to her. He too checked the area and noticed a navy-blue spectacle cleaning cloth at the base of a tree trunk.

“Is that yours?”

“Oh, yes, it is,” said the professor, quickly picking it up.

“Okay, we’re heading for the point back there, south. You lead and be as quick as you can manage. And listen for any instructions from me.”

Professor Beck led the way, her mind reeling from the alarming predicament she found herself in. Jago remained a good six to eight feet away from her. Close enough to bring her down to the ground if needed and just far enough away to respond to a threat. He followed her, turning every few steps.

“Lauren, Jago here. I have the package. Over.”

“Go ahead, Jago.”

“Can you bring the heli down on the point, even at a hover to retrieve the package?”

“I’ll check and get back to you. Out.”

There was a breeze blowing across the water and the sound of the helicopter close by when Chris messaged.

“Urgent message: taking incoming suppressed fire from the tree line behind the spit of land that juts out at two o’clock from my position. I’m returning fire and moving out. Over.”

“Roger that, Chris. Get out of there! You’re too exposed.”

“Lauren, have you got an answer?”

“Yes, we can’t hover at the point, but if you pass through the trees in a south-easterly direction for about fifty yards, you’ll emerge at the land across the water from the boat ramp. We can collect the package there.”

“Roger that. When we do, can you drop off to be with me?”

“Roger, we’ll see in about ten to fifteen minutes. Out.”

“Professor, we’re moving through the trees. Your legs might get a little cut up in those shorts, but at least you’ll be alive. Are you doing okay?”

“Well, it’s a lot to take in, but I’m sticking with it.”

“Good. Let’s move. Watch your footing, we can’t afford any trips at this stage. We have to continue in silence. Try to make your footfall as gentle as possible, but at speed.”

The undergrowth was dense, and progress slower than Jago had hoped for, but they ploughed on. He heard movement not too far away and closed in to tap the professor on the shoulder. He signalled for her to stop and kneel down, as did he. He trained his sight in the area of the noise and determined that it must be a small animal, for the sound and movement passed them some distance away. They moved on and Professor Beck marched out well.

She’s in shape for her age, he thought. It must be all the trekking. She was also obviously intelligent, and kind of understood this strange situation, holding out well without hysterics, as yet.

They’d been walking for fifteen minutes and could now see the light through the trees. They had about a hundred yards to the edge of the trees.

“Lauren, this is Jago. We’ll be ready in five. Over.”

“Roger that, we’ll sweep in from the north-east. I’ll exit the rear door behind the pilot and the professor can enter the same. Over.”

“Roger that, out.”

Jago and the professor arrived at the tree line and waited in a prone position with Jago watching their rear.

“Professor, can you take your hat, jacket and pack off, please?”

“But why?”

“We don’t have much time. Can you just do as I ask, please? The heli will be here in a minute to take you to safety.”

Without further question, she removed the items as requested. Jago opened the pack and tipped the content onto an open blanket and tied the four corners together.

“Here, take this. Lauren won’t need your stuff. Just these items.”

The professor didn’t know what to say; she’d never been in a situation like this before. Then she thought to ask, “Is Dr Dean alright?”

“Yes, he’s fine. We just need to get you to safety.”

The helicopter arrived, swooping low and quick. Lauren jumped out of the rear door as planned and helped the professor into the seat, quickly shutting the door behind her. The helicopter flew southwards and out of view before arcing right to head for Quantico.


Chapter 33 – Baby Bait

“What’s the plan?” Lauren asked.

Then she noticed the professor’s jacket, hat and pack.

“Oh, I get it, I’m the bait.” She gave a knowing look to Jago. “It’s nice to know that you’re needed, even if it is as bait.”

“I’m glad that’s sorted out. Let’s go hunting.”

Lauren quickly dressed and put the backpack on, and they covered the same ground as he had taken with the professor but in half the time. By the time they emerged from the tree line, it was dusk, and they moved south to the point. Jago positioned Lauren beside a rocky outcrop which would provide her with adequate cover should she need it. In the water lay half a dozen old rotting ships’ carcasses, a couple of which were brimming with healthy vegetation. The wrecks were partly in the water, and Jago waded out to a suitable camouflaged vantage point. He could see just around the corner, which was determined by a rocky crag, and to the outcrop where Lauren waited with her back to the north approach.

“Lauren, when I give the word, take cover and start putting down fire to the north. As soon as the target comes around the corner, he can only retreat two ways: where he’s come from, or in my direction. Up is not an option under fire. Did you get that? Over.”

“Roger that, the bait is waiting. Over.”

“Chris, what’s your location? Over.”

“I’ve cleared away the kayakers, and I’m beaching where you met the chopper. Over.”

“Okay, then proceed with caution north of the point and do not, I repeat, do not, leave the tree line, and do not come around the corner of the point. If Slater does manage to retreat, he’ll likely go in your direction. Over.”

“Roger that.”

Chris took out a camouflage jacket and NVGs from his kit pack and put them on before entering the woodland. He moved expertly through the vegetation, all the while seeking out any anomaly around him.

Jago was half in the water. His gun arm rested on a tuft of a plant that had somehow grown on a listing maritime corpse. It provided adequate support during the wait. To his front and sides was sufficient foliage to provide good camouflage. The sun was going down behind him, helping his concealment.

The radio crackled into life.

“Hello, all call signs on op Big Ben. This is NCIS Support 92 Charlie calling. Over.”

Jago responded, “Go ahead, 92 Charlie.”

“We have recovered your two team members from north of your position. Sit-rep: one down and one wounded. Over.”

Jago hung his head low upon receiving the news and paused before replying, knowing that Chris and Lauren were also absorbing the information.

“Roger that, 92 Charlie. Thanks for letting us know. Over.”

“We thought that you’d like to know ASAP. We have two teams converging from your partner’s position in the north. Where do you want them? Over.”

“Keep one on the shoreline and one in the north-east of the woodland. Hold the second team on the rise of the hill. Over.”

“Will do. Out.”

Jago reached into his small daypack and checked his pocket-sized underwater breathing apparatus. He knew that it would last for about five minutes and thought that it might come in useful. He kept it close and at the ready.

Suddenly there was movement. It was slow and deliberate along the tree line. For a moment, the movement was out of view. Jago had expected this as there was a natural dip inwards from the shoreline to the tree line, just before the rocky outcrop. Jago knew that Slater would reappear at any moment.

“Get ready, Lauren. Keep your nerve … ready … ready …”

Slater turned the corner and spotted who he thought to be the professor.

“Now, Lauren! Now!”

He watched as Lauren turned at lightning speed and put down fire in Slater’s direction. He seemed surprised, which was precisely what Jago had planned for. Just a momentary lapse was enough for Lauren to fire and take cover.

Slater retreated along the path from where he came. He had no way of knowing how many agents were ahead of him with Lauren, and cover was virtually non-existent. He knelt, gun at the ready, evaluating his position.

Jago had seen that Slater was wearing American military camouflage, black boots, possibly also US issue, and a well-stocked camouflage tactical vest. Slater’s retreat had provided enough time for Jago to slip into the water with his breathing apparatus. He manoeuvred himself into a position to a point where he was about forty feet away but at a too acute an angle to fully see Slater’s location. Jago was just under the surface with his eyes above the waterline, and on his head he wore a camouflage hat with added natural plant life. He initially settled, with substantial cover, beside a protruding piece of ship’s iron enveloped by tall grass.

He then moved to more open water, the surface of which was covered in vegetation. From here he had a suitable vantage point, just enough to see that Slater was preparing an assault. He was extracting grenades from his pouches, all the time looking front and rear, with the occasional glance upwards to the top of the boulders that hung above him.

“Lauren, this is Jago. Fall back to the point now and get prone! Over.”

“Roger that. Moving now.”

Lauren did not need telling twice, falling back about thirty feet as the rocks rounded at the point. No sooner had she adopted the prone position when a flash-bang erupted close to her last location, rapidly followed by two explosions from detonated grenades.

Slater started his advance, firing into the smoke as he moved. Lauren kept a vigil, but this was Jago’s moment to strike. Slater’s half-turned body was ready to round the bend and follow through on his assault of Lauren’s position when he was fired upon in a short burst. Slater spun around, not knowing from where the shots were coming. He hit the ground facing outwards, swivelling from left to centre and right.

“Hello, Lauren, put down four short bursts on my mark. Wait …”

Jago waited until Slater was momentarily looking the other way and fired another short burst at him. Slater’s head turned, and he put down fire on Jago’s first position from where he was inside the hull of the old rotting ship. “Now Lauren, fire!”

Lauren broke cover and let rip, pinning Slater back towards the boulder wall behind him. Jago applied more pressure on Slater with intermittent short bursts. Slater began to fire randomly in all directions, and Jago advanced upon his position, stopping every few feet to fire another volley. Lauren’s firing had ceased, and Jago saw that Slater was struggling to get to his feet. He’d been hit but remained active. Jago steadied his aim and fired.

Slater reeled backwards into the grey lichen-covered boulder and finally came to rest in a half-sitting position, gun still in hand but seemingly unable to use it. Jago advanced, slowly, cautiously. He knew that this was a Special Forces-trained opponent whose capabilities should not be underestimated, and who had nothing to lose.

“Hold your position, Lauren. Remain alert but hold. Over.”

“Roger that. Out.”

Jago emerged from the water, finger poised on the trigger, with Slater continually in his sights. He closed in, and Slater was wincing and rolling from side to side, still gripping his gun. Jago halted about fifteen feet away, knelt and called out to him.

“Jed! Time’s up. Toss your weapons into the water.”

Slater eyed Jago, raised his gun arm and started to point the barrel in Jago’s direction. Jago fired twice in the dirt beside Slater as a warning.

“I said to toss the weapons.”

Slater recognised Jago from their brief encounter and spluttered, “Oh, it’s you. You’re going to kill me anyway so why should I?”

“Because your brother and your father don’t want you dead.”

“You have a point, but I guess it’s too late. Is Marti okay?”

“Yes, he’s fine, unharmed. Why did you do it, Jed? Why all the bad acts and feelings?”

“Those toffee-nosed merciless politicians don’t give a toss about us, you know that? We’re just numbers and money to them. They made us leave the only life we knew, the only life we wanted. Hundreds, no thousands of us. Dumped on the scrap heap.”

“I can understand your reasoning, but why bring Marti into it? He had a promising future.”

“Marti was dumped too. He only had a bright future because he is bright, but he was forced like the rest of us. He wanted his revenge too.”

“You’re wrong Jed. So wrong. You see, Marti volunteered but didn’t dare to tell you. You, on the other hand, assumed that he’d been pushed.”

Slater tried to sit up and angrily replied, “You’re lying! Of course, he was pushed.”

“No, Jed, he wasn’t. Toss the guns away, and I’ll prove it to you.”

Jed lay there thinking, then tossed the carbine towards the water. It fell short but was well out of his reach.

“And the sidearm.”

Jed half smiled before unholstering the Glock on his thigh and throwing it into the water. He started to cough and dribble blood from his mouth. Jago opened a water-resistant pouch from around his neck. He began a video on the mobile phone and tossed it to Jed.

“If you don’t believe me, see for yourself.”

Slater’s eyes darted from Jago to the phone. He focused, coughed and watched the video of Marti’s interview.

“He didn’t want to disappoint his older brother, didn’t want to let him down. He knew that you were suffering and thought that joining you was the best way to help you.”

Slater tossed the phone aside on the dusty ground. He tried to move, to get up and couldn’t. He coughed and held his torso, grimacing in pain.

Jago took advantage of the moment. He could see the front and left side of Slater and that there were no grenades on his vest. But he couldn’t see the other side or the back. He moved to Slater’s left, all the while maintaining his distance and keeping his weapon trained on Slater.

“I need you to remove the vest, Jed. Can you do that?”

Jed moved his hand to undo the vest but then lunged his hand under it, producing a pistol. Spotting the movement and the pistol grip, Jago’s finger instinctively reacted, leaving Slater with two holes in his face and a blood-smattered boulder behind him, the stain radiating like a vibrant, claret-coloured aura around his body.


Chapter 34 – The Windfall

Jago and his team gathered back at The Ranch for the 10:00 hours debrief and Jago calmly conveyed the events that took place in the US.

“Bernie, what has happened to young Marti?”

“The powers that be have sent him to a military prison for the time being, just while they decide what to do with him. He’s already been told about Jed, and his father has been to visit him.”

“Have we managed to retrieve any of the funding? And do we now understand the significance of the dates 24th and 25th, and the figure 24.25?”

“Okay, Boss. Let’s answer your first question. Yes, we have managed to retrieve some of the funding. We are set to gain a windfall of £2.9 million for our charitable fund. They’d basically spent and distributed a large sum via offshore accounts in multiple countries. And Orenid Finance’s insurers are trying to recover some of that. When I explained to Marti what we do, he seemed quite happy to pass us the details to transfer the interest, plus some. He realised he wasn’t going to be out to do anything with it for a long time.”

“That kind of money will help a lot of people for many years to come. At least some good has come out of all this.”

He turned to Abi. “Abi, when we get back after a break, our main priority is to divert funds and look at some new additional distribution.”

“Sounds good to me, Boss.”

Jago continued. “Well, Bernie, what about the dates and the amount of money?”

“It’s as simple as this: if they had both received the pension they thought they were entitled to, Jed would have received his on the 24th of the month and Marti would have received his on the 25th. There’s no more to it than that. It seemed that Jed was obsessed with what could have been and determined the dates of attack this way.”

“I suppose some of the most perplexing issues can have the simplest answers.”

“What about those officers who have suffered as a result of the Slaters’ misinformation, like the officer with the son and the planted drugs?”

“We’ve informed all the relevant agencies and everything will be put right for them,” reported Bernie.

“Thanks, Bernie. Well done. You know, Jed must have been really mixed up. I mean, he’d planned and executed all of those attacks against the powers that be, and then he captures one of the world’s most wanted and doesn’t kill him, although he had every opportunity. And then hands him over to Scotland Yard. The lines of duty and allegiance really did blur for him, didn’t they?”

“I suppose that you could call it shades of loyalty,” said Abi.

“Yes, you’re right. That’s exactly what is was: shades of loyalty. That sums it up just right.”

“Boss, are you going back over to the States for Mark’s funeral?” asked Dom.

“Yes, I’ll go over at the start of next week. There’s an inevitable delay due to the autopsy. Anyway, you guys deserve a good break after a job well done. Thank you, everybody, I really appreciate your hard work and effort in this operation. Do you know where you’re going for your break?”

“I think that I’ll hang around the city and see what turns up,” said Dom.

“More like you’ll see where Irene wants to go,” jibed Fi.

The team laughed.

“Fi, I don’t know what you mean?”

“Yeah, yeah. Sure, Dom, sure.” Fi turned to Jago. “I’m off to see family for a few days and I’m taking a last-minute break in the sun. I don’t know where exactly, just as long as it’s in the sun I don’t care.”

“Sounds good, Fi, I don’t blame you. I could do with some sun myself.”

“What about you, Bernie?”

“There are two tech conferences I wouldn’t mind attending. One’s here in London and there is a choice of others, but I quite fancy Chicago.”

“Bernie, that’s not time off. When are you going to go somewhere to relax, away from technology?”

“Away from technology? Never! Anyhow, being away from you guys will be a break, and it will be relaxing.”

“You have a point. Each to their own, I suppose.” Jago turned to Abi. “What are you going to do, Abi? You can’t stay here all by your lonesome, can you?”

“Me, well I’m a bit limited when it comes to visiting my folks because their house just isn’t big enough for me to access it. I guess I can stay in a hotel nearby for a few days. And I do have the opportunity of attending an Invictus team training camp that’s taking place in the Canary Islands for ten days. That’ll be good.”

“But I thought you were waiting to save up for one of those new fancy chairs before you went on to any serious training?”

“I am, but all the suppliers are at these training camps, and you can try the chairs out. So it’s a really good opportunity to do that as well as get to know the team.”

“Oh, I see. How much are they?” asked Jago.

“The ones I’ve been looking at start at £1,000 and can go up to £3,000 depending on what they’re made of: carbon, titanium or whatever. But then, I have to pay to get there and stay as well.”

“That’s a hefty sum, Abi. Do you think that you’re going to be any good at this racing?”

“I don’t know, I’ll give it my best shot. Anyway, I’m really enjoying the training and looking forward to being part of the team, and that means more to me than anything.”

“That’s what we thought.”

“What does that mean?”

“We thought that you would say something like that, something like ‘I’m going to give it my all’ and ‘I just want to be part of the team’.”

He took out an envelope from his back pocket and handed it to her.

“We’ve all chipped in and here’s a little something to help you get what you need.”

Stunned, Abi looked around at all of them, making eye contact with each and every one. She opened the envelope and counted out £3,000. She was shocked, shocked to her core, and burst into tears. The team cheered and gathered around Abi, hugging her in turn.

“But, I don’t how to thank you, I really don’t.”

Jago replied, “You don’t have to thank us at, Abi, we’re a team and we look out for each other. You just go out there, enjoy yourself and do your best. And then tell us all about it when you come back.”

Jago concluded the debriefing.

“Right, team. Let’s get things squared away and I don’t want to see anyone here after midday.”

Jago made for his office, reached his mobile and called Rebecca.

“Hi, it’s me. Is there any way you can take some time off starting next weekend?”

“I don’t know, I can ask. For how long?”

“Let’s say two weeks. Oh, and you’ll need your passport and something black to wear.”

 

THE END
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